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        “Every villain has a backstory.

        Where his soul burned in hell for eternity before it vanished into thin air,

        leaving nothing but hollowness inside.”

        Rush

      

      

      Rush, 7 years old

      “Please, help me! Please!” Rafael’s scream echoes through the space as wind whooshes over me, flapping my pirate jacket back. The mask on my face slides to the side, blocking my vision of him for a second. “Please, help me!” my twin shouts again, plastering himself against a tree, while birds chirp in the distance and the waterfall splashes loudly several feet away, sweat trailing down his forehead.

      “He is going to kill me!” He closes his eyes and breathes heavily. Albeit a small smile graces his mouth that quickly turns into a frown when he peeks one eye open and kicks William a little, who stands by him, holding a wooden sword. “William. Your part!” he hisses, and our butler snaps out of his distraction, blinks several times, and then clears his throat.

      He steps in front of Rafael, presses the tip of the sword to his stomach, and announces in his soft voice that really doesn’t fit the situation much, “I shall cut you and feed you to the… to the…”

      “The sharks!” Rafael supplies, and William nods while George huffs in exasperation behind me, wiping away his own sweat with a handkerchief.

      I told him not to wear his uniform!

      “Right. I shall feed you to the sharks!” William glances at George, clearly asking for help.

      I decide to step in when Rafael yelps, “Help! Someone!” His voice is high-pitched. The crown on his head falls on his nose, and William quickly puts it back in place, earning himself a smile. “The bad man will kill me!”

      George asks in a hushed whisper, “Shouldn’t we go in now?”

      I click my tongue. “Rafael isn’t done acting.”

      My twin straightens his back; his silky, navy-blue shirt glistens in the bright sunlight streaming from above and only adds vividness to his emerald eyes. His shoulder-length hair hides underneath the crown. No stranger passing through the woods would ever doubt he is a prince in danger, kidnapped by a horrible man in order to get a ransom.

      But then, this island is our kingdom in a way too, right? So they wouldn’t be too far off in their assumptions either.

      Fisting the branch in my hand harder, I push the leaves to the side to get a better look at the situation, where Rafael stomps loudly on the ground, sending rocks flying under his boots while addressing William, who is holding his chin high.

      “You shall be punished for your betrayal, William.” Our butler freezes, and my twin continues, “The king will feed you to the sharks himself.” Rafael’s eyes narrow, and an odd expression crosses his face. “While I stand by and watch!”

      William pales; the pulse in his neck beats rapidly, if the blue vein is any indication. George tenses next to me, stepping toward them, ready to reassure William, and I groan inwardly.

      Whenever one of them is in pain, the other is ready to fly to help, as if they cannot bear the thought of it.

      Love is so stupid and lame. It sucks all the fun out of people!

      “That’s very rude, Rafael,” William scolds, breaking character, and my brother shrugs.

      “It’s part of the game. Focus, William!”

      “Five more minutes and we end this, Rush,” George tells me, patting my shoulder, and I look at him, noticing worry etched in his features. “We should be back at the castle soon.” A smile curves his lips. “We welcome a new baby today.”

      “Whatever,” I say, despising the reminder of our mom’s pregnancy—or rather how she shouted in pain when the butlers ushered us outside just hours ago when Dad barked his orders.

      They didn’t want us staying in the castle while she was giving birth because it might scare us, but all that did was terrify us even more.

      And make us hate this little creature who brings so much agony to Mom.

      Okay, so, that’s not true, since it’s cute while kicking Mom’s stomach. But still, I’m holding a grudge for right now.

      Rafael’s voice snaps me out of my thoughts as he shouts once again, “Someone, please, help me!”

      Showtime.

      I extend my wooden sword, jumping out of the bushes with George hot on my heels, and I shout, “This prince is mine!”

      George assumes the position behind me, a stick in his hand, with a bottle of water in the other in case we get thirsty.

      William blinks and then looks at Rafael, silently asking what to do, and Rafael mutters from the corner of his mouth, “No, he is mine. Get away, or I’ll kill you!”

      “What he said,” our butler tells me, and amusement sparks inside me at how lost he seems in this game. William rarely participates in our antics, preferring to stand on the side and watch us carefully so we won’t be harmed.

      Now, George? A whole other story.

      He puffs his chest forward and speaks up, steel lacing his tone that manages to send chills down my spine. “Step away from the prince if you want to live, bastard.”

      “Bastard,” William mouths in shock, and my brows furrow in confusion.

      What did he call him?

      “Hey! He is a royal guard,” Rafael shouts back at us and then nudges William with his shoulder, which makes the ropes around his middle that weren’t tight to begin with loosen a bit. “I’ve got your back, man.”

      “Just stay in character, Rafael!” At this speed, we will be here forever. I’m already hot all over, and my stomach grumbles, demanding food.

      Not to mention, worry still dances at the edges of my mind. Everything in me wants to run back to the castle to check on Mom, but Dad brought several doctors here, so it should be all right.

      I can’t imagine living in this world without my mom.

      My twin sticks his tongue out at me, not appreciating being told what to do, although he loves barking orders himself. That’s something he and Dad have in common. “Fine. Oh, please, save me from him!” Then his jaw drops open in shock as he drills his stare into me. “A pirate! A thief!” He sways to the side, studying George for good measure, who barely holds back his laughter.

      Rafael acts any role so realistically, adapting the wardrobe and expressions like a true chameleon, that you’d think we really came to kidnap him. Sometimes, I think if one were to give him enough freedom, he’d use it to trick people around him by wearing different masks of deceit destined to lure people into his traps.

      My twin loves to prank everyone, testing his boundaries, and the only person he never tries to impersonate is me.

      And thank God for that because he’d play the role of me better than I would.

      “I’m a pirate with integrity!” I tell him, stepping closer, while William waves his sword again, and it slides from his fingers, but he catches it just inches away from the ground. “A king sent me to save his son from the claws of the man he trusted the most.” I bow a little. “Your highness, the help has come.”

      “Nice!” Rafael mouths, giving me a thumbs-up before resuming his role. “If my father sent you, then I trust you, Pirate Rush!” He ponders his words for a second and then scrunches his nose. “No. Villain Rush.”

      Villain Rush?

      Snatching the mask from my face, I place my hand on my hip and hiss, “Villain Rush?” What kind of insult is that?

      Why would I get a role like all the despicable men in fairy tales who destroy someone’s life and always end up in a bad situation afterward?

      “Well, I can’t call you a pirate. A pirate wouldn’t save a prince.” Rafael wiggles a little, letting the ropes slide down his form, and walks to me, but not before saying over his shoulder to William, “We’re done. You can drop your prop.”

      Our butler does just that as George goes to him, already giving him water while gazing at him adoringly. William blushes to no end, his gold ring glistening in a ray of sunlight.

      Mom calls them love birds, while Dad just rolls his eyes, although he was the one who paid for their wedding. He even gifted them a huge house on the other island—for all the good they do for our family and how they stayed devoted to my father through the years, no matter what. I think he considers them some of his closest friends because we often see them sharing a drink and a laugh in the living room when the whole house goes to bed.

      Or we used to see it, at least. A lot has changed.

      During the day, George and William never allow anyone to think they get special treatment or have more power in the household.

      After all, friend or family, it doesn’t matter.

      We all live by my father’s rule, and those who break it don’t stay long enough to complain about it.

      However, they always face consequences for their decisions.

      Rafael’s words register in my mind, and my frown deepens, pulling me back to the present. I complain, “Villains always lose in a story, and the prince gets it all.”

      My twin laughs, rubbing his wrists as he finally reaches me, and the stupid crown we found in the observatory tower serves as a reminder of his so-called status.

      “Why are you a prince while I’m a villain?”

      He winks at me. “Because I’m prettier. Duh!”

      Is he serious right now?

      We’re twins!

      He notices my sour mood and how his explanation only sends more rage through me. I don’t want to be associated with bad men who get defeated by their own stupidity and become consumed by hate so much they see no way out but to lash out, hurting good people. Rafael sighs heavily and then wraps his arms tight around me, squeezing the air out of me.

      He opens his mouth, probably to say one more smart-ass comment, when George snaps his fingers, motioning with his hand toward the narrow road leading to our castle. “Let’s go, boys. I think it’s time.”

      William exhales in relief, tugging at his cravat and stomping loudly—to let off some steam, I’m sure. I march away, leaving our butlers behind us, while Rafael quickly follows after me, catching up in two strides.

      “Rush,” he calls my name, but I ignore him, too furious and worried about Mom to humor his make-believe roles and nicknames that always suck for me. Sometimes Rafael tends to forget I’m not a secondhand citizen in this household. We’re twins. I’m not beneath him. “Rush!”

      My raised hand does nothing to deter him, and he hooks his arm through mine, locking us in an embrace as our paces sync, and we speed up together, rapidly moving back home. “Villains are misunderstood heroes,” he says, and I roll my eyes, already preparing for his warped explanation regarding his point. Even our eleven tutors get fed up with his speeches because no one can ever prove him wrong or outsmart him during a debate.

      I guess our father didn’t anticipate that when he decided to start our education at three years old and continued to push our boundaries, adding more studies on top of one another.

      At least, I don’t know any other kids around who speak four languages fluently and read ancient literature before bedtime.

      “Save it, Rafael.”

      Of course he doesn’t listen to me, which earns a chuckle from George.

      Figures. He’s always been his favorite.

      “Villains are truthful, cunning, and they do not care about anyone but themselves. They are selfish, greedy, and usually have a strong motive to hate the good guys.”

      “Is that why they die in every story?”

      Why is this even a discussion?

      Villains suck, period.

      Rafael huffs. “You shouldn’t base your thoughts on villains and heroes by what we read. Good and evil have gray in them. You never know who carries more hate. The villain or the hero. Besides, there is an appeal. Like in your favorite fairy tale.” He waits a bit and adds, “Beauty and the Beast.”

      I regret mentioning that little fact to him. The only reason I even ended up reading it was to practice my French, and Mom gave me the book, warning me to study it hard and never do as the Beast did.

      Imprisoning an unwilling woman in his castle and demanding something that should only be freely given. Love.

      However, what struck me the most in the story was how lonely Beast was that he had no other choice but to blackmail someone to stay with him.

      Sometimes, that’s how I feel on this island with my twin, who rarely understands me.

      Alone.

      And all his love in the world cannot fix this feeling.

      “The Beast is the villain… but is he really?” he questions as if we’re taking a quiz.

      “Technically, there are no true villains in that story. Every action can be explained,” I reply quietly.

      Can the Beast be called a villain for wanting to break the curse caused by his stupidity?

      Can townsfolk and Belle’s family be called villains for wanting to kill the Beast, who took an innocent woman?

      Can enchanters be called a villain for casting the curse on the person whose heart was so vain she had no other choice but to teach him a lesson?

      Too many variables are in that equation that affect the outcome.

      Rafael uses this to distract me, and he exclaims, “Ah-ha! See? You defend them!” He pokes my side, and I glare at him as we come out of the forest, where harsh wind greets us. But we push through it and walk even faster home, both of us anxious to see our mom.

      They are selfish, greedy, and usually have a strong motive to hate the good guys, I think back to his earlier explanation. Strangely enough, the selfish one among us is Rafael and not me, so if anyone should wear the title of a villain, it’s him.

      I indulge his little game because he needs a distraction too. “And based on your less-than-flattering description, I’m supposed to jump from joy to be called one?”

      “Villains will fight for what they want till their last breath. That’s my Rush!”

      “Heroes do that too. Princes and kings do it as well,” I remind him when we nod at the guards protecting our castle. They give us a slight smile before snapping their fingers, which signals for the iron gates to be opened, the grating sound playing on my nerves and rushing pain through my scalp. “So your theory—”

      Rafael interrupts me, dragging me inside as George and William press their palms on our backs, urging us to speed up even more. Do they have a timer or something? Why all of a sudden are they in such a hurry? “Heroes fight for what is right.” My twin whistles. “So what they want doesn’t necessarily matter.”

      “Whatever, Rafael.” I decide to end this stupid conversation because arguing with him gives me a headache and zero other results.

      I spin around, which makes Rafael stumble a little, and focus my stare on the two butlers, who almost bump into us. Confusion is written all over their faces, but I know they won’t lie to me.

      Or rather, be successful at it.

      “Is Mom all right?” I address William, who pales a little at the question but then places his hand on top of my head and gently pats it. “How do you know it’s safe to come back?”

      “She is okay, Rush. They just needed time to deliver the baby, and now it’s all over.”

      George pitches in, hugging Rafael closer when he leans on his hip. “Labor can sometimes last for hours. That’s why your parents didn’t want you to listen to it all. Everything is great, little prince.”

      Yeah, well…

      At least to our staff I’m a prince.

      “Now, let’s go inside. Your parents are waiting for you.” George claps his hands and goes up the stairs quickly. William follows him, but Rafael stays by my side, since I’m still glued to the same spot, dwelling on everything around me on this island.

      Where only the endless ocean surrounds us, and you cannot escape, no matter what.

      And then the breath is squeezed out of me when Rafael envelops me in a tight hug, rocking us from side to side, and I have no choice but to return it, a little peace settling in my heart whenever we do it.

      “I love you, Villain Rush,” he whispers in my ear, sighing and resting his chin on my shoulder, while his hair tickles my cheek.

      They say twins are two halves of a whole who are forever connected with each other, no matter what happens or where they go. We are able to feel each other’s pain, moods, and even sickness.

      We’ve never been separated for longer than ten minutes, so we haven’t tested that theory yet. But in this moment, I’m so grateful to have Rafael in my life.

      Someone who is always there.

      Someone who listens.

      Someone who shows consideration only to me.

      And no matter what we will discover now or what this upcoming change brings in our structured world… he’ll be with me in it and will never let anyone come between us.

      Because Rafael will never, ever betray me or choose someone else above his twin.

      I whisper back in his ear, “I love you too, Prince Rafael.”

      “Forever and ever?”

      “Forever and ever.”

      Rafael leans back, laughing, and palms my head. “Yay! Come on. Let’s greet our new sibling!” He laces his fingers with mine and pulls me as we race to the second floor in record time, both our butlers watching us like hawks.

      The massive double doors at the end of the hall leading to our parents’ room are wide-open, and a light breeze comes from them, billowing the white curtains in different directions.

      We pause at the entrance, our eyes widening at our father, who sits on the edge of the bed by our mom. She holds a bundle in her arms, tapping her hand on its bottom as the baby coos. Tears stream down her cheeks, and she presses a kiss to the baby’s forehead while our father just grins, enjoying the view, it seems.

      My mom’s blond hair serves almost as a shield from his prying orbs as she concentrates on the baby in her arms. “My baby girl,” she whispers, and Rafael elbows me as we grin at one another.

      Secretly, we hoped for a girl because we weren’t sure we could love another brother the way we love each other.

      But a girl?

      A whole other story.

      She raises her head, and her blue eyes sparkle with joy when her gaze lands on us. “Boys! You’re here.” She extends her hand to us, wiggling her fingers. “Come up here. Meet your new sister.”

      We do as she says, still holding hands as we shake a little and scoot up on the bed to get a better look. Although we jump when Father barks, “Careful! You might hurt them.”

      Rafael barely pays attention to the command, though, and gasps in awe when Mom shows us the baby’s face.

      She is all scrunchy and red. And tiny.

      “She’s so small,” he whispers and then runs his finger over her cheek, and I do the same.

      Mom laughs. “She is, darling. But thankfully she has two big brothers to protect her. Right?”

      “Right,” we reply in unison, and I cannot resist trapping her tiny hand between my fingers, mesmerized by the small creature, and then blink when she squeezes one.

      “Looks like she’s saying hello too, Rush,” Mom says.

      Rafael pats her head softly and asks Mom, since I’m unable to form a question at this point, “What’s her name, Mommy?”

      “Lavender.”

      Oh. After her favorite flower. Dad always brought her some whenever he visited the city, but he has stopped in the last couple of months.

      Among other things.

      “Princess Lavender,” Rafael announces for everyone, which earns him a few chuckles, and even our butlers, standing behind us, sigh, clearly excited about the new addition to the family.

      All while I study things among us that I shouldn’t notice, but I do.

      My mom’s trembling body when our father steps closer to us, joining in the family time.

      Her wince when his knuckles graze her cheek.

      The new, barely visible bruises on her body.

      Or how the happiness always present in her smiles disappeared along the way and no longer fills the air around us.

      And the anger in my father’s eyes whenever Rafael and I speak, breathe, or make an appearance wherever he is.

      Somehow, my father has changed.

      He looks the same, and he acts the same, but… but his soul is not the same.

      Evilness pours from him, and sometimes I think nothing but our pain will sustain it.

      Yet everyone stays oblivious to it and my mother’s suffering, even Rafael.

      Maybe that’s why I’m called a villain.

      Although, deep down, I hope not.

      I hope one day to become a prince and not a creature who disturbs the peace of others in order to do what he wants.

      Because the prince would do what is right.

      Yet a prince would never go against a king.

      I will, though.

      If it means saving my mother from pain.

      

      Aileen

      Piercing pain assaults my senses, ricocheting through my entire system, while my eyelids desperately try to open, only to close again when the hurt intensifies by a thousand notches.

      My head is about to explode, and I’m yet to find who holds the detonator.

      My groan echoes in the space, the sound disturbing my ears and adding to the discomfort. I shift a little and hold my breath when my nape starts to ache, and no position seems helpful.

      Since when does my bed feel so uncomfortable, bringing with it hurt rather than relaxation and peace?

      “Come on, darling. Wake up and look alive.” Something splashes on my face, the cold droplets hitting my skin and tapping on my nerve endings, breaking goose bumps on my flesh as uneasiness rushes through me. “We are on a tight schedule here. You can get your beauty sleep later.” More frigid liquid splashes on me, and I finally peel my eyes open, gasping in shock at the face inches away from mine.

      He dips his fingers in the glass once again, ready to flick more water on me, when I shake my head. I instantly regret it, breathing hard through my nose, and my fists clench.

      “Rush,” I whisper, happiness filling me to the brim while relief washes over me at the thought that all the horrible images playing in my head had been nothing but a nightmare.

      He must have found me in the storm and brought me back home, which means I didn’t hurt him too bad, and the knife never touched any important organs.

      Not that it excuses the crime I’ve committed in his eyes, but right in this moment, him being okay is all that matters to me. Because deep down, I never wanted to bring him pain or deceive him, despite him kidnapping me on this island.

      Which is such foolishness on my part, as the heart of a villain always stays cold and soaked in darkness that no amount of love can ever cure.

      Without thinking, I wrap my arms around his neck and pull him close to me, the water spilling between us, but I don’t care and just tighten my hold on him.

      Pressing my lips to his, welcoming the warmth emitting from him in spades, I sigh in relief, wishing to wash away any thoughts about the possibility of ever meeting his twin, who hates me so much and would sacrifice me if he so wished.

      A gasp escapes me, his mouth opening a little above mine as we share a breath, and my heartbeat speeds up. Memories about our single encounter pop into my head as my nails dig into his skin.

      And freeze… because the masculine scent teasing my nostrils reminds me nothing of the earthy and stormy smell attached to my villain, and my body recoils at the contact instead of welcoming it.

      A chuckle rumbles the stranger’s chest, the vibration tickling my skin, and he says, his husky voice sending fear through every cell in my body, “Ah, darling. I have to say I didn’t expect you to have such fond feelings for your captor, aka my twin.” He waits a beat and adds, “Stockholm Syndrome is a thing after all. Live and learn.” His hot palm settles on my back as he glides it up and down my form, burning my flesh and creating uncomfortable sensations that scream at me to leave the trap this monster set up for me.

      Oh my God.

      My nightmare is my reality after all, and he exists!

      I push him away, scooting back until my spine connects with a soft cushion, and my nails dig into the leather so hard a scraping sound echoes in the space. My gaze stays trained on the stranger, who exhales in boredom and gets up. His low-hanging jeans on his hips and open white satin shirt showcase the V of his chest and carved body, which might as well be a sculpture for how detailed and beautiful it is.

      But then, that’s not surprising, right? The monsters need to wear mesmerizing masks in order to catch all unsuspecting creatures in their clutches.

      “Who are you?” I ask and then cough because my throat is so dry it’s a wonder I can speak at all.

      It feels as if thousands of ants are biting on my skin from inside out, sending annoyance and discomfort to all my nerve endings.

      He clicks his tongue, walks to the nearby table, and picks up another glass of water, extending his hand to me.

      I watch the thing warily, my head still aching from whatever drug he injected into me after he got fed up of fighting back my punches, and his brows rise. “Well? Drink.”

      Coughing again, I shake my head, swallowing hard and hoping the saliva will wet my throat.

      My refusal only earns me a chuckle followed by a sarcastic jab. “You’ve been out for more than twelve hours.”

      What? Twelve hours?

      No, no, no.

      “Impossible,” I whisper, pressing my hand to my forehead and stilling when I see the long black sleeve. I gasp in horror, the realization hitting me hard.

      I’m wearing a black shirt barely covering me to midthigh, and I do my best to control the hysterics rising up inside me at the possibility of this man seeing me naked and having his sadistic way with me. He was so cruel to me before shoving me inside the car and warning me to stay put that I thought he’d rip my hair out. “Oh my God,” I whisper in horror, clenching the shirt to my chest while tears form in my eyes, but I refuse to let them out. “You’re a bastard!” I throw at him, and he raises his brow again.

      He sighs dramatically before grinning wildly, and just the sight of it adds to the swirling panic within me. “If I wanted to ravish you, I’d have already done it, love. So drink up because we need to talk.” He glances at the clock. “And considering you’ve taken your sweet time already, I’ll have to be quick.” He winks at me. “Hopefully, all the rumors about your brilliant mind are true.”

      He says it so nonchalantly, as if he didn’t just kidnap me!

      My brow furrows in confusion at this, though, and only then do I decide to study the environment around me. With the aura he displayed earlier when he kidnapped me… this house is vastly different.

      I expected to see some dark dungeon straight from my nightmares about such men. Instead, though, the modern design that graces thousands of luxurious magazines greets me.

      I’m in a spacious living room consisting of white and silver colors, with a huge couch and two chairs next to it. A small round table stands in front with several books on it. Greek myths—so the siblings must share a love for those.

      A bar is located on the right corner with so many half-opened bottles, and judging by the amount of liquid in them, it’s a wonder this man can stand up straight. The brands are expensive, and most of it is whiskey, while next to it all, he has a collection of cigars.

      Various paintings hang on the walls depicting gory and bloody images from Greek mythology, almost warning you about the psyche of the person who owns this house, speaking about his deep vices he probably hides from the outside world.

      Especially the one with Hades dragging Persephone to his underworld while her mother begs on her knees far away to let her go.

      While I’ve seen many variations in art of this myth, this one somehow makes me uncomfortable, and I look away, feeling the hopelessness and pain of her mother and how, once you make a deal with a devil, there is no going back.

      My focus shifts to the white, glassed bookshelf, where he has blades of different shapes and sizes, and by the exquisite work, I assume they must be very expensive. In fact, he must’ve bought them on the black antique market because you usually only find such stuff in museums.

      A hallway leads to a staircase and two more rooms, the smells of coffee and toast wafting in the air, so one of them must be the kitchen.

      The silver marble glistens under the sun streaming from the huge window and brightening up this rather gloomy and cold place, showing it in full glory, and while it reeks of luxury… it has no soul.

      The stranger snaps his fingers, and I blink, looking at him again. He sighs once more. “Darling, you need to focus on the conversation. You can study the interior later.” He picks up the remote from the table and clicks it, the TV on the opposite wall turning on, and my eyes widen at the image greeting me there. “Allow me to introduce to you the Wright family.”

      I sit up straight on the couch, adjusting the shirt once again, all while gluing my stare to the screen and studying the family picture.

      A young, blond-haired and blue-eyed woman leans on a tall, dark-haired man behind her, who cradles her barely visible pregnant belly. Two identical boys press their bodies to her, happiness and joy pouring from them in spades, while George and William stand on either side of them.

      I’ve seen a lot of family portraits over the years, and I can without a shadow of a doubt say that it’s a loving one.

      Or at least used to be.

      My heart pangs painfully in my chest at the thought of all three kids losing their parents so young, but the man doesn’t let me dwell on it for long. “Our parents met in college one summer night, and it was love at first sight. They got married three days later and in nine months had us.” He comes closer to me, making me jump in place, and then extends his hand to me, introducing himself. “Rafael Wright.”

      My brows furrow as something nags at the back of my mind, information that might give me a better understanding of the man who stands before me. I think I’ve heard the name over the years, but for the life of me, I cannot remember where.

      Instead of shaking his hand, I slap it away, scooting even farther from him, and he just smirks, finding it all amusing.

      “I don’t care who you are. You kidnapped and drugged me while almost ripping my hair out,” I snap at him, and to my astonishment, he winces as if he doesn’t like for his fuck-ups to be pointed out.

      “You should thank me, darling. If I hadn’t done that, you’d be dead.”

      I freeze at this, shaking my head in disbelief at the audacity that all Wright siblings apparently share.

      In the span of three days, they all have managed to hurt me in one way or another!

      And ironically, I stabbed the only one of them who was good to me.

      Hurt and guilt wash over me akin to a powerful storm, threatening my sanity and composure while my soul cries out in despair, thinking about what I did to him and yet understanding I absolutely had no other choice.

      “Rush,” I whisper, “he needs help.”

      Rafael grabs his glass of whiskey, takes a large sip, and clicks his tongue. “Ah, you still show concern for your captor. Compassion is a virtue indeed. Too bad it has absolutely no value in our world.” He chuckles, although it lacks any humor. “I have to say I’m surprised something so pure came out of Lachlan.”

      I will all the patience I do not possess into my fist because yet another person is about to insult my father. But I pause when I realize emotions don’t coat his voice at all.

      In fact, his pitch doesn’t even change when he utters my father’s name. Compared to Rush and Lavender, he has no rage filling his every movement and word.

      “Rush,” I repeat, needing to know he’s all right, even though it’s so foolish on my part.

      If he’s not dead, he’ll come for revenge, and my situation will be much worse now, with two men wanting to use me for whatever dark desires they have.

      Rafael claps his hands before clicking on the remote again. “We’ll get to that later. Like I said, we are on a very tight schedule here.” I open my mouth to protest but then gasp in shock when he snatches a knife out from under the couch, the blade glistening in the sun, and traces the tip over the table’s wood. “And focus this time around, Aileen. I’m not known to be patient, and you wouldn’t want to face the consequences of my temper, would you?”

      Biting hard on my lower lip so a scream won’t escape me, I nod, sliding even farther away while trying to assess how quickly I can jump up and run toward his blade collection to grab a weapon for myself.

      All thoughts fly away from my mind, though, when my gaze lands on the new picture, so vastly different than the previous one.

      This time, the woman holds what seems to be a one-year-old Lavender resting her cheek on her chest, while the boys both hug her from either side, and she has her other hand on one of them. The father stands next to them, a smile shaping his mouth, yet it’s so despicable it sends shivers down my spine and coldness into every cell in my body.

      Even from the photo, I can feel his horrible soul that must be completely rotten.

      And something else snags my professional eye—the amount of makeup on their mother’s face and the sorrow in her gaze mixed with fear. Almost as if she used the cosmetics to cover up the bruises the man must have inflicted on her. It would explain the weird scars on her arms that weren’t present in the previous photo.

      “What the hell happened?” The question is out of my mouth before I can stop it, too shocked by the difference, while my curious mind reels with thousands of possibilities, although none make sense.

      If their mother was a victim of domestics abuse, then their father would have shown his true colors way earlier and wouldn’t have waited years to start hurting her, right?

      People can change after having a baby, but once again, they already had two sons.

      “I asked myself this question thousands of times over the years.” Rafael finishes his drink and puts it on the table where it rattles soundly. “That’s where you come in, darling.”

      “Stop calling me darling,” I hiss at him and frown when his words register in my mind. “What do you mean?” Then it hits me. “Is it because of my psychology degree? You want me to give my professional opinion?” Considering the interior of the place, this man must be crazy-rich, so I don’t really think he couldn’t afford a professional before. But since none of the members of this family are sane, I’m not surprised by anything.

      “You might be smart, but you’re eighteen and have zero experience in life.” Our gazes clash, and I shrink inwardly at the complete hollowness and coldness of his green orbs. “So, no offense, darling, but if I needed a professional opinion, I’d go to the best of the best.”

      Yeah, okay.

      “Then I don’t understand.”

      He gets up, rubbing his knife over his cheek while he studies the picture, and then turns his attention back on me. “My mother was a gentle soul who loved her family. She only had two passions besides us—writing in her diaries and painting in the garden.” He goes to the bar, picks up a red folder, and then drops it on the table. “They look like this, and there must be around ten of them. She usually kept them all in a hidden spot, claiming we could all read them once she died, to keep the family legacy going.”

      Ignoring the sadness and pain lacing his tone, I open the folder and see a photo of a black-and-white diary with a Celtic design that’s very beautiful. It even has a lock on it.

      “She kept all the keys too. But then one day, I saw her ripping up her diaries and throwing them in the fireplace, watching them burn, right before my father grabbed his belt and beat the shit out of her,” he tells me, and a horrified gasp slips past my lips. He gives me a crooked smile. “He was a fucking psycho like that. He’d beat her and then kiss her, not minding her screams.”

      Oh my God.

      I can’t imagine growing up in such an environment, and my heart once again squeezes so hard it’s difficult to breathe, thinking about Rush watching his mother suffer so much.

      Is it a wonder he grew into a cold human being who doesn’t believe in love, and then when he sees something he wants, he just takes it?

      Not that his childhood excuses his behavior, but it at least explains something.

      “I’m so sorry.” A monster or not, no one deserves to see their mother being hurt and then raped. He didn’t say it out loud, but I can read between the lines.

      He ignores me and instead continues, “However, she saved one of the diaries. She hid it somewhere in the house and told me to find it if anything happened to her, as it holds the answers to everything.”

      “Did you?”

      “No. I couldn’t.” He doesn’t elaborate on that part of the family history. “That’s where you come in and why I brought you here.”

      I blink at him several times, combining all the information in my head and putting it together in aligned blocks. “You want me to find the diary?”

      “Ah, it’s so good to have a conversation with a smart person. It’s a rarity in this world.” He nods. “Yes. You’ll find the diary and give it to me.”

      A humorless laugh escapes me, and he narrows his eyes, clearly not appreciating me mocking his plan. But is he serious? I might be curious, but I don’t really care about his mother’s diary. I have my own family to think of and all the fucked-up shit that just happened to me!

      “Why would I? I have my own problems.” I swirl my finger in the air. “I’m kidnapped on an island, if you haven’t noticed!” I yell the last part, not caring who hears me. Based on my experience, their staff doesn’t give a shit about anything anyway.

      “We have no time for your hysterics.” My mouth opens and closes at the sheer boredom in his tone. “Find the diary for our mutual benefit and go home unscathed.” A beat passes. “Well, sans whatever the fuck has gone on between you and my twin.”

      My cheeks heat up while a hot flush travels through me at the reminder of me losing my virginity to Rush, my core still sore between my legs, while muscles I didn’t even know existed ache.

      “Why should I trust you?” I ask him, shifting to the other end of the couch, and then get up, crossing my arms. “And why should I help you? Find the diary yourself. You knew your mother better than anyone.” He can claim whatever he wants, but if a man behaves as cruelly as he did with me, it means he has no morals.

      I don’t believe a word he says. He must have his own agenda. And why would a Wright sibling help me anyway, since they all hate my father so much?

      He sucks in a breath through his teeth. “That’s a bit difficult, since Rush forbade me to enter our family home. I’m not welcome there.” What in the hell? “George and William feel so guilty for screwing up all those years ago they do whatever he says and are deeply loyal to him. So they won’t go behind his back either.” Judging by his tone, he harbors a lot of resentment where those two are concerned. “And Lavender is in no condition to help me.”

      I hear an emotion in his voice, something akin to softness that contrasts so much with his harsh coldness. At least he has affection for his sister—although, little good it did her. “So that leaves only you.”

      This family dynamic is the most bizarre one I’ve ever seen. How surreal my situation is.

      I put my hand on my forehead, rubbing it and wincing at the headache enveloping me, trying to make sense of all this and not erupt into real hysterics, wondering how I ended up in this mess in the first place.

      As bad as it sounds, at least with Rush, I knew his agenda and was semi-safe at his mansion. I don’t know what kind of psycho his twin is. And what will he do if I refuse him?

      Running away right now doesn’t seem like an option either, since I have no idea where we are or how to get away from here.

      My dad needs time to arrive, so I’m back at square one, where my survival once again depends on a man, and I have to play my cards right in order to survive.

      And hold myself back from begging Rafael for Rush’s whereabouts and what’s going on with him.

      My affection for the villain should stay firmly locked in my heart without anyone shining a light into it, for how shameful it is to care for and lust after a man who kidnapped you?

      Clearing my throat, I take a deep breath and ask again, “Still, it doesn’t answer my question. Why should I trust you?”

      He implied he can get me away from here, once I do what he says, but what guarantees can he give me?

      “Not to be rude, darling, but you’re in a fucked-up situation, and I’m literally the only one who might give you the key to saving your family.” He must read confusion on my face, as he elaborates, “If what I suspect is true, my mother’s diary will save your father. Rush believes only what he sees. Emotions don’t rule him.”

      I still at this. “What do you mean?’

      “My mother’s diary tells what happened on this island twenty-seven years ago. Find it, give it to me, and the rest will be history.” He opens his arms wide. “And this nightmare will go away.”

      We stare at one another in silence as I digest his proposition, the wooden clock hanging on the wall ticking loudly and sending prickles over my skin, while everything in me cheers at the idea of him helping me.

      A man of his caliber uses whatever weapons he wishes, as long as it means his victory. His reasons for finding out the truth are vastly different, and I can almost feel his anger directed toward someone.

      If Rush believes my father is responsible for his parents’ death, then Rafael blames someone else. So while the variables in this equation might change, the reason is all the same.

      Revenge.

      However, does it really matter? Who cares what they’ll all do, as long as my family is safe from their madness?

      But there is also another part of me, a scared one, after that conversation with my father.

      What if my father was unintentionally responsible in some way for the tragedy that occurred here, destroying these siblings who are damaged in one way or another?

      Will I be able to survive it? And worse… how would I save him from Rush’s wrath then?

      Not to mention that going behind his back will put me in the “bad” category by default.

      Ignoring the stabbing in my heart, I fire off another question. “I betrayed him. What makes you think I’ll be allowed inside?” My voice trembles a little, still despising myself for hurting someone, even if it was reasonable.

      You deceived him. Drugged him and stabbed him. It will be a miracle if he doesn’t lock you in a dungeon and feed you to the wolves once you go back.

      All my knowledge about villains and serial killers points out one thing clearly.

      They don’t forgive or forget, and those who cross them die the most painful deaths.

      “Leave that to me.” He cocks his head to the side and winks at me. “So do we have a deal?”

      “I don’t trust you,” I tell him, and he barks a laugh.

      “Good girl. Don’t.” He extends his hand to me. “Get me the diary, and I will give you freedom. I’m your best chance.”

      “My father will save me.” I raise my chin high. “And if not him, then your brother. Either way, I don’t have to do anything you say.” By how he speaks about Rush, he must be alive. After all, I did my best to make sure the wound was very superficial and to not touch any important arteries.

      That being said, I’d never stabbed a person in my life, so I have no idea if my plan worked.

      “True. But if you don’t help me, one of them will die. And something tells me it would probably be your father.”

      Fear rushes over me, polluting every cell in my body with horrible images in my head, one darker than the other, while the cruel man continues his speech.

      “I’m being generous, Aileen, because we are in the same boat. Fighting for a family full of secrets who think they sheltered us from them. When, in fact, their choices created the unstable events that affect us in ways we never saw coming.”

      I cover my ears from his words, breathing through my nose and exhaling loudly to control the panic creeping up on me. I’m exhausted from everyone threatening me and all their scenarios.

      “Do we have a deal or not?”

      If someone told me just a few days ago I’d end up on an island with a man who wants to kill my father, sleep with him, and then stumble into his twin, who wants to make deals with me, I’d laugh in their face.

      Now, though… laughter is the last thing on my mind.

      Swallowing past the bile in my throat, still not really understanding what the hell is going on and what kind of trouble I got myself into by pushing myself into this family dynamic, I nod. “Yes.”

      I will find the diary and read it first, making sure my family is protected. Right now, my priority is getting away from Rafael, as the enemy you know is better than the one you don’t.

      My life has reached a point where I’m choosing between enemies. Unbelievable!

      “Great.” He glances at the clock. “We have twenty minutes, give or take, by my estimation.” What? “Now, let’s introduce you to my wife. She’s been dying to meet you.” He motions toward my form. “She was the one who changed you, by the way. I’m an asshole, but I’m not a perv.”

      A wife?

      This monster has a wife here who supports his behavior?

      Oh my God, is there no limit to human vices?

      Before I can comment on that, he walks toward me, and I jump to the side, spinning around to see him go to the kitchen.

      He opens the door, grabs someone by the elbow, and my eyes widen and my jaw drops when he forcefully drags out a young woman.

      She has a gag wrapped around her mouth, while her dark eyes shoot daggers his way as pure hate fills them. She has her hands tied behind her.

      “Ah, my little dove. Did you miss me?” She huffs in exasperation and tries to kick him in the calf, but he steps back, making her miss. “Careful, my love. Otherwise, you might spend the night like this.” He leans closer, their noses inches apart as she breathes heavily. “Not that I would mind. After all, it might be very entertaining.” He traces his finger over her cheek, and she jerks her head away, clearly despising his touch.

      I scrunch my eyes closed and open them again, hoping I’m mistaken in my assumption, but her beauty and features are so sophisticated and stunning they are hard to misplace.

      Especially when you grew up together, mingling in the same world, your fathers doing business and attending the same dinner parties.

      One of them being dedicated to her engagement to her longtime boyfriend, and they were madly in love. In fact, their love story could have been written in the stars for how cute and romantic it is.

      Sweet, kind, and successful.

      Belonging to one of the famous and long-lasting dynasties, a prima in her own right, and one of the smartest girls I’ve ever met and is good at anything she does.

      Emmaline Katherine King.

      Rafael frees her mouth, and she gulps for breath before hissing at him, “I hate you.” Her tone leaves no room for any other thought. I don’t think I’ve ever seen a woman despise a man so much. If her hands were free, she’d probably go for his throat.

      His sadistic and sinister smile scares even me. “Right back at you, my love.” She leans back, ready to spit at him, and he wiggles his index finger at her. “Nah-uh, my dear wife. If you do, you’ll have to face the consequences.” She freezes, biting hard on her lower lip. “Can you survive them?”

      “The day you die, I will dance on your grave,” she spats, which only earns her a chuckle from the certified psycho, and she looks at me, regret written all over her features. “I’m so sorry, Aileen.”

      “Don’t apologize, wife. You’re not responsible for my actions.”

      “Shut up. Just shut up for once!” she screams at him, kicking at him again, and this time she reaches the target, but considering her size, it’s nothing against him. He doesn’t even budge under the assault. “You’re despicable. Who kidnaps women?”

      “Your husband, apparently.” He fists her hair, tilting her head back, and she wiggles in his arms, trying to free herself, but he doesn’t give her the opportunity. “Wouldn’t you agree, Aileen?”

      This cannot be real.

      “Emmaline,” I whisper, too stunned. She got engaged a few months ago. We all attended the party, as I said. And now she’s married… to this guy?

      Clearly unwillingly, but how in the hell did this happen? And how did I miss it? Her wedding to Anthony was planned to happen in the spring, so surely we wouldn’t have missed a change of plans—or rather grooms—right?

      For a woman who loved her fiancé so much, this situation cannot be explained. It probably just means he’s holding something over her head for her to betray Anthony like this. They’ve been together since kindergarten!

      I want to ask so many questions, hug her even, because she is the first familiar person in this hell, but before I can take even a step in her direction, a powerful and deep roar echoes through the space. It stills us all, while everything inside me sighs in relief, even though I hate myself for it.

      “Rafael!”

      My villain has come.
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        “Don’t believe everything you see or hear.

        For even your senses might be deceiving you in the land where villains rule.”

        Rush

      

      

      Rush, 9 years old

      A whistling wind dances around me, billowing the curtains back and making them sway when I get up from the bed and tiptoe to the window. I sigh in wonder when the view of the night opens up to me.

      Because clouds gather together, the lightning gracing the sky indicates the upcoming storm, while stars marring the blue space slowly disappear one by one.

      “It’s almost wish upon a star time,” Rafael whispers next to me, and I blink in surprise but then just laugh under my breath.

      My twin is always so soundless whenever he moves that even I don’t hear him or expect to see him until he absolutely wants me to.

      He nudges me a little bit, so I scoot to the side as we both place our elbows on the windowsill and clasp our hands together, drilling our stares into the sky.

      We both love storms. Mom said we were born during one, and maybe that’s why. We always wake up to watch and drink in the nature around us. A few years back, we came up with a tradition known only to the two of us.

      Whenever the clouds cover the sky… we wait until only one star is left and then make a wish that needs to come true.

      In all the fairy tales, they say you have to wish upon a star, and that wish may come true.

      So far, they have.

      Or at least Rafael claims his do.

      Mine have been falling on deaf ears, but I do my best to repeat them every single time, because maybe my wish is so complicated it needs several tries.

      “Now!” Rafael says, and we close our eyes, both of us freezing while I bite my lip and repeat my wish once again in my mind.

      For my father to stop hurting my mom and keeping us prisoners on this island.

      My heart pangs painfully just remembering the new bruises on her body that pop up every other day while sadness is permanently etched on her features. She no longer has the desire to smile or do anything else but stare into the distance. Sometimes, she takes a break to drink scotch and then falls asleep in her chair before Dad takes her upstairs and does God knows what.

      She sobs afterward, loudly, the sound echoing through the space at night and not letting me sleep while anger consumes me more and more.

      I’m powerless to help her, and it kills me that everyone ignores it, even Rafael. Or rather, he sees all of it and tells me to be quiet and just work on our school. According to him, if Dad keeps his promise and sends us to boarding school, we will be able to help Mom.

      Patience. He repeats that word a lot.

      But how can I be patient when she suffers? When he makes our life unbearable by always screaming at us or ordering us to go to our room as if he can’t even stand the sight of us?

      Why did my father change so much? How could a loving man turn into a monster?

      However, that’s not what sends fury through my veins.

      It’s everyone’s indifference.

      The only person who—thank God—doesn’t reap the effects of his character is Lavender. He dotes on our little sister, always rocking her in his arms, and if she so much as cries, he fires whoever tended to her that day.

      She always giggles, spending her time playing in the garden or discovering the world. Precious little thing, a true princess who should rule this kingdom one day.

      And since our father vocalized several times how he plans to leave everything to her one day, she probably will.

      We love our baby sister. She is the cutest thing, and we try to spend time with her, yet he still manages to thwart us and allows it only when Mom insists.

      For all the pain he causes her, somehow, her wishes are still his priority.

      Sometimes, I feel like Dad doesn’t consider us his sons and wants to eliminate us altogether from their lives. Maybe that’s why he never eats dinner with us and urges Mom to pay us no attention, and whenever she refuses in our company, showing defiance in front of other people… there is this look on his face that sends chills down my spine.

      Usually followed by more screams that night.

      But along the way, she stopped showing us affection too, a kiss and hug here and there, but mostly she stays silent.

      At this point, I see more of William and George, who spend every single minute with us, keeping us busy with all our tutors and studies. I think they are intentionally leaving us no room to wander around the castle and cause more wrath from our father.

      All these memories make me more determined, and I wish once again for divine intervention to come and save us all from the monster who feasts on our souls and bit by bit destroys this family.

      Another round of thunder echoes through the space, rocking the dark sky while the wind whooshes over us, prickling our skin, and Rafael sighs. “The stars are gone!” He throws his arm over me and rests his head against mine. “Did you make a wish?”

      “Yeah,” I whisper, wondering if this time around it will come true.

      “Someday, we will travel the world, Rush. We’ll buy a yacht and go on all the adventures our great-great-grandpa explored.” He extends his hand and sways it back and forth along the horizon. “Twin pirates roaming the world. Free, brave, and careless.” He snaps his fingers. “We just need to get our hands on our trust funds, and all this”—he swirls a finger in the air—“will be nothing but a bad dream.”

      Not this again.

      For all his rational thinking, Rafael has a deep fascination for the legends surrounding this island, mainly about our ancestors. Ever since he learned about pirates, he insists we need to embrace our heritage and follow their path. He loves to read books about the subject and has many entries in his notebook, intending to find out for himself if that future is possible.

      According to him, we can totally survive in the wild, which inspires laughter in me, because really?

      We might know this island, but living without all the luxuries surrounding us would not only be difficult but impossible even.

      Not to mention how the wild has a lot of dangerous things in it, and truth be told, I find all the stories about pirates exhausting and stupid.

      Oceans, adventures, playing rebellious characters who have questionable morals—it all has no appeal to me.

      I want to be a lawyer who fights for what’s right, having justice and laws on his side. One of the reasons why I study hard—and hope that by us doing excessive tutoring—is it’ll allow me to skip a few grades.

      William said we will be sent to boarding school when we’re twelve, and from there, it should be a smooth ride to college.

      Then I won’t let men like my father go unpunished while everyone keeps their mouths shut.

      All this… if Father gives us our trust funds and doesn’t change his mind. Although the temptation to get rid of us would probably be too strong to resist.

      “There will be no twin pirates, Rafael.” I dip my shoulder, and he loosens his hold on me, so I slide to the side, getting up while my twin glares at me.

      “You’re going to leave me alone?” He puts a hand on his chest and exhales heavily, and I roll my eyes.

      Here come the dramatics.

      “No, because you will come with me and study.” I tap on his head. “After you get a degree, you can buy a yacht.”

      “Wanna bet?”

      My brows furrow. “Bet on what?”

      “Who are we going to be? Men with degrees in suits like Dad and his friends?” He shudders, disgust crossing his face, which surprise me because he never voices his distaste toward our father. Maybe my twin has better ways of hiding his true emotions than me. “Or pirates who hate laws and make their own rules?” He opens his palm. “So?”

      I place my hand in his, and he squeezes, cementing my agreement, and a smile shapes my mouth.

      In such moments, I’m really grateful for having Rafael in my life, who makes it more bearable and always brings humor to any situation. Without him, I’d be lost in my grim thoughts and loneliness, staying quiet for too long.

      Rafael, though, would never let me succumb to the dark abyss and will always be there with me no matter what.

      Even if I go against our father someday.

      “Okay, we have a bet. If I win, then you can’t practice law and be a famous lawyer without me.” It’s our first bet, so I guess the conditions can be stupid. We won’t remember it anyway, so all this is just for fun.

      His green orbs narrow and then flash in amusement when I say, “If I win, then you can’t get a yacht and be a pirate without me.”

      “Deal.” We shake our hands at the same moment thunder rumbles again, louder and more intense than the previous times, while lightning brightens up our shake.

      As if the god of thunder himself approved of our bet.

      We blink in surprise. And then burst out laughing. I hug Rafael close, rocking us from side to side.

      “It doesn’t matter who wins,” I whisper.

      His arms tighten around me. “Because no matter the outcome… we’ll always be together.”

      “Always, Rafael.”

      Destiny.

      What a funny thing, isn’t it?

      She always hears your wishes but grants them in the most unexpected ways.

      For the one of us who hated the ocean became a pirate and vicious killer, ready to sink his hatred into any soul soaked in darkness.

      Nothing human remains in him because the monster tore his soul apart bit by bit, leaving a huge gap that exists in nothingness.

      The one who hated suits and any restrictions became a world-famous lawyer who wins almost every case, and people shudder just thinking about having to face him in court.

      A twin who has no regard for the law, and the other who follows it to a dot.

      Rafael lived the perfect life of my dreams, while I resided in agony.

      After all…

      Villains don’t get happiness, no matter how much they beg for it.

      That’s firmly saved only for the princess.

      

      Rush

      Every villain knows one absolute rule.

      If you don’t want to face a beast who will tear your soul in two for daring to cross him, don’t ever fucking steal his spoils.

      “Rafael!” I shout once again, removing the safety from my gun and firing into the air several times, while George and William groan behind me—not that I give a fuck about it.

      They shouldn’t have accompanied me if they don’t support my methods. Then again, Rafael is their golden boy they adore, even if the fucker ignores them.

      Apparently, I share one personality trait with my brother—we do not forgive or forget disloyalty.

      And in his eyes, they committed an unforgivable crime when they sided with me in this conflict.

      The guards are already running toward me, bowing their heads as they greet me. “Mr. Wright.”

      “Out of the way.” They jump away at my harsh growl, while I continue to fire bullets in the air, making the birds chirp loudly before flying away as if feeling the upcoming danger and wanting nothing to do with it. “Rafael!”

      Where is the fucking coward?

      My boots thud on the perfect concrete leading to a narrow path to the modern, two-level glass house with a thousand lights surrounding it, creating a rather sensual atmosphere, since Rafael invites everyone to peek into his life.

      Except almost no one can pass the iron gates his men protect, covered in various wires and cameras so no soul will come and go unnoticed, as the sadistic bastard loves to surprise his enemies in the most uncommon ways.

      The mesmerizing garden opens up to my view, from huge oak trees with the greenest leaves, to the rose and orchid bushes twining together, with neatly cut grass, presenting a magical picture straight out of the fairy tales. Several benches and alcoves line the perimeter, finishing up the composition, and from the outside, it seems the owner chose the perfect modern design, focusing on the fauna of this place and adding his personal touches.

      Bright and fresh colors with a tad of mystery.

      Except Rafael is a chameleon who wears different masks and skins as he sees fit, as long as it serves his selfish needs, ready to fool anyone to get what he wants.

      He never does anything without a strategy, predicting not only his moves but those of his enemies as well.

      To trust him usually means death to his opponents, and anyone in their right mind avoids him at all cost, especially because those who end up on his bad side never make it out alive from there. He might not physically kill anyone, but he destroys their reputation, making it impossible for those people to live in society without any scrutiny and to get any jobs.

      No wonder his colleagues even have a saying about him.

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

      I couldn’t give fewer shits about his ways if I tried… but that was before.

      Before he dared to touch what was mine and kidnapped her.

      Rage washes over me in a rocking wave, consuming me, anger pouring into my cells and sliding through my veins, pumping my blood full of only one desire.

      Vengeance.

      Another guard runs toward me, breathing heavily as he calls, “Mr. Wright, you need to calm down and stop—” His words end on a groan when I pull my elbow back and punch him hard in the face, and he stumbles back and falls to the ground.

      Without uttering a single word, I walk past him, drop the empty magazine of the gun, and put in a full one, ignoring the throbbing in my left side. Several stitches have probably opened, as William barely had time to sew me up before I was up and running to get her back where she belongs.

      Despite the knife wound my princess gave me.

      Right after she drugged me and, for a second, made me believe she was willingly giving herself to me.

      Too bad she didn’t know about the remote control I always have in case of danger. I managed to press it before passing out, so my people found me quickly and tended to me.

      My mouth curves into a smile, cold and mocking in its nature, as I severely underestimated my captive.

      She’s her father’s daughter, calculating and deceiving, not minding to use and sacrifice people if it saves her ass.

      Ironically, I trusted her not to pull a trick on me—or rather thought her incapable of such a thing.

      Innocent and pure, right?

      What a fool I’ve been.

      Nothing that comes out of Lachlan can be pure. That fucker is so rotten I’m surprised he’s still alive.

      With each step, I get closer to the massive building, trying to see through the glass, and only then do I realize it only gives off a reflection.

      Ah, so that’s how it is. He can see everything around him, but any outsiders can’t look inside.

      Smart. Too bad it won’t save his ass.

      “Rafael!” Raising my arm high, I squeeze the trigger, firing three more shots, when finally the brown double doors open, and my twin walks out, grinning at me.

      “There is no need to yell.” He flips a lighter between his fingers while putting a cigar in his mouth. “I heard you the first time around, brother.”

      His attitude only fuels the anger ruling me, and with a roar, I lunge at him, punching him straight in the face, his cigar dropping to the ground as he stumbles back. “Where is she?”

      His laughter echoes in the air as he checks his nose for damages while blood runs from it. “Ah, all this violence doesn’t suit you, brother.” He cocks his head to the side. “Besides, what are you doing here? I thought we had rules set in stone.” Fury flashes on his face, but he quickly masks it with indifference and boredom. “She leads you by your dick this much, huh?”

      I deliver another blow, to his stomach this time, and he falls, which only adds to the beast’s wrath inside me, vicious for blood but unable to take his revenge.

      Because my twin always does absolutely nothing to defend himself where my anger is concerned, despite having a black belt and never, ever giving anyone else an opportunity to hurt him.

      I’m his exception, and I fucking hate him for it, as nothing will ever mend our relationship. So why won’t he fucking stop trying!

      “You’ll get your half of the island, and I’ll get mine.” Placing my splayed palms on the table, I watch Rafael as he flips the lighter back and forth but gives me no other reaction. “You’ll never set foot on my part, and you can do whatever the fuck you want on yours. As far as I’m concerned, we are strangers who own the same land.” A beat passes. “You break the rules, and it’s fair game. I will not be responsible for the consequences.”

      He has tested my patience enough with his desire to reconnect. At this point, I wonder if he is a masochist who doesn’t mind his face getting punched for the amount of times he’s tried to reach me.

      Hopefully, this will put a fucking end to his attempts.

      Rafael stays silent for a long moment and then nods, and somehow this sends disappointment through my veins, tasting bitter on my tongue because he so easily succumbs to my demands. “As you wish, brother. As you fucking wish.”

      “Where is she?”

      “Your little captive is unharmed. I think.” Rafael gets up, dusts his jeans off, and clicks his tongue. “You ruined my favorite lighter.” He looks behind me as I hear William and George running, judging by the quick footsteps and heavy breathing. “And the faithful servants are here too.”

      “Rafael,” William starts, stopping by me. “Raf—”

      “Save it, old man.” My brother grits his teeth, and then the familiar sadistic yet amused smile shapes his mouth. “The penalty for breaking the rules is death.” His eyes widen, and he gasps dramatically. “Should I be worried?”

      I fist his shirt, bringing him closer. “Where is she?” I’m barely holding onto my sanity trying not to put a bullet through his head and barge inside his house to get her back, and the only thing stopping me is the knowledge that my brother is not a monster.

      He’s a king of court and values law above anything else, and while his methods are questionable and cruel, he isn’t like me.

      He’s not a murderer or a sadist who gets off on someone’s pain. Not physical at least.

      Now psychological, on the other hand…

      If he has Aileen, then it means he wanted something from her, and on some level, I’m even glad he was the one to find her because he saved her from the storm.

      However, the rational part of me right now doesn’t call the shots. The irrational, possessive, and jealous one does that screams at me to get Aileen back and stake my claim on her all over again so no other man even dares to think about protecting her.

      That’s when my brother surprises me, as he squeezes my wrist and rips my hand away from him, blocking another blow coming his way and showing me his alpha tendencies for the first time. “Control your anger, Rush. You’re on my part of the island, and you’ll follow my rules.” His voice drops an octave.

      I step closer to him as we face off, and I grin, although it lacks any happiness. “Careful, little brother. Don’t start something you cannot finish.”

      “Boys, please stop,” George intervenes, distress evident in his tone. “For the love of God, for once, please stop. He’s wounded!” He points at me, and Rafael’s gaze slides to my stomach, an emotion crossing his face, but it’s gone in a second.

      “Too fucking bad then, I guess.” Rafael wipes the blood from his chin. “And if I were you, I wouldn’t be throwing threats left and right, considering a little girl just stabbed and left you to die.” He laughs, and my hand fists, the remaining traces of sanity rapidly slipping. The vicious monster inside me prepares to attack him again, but this time it won’t stop until he begs for mercy. “This whole plan to kill off Lachlan and you can’t even handle his daughter?” He hisses through his teeth, “Shame, brother, shame.”

      William groans, “Oh God,” right before my fist connects with my twin’s jaw, and we both fall on the concrete, pain shooting through my system as we punch each other, our blows mean and hurtful, destined to bring agony. “Boys, stop!” he shouts at us, but we are already rolling to the side while we try to best one another.

      And it feels so fucking good to finally let my rage out, to find an outlet for this pent-up frustration.

      “Rush!” A distressed female scream pierces through the fog of my anger, and I still, both of us breathing heavily while I try to ignore the instant calmness inside me at the sound of her voice.

      No one should have this much power over me, much less a woman who betrayed me.

      “Rush!” Aileen calls my name again and pulls me back from my rage. “Please, stop.”

      I raise my head, Rafael smirking at me, and I can almost hear his amused tone at my obedience as I get up.

      He follows suit while my eyes settle on Aileen, the rage returning full force, seeing her in his shirt that barely covers anything while distress is evident in her every feature.

      Mine.

      The roar in my head is all-consuming, and I’m about to lunge at my brother again for daring to see her naked, when a young woman emerges from the house, blinking in surprise at everything, and then gasps when she looks at Rafael. “He punched you?” She points at him and then at me, her lips widening in a smile, and she gives me a one-sided high-five in the air. “Awesome! Can you do it again? I’d like to watch this time.”

      What in the fuck?

      “Who the hell is she?” I ask my twin. “I guess you broke the rules first, little brother. I can take away your half,” I warn him, as we had two rules set in stone.

      No stepping on each other’s territory. And no bringing any fuck buddies to the island, as this land has always been reserved for family members or close friends only.

      Considering how Rafael goes through women, bedding sometimes three at a time, because they just can’t resist his charms, I had to implement the rule.

      Sometimes, I wonder how his dick hasn’t fallen off from all the fucking he does. Rumor has it my brother loves it on the rougher side and even has a membership at a certain club in Boston.

      “Oh, please do!” the girl pitches in and bounces up and down. “Then we can leave and go back home.” She sends daggers my brother’s way while I wonder why she seems vaguely familiar.

      I must have seen her before, but where?

      Aileen still watches me warily, as if expecting me to strike her for stabbing me.

      I’d never hurt her, but oh, I will punish her. She must read it on my face as a raspy breath slips past her lips, and I crook my finger at her.

      She swallows hard and then steps toward me, but the girl grabs her elbow. “It’s all right, Emmaline.” Aileen says reassuringly as she pats the girl’s hand and comes to me.

      And it finally hits me.

      Emmaline? As in Emmaline King?

      Oh, fuck.

      I give him a sideways glance. “You kidnapped a King?” Has he lost his mind?

      “Of course not. That’s a crime, and I’m not a criminal.” The fucker doesn’t miss an opportunity to throw an insult my way. He spits blood on the ground and runs his fingers through his hair. “I married a King.” Satisfaction coats his voice, and he blows a kiss to Emmaline, who flips him off, which only makes him laugh harder.

      Fucking what?

      Although I should have expected this, shouldn’t I?

      We Wrights always collect our dues, and the girl made a big mistake a long time ago when she unknowingly crossed my brother and almost destroyed his career.

      Or rather, she did destroy it in a way and forced him to start over. He barely survived the scandal, and it’s a wonder he managed to climb this high in his career despite that. And no matter his victories and accomplishments, he never managed to clean up his reputation after the damage done to it by Emmaline.

      Sometimes I wonder what kind of lawyer he would have been had he not crossed paths with the King heiress.

      Rafael is a ruthless fucker who’d hold even a child’s mistake against them. Emmaline is just three years older than Aileen, so it’s not like she knew what she did anyway.

      But like many things when it comes to Rafael, he clearly doesn’t give a flying fuck.

      All thoughts about my brother and his bride fly from my mind, though, when Aileen’s sweet scent twitches my nostrils and awakens the desire that permanently resides in me, reminding me that I have claimed every inch of this woman.

      I fist her hair and pull her closer to me, her gasp fanning my mouth as she places her hands on my chest. “Hello, my darling.” I lean closer to her while the air hitches in her throat, and her pulse speeds up, the vein in her neck pumping rapidly. “Surprised to see me alive?”

      She tenses, her nails digging into my chest, and I put my other hand above hers, sliding it down to the bandage. Shame fills her open eyes that beg me for forgiveness, but it’s too late for that.

      “Wounded but not dead, darling. I guess we’re even.” I press my lips to her ear so no one else will hear what I have to say to her next. “After all, I made you bleed when I took your virginity, didn’t I?”

      A tremor rushes through her, and a smile curves my mouth at her reaction.

      The princess can despise the villain, but she is addicted to his touch all the same.

      But this knowledge doesn’t lessen my anger, especially when she’s wearing a shirt that belongs to my brother. Only because his wife is around, I don’t destroy him right now.

      Tightening my hold on her hair, I tilt her head back while she gulps for breath. “Get in the fucking car.”

      “Hey! Don’t talk to her like that,” Emmaline calls, running toward us, but before she can reach me, Rafael catches her midway, raising her into the air. “Let me go!” she screams at him while he throws her over his shoulder. She’s kicking and screaming as she does her best to hit him hard on the back.

      “I raised you both better than that.” William sighs in resignation, shaking his head at us, and isn’t that hilarious?

      “You didn’t raise us at all,” Rafael says, and the butler pales while pain crosses his face, and George hugs him, glaring at my twin. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have to tend to this little thing.” He slaps her on the ass.

      “You did not just do that!” she yells and thrashes in his hold, hitting him wherever she can, but he merely chuckles.

      Rafael spanks her again while addressing us all. “Now, get the fuck off my land… unless you want me to bring up our agreement again?”

      “Stay away from her,” I warn him, hoping he reads between the lines and understands I won’t spare him just because he’s my brother. “Don’t meddle in my business.” Pulling Aileen by her hair until she stands in front of me, I grip her hip. “And don’t fucking touch her again, or I swear, Rafael. I will forget that you are my twin and end your existence.”

      “Whatever you say, brother,” he replies, and we share a long stare, each one of us communicating without speaking that they don’t give a fuck about each other’s threads, and then I spin around, dragging Aileen toward the car.

      “You’re hurting me,” she says, trying to free her hand, and she halts her movements, which only pisses me off. “Rush! Don’t you think we need to talk first?”

      Talk?

      My laughter echoes in the space, chilling and sinister, probably sending fear through her as sanity slowly slips from me, leaving only the possessive monster living within me.

      And he wants nothing else but to punish the beautiful creature who dared to go against my orders, endangering what belongs to me.

      Without uttering anything else, I push her inside the car and lock it before jogging to my side and then driving off.

      Aileen managed to do what no one in my past—not even her father—accomplished.

      She has shaken my iron-clad control, snapping the chains keeping the beast at bay and setting him free.

      And what does a beast do when he’s hungry and free?

      He hunts. He catches. He claims.

      By the time the night ends, Aileen will be begging me for mercy, and unfortunately for her, I have none.

      

      Aileen

      The wind slaps me on my cheek as the car moves speedily toward the iron gates, while Rush’s grip on the steering wheel tightens, his muscles flexing when he takes a turn to the right. I lean on the door, my heart flipping inside my chest while the silence hovers over me like an axe ready to chop off my head.

      After he forcefully put me inside his car, he hasn’t uttered a single word on the way here, and yet I can taste his fury, his whole body vibrating with it, while panic swirls inside me the closer we get to the mansion.

      Because there, the beast won’t have to hide his anger, and God knows how he will retaliate for what I’ve done to him.

      He came after me, but that was expected, right? It’s not like he could have abandoned me there, considering he wants my father.

      My hands clasp together while I exhale a heavy breath, playing back the conversation right before we went outside to meet Rush.

      Emmaline hugs me close, her rose-and-chocolate scent penetrating my nostrils while she rocks me in her arms. “I’m so sorry for this, Aileen.” She leans back and searches my face. “I tried to call Dad and inform him about you, but the bastard cut off all my communication, and his staff members listens to him like robots!” She frowns, groaning in anger. “I hate that you have to go back to Rush.”

      “It’s okay.” Maybe if I find the diary, I will free both of us from this mess, although she seems stuck for life. Rafael doesn’t strike me as a man who easily lets go of what he considers his, and the way he treats her leaves very little doubt where his emotions are concerned. “I’m sorry too.”

      “For what?”

      “I kissed your husband. I think.” Does it really count as a kiss? But still, my mouth brushed his. “I thought he was Rush.”

      Her brows shoot up at this, and she blinks. “His twin? The one who’s holding you captive? Girl.” She rubs her forehead, clearly thinking I have lost my mind. “I don’t really care about the kiss.”

      “You don’t?” I ask in confusion.

      “No. He can touch whoever he wants. I hate him and cannot wait to divorce his ass.” I step back at the sheer determination in her voice. “Trust me. His downfall will be spectacular to watch.”

      Yeah, well, she’s a King. They usually get whatever they want, but then again, I don’t think they’ve ever faced anyone of such caliber.

      After the power exchange earlier between the twins, I’ve noticed their strengths and tactics are right about the same. So as polished as Rafael seems… he must have seen some shit too, but he chose not to use this against his brother.

      Which raises the question of why he avoided bringing any harm to him too, his punches not as hard nor targeted.

      I rub my forehead, wincing at the throbbing ache in my head, and exhale heavily once again, fogging the glass while I tighten the jacket around me. I welcome the freezing air breaking goose bumps on my skin because at least for a moment in time I can focus on something else besides the impending doom.

      Finally, we fly through the gates, and he gets us to the main door in record time, my insides squeezing when he stops the car and hops out, leaving his door open.

      George and William stop behind us. “Aileen, let’s get you to your room. You must be cold,” the latter says cheerfully through Rush’s door while panic crosses his face, and his husband just frowns in displeasure. “And your feet are bare. Once again,” he jokes, and a hollow chuckle escapes me.

      “Yeah, I guess my conditions don’t change when Wright family kidnaps me.”

      He lowers his gaze in shame while George gives me a stern look, but I don’t care.

      The passenger door opens, the wind blasting into me and billowing my hair backward, when Rush slides his hands under my knees and lower back, lifting me from my seat.

      “Rush,” George starts, fear coating his tone.

      “Silence.” He utters the word calmly, and yet it holds so much menace my fingers curl into the jacket, while my heart gallops so wildly in my chest he must be able to hear it.

      With this command, he goes inside the house while tension ripples through him, and he gazes ahead, all the staff getting out of his way. I see Jesse among them.

      “Good luck,” she mouths to me, leaning a bit on a blond man who watches everything with wide eyes.

      He must be her fiancé.

      Rush moves toward the stairs, and the air I didn’t know I was holding inside my lungs slips past my lips, making me breathe a bit easier.

      At least he won’t be dragging me to his dungeon, or whatever else he has on this island, where he must punish his victims. Does he even torture his victims here?

      He takes two steps at a time, dread filling my bones with each thud of his boots, and my brows furrow when he passes by my room and heads straight to his.

      “My room…?”

      He ignores me and, in several short strides, reaches his wing, kicks open his door, and enters, shutting it with his foot.

      I expect him to drop me on the bed, but instead he strolls to the bathroom, and I have a second to study the spacious place with a rectangular shower stall and a huge bathtub along with two sinks with bright lighting, the blue tile around us shimmering and reminding me of ocean waves during a storm.

      He turns on the shower, the loud sound of water slapping against tile filling the air, and he finally puts me back on my feet, pushing me away and then removing my jacket so it drops on the floor. His clothes follow shortly after, leaving him naked to my gaze and my body proves to me once again how it can never be immune when it comes to him.

      “Rush,” I say, trying to wiggle free from his hold, but he doesn’t let me. Instead, he grabs the lapels of the shirt I’m wearing and rips it, sending the various buttons flying around us. “Rush!” I yell in frustration mixed with fear, lust swirling in the pit of my stomach and gliding through my skin, awakening the dormant desires that feel so wrong.

      Somehow, this display of dominance, and being alone with him here once again, brings back all the memories from the waterfall, placing us in a bubble of our creation where the outside world doesn’t exist.

      He pushes me until I’m inside the stall.

      “Rush.” My voice changes to pleading, as I’m too confused by his behavior to understand him. “Please, stop.”

      My back slams against the wall as the hot water cascades on us from above, slowly creating a fog and enveloping us in a haze. My breath hitches inside my throat when he fists my lace panties, pulling at them until they dig into my core, sending electricity down my spine and alerting every nerve in my body.

      “They’re your only saving grace right now, Aileen.” His other hand cups me, the heel of his palm pressing on my clit and driving me insane. “You ran away from me.” His index and middle finger settle on my lower lips, pushing at them. “Straight into his arms. Wore his shirt. Stayed at his house.” His fingers glide up and down my still-covered core that spasms with each slide as he presses even harder on my clit, making me see stars. “I should have tied you to my bed and spanked your ass until it turned red. Then fucked you so hard no one had any doubts who you belong to.” His fingertip sneaks inside me, circling around my opening, and I lean closer to him, our lips brushing against each other, and he whispers, “But I cannot stand his smell on you.”

      Too lost in all the sensation and desire burning through my veins, blanketing common sense and right or wrong, focusing only on the pleasure this man can provide me, I reply, “He didn’t touch me or change my clothes. Emmaline did.” He relaxes just a little, his finger pushing a bit deeper. “We just almost kissed.”

      The minute the words slip past my lips, I know I’ve made a horrible mistake.

      His green orbs turn completely dark, and his voice sends chills down my spine while he squeezes my pussy so hard I gasp into his mouth. “He did what?”

      And by the tone alone, I know I’m seconds from losing my saving grace protecting me from his torture.

      I’ve awakened the possessive beast and now have to bear the consequences.

      God help me.
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        “It’s dangerous for villains to fall in love.

        Because we might not have a soul to speak of or compassion.

        And in this, we will burn the world for the one we truly want.”

        Rush

      

      

      Rush, 9 years old

      The brush moves flawlessly on the white canvas, spreading blue paint everywhere as I visualize the ocean during a storm, where a boat struggles to survive.

      Sweat streams down my forehead, and I wipe it away, welcoming the light breeze coming from the open window, as the moonlight brightness up the space around me. It’s enough to appreciate my art and not wake up Rafael, who snores soundly on the bed.

      Cleaning the brush in the water, I then dip it in the yellow and wave it hard, allowing the splashes to fall all over the canvas, creating the reflection of stars on the waves.

      I grab a glass of water on the nearby desk and take a greedy gulp, sighing at the cold liquid sliding down my throat while doing my best to ignore the screams echoing in the hallway, stabbing invisible arrows into my heart.

      “You can’t do this forever!” Mom yells, crashing sounds ringing in the air before she adds, “They will find out eventually.” Her heels click on the marble floor as she must rush after our father, who’s probably heading to their room.

      He never allows their arguments to escalate in front of other people.

      Shaking my head, I flex my fingers harder on the brush and then dip it in red, smearing it all over the ocean.

      “Just paint, Rush. Just paint,” I whisper to myself, despising my complete hopelessness when it comes to all this but accepting it anyway.

      It seems as long as we live on this island, I have no other choice.

      “You will not reign forever.”

      “Who will stop me? You?” Father’s sadistic laughter awakens fury in my blood along with fear sliding through my veins, and on a reflex, I rub my shoulder that still throbs from his recent hit.

      He didn’t appreciate me asking questions about the bruises on Mom’s neck, so he pushed me out of his way. I rolled down the stairs and by miracle alone didn’t snap my neck.

      No one was around, of course. The monster never hurts me in company, so I had to keep my mouth shut to not upset Mom.

      Upsetting her would mean another heartbreak for her in this golden prison she willingly signed up for, as he offered to take her to the city time and time again, but she always refuses.

      Instead, she keeps us all here and continues to write in her diaries in the garden, sometimes staring for hours at her wedding picture as if trying to find traces of her cruel husband in the man he once seemed to be.

      I gave up a long time ago trying to get my father back as demons ate his soul.

      Rustling of sheets snaps my attention, and I shift my focus to my brother.

      “Rush.” Rafael sits up on his bed, scrunching his eyes, and cracks his neck. “Why are you awake?”

      Before I can say anything else, Mom speaks up again. This time, her voice is stronger as they pass by our door. “There are people who will stop you. And when they come, I will take the kids and leave.”

      I exchange a look with Rafael, the surprise evident on his features that must mirror mine.

      Mom wants to leave?

      She yelps, and then we hear the door being shut tight in their room, shaking the walls around us, and we both jump in place.

      The paintbrush drops on the floor, smearing my toes while my hands fist, and I barely restrain myself from running to her, to try to save her.

      Whenever I tried that in the past, she either told me to go back to sleep or ignored me altogether.

      “Rush.” Rafael places his palm on my shoulder, squeezing it, and I wince, stepping back. His brows furrow. “Are you hurt?”

      “It’s nothing,” I mutter, picking up the brush and putting it back on the desk. “Go back to sleep.” I wipe my hands with the nearby towel while my twin stands still, studying me. “Rafael.”

      He ignores the silent plea and crosses his arms. “Did he hurt you?” A beat, and he adds, “Tell me what he did.” Since I say nothing, he exhales heavily and then tugs on my shirt, dragging me toward the balcony so he can have better light on my injury. “That bastard!” he hisses when my purple-colored skin comes into view.

      A chuckle slips past my lips at the murderous expression settling on his face while coldness blankets his gaze.

      Somehow, my twin tolerates Mom’s anguish—well, to an extent. According to him, she chose this fate, and we cannot do anything about it. But if Father as much as looks at me wrong… the gloves come off, and he wants to fight.

      Never outright, though—oh no.

      My twin doesn’t believe in confrontations but in secret revenge that brings discomfort to whoever dared to cross him.

      Or so he says, which I find funny.

      “Rafael, you know his temper.”

      “I don’t care about his temper,” he almost shouts back and threads his fingers through his hair. “He has no right. I’ll think of something to get back at him.”

      I roll my eyes and adjusts my shirt. “Right.” He must hear the resentment in my voice but doesn’t comment on it.

      While we are so similar in almost everything, there is one big difference between the two of us that always leads us to arguing.

      Rafael is cold and calculative, thinking several steps ahead, and he can stay silent, withstanding discomfort while waiting for the right time to strike. One of the reasons he loves fishing—his patience is absolute. Not to mention his ability to adapt to any situation, and how he graces everyone with smiles, while inside he wishes to destroy them all.

      When we’re older, people won’t know they even have a deadly enemy until it’s too late. He shows his true colors only when he knows he’ll emerge the winner in any situation.

      Me, though?

      Emotions rule me, burning me from inside out and demanding me to act on my instincts right away with no care for the consequences. I cannot play a role or wait. I need justice right away… and despise fishing with all my being.

      William calls us Fire and Ice, destined to extinguish each other, and that’s why we will never truly go against each other.

      Because only one of us can destroy the other.

      I turn when he wraps his hand around my elbow and pulls me into his embrace, his scent enveloping me whole and bringing calmness to the still weeping part of my soul. “I promise you, Rush. Someday, we will defeat him.”

      Closing my eyes for a second, I try to find comfort in his words. However, I fail to do so. Maybe because the more years pass by, the more power our father gains.

      Or rather, the more a shell of herself our mother becomes, and somehow anger stirs inside me at her for it too.

      “It’s okay, Rafael. Someday.” Maybe if I repeat it enough, I will believe it.

      At least for my twin’s sake.

      “I love you, Villain Rush.”

      I laugh. “I love you, Prince Rafael.”

      There must be some wisdom in these nicknames. After all, villains always act on their emotions, while princes have kingdoms to think of.

      Thunder shakes the sky with an overpowering boom, the lightning flashing around us, and a smile curves my mouth.

      Our favorite weather.

      One more squeeze and I lean back, motioning with my head toward the fresh canvas near my bed. “Want to paint with me?” My fingers are itching to depict the storm on the spotless canvas, wanting to dirty it up in different shades of blue and express my adoration for this weather.

      Mom says my art is an expression of love living deep inside me that very few people can understand. According to her, it’s also my truth because what and who are dear to me will always have a place in my art.

      I’m not sure about all that, but I do know I need art in order to breathe.

      So maybe she’s right.

      My twin groans, pulling me back to the present as he plops on the bed. “You mean watch you paint? No way, dude. It’s boring as hell. My nightmares are more entertaining than that.”

      I open my mouth to protest, when a piercing scream reverberates through the space followed by rapid-fire sounds, and we both freeze, looking at each other in shock.

      And then my heartbeat speeds up, remembering Father’s gun collection that he keeps on the second floor and how he threatened Mom countless times, to teach her a lesson if she didn’t comply with him, while waving one in the air.

      Fear etches on Rafael’s features. He clenches his fists, and I know similar thoughts are playing in his head.

      “Mom,” we both say in unison and then dart to the door, ready to save her this time around before he kills her or something, when the door opens wide, bouncing loudly against the wall.

      We gasp at William standing in the doorjamb as another lightning bolt brightens up the space.

      “Thank God you’re awake,” he mutters and grabs my elbow, pulling me out of my room and into the dark hallway as my brother follows. More screams echo in the distance, accompanied by a horrible smell polluting the air that makes me cough into my arm.

      My eyes water as smoke surrounds us, blocking most of the view, and the floor vibrates under my feet as if people are running all over it, either trying to escape or assess the damage.

      A few more gunshots rock off the walls, and William mutters something under his breath before pressing us to the wall, waiting for the firing to stop, and I cough again, the scent disturbing my nostrils and making me want to sneeze.

      “Hide your nose, Rush,” William instructs, and I do as he says, his splayed palm pushing me toward the stairs, judging by the two columns peeking through the smoke as heat surrounds us. “Rafael, do the same, and walk beside your brother.” He presses a finger to his mouth. “Not a single word.”

      My brows furrow, and I wipe my eyes. Why, all of a sudden, has it become so hot inside the castle? Aren’t we in the middle of a tropical storm, during which everything blooms and gives temporary reprieve to the sweltering land?

      And why are we running anyway?

      My head becomes a little dizzy, and I sway to the side, where Rafael catches me and gives me a push. He laces his hand with mine and gives it a squeeze, grounding me in the moment.

      “It’s okay,” he whispers, his voice trembling. “We need to find Mom.” I nod, even though he can’t see it, and then look around, but the smoke grows stronger while the smell makes me gag.

      If I didn’t know better, I’d think someone intentionally tried to poison us or something in order to get the castle, but that would be straight out of a book or movie.

      Besides, who would do such a thing? Everyone on the island loves us.

      William doesn’t let me dwell on it, though. When another piercing scream fills the night, accompanied by several gunfire-like sounds, he orders, “Run, boys. Run!”

      Quickly racing down the stairs, my eyes widen at the destruction awaiting us there as everything is on fire, the intense orange and blue flames consuming everything in their wake, contrasting with the pouring rain outside.

      Both extremes are so powerful it sends chills down my spine, and panic envelops every cell in my body, ordering me to hide somewhere so none of these forces of nature will kill me.

      People race to the main door, bumping against each other and even kicking one another in order to save themselves, screaming their lungs out.

      “Stay human. Just, all of you, stay human!” George yells, picking up someone from the floor and pushing them to the door. He then swings his head toward us, exhaling in relief and reaching us in two strides.

      We end up in George’s strong arms in a second. He lifts us up and looks ahead, and that’s when my ear detects the familiar crying sound.

      Lavender.

      William joins us, holding our crying sister, who rubs her eyes while wrapped in a white blanket, and then she wails some more.

      “Shhh, Lavender,” Rafael says, patting her back, and she blinks, still whimpering a little and then hiding her face in William’s neck. “Shhh, little baby.”

      A curtain falls in the living room with a loud thud and spreads more fire all over the perimeter, making us gasp and shy away from it. All the staff run toward the door, abandoning whatever they tried to salvage.

      “George, take them out of here!” My mom’s voice makes my head shoot up. Seeing her through the smoke leaning on the stairs’ railing, I notice her clothes are stained with something red, and she grips the banister hard. “Take them all out of here!” She glances over her shoulder and then turns her attention back to us, swiping her gaze over all of us, and repeats, “Take them all out of here!”

      “Madam—”

      She interrupts William’s protest. “Now!” And then she spins around and screams when someone grabs her by the hair and yanks her, something silver akin to a metallic cane glistening through the smoke.

      “Mom!” I shout, but it comes out muffled when Rafael covers my mouth, his hand trembling.

      Gunshots pop in the air, followed by her screams, chilling my blood, and I snatch Rafael’s palm away, while George mutters, “Dear God.”

      Unfamiliar people start to talk, their voices adding to the fear slowly polluting my mind and creating pain in every cell of my body.

      “Where are the fucking kids?”

      “Downstairs!”

      “Go then!”

      “I don’t see the fucking thing. Why don’t you go?”

      Who are these awful men, and why do they want to take us? Does it mean they won’t really hurt Mom?

      “William, now!” Mom’s scream echoes in the space, breaking my heart in two, but before I can yell anything back, Rafael stops me once again.

      “No, Rush,” he whispers in my ear. “They will find us then. Listen to Mom.”

      “She’s hurting,” I say, hating him in this moment because once again he cares only about his own skin.

      He swallows hard but still shakes his head. “Stay silent. Do as Mom says.”

      I grit my teeth because he’s right. If she asks something, she expects us to follow. And besides, I can’t risk anyone hurting Lavender. She’s just two years old. She won’t be able to run far.

      George’s hold on us tightens, and he address William, “The boat.”

      The fire spreads all over the perimeter now, the heat blasting. I cough hard from the smoke as our butlers rush toward the main door, with things falling down all around us.

      All our beloved things, from trophies to family photos, swallowed bit by bit, while more thunder booms outside, accompanied by shouts and agonized screams.

      I cover my ears from it all, scrunching my eyes closed hard while focusing only on Mom’s request.

      Finally, we get outside, all of us inhaling fresh air into our lungs while tears stream down my face at the sight of our home being destroyed as fire blazes inside. The pouring rain drops from above, extinguishing it, yet not fast enough to save our mansion.

      “Rush,” Rafael whispers, tears falling down his cheek as well while he leans on me.

      “Mom will survive.” She knows this place better than anyone and even once mentioned secret passages in the house.

      Right now, I desperately need to believe in that.

      People hectically race all around us, jumping into cars and even fighting who gets to drive it, while others just run to the main door as more gunshots erupt. “Someone’s shooting from the window upstairs!” George shouts, ducking as another bullet almost gets us. “Protect the children!”

      William hides Lavender inside his jacket as he searches for an available car, but it’s almost impossible in the chaos. “George, what will we do?”

      Before his husband can answer anything, the screeching of tires disturbs our ears, and we look at the wide-open jeep that halts besides us, driven by Kelly, one of our maids. For some reason, the memory of her once mentioning she wants to have a daughter someday and name her Jesse pops into my mind. “Hop in, guys!”

      George puts us inside and then gives Rafael our sister, who he hugs close as she whines into his chest. William joins Kelly in front, while George covers us from more gunfire as the car accelerates toward the main gate.

      “Thank you, dear,” William tells her as more bullets bounce off the car, and she takes a harsh turn to the right, avoiding several more. She presses on the gas harder, and the car speeds up.

      Kelly asks, “The boat?” and at William’s nod, she flies through the gates and swings the car to the left, heading straight to the beach. Pouring rain soaks us all while the whooshing wind blasts all around us, the lightning flashing several times, followed by the sky shaking so hard birds squeak loudly and take off in flight.

      Rafael squeezes Lavender as he shifts her between us, both of us trying to protect her from the rain while the blanket is getting wet. “Who are these people?”

      George barely answers my question and taps on my head. “Bad men. That’s why we need to leave the island now.” He then addresses Kelly. “Be careful.”

      She grips the steering wheel harsher as she heads to the narrow road between the trees, the leaves swaying and darkness greeting us.

      The tension in the air rises, and I scoot closer to my siblings because I know why the adults are worried. If lightning strikes, we might get injured. But there is no faster way to the shore, where Father has all his boats.

      “Mommy,” Lavender whimpers, clenching my shirt as she raises her eyes to me. “Rush, Mommy!”

      Although everything inside me is in agony, I muster up a smile for her sake and reassure her. “She’ll come soon.” Her lips tremble as sadness crosses her face, and she leans on Rafael again, seeking his support.

      And that in itself breaks me too because somehow she loves him more than me, and why, I’ll never understand.

      Maybe because I’m the oldest, so it’s my duty to protect Mom, yet I never manage to do so, and instead she suffers more?

      “The boat is there.” Kelly’s voice snaps me out of my thoughts, and I blink in surprise at how fast we passed by the forest and have already reached the shore, where a single boat sways on the ocean. It’s the smallest one out of all Father’s collection, yet it still has a cabin with a bed. “Everyone else must have grabbed the others.” She parks the car several feet away, and we all jump out, Kelly snatching up Lavender as we run to the boat with all our might.

      “Kelly, hide with Lavender in the cabin. Try to get her dry. William, get the boys settled,” George orders when he lifts us up and places us both inside the boat. Kelly does as he said, and I glance at Lavender, who waves at me.

      My brows furrow, and I wave back as unexplainable sadness washes over me, urging me to get her in my arms and never let go.

      “Rush, come on,” Rafael says, tugging on my elbow as he moves on the cushions toward the deck, while William tries to start the motor several times.

      George assumes the captain’s position, holding the wheel as the ocean sways us from side to side, the waves crashing hard against the beach. A loud boom echoes in the air following the lightning that graces the sky.

      One of the most dangerous times to ever be on the boat. Storms should be avoided at all costs, but right now, we have no other choice.

      All we can do is pray we’ll survive it.

      Finally, the buzzing of the motor fills the air, and George pulls out while William picks up two life vests and puts them on us. “Grip the railing and do not let go. Do you understand?” When we nod, he goes back to George, helping him navigate the boat and leaving us alone.

      Rafael squeezes my palm. “I’m scared, Rush.” Without thinking, I throw my arm over his shoulders and hug him close. “Mom… the house… what are we doing?”

      “Everything is going to be okay. Mom is the best. She will survive.” She even taught us how to live on only the island’s resources and the best places to hide during storms.

      If anyone can survive on this island until we get help and save her… it’s Mother.

      “Can you promise—” he starts, only to yelp when the boat sways hard to the side, the water getting inside and soaking us while more rain pours from the sky.

      “Boys, hold on tight!” William screams as the boat swirls around and around, making us dizzy, with George in the distance hectically trying to turn in the opposite direction.

      “Whirlpool,” Rafael says and then screams, “Rush!” when I’m pushed to the side, landing on the other side of the boat and coughing on water as more waves crash into us.

      “Stay where you are!” I order him, gripping the railing while the boat continues to fight with nature—or more like begs for its saving grace to get out alive.

      Rafael, of course, doesn’t listen and instead races to me, ending up on his knees next to me as he laces our fingers again. “We should stay together.” That’s all he manages to say before we are tossed sideways, our backs hitting the floor, and we groan, then cough when more water gets into our lungs.

      We try to get up, but the boat rocks from side to side so hard my head gets dizzy, and then another onslaught of water comes, even more powerful than the previous ones, and with a shout, I end up overboard. My only lifeline is Rafael’s hand holding mine tight.

      “Rush!” he calls, tugging me forward as more rain pours into the swirling water, while the ocean shows its displeasure, crashing into us over and over. “Rush!”

      “Rafael!” I yell back, silently pleading for him not to let go; otherwise, the ocean we used to love so much will kill me.

      “William, help us!” But his voice is barely audible through the thunder and chaos all around us, and the coldness becomes almost unbearable. “Rush!” He calls my name again, this time with panic. I still have my death grip on him, trying to swim toward the boat and get up.

      With each swing of my arm, my legs become more and more numb, while strength slowly seeps out of me, exhausting my body in ways I’ve never felt before.

      However, I still preserve my connection with Rafael as he cries and pulls me. But how can he possibly save me? We’re just two little boys.

      One more wave follows, and then something sharp digs into my stomach, pushing me far away, and I manage to whimper, “Rafael,” right before our fingers untangle and the ocean claims me as its own. Another hit comes to my head, this time sending me into the darkness that soon will be my only salvation.

      That night changed everything, as it divided my life into “before” and “after.”

      Before, I was an heir to the throne.

      A son.

      A brother and a twin.

      After?

      I became a villain destined to bring chaos and mayhem to those around me, and in exchange, darkness took my soul.

      And along with it, my chance at love.

      For how can a villain love if he doesn’t have a heart?

      

      Aileen

      “Rush,” I say in the stretched silence while he removes the hand from my core and reaches for the soap. “It happened by accident,” I add quickly, terrified of what he might do next.

      What if he goes to his brother and tries to kill him?

      Rafael is an entailed asshole but seems to love his brother and I really don’t want to come between them, especially since nothing happened.

      Instead of acknowledging my words, he spins me around to my loud gasp and presses me to the wall, making me splay my palms on the cold tile, holding my balance while he slowly starts to glide the soap over my skin from my nape and skating to my back, his powerful presence along with the steam rising around us, creating a rather wicked and forbidden atmosphere, sending scorching heat through me.

      And the panic swirling inside me only adds to the excitement and anticipation blazing my veins, goose bumps breaking on my skin. Swallowing hard, I add, “I thought it was you.”

      The soap pauses just above my bottom and I groan when he puts his hand on my stomach and brings me close, his hard-on digging into my ass while he leans closer to my ear, his fingers cutting into my skin. “Why would you think that, Aileen?” He bites on my earlobe, earning himself a whimper before sucking on the flesh and then running his nose in the crook between my neck and shoulder. “Didn’t you stab me?” He bites on my shoulder, and I hiss, the sting traveling through me, mixing with the pleasure slowly building up in me. “Quite the plot twist, isn’t it?” I can barely focus on his question when he grinds on me and then slides the soap to my front, gliding it from my navel up to my stomach and then right to the underside of my breast. “A Beauty who decided to the kill the Beast to end her suffering. And in a way his.”

      “No,” I mange to say, hating how he turns everything in some kind of grand scheme, when all I did was survive.

      How could I have done anything differently? Despite my desire for the monster who should be locked up for all the crimes he has committed, I was raised in a world where right and wrong were very firmly divided.

      My body couldn’t rule my common sense even if my heart was torn between the two, but somehow right now…in this moment, my soul cries out to the traces of betrayal and pain in his tone that speak about the vulnerability I’ve never noticed in him.

      “Oh, yes.” He soaps my breast, then the other before sliding the soap to my neck. The vanilla scent teases my nostrils, taking me a second to realize this is the kind of soap I use back home. “I got addicted to your scent, princess.” He throws it away and it falls with a loud thud somewhere, while I close my eyes when his hands rub my all over my body, the fingers digging deep into me and leaving no skin untouched. I gasp when he palms my breasts, squeezing them hard. “So much, I even had to have your soap in my bathroom to get off.”

      I still the moan in my throat at the picture he’s painting in my head, just imagining this handsome and virile man stroking himself to the thoughts of me.

      “Yes, you like it. Don’t you, princess?” He thumbs my nipples, pinching them and shooting electric arrows straight to my clit, desire swirling in the pit of my stomach and demanding one thing.

      To be sustained by this man.

      My hands fall on top of his, covering them and stilling them on me because the fire consuming me is almost unbearable. However, he has no mercy for me as he chuckles into my ear.

      “Eager, are we?” One of his palms resumes its glide, moving upward until it settles right under my throat. “Do you like knowing how much the villain is obsessed with you, princess?”

      I rest my head on his shoulder, exposing my neck to him, and his lips instantly press against my pulse, scraping his teeth over it, while lust blasts through me, awakening every hair on my body, craving his touch like my next breath.

      “There has been no one else since my eyes landed on you all grown up all these months ago.” The air hitches in my lung at his declaration, loving it despite the disturbing consequences it has brought me. “I craved only you and no one else would do.”

      I freeze when he wraps his hand around my throat, almost cutting my oxygen supply, the grip tight yet painless, however displaying his complete dominance over me. His other hand moves to my core, gripping it hard, and I groan at the contact, swaying my hips forward a little bit, only to be pushed back to his chest again, his pelvis pressing against my back.

      “Months in which you dated a boy who kissed this mouth that belongs to me.” Possessiveness and fury coats his voice and while it shouldn’t turn me on, somehow the tension electrifies the lust around us, placing us in the vacuumed cocoon where our instincts rule us.

      And right now my instincts beg for him to end this misery of mine and give my body what it wishes for so much. Tremors rush over me in crushing waves. “Rush, please.” I’m not sure what I’m asking because wanting to sleep with him while he’s in this state is dangerous, not to mention stupid.

      However, common sense has left the chat, leaving only body and soul inside, which pull me only in one direction.

      Toward him.

      “You’re lucky I know my brother so well.” I blink at this and he elaborates while his fingers flex around me. “I’m sure he hasn’t done anything that would warrant his death.”

      He turns me around, pulling us under the water right in the middle where it washes away the soap, letting it slide down my body while he fists my hair, tilting my head back, and my breathing speeds up at the sheer need reflecting back in his eyes, mixing with the deadly energy surrounding us, letting me know he isn’t kidding.

      The villain would even destroy his own blood when it comes to me and the idea shouldn’t thrill me as much as it does, but I can’t help it.

      Maybe I have a dark side too that shows itself in Rush’s presence. Only then do my vices feel safe enough to display their wishes and come out of hiding to play.

      He removes the wet hair from my face and I close my eyes when the water falls on me rapidly, the hot jets nipping on my taut skin almost painfully while he rubs his thumb over my lips back and forth. “Don’t ever run away from me again, Aileen.”

      I’m too lost, soaking up all the warmth enveloping me, to focus on what he says, so I snap my eyes open when my back hits the tile again, the hot man splaying both of his palms on either side of my head while caging me in between his rigid muscles and the wall.

      “No one else gets to touch you but me. Do you understand that?”

      I bite on my lower lip, refusing to answer this despite the fire igniting my blood and whispering for me to succumb to whatever he wants as long as it entails relief from this madness.

      “I own this body.”

      “You corrupted my body,” I whisper when he inches closer, our mouths a breath apart, and still the groan when he pushes his hips into me, his hard-on brushing my stomach and leaking pre-cum. My core dampens and it has nothing to do with the water still cascading behind him. I place my palm on his chest, creating an illusion of distance between us. “Confused it and made it crave you.” A raspy breath slips past my lips. “I hate you for it.”

      Because he proves to me that attraction, lust and…even love have nothing to do with moral code or what we believe is right.

      Some people speak to the deeper, hidden parts of us, which makes us unable to resist them and in this fall down the rabbit hole that’s endless misery.

      For no man who kidnapped you can be your happily ever after.

      Except…

      Our gazes clash, so much fire in his green eyes, it’s a wonder he doesn’t burn us with it, and his earlier statement pulls at the naive and dreamy me still living somewhere inside me that urges me to believe in fairy tales.

      That some men change even if as a psychologist I know in most cases it’s a myth.

      After all, that’s women’s greatest downfall, isn’t it?

      Believing a red flag can turn into a green one simply because we love and want them when in truth the red flag enjoys being one and rarely if ever sees anything wrong with his actions.

      All we have is right now until my father arrives and then the hell will be unleashed on us unless I will find a weapon to stop them both.

      Now the idea of using desire to control this man seems too idiotic to me because I’m the student and he’s the master who has all the power.

      “It makes the both of us, princess.” His husky voice brings me to the conversation at hand as he puts his thumb on my chin, tipping it upward. “My desire for you will be my greatest downfall.” And slams his mouth into mine, his tongue tracing over my lips and slipping inside, seeking mine and connecting them in a hot, passionate, toe-curling kiss, sending shivers down my spine.

      He swallows my moan and my hand slides down, covering his wet bandage. My heart pangs painfully at the reminder of how much pain I brought him even if it wasn’t deep or barely nicked him.

      Angling my head for better access, I let him seep from my mouth and stake his claim all over it again, giving him all of me in this embrace, wanting to soak up every minute of this madness before reality breaks the spell once again.

      His tongue explores my mouth, roaming inside me and in this marking his territory as if warning anyone away so they wouldn’t dare touch what doesn’t belong to them while he rocks his hips forward, thousands of sensations spreading through me, filling my bones with need.

      My hands skim upward, ready to circle his neck and press myself into him when he grabs my arms and locks them above my head while tearing his mouth away, both for us gulping for breath. Only for me to moan when he roams his gaze over my form and then bends to capture my nipple between his teeth, prickles of pain nipping on me before he flicks it with his tongue from side to side and then draws it hard into his mouth.

      I arch my back while my head hits the tile, wishing for this to prolong as long as possible, but at the same time the scorching heat consuming me drives me insane.

      Twisting my writs in his firm grip, I whimper in protest when he doesn’t let me go and instead glides his wet mouth to my other breast, scraping his teeth on the nipple before sucking on it, twirling his tongue around it, shooting zipping sensations to my clit and damping my core even more. “Rush, please.”

      The pleasure along with the tension building up inside are almost too much to bear as his mouth skillfully delivers torture to all my nerve endings and he rocks his pelvis into me, the hard length pulsing against me, and my core clenches just remembering his cock ripping through my virginity and introducing me to sex.

      Memories add fuel to the fire that’s my body and I whimper, “Please, I can’t take it anymore.”

      He gives my nipple one long lick before shifting to my collarbone, tracing his tongue over it and then sucking on the skin so hard, I know he wants to leave hickey there for everyone to see.

      Possessive, possessive villain.

      Why do I want him so much then?

      Because on this island all the monsters would stay away as long as he is close to me and the knowledge in itself is a pleasurable aphrodisiac.

      His other hand covers my core again, the heel of his palm pressing on my clit, and I can’t bear his stillness. “I need you, Rush. Badly.” I can’t believe the hoarse words come out of my mouth, but I’m beyond caring at this point.

      “Look how wet you are for me, princess.” His fingers skim over my walls, up and down as if tracing something on my skin. “It should have Rush written here.” Only then it dawns on me he writes his name on me, the pads of his fingers incredibly gentle on my flesh all while his lips tickle my skin when he whispers against my collarbone, continuing to pamper it with small kisses. “Because this pussy responds only to my touch. Doesn’t it, princess?”

      His mouth slides upward to the underside of my chin before he reaches my mouth again, trapping my lower lip between his teeth and pulling at it as we share a breath. He swipes his tongue over it before capturing me in a long and heated kiss, lets go of my hands, and I finally wrap them tightly around his neck, plastering myself against him.

      His hands settle on my ass before he dips them lower and then hikes me, my legs locking on his back, and I feel him spinning us and emerging from the shower stall as coldness nips on my skin, although the heated blaze that’s our desire makes it barely noticeable.

      Our lips separate. I draw air in my lungs and he grabs a towel before he kisses me again. The deep strokes combine with his hard-on pressing on my clit without anything separating us, almost making me come undone in his arms.

      All I want for him right now is to throw me on the bed and fuck me hard so I will forget about everything and in this find reprieve from this insanity.

      I squeal when he drops me on the bed where I bounce a little, my wet hair dampening the sheets, and then Rush dips his knee on the mattress, placing the towel on my head, drying it up enough so it wouldn’t leak water all around me, then throws the towel away.

      I look at him, looming above me in all his dark handsome glory and my core spasms, making me cross my legs, and it doesn’t go unnoticed by him.

      “Are you in need of my cock, princess?”

      I nod because there is no denying that.

      “Is your pussy wet?”

      I nod once again and then my cheeks heat up at his next words.

      “Show me.”

      I probably become red as a tomato due to my shyness because doing whatever he wants is one thing, but openly touch myself in front of him…

      He puts his hand on his dick, his palm flexing around the length as he strokes it from base to the tip, and I lick my lips at the sight of pre-cum that he swipes with his thumb. “Do you need guidance, princess?”

      Goose bumps pop all over me when he lowers his voice, coating the room in something sinister while everything female in me responds to it. “Yes,” I whisper, still fixed on his cock and seeing it up close.

      I wish to touch it and feel it in my palm, trace the blue vein with my fingers because the one time we had sex back at the waterfall I didn’t get such a chance.

      Yet I don’t know how to voice all these desires.

      “Open up your thighs, princess.”

      Taking in a deep breath, I do as he says, sitting up and then bending my legs slightly in front of me while showing him my exposed, dripping core.

      “Now put your hand on your pussy.”

      Following his command turns me on as much as the lust having its tight hold on me and, covering my mound with my palm, I gasp at the contact.

      “Good girl.”

      A hot flush rushes through me at the praise and I bite on my lower lip, my toes curling into the mattress.

      “Glide your fingers up and down and then open up for me.”

      My index and middle fingers slide down the silky walls and then up before I press them hard, displaying myself fully to him, and the fire spreading within me threatens to swallow me whole.

      “Ah, look at this pussy all eager for my mouth.”

      I gasp at this, craving it now with a passion, and a smile curves his mouth.

      “All in good time, princess.” He crooks his finger at me. “Come here. There is something else I want to teach you before that.”

      Rising up on my knees, I shift on the bed closer to him and he scoops more pre-cum on his fingers, rubbing it on my lips before ordering.

      “Taste.”

      Rolling my lips, I taste him on my tongue just as he grabs my wrist and lifts it to my mouth.

      “Suck on your fingers and taste us together, princess.”

      Following his command, I close my eyes and somehow the idea of tasting both of us at the same time while he watches creates a weird sense of excitement, spreading electric volts into me and pulling me deeper into the lustful pool of desire.

      “Do you like it? Answer me.”

      “Yes.” My voice is incredibly raspy.

      He threads his fingers in my hair, gently running them through it before gripping it and pulling back. “I think we need to wash away this beautiful mouth of yours with my cum, princess.” I still at his words, shocked at the sensations and excitement washing over me at the prospect. “So no fucking man thinks he has the right to touch you ever again.”

      “I don’t know what to do.”

      His eyes flare at the reminder he’s my one and only, which probably calms down some of his earlier anger.

      I refuse to examine how chauvinistic and disturbing this thought is as well.

      “Do whatever you want, princess. I’m all yours.” He palms my head, his thumb brushing over my cheeks, and somehow his gentleness in this moment hurts me as it speaks to my soul.

      Swallowing, I still stand on my knees and place my splayed palms on his chest, marveling at his muscles that contrast so much with my softness.

      Endless scars mar him, tracing lightly over them, I let the impulse lead me and lean forward, kissing his chest and scraping my teeth over his six-pack before running my tongue over it, and he groans, my hair falling all around me despite his strong grip on some of it.

      His hard cock stands out, the vein pulsing in it, and I put my hand on it, squeezing it. He hisses, the organ jerking in my grip and leaking pre-cum.

      Stroking him from base to the tip and then going back down, I roll out my tongue, flicking it over the tip, and whimper at the taste before opening my mouth wider, sucking on the head a little, which earns me a moan from him that only intensifies the need. “Aileen.” My name sounds needy coming from his throat and I love it because at least I’m not the only one affected by this…whatever this is between us.

      Instead of sucking him deep, I’m still too shy and afraid to do it. I trace my tongue over the length, inhaling his scent, then rub my cheek over it, loving the soft texture of something that can be so hard and bring me so much pleasure inside me.

      His cock jerks when I swipe upward, scooping the pre-cum with my lips and licking them, and he tips my head backward so I’ll meet his gaze. “What do you want, princess?” His question causes this ache inside me that makes it impossible to breathe, but I hold myself back from spilling the truth.

      How does a girl say she loves his taste and would like to suck him off without sounding and being inexperienced? What if he dislikes it and then…

      I gasp when he tugs on my hair, bringing my attention back on him, and his thumb brushes over my chin.

      “Take a deep breath.”

      I do.

      “No matter what you will do, I’ll love it and it will be the best I ever had.” He taps on my chin until my mouth opens up. “Everything I have with you is the best I’ve ever had.” A beat passes. “I don’t remember anything or anyone before you.”

      Warmth shoots through me from the tip of my head to my toes at the raw emotion in his voice, flaring my blood with carnal desires that desperately need an outlet, so I suck on him hard, drawing him deep, and cough, pulling slightly back.

      “Slowly, princess.” His hold on me tightens. “We’ll have to train this mouth to take me, won’t we?”

      My hand moves up and down while my tongue slides over him, his hips rocking forward, and by how rigid his body grows, he must be really holding himself back to push further.

      “Look at my princess all eager to please me.”

      I moan around him, the vibration making his cock jerk in my mouth, my other hand gliding up to his stomach and my nails digging into his skin, which causes him to thrust forward, the tip almost touching my throat, and my eyes water.

      Slowly, I pull back, sucking on the tip and drinking him in. My hand works in tandem with my tongue over his length, all while his hold on me becomes more erratic and his breathing labors, which sends thrills down my spine.

      Because this virile man right now is in my complete power, seeking pleasure only I can give him, and I whimper when he fists my hair, making me arch back. I welcome him inside my mouth, sucking on him, wanting to spend hours learning everything about him so I’d know all the tricks that make this man go insane from need.

      As the same need consumes me.

      He tugs on my hair until his cock slides out, coated in my saliva, and I’m about to lean in again to get another taste, but Rush has had enough.

      He sends me flying on the bed, shouldering my thighs apart and opening me up to him, and I moan when his hot breath sends tickling sensations down my spine and goose bumps pop on my skin while my core clenches in anticipation, my fingers sliding to his nape and gripping his hair.

      “Rush.”

      He places his whole mouth on me and I cry out, his tongue licking through my folds before delving in, the velvet flesh stretching me deep and driving me insane with each stab.

      My thighs clamp around him, but he pushes at them, making more room for himself while the heal of my foot rubs up and down his back, and he continues to thrust into me before sliding out and skimming upward, licking me from bottom to top. “Oh, please.” I moan, threading my fingers in his hair harsher, putting my foot on his shoulder, and he growls against my flesh, the heat consuming me so strong I feel I might explode at any moment.

      His teeth scrape against my clit and he draws it into his mouth, sucking on it while his fingers enter me, and I rock my hips in time with his movements, grinding on his tongue and almost sobbing at the madding friction that pushes me closer and closer to the bliss somewhere far away, calling my name.

      Hot flushes move through me in waves, each one more powerful than the other while Rush drags his tongue over my core, every lick and suck designed to turn me insane while bringing me pleasure at the same time, and the skin feels impossibly tight on my body.

      Sweat drips down my spine, soaking the sheets underneath. I curve my back when he drives his tongue into me again, igniting the fire within me, and all I can do is receive the pleasure while begging him for more because the pressure in me threatens to kill me if he doesn’t end this soon.

      “Rush, please. I need.” I moan, twisting on the bed and pulling at his hair hard, holding him against me while chasing my high that will transform into ecstasy if he just…

      I groan in protest when he leaves me empty once again, dragging his tongue over my folds before giving me a light bite, his thumb pressing on my clit while he moves down again, probing deeper, and the double pressure creates inferno in the pit of my stomach.

      But before I can erupt in pleasure, though, his glides upward, his chin rubbing on my lower stomach and leaving wet imprints behind. He continues his journey, his light stubble tickling me while he settles between my legs, hovering above me.

      My eyes widen then when I notice a condom in his hand. He quickly rips it open and rolls it on his hard length while locking his gaze with mine, his orbs darkened in desire and a need matching my own, I’m sure.

      He captures my gasp with his mouth when the tip of his cock circles my opening and locks us in the hot kiss, our tongues brushing against each other and sharing our tastes with one another, only adding to the frenzy between us.

      My arms wrap around his neck, bringing him closer, and our mouths separate, sharing a breath before we both groan when he enters me with one swift move, pushing us slightly on the bed.

      He leans closer to my ear, whispering against it while rocking his hips forward, driving deeper into me. “Feel how tight your pussy is around me, princess?” His length stretches me out, and then he agonizingly slowly slides out, leaving tremors in his wake only to thrust hard into me again, earning himself my moan. “You’re mine. Admit it,” he demands, deliberately slowing down his strokes and torturing me while I just lace my fingers in his hair, pulling him for another kiss, letting him dominate my mouth as he continues to move inside me.

      Each stroke, each glide of his tongue and his hands moving to my hips, his fingers digging into my skin, announce to me how possessive he feels about me and how on edge he truly is despite controlling us both.

      Instead of giving him any admission because such things are foolish and forbidden to me, I wrap my legs tighter around him while my core clenches as if not wanting to let him go.

      I moan at how his muscled chest rubs against my sensitive nipples, the electric volts zapping all over me and charging me with more tension that builds and builds in me, flaming the fire of desire to epic proportion until I can’t take it anymore.

      Snatching my mouth away, I drop my head on the pillow and arch my neck, pleasure erupting through me when he sucks on my neck, pulling at the skin, and my palms slide to his shoulder blades, clawing his back, and my core spasms around him.

      I cry out and he covers my mouth again, engaging us in yet another kiss while his thrusts speed up, the jerky movements of his hips indicating he’s close. I raise my thighs higher, cradling him, and he growls into the kiss.

      I love how his hard muscles flex under my touch, his powerful frame protecting me from everyone else and even myself in this moment because between us right now there is no right or wrong.

      There is only passion and lust so strong it blinds you to anything else.

      And you welcome the temporary reprieve from reality because you can pretend that reality is beautiful and not hideous faced with challenges ahead.

      Three more hard pushes of his hips and he spills into the condom, biting on my lower lip and drawing blood that he quickly soothes with a lick.

      I hide my face in his neck, hugging him, and close my eyes, holding back my tears.

      I no longer know what is madness.

      Or rather…

      Madness became so sweet it poisoned my mind.

      Funny, isn’t it?

      The villain wanted for me to break the curse.

      Instead, he cursed me for forever.

      

      Rush

      Once upon a time, I never understood how a man capable of violence and deceit, and fueled by rage, could ever think about anything else but his past.

      The idea of going insane over a woman was astonishing and laughable.

      Right in this moment, though, with her lying beneath me, her hands roaming down my back as her legs flex around me, trying to bring me closer to her while her hot breath fans my cheeks, I understand.

      For nothing but complete madness explains my pull toward her, even after she betrayed me, and the jealousy and possessiveness consuming me just at the thought of my brother pressing his lips to hers.

      Her mouth, her body, her fucking pussy belong to me now, and no one has a right to touch her.

      No one but me.

      Her hand trails down my side, lower and lower until it reaches the bandage, a gasp escaping her while she gently traces over the wound, making me hiss above her. She fists my hair, tugging on it until our eyes meet.

      A single tear slides down her cheek. “I’m sorry,” she whispers, regret evident in her voice because the idea of hurting someone brings her pain.

      After all, a soul not used to harming others weeps when they must do it, as their compassion tears them in two.

      But behind the regret, there is stubbornness and determination, promising me more rebellion to come, despite her body craving me.

      “I will never be your willing captive.”

      She said those words to me right before running away, and I think they define everything.

      No matter how powerless she is against the lust and longing pulling us together, she will never willingly sign up to such a fate and will use any weapon at her disposal to save herself.

      To flee from the golden cage of my creation.

      Just like Belle never truly accepted the Beast until he held her captive, she understood his value when he let her go and then fell in love with him.

      But I can never do that.

      For letting her go and allowing her to choose would mean turning my back on revenge and saving Lachlan, as she would accept nothing else.

      And who would I be if I betrayed my mother in such a way?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Surviving in the wild is possible.

        However, keeping your humanity intact in such circumstances is not.

        Because in the wild, you learn one golden rule.

        Either you will kill or be killed.

        For nature is ruthless and has no mercy for the weak.

        The strongest one survives.

        Always.”

        Rush

      

      

      Rush, 9 years old

      Pain ricochets through my body as something stabs into my side, the piercing sensation spreading all over my system. I shift a little, only to groan loudly when every inch of my body hurts so bad I want to cry.

      Another stab to my left comes, this time something digging fiercely into my thigh, and my eyes snap open as the blinding sun shines brightly on me, almost blocking out the view in front of me.

      And then seagulls chirp loudly, biting my flesh again, ready to tear me apart bit by bit, which makes me jump in place and sit up.

      Despite the dizziness in my head urging me to lie back down and catch a break, I wave the birds away, knowing full well how vicious they can get. These creatures can eat a whole rabbit while hungry, and I can’t give them more of an opportunity to hurt me.

      “Go away!” I rasp, hitting one of them, and digging my fingers into the sand, I get up, running toward the forest, barely comprehending what goes on. “Just go away!” I shout, although it emerges as more of a squeak from my dry throat.

      Once under the protection of the countless trees around me, I lean against one and breathe heavily, trying to understand what’s going on.

      That’s when the memories of last night flash in my mind, bringing devastation and fear right along with them.

      The fire. The boat. The pain.

      I glance down and see a deep bruise on my stomach, which must have sent me unconscious in the ocean. Rubbing the bruise, I wince and then study my environment, realizing the storm must have passed a long time ago because judging by the sun sitting high in the sky, it’s midday.

      Where is Rafael?

      Without a shadow of a doubt, I know they would’ve come after me. Maybe they decided to take a break during the storm and fell asleep? How can they sleep after what happened to us, though?

      Gulping for more breath, I straighten up and then freeze when another thought crosses my mind.

      Mom.

      Then, without thinking, I run toward the mansion so she’ll know I’m here and that help is on the way.

      If she escaped the intruders, she would hide in the greenhouse with the secret passage that leads outside in case of emergency. According to her, no one would ever search for her there. It was one of the first things she shared with us when she got pregnant with Lavender and made us promise to keep our mouths shut about it, even from George and William.

      My mom loves them, but for some reason, she never shared any secrets with them, and a weird feeling always lurked in her gaze whenever it landed on the people who worked for us. As if she was afraid for them.

      The wind whooshes around me, the wet clothes almost unbearable on my skin as my bare feet slap against the hot ground, burning me in the process. Yet I focus only on the one goal that fuels my blood with determination and hope.

      To save my mom no matter the cost, so in turn Rafael can save us.

      My twin would never, ever give up on me. I might not trust anyone in this life after my father turned into a monster. But my twin… I can always count on him.

      He’s my always and forever.

      Flying through the forest, I aim straight for the secret passage, walking through it quickly and groaning when I see no signs of Mom among the pots and soil bags. I wipe the sweat from my brow, as the air is almost nonexistent in here.

      Looking under the table and opening up the bigger cupboards that could fit a grown-ass human inside, I don’t find her there either, so I crawl to the window to assess the situation outside.

      “Oh, no,” I say when the mansion comes into view—damaged beyond repair, it seems, as the sunlight shows every crack and change.

      While most of the brick structure stands upright, it’s missing half of the roof. Almost all the windows are broken, the shattered glass lying around the perimeter. What were once massive double doors made out of the finest oak tree… it’s just a pitch-black, hideous gaping wound, inviting you into the darkness that inevitably awaits you inside.

      Because if our family house looks this bad from outside… it must be destroyed on the inside.

      I loved this house, as it held so many memories for us, but ever since Father changed, I wished to run far away from here and start anew.

      So maybe this is God’s way of helping us.

      Mom taught us everything happens for a reason, even if we don’t like it. Although our ruined legacy still hurts me in ways I didn’t anticipate.

      “It’s okay, Rush,” I murmur to myself, rubbing my arms before going to the greenhouse exit, as there is no soul in sight.

      The bad men must have left once they did their crimes because who would stay at such a place?

      Which means Mom chose another space to hide in, and I need to find her. It can’t be good to stay around so much damage. Wouldn’t the smells be toxic to the body?

      Emerging from the greenhouse, I call, “Mom!” Stumbling on one of the rocks, I kick it, but then I pick another up just in case. “Mom!” I go straight to the mansion, scanning the space, yet not spotting anything. “Mom!” I shout this time, the birds flying up from the trees and squeaking their displeasure at the disturbance. “I’m here! Come out. Mom!” I scream louder, dreading to go inside the house, but I speed up my pace, fully intending to do whatever is needed to save her, when I catch something out the corner of my eye.

      I swing my head toward the rose bushes spread around a bench designed specifically for Mom by our father a few years back because she loved to read in the garden, although she hasn't done that in a while.

      Blooming red and white roses surround it, polluting the air with their fragrance, and I exhale in relief when I realize Mom is sitting on it. Her head is resting on the bench’s back while her eyes gaze up at the sky, her hands lying by her sides while her bare feet rest on the ground, several bruises marring her legs and arms.

      “Mom,” I whisper, racing to her, and a bubble of laughter escapes me when I wrap my arms around her, squeezing her hard. “Mommy!” I whisper again, and then my brows furrow when her body stays lifeless, and the weird scent attached to her penetrates my nostrils, flipping my stomach. The desire to vomit assaults me, making me cough and lean back to study her closer.

      Her eyes are unmoving, just reflecting the sky while complete sadness shapes them.

      And she is cold—so, so cold. Her usually tan skin is a shade of blue, and I place my fingers on her, gently rubbing her cheek, calling her again. “Mommy?” She must be in shock. I read about such cases in the psychology books Rafael loves so much. “Mom, I’m here. It’s okay.” Since she still doesn’t react at all, I slide my hand to her chest and freeze when there is no heartbeat, panic slowly enveloping me whole, and that’s when I see it.

      Just the hilt of a silver sword. It’s pierced through her middle, keeping her sitting up straight. There’s dried blood all over her white-as-snow dress, and realization hits me, so painful the shocked scream gets trapped in my throat while a buzzing in my ears begins.

      Shaking my head, I step back, shutting my eyes and slapping my cheeks, refusing to believe it all, and I open my eyes once again, hoping that the earlier image was just my imagination.

      But the same picture greets me, and that’s when I scream, “No!” Tears stream down my cheeks, and the air sticks in my throat while my heart crushes into tiny little pieces inside me, breaking my soul in half while the hurt consumes me.

      Because my mom is dead.

      “No, no,” I whisper, touching her again, rubbing her chin, and begging her, “Mom, please.” However, she—or rather, this cruel life—stays deaf to my pleadings and dumps me in hideous reality instead. “Mom.” I hug her again, uncaring about the smell, desperately trying to cling to her former warmth and thinking, even if it’s stupid, that maybe my love can bring her back to me.

      In all those fairy tales, they say true love is the most powerful magic. Anything can happen as long as you have a good heart and are willing to love something beyond yourself.

      I love my mom the most.

      I squeeze her hard and kiss her on the cheek, stilling for a second, hoping for divine intervention to come and swirl us both in the air as the magic breathes life into her once again. I will it to give us all a second chance, while our mansion transforms back into what it used to be, breaking the curse that has haunted us for what seems like years.

      Seconds, minutes, or maybe hours tick by, though, and nothing happens, while my sobs intensify, my tears soaking her body as agony shakes my entire system.

      How can one live in this world without a mother?

      I raise my head, slowly closing her eyes with my hand, and kiss her on the forehead, my tears dropping on her skin. “I love you, Mommy.” Willing all my strength into my fist, I wipe away my tears and decide to go find a shovel.

      She can’t lie here. The birds would start to tear at her flesh. Not to mention the rotten…

      I might be small, and it might take me forever, but I will dig the grave for my mother so she can rest in peace, all while ignoring the hurt eating me from the inside out.

      I get up, my foot stepping on something, and I look down to see a paper sticking to my heel.

      Picking it up, I read in perfect handwriting the words that inspire nothing but rage within me, so foreign and unfamiliar I’m not sure how I’m supposed to contain it.

      
        
        You should have listened and never crossed me.

        Now you have to face the consequences

      

      

      Whoever this man is… he left a message for everyone to read, and I crunch it in my hand, right in this moment wishing to see him in front of me so I can kill him.

      Because he doesn’t deserve to live after what he has done to my family.

      I drop to my knees, covering my ears as pain assaults me from every corner just imagining breaking the news to my siblings, the ones who trusted me the most when I told them everything would be fine.

      I don’t know where our father is, but it doesn’t matter anyway because from now on we are orphans, as the only person who truly loved us is gone.

      Nausea hits me, the bile rises in my throat, and I vomit all over the ground, my head becoming dizzy from all these horrible experiences and not having anything to eat or drink in all this time.

      I wish to lie down on the ground and let nature take me, following after my mom and maybe meeting her in the afterlife. My soul already yearns to be back in her arms, where everything once felt safe and right, while love poured into my every cell.

      Something I’d never, ever feel again while I’m breathing.

      But I cannot allow myself to be weak now. I have to be strong.

      My family is counting on me. From now on, it’s my responsibility to take care of them, and I have to live no matter what.

      Digging my hands hard into the ground, I try to get up on my shaky legs, and that’s when I hear a gruff voice echoing through the distance, “Who the fuck is that?” My gaze shoots to the right, where two men are walking toward me, their hands holding rifles as they grin wildly. “Looks like one of the kids stayed, and he’s fucking pretty.” He licks his lips, revulsion washing over me as fear sinks into my gut. “We can have him and then sell him.”

      The other one shrugs. “Not a bad idea, but the boss won’t like it. He wanted to kill them all. To get the message across.” He laughs. “The reason he sent us instead of his elite warriors.”

      Elite warriors?

      “What he doesn’t know won’t hurt him, will it?”

      The other man grins, elbowing him. “I like the way you think, Jim.”

      I finally snap out of my shock and jump up, stepping backward, while Jim clicks his tongue. “Nah-ah, little thing. Let’s not make it difficult.” He pats his rifle. “Come to us willingly, and no one is going to get hurt.”

      Who would believe such a tale? They killed my mother!

      I take another step, and this time anger crosses their features, and they point their guns at me, Jim’s voice becoming deadly, sending horrible shivers down my spine.

      “Stop this nonsense and come here, boy.” He licks his lips again. “We need some entertainment.”

      Whatever this man plans to do to me is hideous. They must be the monsters Mom warned us about.

      My heart pangs painfully once again, and for a second, I contemplate staying because she’s here.

      But the other part of me that awakened the minute they showed, the one now responsible for my siblings, refuses to give in and let them all win.

      I have to survive no matter what because only those who survive get their revenge.

      “This one needs a little discipline, Jim.”

      “He’ll learn. By the time I’m finished with him, he won’t so much as breathe without my permission.”

      When hell freezes over.

      I snatch out the stone I put inside my pocket and throw it as hard as I can at Jim, making the gun fall from his grip as he shouts, “Fuck!” And then spinning on my heel, I race through the garden as bullets fly around me, the two men chasing after me.

      The ground seems to vibrate from their heavy boots, and my heartbeat speeds up with each passing second as different images fill my head of what will happen if they get their hands on me.

      Rafael’s and my hunger for knowledge led us to learning many things we weren’t yet old enough for, and we snuck books in the library we shouldn’t have, among which was one about serial killers and bad men who use children for their horrendous desires.

      The need to vomit comes at me again while my insides burn from the effort I’m putting my body through, but I pay no attention to it, focusing on the small opening in the distance, where I can crawl to the other side of the fence.

      “Come back here, you bastard!” Jim shouts again, and this time his voice is raspy as their heavy breathing rings in the air. So I gulp more air into my lungs, push myself harder, and finally reach the opening, quickly crawling through it before emerging on the other side. And that’s when thunder rocks the sky once again, the clouds gathering above me, indicating another upcoming storm.

      I run to the forest, and several more bullets whizz past me, making me jump up, and then I hide amongst the trees, aiming straight for the secret place I discovered a long time ago.

      But not before hearing them yell, “We will find you, little bastard! You just wait and see!”

      They don’t dare come into the forest during a storm then, cowards!

      My entire body shakes in exhaustion; however, I keep going, needing to reach the cave. Nature will be ruthless toward me, so I gather a few fruits on my way because only God knows how long I will have to survive on my own.

      Right in this moment, I don’t think about my mom and the pain consuming me or how the world as I knew it is shattered, stripping me of my childhood and leaving me an orphan.

      No.

      I only think about Rafael, who knows about our place and will come with help to find me. My twin would never, ever abounded me out here.

      And when my family is with me, then I will allow myself the luxury of crying and giving up and showing weakness.

      This island belongs to us, and if any child can survive in it… it’s me.

      I will wait. Just a little bit. And the justice system I wholeheartedly believe in will take care of the rest. These men will be punished, their horrible boss too, and my siblings and I will know the satisfaction of capturing our parents’ killers.

      The law will protect us.

      So I waited patiently for my twin. Every morning, I would get up and go to the ocean from the hidden space and watch the horizon, with hope filling me to the brink, expecting a boat that would be my salvation.

      My days were filled with trying to find food and escaping despicable men.

      And at night, I lay awake, listening to wild beasts coming alive, praying for no one to come and eat me. My fear became so strong I started to draw with my own blood. Thankfully, Rafael and I left our wooden box with blankets and a knife when we played fortress out here last time.

      But despite all that, I hoped and waited for my twin, excusing all this with either storms or their inability to reach me for any other reason.

      However, with time, resentment grew, and my excuses dried up, my mind refusing to make me believe in illusions.

      Why would it anyway?

      After all, days turned into weeks, weeks into months, and finally months into years.

      They didn’t show.

      

      Aileen

      I’m floating on cloud nine, it seems, everything around me warm and soft, swallowing me whole, and my aching muscles weep with joy when I turn to the side, only to dip into the softness again.

      This place is heavenly, and I never want to leave it. My sore feet rub against each other while I sigh in relief, my fingers curling into the plush blanket.

      A ticklish sensation rushes down my back as if a feather touches it, and a smile curves my lips, my cheek digging into the pillow while the feeling continues. Moving upward, it reaches my nape, and a gasp slips past my lips when a hot palm settles on my neck, gripping it tight and forcefully pulling me to lie on my back once again.

      My eyes snap open in annoyance, only to collide with the hollow emerald ones gazing at me with such indifference everything inside me squeezes because it doesn’t mean anything good to me.

      I hiss at the bright sunlight streaming through the open balcony door, billowing the orange curtains as birds sing their morning song with all their might. The breeze tickles my skin, bringing much-needed relief.

      “Wake up, Aileen,” the man who rudely awakened me orders, his palm flexing around me for a second before he lets go and gets up, straightening and making me blink in surprise at how well put together he looks.

      He wears jeans and a navy-blue T-shirt emphasizing the six-pack I trailed my fingers over last night, and his powerful form emits dominance even now.

      His dark hair is wet, dripping on his shoulders, while the platinum watch on his wrist glistens. “Rush,” I say, confusion lacing my tone as I sit up—and cover myself with the blanket, since I’m apparently naked beneath it.

      “Get up. It’s almost noon. You’ve had your sleep.” He points at me. “You need to eat and regain strength.”

      The curtains billow once again, snapping my attention to them, and their color finally hits me. “I’m in my room.” The place is exactly how I left it, down to the uneaten apple on the table and half-finished glass of water. “What’s going on?”

      Why am I here? Yesterday, I fell asleep in his arms after he shut me up with another kiss and round of lovemaking, and I welcomed it because during sex is the only time I don’t have to think.

      My brain, heart, and common sense are in sync, all craving one thing—pleasure.

      “Nothing. You’re back where you belong.” I blink in confusion at him, and he elaborates and in this stabs me right into my bruised heart. “After all, you’re my captive, aren’t you? And captives shouldn’t stay in their captor’s bedroom.”

      I reel back as if he slapped me, unable to cover up the hurt on my face, and his jaw flexes right before he gives me cold indifference once again.

      “I think we need to end our game now.”

      I grip the blanket harsher while my stomach flips. “Game?” Despite my best efforts, my voice sounds lost and hollow, pain evident in every word leaving my mouth.

      “Yes, the role playing of Beauty and the Beast can stop now.” His gaze swipes over me. “I already got what I wanted, and everything else will be too complicated for your little innocent self.” A sinister smile sends prickles down my spine as it flashes on his face. “I’m cruel, but even I have my limits.”

      “Limits?” I repeat like the damn parrot, too lost to take a hint.

      Or maybe simply inexperienced.

      “Let’s not make it difficult, princess.” He rests his hands on the footboard, his knuckles turning white. “I will kill your father.” My heart stops; for a second, all air leaves my lungs while his words hang between us and send chaos my way. “And no pussy in the world has the power to stop me.” With this, he pushes back and orders, “Get dressed and have breakfast. And if you value your life, keep your ass in the mansion and stay away from me. Otherwise, I always have the dungeon, where you can stay with the rats as your company.”

      I look at him in disbelief, the cruel and cold words stabbing into me one by one akin to rocks leaving dents in my soul. Revulsion washes over me, as he reduced all our moments to… to… to me being just a random pussy?

      “I hate you,” I whisper, gripping the blanket with all my might, and a tearing sound echoes through the space, alerting me to the damaged cloth, but I’m too angry and hurt to react to it. “I hate you,” I repeat, my heart breaking in two for things I don’t even understand.

      I wasn’t in love with him. How could I have been? But him saying all this means he wasn’t affected by me at all, that I’m not special. I’m just a woman he fucked.

      Oh my God.

      “Ah, darling.” He pats his side and grins, making my hands itch to swipe away his smirk with my nails and crack him in the jaw! “I figured after this knife wound…” A beat passes, and he shrugs. “Yet even hatred cannot stop that pussy from being wet for me.”

      I cover my ears from his unfamiliar crudeness. He has never spoken to me this way, but maybe that’s how men become once they get what they want.

      He acted all possessive yesterday because his brother dared to touch what he considered his spoils, and to punish me, he created an illusion of wanting me, when in truth he couldn’t give two shits about me.

      How to hurt a naïve fool? Dump her in a fantasy and then crush her into reality, forcing her to scoop up the scattered pieces of her soul.

      Willing all my self-respect and control into my voice, I spit, “Get out.” My eyes focus on the torn blanket, my breaths speeding up, and I yell this time around, “Get out!”

      Seconds trickle by, and finally I hear the door open and shut. That’s when I allow the tears to fall down my cheeks as silent sobs shake me.

      Because a man just humiliated me after spending the night making love to me, enjoying my addiction of him while I believed… What did I believe, really?

      That I’d be so special to a man after only days of being together, and he’d changed his mind about revenge? That, like in the fairy tale, the Beast would fall for me and spare my father?

      Did I really think my affection or the idea of owning my heart would make him give up his revenge decades in the making?

      I grab the pillow and hide my face, screaming into it, while hurt penetrates every bone in my body along with self-loathing.

      For how can a woman cry over her captor finally giving up on her and just letting her be?

      Then his words ring in my mind, bringing me back to the painful present.

      “I will kill your father.”

      Rage laced his tone, so his determination only grew with all my behavior and in this fuels my desire to finally help Rafael.

      After our lovemaking last night, I wanted to tell him about his mother’s diary and how it might hold keys to the past, not wanting to deceive him yet again.

      So I should be grateful for this honesty today, as it gave me free rein to do whatever I want without an ounce of guilt anymore.

      I will do everything to save my father. He might not be a saint; in fact, the more time I spend on this island, the surer of that I become. But my father is incapable of harming women and children.

      Nothing and no one will convince me otherwise.

      Temporarily putting a lid on the onslaught of emotions I just experienced, I lift my head and wipe away my tears while gulping deep breaths.

      The diary.

      I have to find it and hopefully fix everything before going back to my perfect and boring existence, where no men use me for their selfish desires and then sum up all our time as role playing.

      Fury replaces the hurt, and I throw off my blanket, swinging my legs to the side, and my toes curl against the freezing marble, shivers running through me.

      I rush to the bathroom, wishing to wash away Rush’s touches and smell off my skin, so nothing will remind me of our sexual encounters.

      But when I flip on the light in the bathroom, I realize it’s easier said than done, considering the freaking jerk left several hickeys on my neck and collarbone for everyone to see, stamping his marks of ownership all over my flesh.

      Shaking my head at this and refusing to think about him, I take a shower in record time, deciding not to wash my hair, and dry myself off right before snagging a yellow dress and putting it on.

      Slipping into white ballerina flats, I give my refection in the mirror one last glance before heading to the door and going out into the hallway.

      Where instantly the scent of freshly baked waffles greets me, wafting into the air along with coffee, and my stomach grumbles, demanding food.

      I hop down the stairs, going to the dining room, and my brows furrow when I hear a deep, unfamiliar, yet for some reason disgusting male voice. “Come here, Lavender.”

      “No!” she screams, and I frown even harder at the sheer fear in her voice, quickly resuming my walk and stepping inside as the picture opens up to me.

      A man who must be close to his sixties, tall and lean, with dark hair and green eyes, wearing a suit, looms over Lavender, who hides behind a curtain, trying to avoid him while he extends his hand toward her. “Come here, Lavender.” His voice drops in volume. “I’m really tired of this. You’re going to ruin everything.”

      “Go! Don’t touch! Don’t touch!” she screams, moving to the side and trying to evade him, but he’s almost backed her into a corner. “Go! Go!”

      My hackles rise at this exchange, and my instincts go on high alert from this, recognizing the terrified notes in her voice, which shouldn’t be so prominent in her condition.

      “Come here, you little brat!” he spats, lunging after her, but she kicks him in the knee, making him bend over, and manages to run away. Her eyes widen when she sees me, and she speeds up while I groan inwardly.

      Will she choke me again?

      “You fucking brat.” He spins around, wanting to catch her, but she escapes him once again.

      Instead of attacking me, though, she grabs my shoulders from behind and hides, trembling so hard I hear her teeth chatter, and she whispers into my ear, “Bad man. Bad! Bad! Bad!”

      I pat her on the hip without taking my gaze away from the man, who seems shocked when he looks at me, studying me as if I’m some bug under a microscope. I want to step away from his view, hating his invasive stare, yet I stay glued to the spot because of Lavender.

      “It’s okay,” I tell her, but it doesn’t calm her down, as her trembling intensifies.

      We face off with the man who probably would have shot me dead, judging by his expression, and he says, “You have your father’s eyes.” A beat passes. “Aileen Scott.” No surprise at the anger addressing me, I guess on this island no one is a fan of my dad.

      I raise my chin high. “I have his character too.” He bristles at my reply, which makes me smirk. “And his resolve.”

      “His confidence too.” The way he says it, though, it hardly serves as a compliment. “Two-faced piece of shit.”

      Without thinking, I grab the apple nearby and throw it at him, smacking him with it on his chest, and his brows furrow, his face becoming red. “Watch your mouth, whoever the hell you are,” I scold.

      Lavender giggles, which doesn’t go unnoticed by him.

      “Come here!” he orders her again, taking a step toward us, and she freezes once more, her nails digging in so hard they will for sure leave bruises on my skin.

      “Back off!” I warn him, not knowing who this person is and not really giving a shit either.

      He’s clearly an asshole, and Lavender is terrified of him to the point of allowing herself to use me as her human shield from him.

      Which speaks volumes, considering her hate toward me shown earlier.

      “A captive will not order me around in my own house,” he hisses, and I frown, the resemblance clicking in my head, and my stomach drops. This monster of a man is… their father? The one who beat up their mother? “Why are you here, wearing all these clothes, anyway?” Rage practically vibrates from him, and I hear the footsteps, Jesse flying inside the dining room and gasping before spinning on her heels and running somewhere else. “You should be in the basement, naked and starved, beaten almost to death.”

      Lavender weeps, pressing herself closer to me but at the same time pulling us backward the minute the man moves again.

      He continues, “Begging for Rush to spare you while he films all your pain for your fucking father to see.” He clenches his hand into a fist while I mentally prepare for the attack, noticing a kitchen knife on the table nearby. “God knows he’d love nothing more. He wasn’t even kind to his own wife.”

      “Spare me the speech, asshole,” I fire back at him, knowing how stupid his statement is.

      My father loves his kids, but he’d never survive without my mom. She’s vitally important to him, and everyone knows it.

      Be unkind to her?

      He’d sooner cut off his hand than bring her any harm.

      “Spoiled brat,” he bellows, lunging after me as I grab the knife, ready to stab him right in the stomach.

      However, before his hand can connect with my flesh, Rush stands between us and catches his fist, covering it with his palm and squeezing so hard the man winces. When Rush pushes him, the old man stumbles.

      “Rush,” he says in disbelief, but his son doesn’t even spare him a glance.

      Instead, he palms my head, his green orbs roaming over my form as if searching for injuries, and he gently removes the knife from my death grip. “Are you all right?” Softness coats his voice, his thumb brushing over my cheek while fury still rocks him, judging by the glint in his eyes and rapidly beating heart. “He didn’t hurt you?” he prompts, and it finally snaps me out of my stupor, making me slap his hand away.

      “Why do you care?” I mumble, not wanting to show this old man our complicated relationship, but at the same not letting what Rush did earlier slide either.

      I’m a captive and a pussy, not good enough to give up revenge for, and yet he acts as if I’m precious to him.

      “Because you’re mine.” I still at the possessiveness in his words, the heat sliding through my veins and awakening every nerve in my body, burning me from the inside out. “Lavender?”

      Her hold on me loosens, but she’s still pressed to my back. “No needle.” My heart breaks at the evident fear. “No needle, please. No hysterics, no needle. Right?” The hope in her voice kills me. It means whenever this asshole shows up, she gets the needle, if she associates them.

      Who wouldn’t have hysterics in the company of this guy, though?

      Regret and pain flash on Rush’s face before he sends a warm smile his sister’s way. “Yes, darling. No hysterics, no needle.”

      She claps behind me, giggling, and then jumps to the side before going to the table, sitting at the far end and munching on the waffle after pouring strawberry syrup and digging her fork in.

      My stomach grumbles loudly at the sight of food, my cheeks heating up at it, but I half-turn, ready to bolt from the room. “I lost my appetite.”

      Rush grips my elbow, halting my movements, and frowns. “You’re hungry.”

      “If you think I will stay and eat with a man who just threatened me, then you have another think coming.” I rip my arm away from him, sending daggers his way. “I’m sure your staff will be nice enough to feed the captive in its cage.”

      The deep satisfaction at my jab is short-lived when he ignores my last statement and instead repeats, “Threatened?”

      A shiver rushes down my spine. Instinctively, I move away from him while darkness settles over his features, his eyes turning deep-emerald filled with retribution, promising hell on earth.

      Then he addresses the man behind him, who watches us intently, his head ping-ponging between our interactions. “Uncle Jade.” Oh. Well, not the father then. “Come with me to my office.”

      “You think I will—”

      “Now.” I wince at the evenly and yet so loudly spoken word that sends fear into every cell in my body. “You will stay here and eat,” he says to me. Our gazes clash, and my soul weeps at the expression there, although my mind and heart are too bruised from the earlier encounter to acknowledge it. What’s good about his protection if he nullifies everything we’ve experienced? “No one will ever hurt or threaten you on my land.”

      No one but him, apparently.

      With this, he motions with his head toward the hallway, and his uncle grits his teeth, trying to kill me with his stare once again before following after his nephew as they leave to his office.

      The minute they do, Jesse enters and exhales. “That was intense!” she whispers, coming closer to me and adjusting the apron on her uniform. “I didn’t think he’d be stupid enough to approach you.” She shakes her head. “Stupidity is incurable.” She smiles at Lavender and grabs a plate, placing strawberries and blueberries on it and putting it next to her. “Your favorite, honey.”

      “Yay!” Lavender claps again and pops one in her mouth.

      Jesse beams and then picks up another plate, asking me, “Would you like waffles, pancakes, or eggs?”

      “I’d like eggs with avocado, please,” I reply, and she nods at me, going to the side table holding various dishes, and fills up my plate. “So they have an uncle?”

      I really hate exploiting this girl for information all the time, but she’s literally my only source.

      “Yes. We don’t like him.” She whispers it so quietly I have to strain my ears to hear her. “We even make deals for who will serve the table while he’s around.”

      The chair’s legs scrape the floor when I pull it back before sitting down close to Lavender, who grins at me, seemingly forgetting about her distaste for me.

      Or what is the saying?

      An enemy of my enemy is my friend.

      “So he’s rude to everyone?”

      Jesse puts the plate in front of me and pours some tea into my mug, the chamomile scent filling the air. “He acts like he owns the place, while Rush just barely tolerates him.” She looks around and then drops on the chair next to me, leaning closer. “A few years ago, when I just started working here, he came in all angry and shouted at Rush for giving half of the island to Rafael.”

      Digging my fork into the scrambled eggs and lifting it to my mouth, I groan at finally having food in my system while my mind reels with all this new information.

      So Rush was the sole heir of this island? And if his uncle was livid, it means he has a problem with Rafael, doesn’t it?

      “Rush is the first born?” I clarify, and Jesse nods, snagging a cookie and biting it. “His father left everything only to one son?” I ask, baffled by all this, because that’s beyond my understanding. “What about Rafael and Lavender?”

      “Family tradition,” Lavender pitches in, and my brows rise at the clarity in her voice and stare, a thought nagging my mind, but I can’t quite catch it. “A firstborn child gets everything in the Wright dynasty, especially the island. A second child only gets what the firstborn gives him.”

      Dad divided his assets in his will equally between Levi and me. Our trust funds are also the same amount, with Uncle Arson acting as our benefactor.

      The same goes for all my uncles—all children are equally loved, and there’s no stupid archaic talk about firstborns.

      “I think that’s why their uncle is angry,” Jesse mutters while I continue to eat, concentrating more on listening because somehow all this holds importance. I feel it in my bones. “He loves the island and thought Rush would give it to him.” She chuckles. “I sometimes think the only reason he found him was so he could get it back.” She flips her hair back and rests her chin on her palm. “According to Mom, he was always bitter about being two minutes late.” She must read the confusion on my face, as she elaborates, “Rush’s father, Joaquin, was his twin.”

      Everything inside me goes still at this. “A twin?”

      “Yep. And they weren’t like Rush and Rafael.” A beat passes as she takes another large bite from her cookie. “Those two were inseparable, very close. Jade was always bitter about Joaquin getting everything.”

      The more facts I uncover about the Wright family, the more disturbing it seems. “Joaquin didn’t want to share?”

      Jesse shrugs, and then her brows furrow. “Mom used to say her boss was a great guy who always gave good bonuses and adored his wife. Jade inherited their mother’s fortune, but Joaquin refused to give him any part of this island.”

      A great guy who beat up his wife to a point he dimmed her light completely?

      The familiar throbbing in my head comes back, the ache spreading through my scalp because this doesn’t make sense to me at all and creates more floating puzzles in my mind without a theme or common ground.

      Rush’s past is hazy, not giving me any chance to understand what the hell is going on.

      The diary, I think. Their mother will be a good source to give clarity for everyone involved.

      Although one question still remains. “Why is Lavender afraid of him?” Rush and the likes of him are deeply possessive and obsessive creatures who are very attached to the things and people they consider theirs. If their uncle hurt Lavender in the past, he wouldn’t be allowed inside the castle, so why does she have such an intense reaction to him? And worse, ends up in one of her episodes, needing sedatives?

      Our conversation pops into my head.

      “How old does she think she is?”

      “Five or six.”

      “And how old is she in real life?”

      “Twenty-nine.”

      What happened for her to decide to hide in that age and block reality completely?

      At this rate, I could write a whole dissertation on the psychological issues of the Wright family and would probably get an award for it too.

      Jesse opens her mouth to reply, when a stern voice makes her jump up, clutching her apron.

      “Jesse, stop gossiping and help the cook in the kitchen.”

      She nods at George and sends me an apologetic look, hightailing her ass from the dining room.

      “If you aren’t careful, you’ll get that girl fired,” he warns me, placing his hands on his hips while probably going for the stern grandpa pose, but all it does is earn a laugh from me.

      “That’s okay. She can come and work for me along with her fiancé once I’m back home.”

      Lavender giggles at this, the syrup dripping through her fingers as she holds the waffle and eats it. “Funny. She’s funny, George!” she says excitedly. “Aileen Scott.” She utters my full name once again, frowning, and I half expect her to go back to her status quo, but she doesn’t. “Pretty name.”

      “Thank you.” I quickly finish my eggs and avocado before washing it down with tea, all while George continues to loom over me. “What now?”

      “Jade usually talks with Rush, stays in the guest room that’s in the west wing, and leaves the next day.”

      I blink at this.

      “He’ll drink, walk around the territory, and might make a pass at the maids who will tell him to go to hell.” He waits a beat, letting all this information settle in my mind. “There are those who say yes, though, so it would mean he’d be loud in his room.”

      I grimace, hating the image he’s painting in my head. “Why are you telling me all this?”

      “Make sure to avoid him at all costs and control that signature Scott temper. And whatever you intend to do, do it in such a way he won’t notice.”

      We stare at one another for a moment while Lavender hums something quietly, reaching for another waffle.

      “You don’t like him,” I conclude.

      “My emotions don’t matter. Remember what I said. Do not ever stay alone with that asshole.” His warning hangs in the air, adding gasoline to the fire that’s my endless curiosity because if the staff hates you… what have you done in the past to warrant such emotion?

      I don’t get to dwell on it much, though, as Lavender tears a tissue, wipes her hands and mouth, then gets up. “I want to paint now.” She focuses her eyes on me, her scarred cheeks twitching. “Want to see?”

      The invitation is only on the table because I defended her and in this earned her trust that trumped over whatever hate she feels toward my family.

      George clearly doesn’t think it’s a good idea. “Lavender, honey—”

      “I would love to.” I gulp some more of my tea and put it back on the table as Lavender dances off to the stairs, while I wonder what other secrets I’ll uncover.

      Why ask Jesse about the past if I can hear it straight from the source?

      I will uncover all the Wright secrets, and hopefully one of them will save my father.

      Even if it means breaking the villain who consumes me.

      

      Rush

      The minute we enter my office and my uncle shuts the door, I spin around to face him and warn, my voice cold and promising menace, “Don’t ever threaten her again.” The beast inside me still roars at the sight of my woman acting like a shield for my sister, who wouldn’t calm down in his presence, no matter how many times I’ve tried to defuse the situation.

      One of the reasons I forbade him to come here more frequently than once a year, and he’s only allowed to stay a single day due to the extensive travel.

      He might be my uncle, but I don’t share any deep emotions toward him, and my siblings will always come first.

      Even Rafael, with his fucked-up behavior and desire for power that wipes away anything and anyone in his wake.

      “Family comes first, boys. Never allow anyone to hurt one of our own. Because a man who cannot protect his family is not a man worthy of life.”

      I smirk at my father’s voice playing in my mind from one of our trips when he taught us how to fish. We stayed all night on the beach, studying the stars and looking at the horizon and the magnificent yet dangerous ocean.

      A man we both considered a hero, who fell from that pedestal spectacularly during his last year on this earth, when a monster possessed his body and turned him into a man unworthy of living, as he became the greatest danger to his family on his own.

      I drop on the chair, and Uncle huffs, fishing for his lighter, then flicking it several times before putting a cigarette in his mouth and lighting it up. “She’s a Scott,” he says as if it’s a slur, greedily inhaling the nicotine before sending the smoke flying. “She deserves to be treated like dirt, not a princess!”

      I clench my fist, yet show no outward reaction to his words, knowing full well how he studies my every expression and move, trying to gauge my feelings on the matter and if Aileen has any hold on me.

      And if life in the wild taught me anything, it’s to never show your weakness to the vultures, as they will not hesitate before attacking it.

      Once upon a time, my uncle appeared in my life and uncovered the truth Lachlan so desperately wanted to hide, sending me into a spiral of madness and deep need for revenge.

      However, the truth of the past didn’t make me blind to my uncle’s flaws, his greed, or how my father, his own twin, never trusted him.

      In fact, Dad flat out forbade him from coming to the island after they had a huge fight that resulted in my uncle being escorted by security from our property.

      My father couldn’t be called a saint, and I sure as fuck will never forgive him for what he did to Mom and us, but he was a smart and intuitive man.

      If he despised his brother, then there was a good reason for it.

      One of the reasons I took Lavender from him right away, but it was too late, as the damage had already been done to her.

      I lean back in the chair, reaching for my coffee mug, and take a sip as his cheek twitches in anger at my prolonged silence and indifferent face. “I can use women as weapons.” A beat passes. “But I will never harm one under my roof.”

      And isn’t that ironic?

      Because all the moral code I follow to a dot is courtesy of the man I intend to kill.

      “Her pain would have affected Lachlan.” He grips the chair’s arm, his knuckles turning white while his eyes glaze with joy. “He’d probably weep at the sight of his daughter lying in a pool of blood, struggling for a breath.”

      I barely restrain myself from wrapping my hand around his throat and choking him to death for even voicing something so horrible happening to her.

      My beautiful girl will never lie in a pool of blood, not as long as I live.

      Fuck.

      This morning, I was intentionally rude to her so she’d stay away from me and ease this unfamiliar tightness in my chest whenever she’s close that makes me think about life beyond revenge.

      A life where the need to survive in order to fulfill a promise to my dead mother doesn’t exist. Instead, I’m free to choose a girl who, despite her stubbornness, somehow wants me even if she hates herself for it.

      Letting her go is the best protection I can ever give her.

      Why then is it so difficult, and why did the hurt crossing her face at my words while she held back tears rip me to shreds from the inside?

      I’m like a boy with his first crush. To be fair to me, though, I’ve never fucking wanted anyone before her.

      “Her pain would have fueled his anger and made him more determined to kill us both,” I reply, my voice lacking any emotion, and he once again huffs in displeasure. “Monsters are very emotional creatures, Uncle. Poke them hard enough, and they will retaliate in ways you’d never expect.”

      “He’s old now.”

      I chuckle, finding the idea really hilarious. Once a monster, always a monster, and Lachlan can kill people in ways the younger generations can’t even dream of.

      “Why are you here?” I decide to change the subject, steel coating my tone, and he sits up straight. “I warned you to stay away.”

      “How can I be away from my family, when we are finally so close to getting justice?” He puffs more smoke before leaning forward and pressing the butt into the ashtray. “Plus, you’ll need all the help you can get once that backstabbing son of a bitch gets here.” Our gazes clash. “God knows Rafael will not lend you his hand.” There is almost satisfaction in his words, as if he gets off on the fact that our bond has been permanently broken.

      He’s right, though. Rafael will never participate in any crime because according to him, we must follow the law, as none of us has the right to judge when it comes to another person’s life.

      Ah.

      What a fucking privileged asshole.

      “I’ve told you many times, Uncle Jade. This vengeance is my business and no one else’s.” He grits his teeth while anger flashes on his face. “My parents died because of Lachlan, so this revenge has nothing to do with you.”

      “He was my brother.” He slaps his chest, his breathing speeding up. “My blood. And I want to see the man responsible for it pay.”

      Enough with this bullshit.

      “And yet you were too much of a coward to face him on your own, weren’t you?”

      He stills at this, red smudges appearing on his cheekbones while he shifts uncomfortably.

      “Save all your bravado for someone who cares. If you want to keep your life, get the fuck off my land. Don’t ever disobey my orders in the future.”

      “This land should have been mine!” he screams, jumping up from his seat, while I continue to drink my coffee, welcoming the hot liquid gliding down my throat while wondering about my uncle’s true motives.

      Stupidity was never one of my vices, but try as I might, I’ve never figured out his real agenda when it comes to this revenge.

      A man this adamant on punishing someone for a crime has to have his own reasons, and I hardly believe in his love for my father.

      Jade is vicious, cunning, and cold, and he hates being denied power and respect. He’d never forgive my father for treating him the way he did.

      So what did Lachlan do to him?

      Over the years, I couldn’t give two shits about it, since our end goal was all the same. However, now I do wonder.

      Why would he show up in my life, give me all the information, and then patiently sit on his ass, waiting for me to bring Lachlan to him on a silver platter?

      Worse, he wanted Aileen all to himself.

      A few years back, when she was just thirteen, he ordered one of his goons to kidnap her, and I barely got there in time to stop it, murdering them all.

      My retribution was so strong I almost left him penniless and struggling to survive because no one goes against my word.

      Despite all this… his opinion on the matter didn’t change.

      He always wanted Aileen to hurt, to suffer, which would subject Lachlan to endless torture. He never wanted his death to be quick.

      Which brings another question to mind now, without the haze of my anger blinding me.

      Why?

      It’s almost as if he follows the “eye for an eye” rule, which means…

      If he wishes for Lachlan to suffer by taking away what he loves and cherishes the most… what did Lachlan take away from him?

      He continues to spit bullshit, bringing me to the conversation at hand, and I temporarily store my thoughts away, deciding to come back to them and study them with a clearer mind. “Our father always said this island, our legacy, should belong to both of us. And what did your father do? He banished me!” He slams his fist on the table, rattling the various pens scattered around while my brow lifts at his display. “I would have never allowed the enemy’s daughter to roam freely inside this castle smeared in the blood of my mother.”

      A crushing sound echoes through the space when the mug in my hand cracks before I drop it to the floor, ignoring the sting traveling from my palm to my arm, and slowly get up, drilling my stare into my uncle, who retreats a few steps.

      Good.

      Do not poke a beast if you cannot handle their claws.

      “You’ve overstayed your welcome, Uncle Jade.” Although my voice stays even, he winces in fear at the menacing note in it. “Pack your stuff and get the fuck out.” A sinister smile shapes my mouth. “Or you can visit Rafael and beg him to stay there. I think that in itself would be entertaining to watch.”

      For a second, something crosses his face, almost demonic, and his entire body shakes, rebelling against my command, but he nods. “As you wish, nephew. After all, you’re the king here.”

      “Yes. The sole heir to the fortune your father denied you.”

      He bristles at this, not that I give a fuck.

      I showed enough respect to him, way more than my family, especially Rafael, who once even punched him.

      I tolerated his mood swings because he gave me an insight into the past, but I no longer wish to do so.

      Some men have a code of a life for a life, but I would never follow such a thing.

      In my world, it’s a crime for a crime. And until my uncle commits a real crime, I won’t do anything to him but put him in his place.

      “Well, I guess the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree, does it?” Since I say nothing, he presses on the handle, opening the door and looking at me over his shoulder. “You’re your father’s son. He couldn’t think rationally once he fell in love either.” The way he utters this statement, with resentment and mocking, confirms my suspicion that avenging his brother is the last thing on his mind.

      He hates Lachlan for something, and I will dedicate my time to discovering why until he shows up on my island.

      Aileen contacted him via my phone, and it wouldn’t take long for Arson to track the island and come here with the whole elite.

      An ending to this war is near.

      However, the outcomes have changed.

      Now, my first priority is no longer punishing Lachlan.

      It’s making sure Aileen will be protected at all costs and doesn’t end up in the crossfire of my creation.

      I guess I was doomed from the beginning.

      For she became my obsession and, in this, vitally important to me, achieving something no one has before her.

      Touching my heart.
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        “The Beast took the Beauty, because he thought her love would break the curse.

        And the villain?

        The villain wishes he’d never done it in the first place.

        For her love and acceptance threatens my darkness.

        And if I don’t have my darkness… what do I have?”

        Rush

      

      

      Rush, 11 years old

      My feet are almost soundless on the grass as I race through the forest, using all my strength despite pain ricocheting through my every cell.

      The pack on my back rattles as I speed up my pace when a roar from behind me echoes in the air and sends chills down my spine. Yet it fills me with more determination, my gaze zeroing on the massive tree in the distance.

      “Come on, Rush!” I order myself, ignoring the burning sensations in my throat, and leap forward, my nails digging into the tree’s bark and probably drawing blood as I wrap my legs around it. I quickly go up, up, up… just in time before the beast sinks its claws into me.

      Without stopping, I shimmy upward until I reach the leaves and choose the strongest branch to sit on, smirking at the huge dog barking loudly, scraping its nails over the wood and trying to get up, but failing and then growling.

      “You failed. Again.”

      He barks several times, seeming to glare at me, and a chuckle slips past my lips.

      “Too bad.” I twist the bag to my front, snatch out an apple, and then bite into it, welcoming the sweet taste on my tongue while my stomach grumbles in relief.

      I haven’t had anything to eat in two days, since the storms made it impossible to search for food or to fish. I was holed up in the cave, trembling in the cold, as my overused blanket barely holds any warmth around constant humidity.

      Sitting in my cave for days drove me insane, though, and even drawing something didn’t bring any relief, just turned my dreams into nightmares that never stopped for a second.

      They always included Rafael’s scream and…

      The apple crunches in my palm at the anger slowly rising within me, and I shake my head, despising thinking about my twin who gave up on me.

      I waited and waited for some boat to show, where my brother would run to me and soothe me in his arms, making all this suffering worth it. But instead, I starve and fight for survival.

      Rafael probably lives like a prince surrounded by our wealth, with George and William watching over him.

      While I have to hunt every single day and live in a cave, trembling in fear, as so many wild monsters roam the island, ready to kill me.

      The animals get so tired of chasing me around the land my enemies have no idea about, while I know every nook and cranny of it. In fact, they’re probably the ones who send all these animals after me, in hopes a beast will tear my flesh bit by bit.

      However, no matter what happens, I won’t die because I made a vow on the day my mother died.

      I promised to kill them all and have my revenge, and I refuse to go until it’s achieved.

      The past two years I’ve been alone. More men arrived on the island, hideous people bringing children with them who suffered and suffered, judging by the cries echoing in the night and their faces whenever they brought them outside.

      They also had women, badly beaten up, who tried several times to escape but always ended up lying on the ground with a bullet in the back of their heads.

      At first, I wanted to help some of them, to show them the way to the waterfall and at least save someone.

      But they never went with me—or worse, screamed their lungs out about an intruder—apparently too afraid to go against those fuckers. Maybe they damaged their psyches so much they no longer believe in goodness.

      God knows I don’t because if goodness existed in this world, I wouldn’t have suffered this much.

      My heart pangs painfully as familiar anguish fills my heart at remembering how they threw my mother’s body into the ocean, letting it float away. All I could do was stare at it because they stayed long on the beach, drinking and laughing around a bonfire.

      Just cast away as if she never existed. They even burned all the family albums.

      Loneliness sinks into me from every corner, and I hate the weakness it inspires within me, so, shaking my head, I munch on my apple down to its seeds, getting as much nutrition from it as possible, while the beast barks again. I know I have to do something before these fuckers show up.

      Whenever I stay in one place for long, they tend to come looking, hoping to kill me—or worse, do all the shit Jim wanted to do to my body.

      He frequently yells at them to search harder whenever he knows I’m hiding in the bushes, but they can never locate me, even in the waterfall.

      It’s my only sanctuary on this land because everywhere else, I have to watch my back.

      Finished with my apple, I snatch out some dried meat from my bag. Although I hate it and cry every time I need to kill an animal, I have no other choice. I only do it to distract the dogs. Otherwise, I never touch it.

      “Hey, beast!” I yell, and the dog barks again before I dangle the meat, swinging it from side to side, its eyes watching it innately as its body freezes. “Catch!” I draw my arm back and then throw it away with all my might several feet away, and it races right away toward it.

      Without wasting time, I slide down the tree and then run with all my strength farther into the forest, passing by various bushes and flowers, mindful of not stepping on anything poisonous.

      My lungs burn for some oxygen, but the sun has almost set on the horizon, which means I have to get to the cave as fast as possible.

      Finally, I jump through the leaves toward my sanctuary and stop by the ocean, breathing heavily and kneeling to scoop some water to wash the dirt from my face, wincing when the salt hits my bruised skin.

      Although at this point, I have so many—from climbing trees, hunting, and occasional deep bites from the dogs—all over my body and my bare feet that I’m used to them.

      The scars will never fade away, and I don’t wish for them to. They remind me of what was done to me and my family, an offense I will never, ever forget or forgive.

      They also show me in all their glory that I’m a savage and a villain destined to live this life alone and suffer for sins I’ve never committed because I cannot even imagine functioning in the real world as a normal person ever again.

      My soul no longer exists within me. It’s soaked in darkness and madness, consuming me slowly every single day.

      I sometimes forget my name or how to speak some words because I haven’t conversed with anyone in such a long time.

      And the water always dripping in the cave gets on my nerves, urging me to succumb to this oblivion calling my name that says maybe my suffering has no meaning anyway.

      What can an eleven-year-old boy do? The only justice will be killing these men, but to off Jim, I have to have a little more strength.

      The whirlpool of distress and agony surround me, making it hard to breathe, while I do my best to hold on to something that failed me time and time again.

      This life of mine, in which no one gives a fuck about me, even my own twin, who I can never seem to forget.

      Maybe they’re right when they say love and hate are the same emotions, just on different amplitude charges.

      Sighing in resignation at my sore muscles, I lean forward to scoop more water into my palms before going to rest in the cave, when I freeze, my stomach dropping.

      Jim’s reflection appears in the water next to me, sending tremors all over my system while fear envelops me whole, chaining me to the spot because I’m too shocked to do anything else.

      In all these years, he’s never gotten this close to me.

      He stands behind me as his lips curve into a horrible grin, his face one that promises me unbearable suffering.

      I scream when he wraps his hand around my neck, dragging me upward. “Caught you, fucker.” His maniacal laughter echoes through the space, coating my sanctuary in despicable energy and dumping me in a burning fire of regret. “Like I said. Sooner or later, you will pay for all the disrespect you showed me.”

      Finally snapping out of my shock, I struggle in his hold, trying to free myself when his grip on me just tightens.

      “Let me go,” I mutter. Despite the situation, I welcome the vibration in my throat that stayed silent for so long, and relief washes over me. At least I haven’t forgotten how to talk. Talking to their animals doesn’t count as sometimes I felt all these conversations were only in my head anyway. “Let me go!” I kick him in the knees and manage to pick up a rock, hitting him hard in the groin. He hisses in pain, his fingers locking around my neck so hard he cuts off my oxygen supply.

      He pulls me up closer to sneer in my face. “You little fucker. You’re still brave after all this time.” He shakes me as I put my hands on his elbow, trying to slap it away, wanting to free myself. My face has probably turned red, yet I fight him, swinging my legs once again, but he blocks it. “The time has come to teach you a lesson.” He pulls his arm back and then slams his fist into my face, the cracking sound ringing in the air as agonizing pain fills my entire system while blood pours from my broken nose.

      He throws me on the ground, and I gulp for breath, although every intake of it brings nothing but anguish, and tears fill my eyes, imagining the damage he has done to me.

      And then I feel his hands on my clothes as he grabs my shirt and rips it in two, and panic consumes me. I cry out, although it only comes off as a whisper, “No!” My nails dig into the ground, scraping at it as I crawl forward, but he grips my hips with one hand while sliding down my pants with the other.

      “All these years of humiliation and my own men laughing at me.” He hits me hard on the back, making me fall on my chest, and my chin connects with the ground, my yell trapping inside my throat while my head goes dizzy. Yet I stay conscious, terrified of what might happen next. “Until finally I set up a perfect decoy for you, and you fell for it.” He grips my hair, fisting it so harshly I wince. “Now your cries of pain will fill the island so even they can hear it.”

      No.

      No, no, no.

      He cannot do this to me. He can’t hurt me like this. I won’t be able to survive this too.

      The sound of his zipper coming down echoes in the air, pulling me out of my terrified stupor. I find the last bits of my strength while ignoring my pain, and I lean on one shoulder while grabbing the knife I found in the bushes that I hid on my belt.

      Something slick connects with my ass, and I almost vomit on the ground and half-turn. I swing my arm up and then plunge it down, piercing the knife right into his dick and cutting it off. It drops on the ground while his agonized scream has the power to awaken the dead.

      “You fucking bastard!” But instead of stopping, I swing the knife again, grinning at the blood pouring from the wound, and then stab it at his groin again before he catches my hand and twists it hard, breaking it for sure.

      With the onslaught of sensations and adrenaline, I don’t even feel the pain and instead focus on the pleasure slowly sliding through my veins at the sights of him suffering so much as he gets up, covering the spot where his dick was once attached. “You fucking asshole.”

      “Jim, the fuck is happening here? I gave you time, but—Oh, fuck.”

      I swing my head to the side to see his best friend emerging from the trees along with four other men, their dogs barking and growling at me while they hold them on their leashes.

      “Oh fuck!” he mutters again, running to his friend and taking off his shirt, plastering it against Jim’s groin, which only makes him cry out more.

      “He cut off your dick!” He focuses his stare on me and then kicks me so hard in the stomach bile rises in my throat, and I can no longer control the vomit from spilling out, barely breathing. “I told you to shoot this fucker a long time ago.” A distinct sound of someone removing the safety from a gun reaches my ears, but I’m too dazed to pay attention to anything. “Let’s end it.”

      “No!” Jim grits out through his teeth, and then shouts at his men, “What are you watching? Help me out and get me to the mansion. I need a doctor! Check if one of the whores has a medical degree.” They rush to him but not before he looks at me. “You will not have an easy death for this, fucker. You will regret the day you were born,” he promises me, and then tells his friend, “Torture him as much as you want. I don’t care what you do. Just make sure he suffers but doesn’t die.”

      “Oh, I’ll make sure of that,” he says as their men let Jim throw his arms around their shoulders, and they drag him to the mansion. His friend kicks me hard again and then covers my mouth, making me choke on the bile that burns my insides. I jerk when he then pinches my broken nose and grins. “You made a mistake, boy. You could have been his toy, but now? Now, you will be mine. And that’s a much worse fate.”

      As I gaze into his eyes, I make another vow despite the pain all over me.

      I will make him pay too, and when the time comes to kill him, he will know only agony that doesn’t end no matter how much he begs.

      I’m Villain Rush, right?

      Villains survive in every circumstance because we have something heroes and princesses don’t.

      A complete lack of rules or a moral code.

      Nothing short of their bodies soaked in blood will satisfy the craving awakening in me, and when he takes his hand away, I spit on him, which earns me another kick, this time to my head, and I’m finally knocked unconscious.

      Oblivion gives me reprieve from this cruel fate of mine for a moment in time.

      After that day, I truly discovered what hell on earth meant.

      They subjected me to so much torture I’m sometimes surprised I lived through it all without going totally insane.

      Various burns as they forced me to step on hot coals and then pressed them to my skin. Knife wounds because they loved to watch me bleed. Starvation and denial of basic human needs for days.

      The dogs unleashed on me in the cage while they bit as much of my flesh as they could, all while I fought them off and did my best to protect myself.

      Just the tip of the iceberg of what they subjected me to for months.

      Until one day, it changed.

      In ways I could never expect.

      However, everything in this world has a price.

      To get my freedom, I had to sacrifice my soul.

      For villains don’t have one.

      Otherwise, the pain consuming them would eat them alive and destroy them.

      

      Aileen

      “Paint. Paint. Paint!” Lavender hums, entering her room and sighing in adoration as she swipes her gaze over all the pink shit. “My room!” She runs toward a teddy bear toy and grabs it, pressing it hard to her chest and then inhaling its scent. “Vanilla! My favorite.” She motions for me to come closer, and I ponder the request, still being careful with her sudden outbursts.

      People with damaged psyches are unpredictable, and I really would hate to hurt her.

      However, in this madness that’s my reality, I have no other choice but to risk my life in order to get some answers and finish the endless puzzle floating in my head.

      “Is it your favorite toy?” I ask, deciding to keep her engaged in the conversation so her mind won’t wander to the past, focusing on the present. “It’s pretty.”

      She extends the toy to me, her toes wiggling, as she says, “Smell.”

      I do as she says, holding back a wince at the rotten smell and dirt smearing the white toy that has seen better days. In fact, its two eyes are missing, and one of the paws is torn, hanging on for its life.

      “I love it!” She snatches it back, rocking it in her arms before spinning on her heel. “It protects me.” She whispers the last part and drops to the floor, where countless white papers are scattered all over the perimeter with different pictures.

      Holding the toy with one hand and pressing it to her side, she grabs a crayon with the other one, and it scratches against the paper as she starts to draw something brown.

      Okay.

      Using all my knowledge from my internship and what I learned in school, I sit down on the bed, thinking about the best way to talk to her.

      “Protects you from who?”

      She pauses for a moment, the crayon hovering over the paper, and then she replies, “From the monsters.”

      My stomach flips while my heart pangs painfully, hating this conversation already because a monster in this castle is another name for my father.

      And if she starts saying bad shit about him, I won’t even be able to defend him due to her fragile state.

      “A monster?”

      She nods, looks around, and then places her fingertip on one of the pictures before sliding it toward me and tapping on the black creature by the door. “A monster.”

      I study the one depicting a small form curled into a corner, hiding her face between her knees, as moonlight streams through the window, with several stars shining in the dark-blue sky.

      The room seems empty, only a bed nearby, while the door is wide-open, framing the dark creature that reminds me of a demon grinning evilly as his hands with sharp claws extend toward the curled form, ready to pierce her.

      My focus shifts to the other paintings nearby, showing more of the same picture just with different details.

      Sometimes, the creature is sitting on the bed during the day, while in others the girl grabs for the door as the monster fists her hair, keeping her close, and tears stream down her cheeks.

      “Oh God,” I whisper, covering my mouth because the images are so vivid and detailed, especially the pure terror on her face, which leaves no doubt she was painting from a memory.

      Sometimes, art becomes an outlet for our deepest pain, especially if the world fails to listen to us when we cannot express it in words.

      I watch her draw another image. This time, the creature is blue and is now standing in the middle of the room. She picks up a purple crayon, sketching a huge wall, and then draws herself hiding behind it.

      “How does the toy protect you?” I ask her, and she blinks at me in surprise, as if she forgot I’m here.

      “Whenever the monster sees the toy, he runs away.” She lifts the bear and nuzzles her head into it. “Mommy gave it to me.”

      My ears perk up at this. “You must have loved her very much.”

      “Yes. But I don’t remember her.” She frowns. “She was very pretty. Under the pillow.” I blink at the last sentence, not understanding what she means, and she huffs. “Photo under the pillow.”

      Sliding my hand under said pillow, I snatch out the black-and-white photo of the woman laughing into the camera as her hair billows backward. Happiness sparkles in her eyes while the blinding sun shines on her, giving it such a warm vibe I can’t help but smile sadly. “Yes, she’s very beautiful.”

      She grabs a red crayon, drawing blood on the floor, and lowers her voice once again to a whisper. “Want to know a secret?” At my nod, she says, “I stole it.”

      I glance at the photo and then shake my head. “You did? From where?”

      “I found it in Uncle’s office.” She scrunches her nose in distaste and gags for good measure. “Bad man! Bad! Bad! Bad!”

      This information catches my attention while several thoughts float in my head.

      Why would Jade have a picture of his brother’s wife? And why does Lavender call him a bad man?

      Then it hits me.

      “Is Uncle Jade the monster?”

      She freezes at my question, the air hitching in her throat while panic flashes on her face before she hides it in the teddy bear again. She continues to color, her movements erratic, as her hands are shaking.

      She clearly refuses to answer, but her behavior is an answer in itself.

      Whatever he has done to her resulted in deep fear that hasn’t gone away, even under her brother’s protection.

      The crayon bends in two as she squeezes it too hard, and she hisses, glaring at me. “Be quiet.” She warns me, “Walls have ears.”

      What in the hell is going on with this family?

      Her hands clench, her breathing speeding up, and I know I have to defuse the situation or she will go all hellion on me. “I’m so sorry.” I shift the focus back to the picture. “You have your mother’s hair.”

      She beams under my praise. “Yes. And I love flowers, just like her.”

      “Oh?”

      “Our garden. She spent hours in it. That’s what Rafael says.”

      I don’t miss how resentment coats her voice at the mention of her brother, and I guess that’s another layer of what the hell is hiding in her mind.

      “Mama was a gorgeous flower that bloomed among beauty and peace, calmed by the nature that protected her from the storms.” She wipes away a tear sliding down her cheek. “And he crushed the flower.” A sob slips past her lips, and without thinking, I sink to the floor, wrapping my arms around her and giving her a tight hug.

      All my experience yells at me that I’m breaking all protocol in the way I should handle a difficult patient, but right now, she’s a little girl who grieves for a mother she never got to know.

      All while being afraid of a man who wanders this castle, having such easy access to her.

      “Shhh, Lavender.”

      “Maybe if Mama was alive, he wouldn’t do this to me.”

      My brows furrow at such clear speech in her still raspy voice, and she clenches her drawings, tears falling on them and smearing the purple color.

      “Because then she’d be there for him to admire.”

      I glance down to see her rub her scarred cheek up and down, her fingers digging into the puckered skin.

      “I wouldn’t have had to do this.” Her maniacal laughter chills my bones while I restrain myself from pushing back from her as the sound washes over me, freezing me with its hollowness. “Mama betrayed me. Like they all did.” She leans back, and our gazes clash when she studies me. “You’re pretty but not blond. He won’t want you.” She pats my thigh, and I hiss when her nails sink into my flesh, so deep I think she might break the skin. “Be careful, though. Monster doesn’t understand the word no.”

      While the advice is absolutely horrible, as it makes me go to a very dark place, something feels off to me as I look at her.

      Especially at the intelligence in her gaze and the almost cunning expression on her face that she quickly masks with a smile, humming something under her breath before resuming her drawing.

      A horrible realization dances on the edges of my mind, pulling it in a different direction as the picture becomes clear in my head, but I refuse to believe it.

      For if I do, it means I’m in more trouble than I ever anticipated.

      Diary. I have to find the diary—to either confirm my suspicions or come up with a plan that might help me while my father is on the way.

      And considering it’s already been almost two days since I called him, my time is running out. I cannot have him step on this island with a bounty over his head.

      My feelings toward Rush are confusing, stupid, and dangerous, yet they cannot be helped, so I do not wish for them both to be harmed due to a lie.

      Which just means I’m as bad as they all are, for who wants to save their own captor?

      Enough. Focus on the task.

      I loosen my hold around Lavender and start to get up, but she grips my shirt, pulling me back down. “No. Stay,” she orders, glaring at me.

      “I have to go. I need to… do something.” Like explore the house while Rush and his uncle are otherwise preoccupied, to search for the diary. “I will be back soon, though.”

      “No!” she screams, fisting my T-shirt harder, her breaths speeding up while the pulse beats wildly in her neck, indicating a swift change of mood while she frowns at me. “Stay!”

      Gently placing my hands on hers, I squeeze them, hopefully grounding her in the present moment and not letting whatever demons are eating at her to overwhelm her and possibly attack me for going against her will. “Lavender, calm down, please.” I inhale through my nose and exhale, her eyes hectically moving over my face, and I repeat the action. “Just do what I do.” On my third inhale, she follows suit and does the action several more times, the tension slowly easing from her body. “I’ll go now to search for something, but I’ll be back.”

      “No!” Before I can even blink, her hands wrap tightly around my neck, choking me so hard she instantly cuts off my oxygen supply. “Why aren’t you listening!” she yells, shaking me while I slap at her hands, trying to free myself from her grip. “He will come. He will! I will not stay here alone!” she chants crazily, her thumbs pressing under my chin so precisely that pain ricochets all over my system.

      Finally, I push her away and slap her hard across the face, stilling her as she looks at me in confusion and then at her hands, stunned.

      I rub my neck, gulping for breath while my throat aches so badly I feel the need to drink something.

      “I’m sorry,” she whispers, covering her mouth as tears fill her eyes. “I’m so sorry!” She reaches out to me, but I scoot back, coughing some more.

      That’s when Jesse flies inside the room and gasps, “Oh no.” She drops to her knees next to me. “Are you all right?”

      Lavender sobs. “I hurt her. Sedative, Jesse. Now! Sedative!”

      Despite the throbbing in my throat, I don’t miss the urgency and eagerness in her tone, while just two days ago, she begged Rush not to inject anything into her.

      Back then, I thought it was their usual modus operandi with her, but in light of all this…. “How often is she sedated?” I croak, and Jesse’s brows furrow. “How often does she have these episodes?”

      “Umm… once a year?” My eyes widen at this information. “Sometimes more. Usually when Jade comes, as he awakens her memories.”

      “Memories?”

      Lavender starts to rock, wrapping her arms around her knees as she watches us while silently crying. She mumbles only one thing, over and over again. “Sedative. Sedative. Sedative.”

      “I’m so going to get fired for this,” Jesse mutters and crawls to Lavender, placing her hand on her back, but the girl doesn’t even acknowledge her. “She’s afraid of their dad from her childhood, so whenever she sees him, she thinks it’s their father.”

      If she wasn’t old enough to remember her mother, does this mean their father died later and managed to hurt his kids too?

      But… didn’t Rush say both of his parents died because of my dad? Then it would mean something happened to them together, right?

      Or did I just assume it all? So is he the monster and not their uncle?

      The bag of questions continues to grow with no answers in sight, and I hate it so much, the annoyance traveling into my every cell and filling them with disappointment.

      “Sedative.” Lavender’s voice brings me back to the present, and I take a deep breath, rubbing my neck, probably sporting a bruise there already. “Sedative, Jesse.”

      Jesse jerks to the bedside table, ready to find the syringe, but I stop her. “Wait.” Then I focus on Lavender, who still watches me like a hawk. “Are you afraid?”

      She hides her face between her knees, avoiding answering, but I can’t stomach the idea of putting more drugs into her system. If she isn’t sedated as frequently as I originally thought, then it means she still might have a chance to regain some control of her life.

      And something tells me she only asks for a sedative so she’ll be unconscious and not afraid.

      “Okay. Let’s go to my room,” I suggest, and she pauses her rocking and looks at me again while Jesse’s jaw drops. “Monsters don’t come there. You can bring your crayons and paper.”

      “Different room?”

      My heart squeezes at the wonder in her tone, and she jumps up, and we do right along with her, as she gathers several colors and blank papers.

      “Let’s go! Room. Away from here!” She jumps up in excitement.

      “We aren’t allowed to do that,” Jesse whispers to me. “We’re going to get in trouble.”

      “Leave it to me. And you won’t have to stay with her.” A beat passes, and I say, “You know, once my father comes, you can come work for me. I live in New York.”

      She blinks at me and then grins, although worry still etches on her features. “It’s a deal. God knows I’m dead meat once they find out what we did.”

      Our laughter fills the hallway as we step outside, and Jesse links her hand with Lavender’s, pulling her in the direction of my wing, while I try to think of how to get into the garden right now.

      If their mom loved to go there, then she might have left something in the greenhouses.

      What if she hid her diary in there?

      I’m about to come up with an excuse to leave, when a black, almost burned-down door snags my attention, and I halt my movements. “What is this?” I point at the door, and Jesse stops as well, with Lavender humming a song, drumming her fingers on the paper with a glassy expression on her face.

      “Oh.” Jesse shifts uncomfortably, and I know she doesn’t want to answer, but she caves under my pleading look. “It’s the master bedroom.”

      I frown in confusion. “Isn’t Rush’s room the master?”

      “Nope. Their parents lived in this one, and he never touched it. Even after the fire.” She bites her lips, clearly hating herself for spilling so much already. “No one is allowed to enter it. It’s forbidden. And locked.”

      My heart speeds up at this, excitement pouring into my veins as I feel the victory nearing.

      Locked master bedroom? The diary must be there!

      “Who has the key?”

      “Why do you need to know that? Aileen, I’m serious when I tell you that you are gonna get us in so much trouble.” She huffs at my shrug. “Rush has keys. Not sure where he keeps them, but even George and William don’t know.”

      Even the butlers have no access to it?

      Jesse grabs my elbow and pushes us to my room, muttering, “Let’s go before anyone hears you.”

      Instead of listening to her, though, I rip my arm away and order her, “Take Lavender to my room and stay with her. Don’t leave her side at all. No one comes to my room but you and George with William. Tell them I’m in the bathroom.”

      “Aileen, seriously. No—”

      I’m already racing to Rush’s bedroom, easily entering inside as no one sees me, and close the door quietly while my pulse rings in my ears. Fear and adrenaline mix inside me, urging me on my quest.

      His key must be here somewhere. Even if he catches me, it will be worth it.

      I can always distract him.

      Ignoring the shame spreading like a wildfire in my veins at the idea of using my body to cover my deceit with a man who basically called me a whore earlier, I think of where to search for the key.

      If I were a villain who guarded some family secret, I wouldn’t put it in the most obvious place, which is a desk drawer. It would be somewhere no one would think about checking.

      I go through his room, starting with the wardrobe but not finding anything there besides his clothes, bedsheets, and several loaded guns with bullets lying nearby.

      Shuddering in disgust, I move to the bathroom and look through various cupboards, also ending up empty-handed.

      Racing to the balcony and small bar, I don’t find anything there and groan in frustration at all this. “Where would you put it?”

      What if he has it in his office? Certainly, no one goes in there. But I quickly decide against the idea.

      Too obvious and easily accessible to everyone.

      I focus my attention on his desk with several drawers right under it in the left corner and sit down on the chair, opening them up one by one and seeing folders and documents with deeds or business mergers.

      My eyes widen when I realize these are the locations and deals my father lost over the years, and he rarely if ever loses anything. So Rush must have sabotaged those and acquired them under his wing. I gasp at the name of the company.

      He owns it?

      His fortune must be in the billions, but how in the hell does a man keep such a fortune while being a murderer on the hunt?

      Still, among all this information, there is no keychain of any sort, and I huff in exasperation, pulling out the last drawer, and my brows furrow, seeing there is a huge envelope with my name on it.

      Even though I know I shouldn’t because the seal isn’t broken and I won’t be able to cover up my intrusion in his room, I can’t resist.

      My curiosity is too strong.

      Ripping it open, I take out a flash drive along with a small note attached to it.

      
        
        Sometimes, the people we love the most hurt us the most because they are not who we think they are.

        If I were a better man, I’d never let you see it, so you could stay in your precious bubble, believing in brave knights with a high moral code.

        So that a man you put on a pedestal would never fall from it, as it would shatter the innocent world you live in.

        But my cruelty knows no bounds, as nothing but hatred fills my soul.

        And this truth is my gift to you.

        Even though to you it will be nothing but a curse.

      

      

      After such an ambiguous message, everything inside me screams to run away from here and not see whatever he has prepared for me, as it will damage me beyond repair.

      A villain doesn’t strike a princess unless his weapon aims at her heart.

      But at the same time, I’m so done living with all the lies surrounding me that I have to face the truth.

      Turning on his laptop, I insert the flash drive, and the window pops up with a folder that has my name.

      I click on it and see several more folders popping up inside it with my father’s and all my uncles’ names on them.

      And then there is a folder that’s called Everyone.

      Dread fills my soul, my palms sweating, but I click on it, and that’s when seemingly thousands of photos appear, one more horrible than the other, but I’m so shocked, all I can do is just stare at them.

      Countless tortured, dead bodies with their limbs detached from them lying on the floor… with all the men who raised me holding the weapons.

      Some men are wrapped with a chain to a metal pole as blood drips from their various wounds. Others sit in electric chairs, complete fear etched on their features, while others are on their knees, their toothless mouths open as they probably begged for mercy, but their captors had none for them.

      Knives, chains, guns, canes—it seems all the devices a person can come up with to hurt another human being are in there for their pleasure, to play with people as they see fit, while they grin and reap joy from it.

      The bile rises in my throat at the sight of arms, legs, tongues, and dicks spread over the floors, just imagining how they got there.

      All these images are straight from my nightmares, and although my mind knows what to call such cases, my heart that breaks into tiny pieces with each new photo desperately clings to hope that it’s a mistake.

      That I’m wrong and these men who are mostly shot from their shoulders down aren’t my family.

      Only… reality doesn’t let me hide from the truth, as I recognize the tattoos, the scars… the signature orange-and-blue hair.

      “Oh my God,” I whisper at seeing Uncle Arson lighting up a man already bruised and beaten, then see in the next picture how he burned it up, leaving nothing but a skeleton in his wake.

      “Uncle Arson!” I shout, racing to him with all my might and opening up my arms wide. “Catch!” That’s all the warning he gets, and he manages to lift me up at my loud giggle, right before I have a chance to smack my face into his knees.

      “Hello, princess,” he greets me as I circle his neck, pressing my cheek to his.

      “I’ve missed you, Uncle Arson.” I lean back and palm his head, frowning at him. “You missed my show. I was a prima!” I wiggle my foot. “Everyone clapped.”

      “I’m sorry, darling. It won’t happen again.” He smiles at me, his gray eyes softening, and he winks. “But I brought you some presents.”

      “It’s okay! I’m glad you’re here now.”

      Uncle Arson is my favorite person in the whole world because even when he got his own children, he never stopped loving me. Mama said that if Daddy didn’t despise church so much, my uncle would also be my godfather.

      “Me too, darling.” He puts me back on the ground and takes my hand. “Let’s find your dad before he goes ballistic.”

      I laugh at this but speed up my pace because he’s right.

      Daddy doesn’t like it whenever I’m out of sight.

      And now all the memories in my head are overshadowed by the pictures of said uncle doing such unspeakable things to people that I didn’t think even half of them were possible.

      My whole family consists of serial killers eager for the anguish of their victims.

      The minute these words flash in my head, I palm my head and groan, rocking on the chair because how could this be possible?

      They are all loving husbands and fathers and never, ever showed anyone cruelty in my memory.

      How could they be these monsters… these creatures who bring so much pain?

      I grip my hair, almost pulling it out as thousands of flashbacks pop into my head one after another with them all in them through the years.

      Happy, kind, and joyful flashbacks that are now nullified by all their horrible deeds, which have no justification for them!

      I struggle for breath, desperately gulping air into my lungs that seem to shrink inside me, while still looking at all these pictures, blinking several times and hoping to see something else, but the view doesn’t change.

      My pain doesn’t go away.

      My state of shock doesn’t allow me to fully succumb to my hysterics, so my mind is still focused.

      Which means I see that among all this gore, I don’t find my father.

      Part of me wants me to shut the laptop now, live in the illusions that only my uncles are part of this… whatever the hell it is, and my father is innocent. That, despite him seeming almost like the leader among them, his powerful presence and dominating traits do not mean he somehow might be… the one who holds all these things together.

      However, Rush kidnapped me intending to punish my father.

      And bait has value only when it means something to the one it was stolen from.

      Although the little girl in me weeps at this, I go back, and then with my shaking hand, I click on the folder with Dad’s name on it, where a video awaits me.

      Already suspecting what I might find here, I still press Play, and it’s a horror movie that’s my reality I can no longer hide from.

      Because monsters roaming this earth made it impossible for me.

      I cover my mouth with my hands while my heart beats so wildly in my chest it brings me pain so deep I wish to tear it away and drop it to the floor.

      Maybe then the anguish destroying me from the inside would be less devastating.

      A man is pinned to the wall with big nails peeking out of his hands and feet, while blood drips from his forehead and nose as he mumbles something. But my father only grins, as he slides his fingers over the knives spread on his table.

      “What was that?” Dad prompts.

      “Mercy, Lachlan. Please, mercy.”

      My father pauses, anger flashing on his features, and then he grabs a silver blade glistening under the lamp and taps the tip before dipping it in some substance. “Mercy. What a foolish concept.” He spins around to face his victim, who barely holds his head upright and erupts into sobs when he sees the new weapon. “After all, mercy is a privilege of those who never knew pain. For if you lived in hell, you know you don’t get mercy for the shit you’ve done.”

      “I changed. Please, Lachlan. I’m cured.”

      A sinister and deadly expression settles on Dad’s face while he snarls in anger right before piercing the man with the blade—to my loud, terrified scream—and growls, “Men like you are incurable.”

      I jump from the chair, shaking my head and whispering, “Dad, please don’t. Please, please don’t.” Tears stream down my cheeks while my father methodically pierces the man before popping his jaw and then reaching for the drill. “No. Daddy, please.” I step away as if it has the power to save me from seeing the inevitable blow. He checks the drill, the trrr-sound echoing through the space as the victim starts to thrash in his chains, almost ripping the skin from his hands trying to save himself. “Dad, please.” My back smacks against the wall as screams trap inside my chest while horror washes over me. “Please.”

      But my father stays deaf to my pleas as he walks back up to the man and drills his dick to shreds, the victim’s agonized scream ringing in my ears as the blood splattering in every direction forever etches in my brain.

      “Dad,” I cry, sobs shaking my entire form as I slowly slide down to the floor, my father continuing to do horrendous deeds to the man, keeping him alive and yet torturing him worse with every second.

      A tight rope wraps around my neck, squeezing it so hard for a second I cannot inhale any oxygen, while tears flow from me as pain fills me to the brink, becoming almost unbearable. “Dad,” I whisper, crying into my hands and then fisting my hair so hard it’s a wonder I still have any left in my head. “Dad.”

      Something inside me in this moment breaks, crushing into sharp pieces that draw blood and dump me into a whirlpool of agony and insanity.

      Because my father… the one man I trusted above anyone else… the perfect man… is a murderer.

      “Daddy! Will you read me a story?” I ask, bouncing on the bed in my new pink pajamas as he leans on the doorjamb.

      “Isn’t it a bit late?” He glances at the clock and cocks his head to the side. “Mama told you to go to bed.”

      “It will be our secret,” I whisper and then giggle as he grins at me. “Just one tiny little story.” I plunge onto the bed and reach for the thick book of fairy tales. Uncle Arson gifted it to me the other day. “My favorite one.”

      Dad steps inside the room and throws his suit jacket off, then sits on the edge of the bed as I nestle in the crook of his arm. “Just one story won’t hurt. Which one?” I flip open the book and then quickly find the story, and it earns a laugh from him. “Beauty and the Beast?”

      “Yes. It’s my favorite!” I tap on the book and sigh in wonder. “Love conquers all.” I look at him and frown when he doesn’t agree with me. “Right, Daddy?”

      He runs his hand over my hair. “Some darkness cannot be cured with love, princess.” He tugs on my thick braid, and I giggle. “That’s why you should always fall in love with a prince.”

      “Oh.” I rest my cheek on his shoulder. “I guess I will need to find a hero like you.” I hug him close while he exhales heavily. “Because there is no greater hero than you, Daddy!”

      “If only that were true, Aileen. If only that were true.” Dad’s arm squeezes me tight. “Now, let’s start with this chapter. Once upon a time…”

      Through the years, I always called my dad a hero because he could fix anything, protect me from everything, and would always be there while surrounding me with so much love I couldn’t imagine having a better father.

      First steps, first ballet class, all graduations, and even sitting by me after my surgeries. Dad was present in all those moments, never missing a single thing in my life.

      Even my first word was Dad, not Mom.

      I cry harder, my throat becoming sore from my whimpers as memories assault me, showing me a kaleidoscope of my short life in snapping moments.

      And at the core of it all is my deep love for my dad despite everything, but what does it make me then?

      I can’t hate him, even if he is a monster.

      My soul is torn in two, emotional and rational sides yelling at me to make a choice and settle on something before madness consumes me and sends me down an abyss I won’t be able to survive.

      My world shattered; my safety and everything I knew… was a fragment of my imagination. An illusion, as if my whole life I lived in a snow globe, and Rush was the one to shake it before dropping it on the floor, destroying it.

      And in this—me.

      That’s when I see him standing several feet away, an indifferent expression on his face, and such strong rage hits me I can taste it on my tongue.

      “Aileen—”

      “Are you enjoying this?” I scream, getting up while furiously wiping away the tears still falling. “Was this what you wanted?” I grab the laptop and shake it. “For me to see this?” I send it flying to the floor, the thing breaking instantly as the pieces scatter around my feet. “Congratulations! You’ve achieved what you wanted.”

      He takes a step toward me. “Aileen—”

      Wiping away the tears once again, I slam my fist into my chest. “You killed me. You destroyed me. Why did you do that, Rush?” I know everything I say makes no sense, but the pain blankets anything else, letting my emotions rule me. “Why did you hurt me?” I lunge at him, hitting him wherever my fist gets access, while he stands still, not doing anything to stop me, which only fuels my punches with more anger. “Why did you do this to me? I hate you. I hate you! You might as well have killed my dad!” I scream in his face the last part, and then it dawns on me what I said.

      Because that’s true, right?

      Dad, as I knew him, is no more.

      No matter what happens next, I will never be able to forget this truth or see him in the same light I did before.

      Fisting his T-shirt, I sob into his chest, crying out, “Why did you take away my dad from me?” I tilt my head, despising to see the anguish in his eyes that he quickly covers up because his remorse means nothing right now. “Is it so easy?” I pull at his shirt, needing something to ground me in the present, or I might collapse from all this weight on my shoulders. “Is it so easy to hurt me?”

      It’s incredibly selfish to think I would have preferred to never see any of this or know about my father’s deeds. However, for once, I’d like to be selfish and wipe away my memories.

      After all, knowledge can hurt you as well.

      “Aileen—”

      “You took away my dad,” I whisper, my heart aching so much I sway a little in his hold, and he catches me while I press my cheek to his chest, his heartbeat lulling me. “You took away my hero. I will never forgive you for this.”

      My breathing becomes more even as strength leaves me bit by bit, while strong arms surround me, holding me up while my head becomes dizzy, oblivion calling my name in the distance.

      And I welcome it, running straight to it, for it can give me solace from the suffering and pain.

      “I love you, princess,” Dad says, spinning me around and hugging me close. “Never forget that.”

      “I love you too, Daddy!”

      I hope he never doubts my love because nothing can stop it.

      “Aileen.”

      That’s all I manage to hear before darkness consumes me and all the thoughts stop.

      Finally.

      

      Rush

      Aileen’s body goes limp in my hold, exhaustion overtaking her from all the screaming and crying along with shock that must have kicked her adrenaline into gear before it plummeted.

      Sliding my hands under her back and knees, I lift her as she sighs, and my hands curl into fists from the hatred aimed at myself for not guarding my room better.

      She should have never found this envelope that was part of my plan a long time ago to crush her illusions.

      Only…

      After touching her, I knew I couldn’t do it.

      Lachlan might be my enemy, but Aileen… she became more than bait and that’s a crime in itself.

      For no princess deserves to end up with a villain who stabbed her right in the heart and let it rip in two.

      Once upon a time, I allowed the darkness to consume me because it gave me strength and power that kept me alive.

      Consciousness, moral code, right or wrong… they no longer mattered as long as my actions served my selfish desires.

      Right in this moment, though, I wish I never touched her.

      I wish I never brought her here.

      I wish… I wish for so many things that are so foreign to me, and I don’t know what to call them.

      For believing that I might have actual emotions that go beyond lust and need is insane.

      Monsters don’t fall in love because we do not know what love is. We obsess and possess, we destroy and rage, and we claim and kill.

      But I can’t help but wish.

      Wish for the same thing Aileen does.

      I wish I never discovered the truth, so her father could stay on the pedestal he was.

      And maybe then I’d be worthy of the princess in the castle.
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        “In all the fairy tales, princesses fall for the princes.

        And they are afraid of villains whose darkness consumes them.

        Except in Beauty and the Beast.

        Belle falls for the Beast; she falls for someone who created his own hell when he chose outward looks over the soul.

        For in this fairy tale, Beast is the prince and the villain at the same time, showing us his dual personality.

        Beauty fell for his torn soul.

        However, what happens when the soul is soaked in so much darkness the light no longer touches it?

        And the villain does not feel any remorse?

        What happens then?”

        Rush

      

      

      Rush, 11 years old

      The chains dangle from my hands as the asshole throws me inside the cage, locking it soundly while I trap the groan threatening to slip past my lips and instead grin widely at them through the bars.

      They frown at me and then shake their heads, one of them flipping a lighter between his fingers as he advises me, “I’d lose the smile if I were you, boy.” He chuckles, the sound chilling my blood while outwardly I show no emotion. I just sit up and lean my back on the bars, ignoring how the rusted metal scrapes against my bruised skin that’s covered in various scars and open wounds with dried and fresh blood.

      Just yesterday, Jim tested a new whip on me, wrapping it tightly around his hand while he sent blow after blow my way, all to the laughter of his men and in front of the other kids.

      He didn’t stop until my back became raw meat soaked in blood and only then barked to his men to give me some medication and withhold food too, but I already expected that.

      I get a sandwich three times a week, and that’s it. According to him, I have to pay for all the sins I’ve committed and be an example to all the other kids of what not to do.

      I grin when I think about the man who destroyed my life yet suffers every single day, since the surgeon couldn’t fix his dick.

      Months of waiting resulted in more frustration for him, and the angrier he got with his inability to perform, the harder he hurt me.

      Maybe because the whispers started about him being castrated, which in turn made him lose some of the respect these men had.

      Despite the pain and agony I reside in, with no light in sight, I enjoy all the shit I subjected him to, and this satisfaction gives me solace in my torture, letting me focus on something else besides my broken soul.

      And sometimes while looking at my hideous reflection in the mirror, with rage filling my every pore, I wonder what it’d be like to hold a whip myself and make all these men miserable. The desire in me to inflict similar hurt while siphoning pleasure from the process is so strong I barely control my impulse to grab some nearby weapon and stab it into Jim again, just to feel that high from a few months ago.

      The boy who used to be loved by his family, who still lives deep down inside me, is scared and horrified at the images my mind paints for me. But the savage, forgotten boy in me… he loves them to pieces and counts the days to survive in order to inflict them.

      Whenever they burn my skin, force me to perform unspeakable acts on them, or just get off on my pain while their dogs chase me… I mentally place myself in a vacuum in which the present doesn’t exist for me.

      Instead, I think about the future and count, memorizing everything they’ve done so I can repay them in kind.

      Laughter slips past my lips, and that’s when I hear Jim’s voice pulling me back to reality. “What took you all so long? Get the fuck away from the arena and unleash the beast on him.”

      I fist my hands, already anticipating the damage their newly bought tiger will do to me, and bite on my lip hard, controlling the fear rushing through me and not letting it turn into full-on panic.

      After two months on the island without successful treatment due to the endless storms that wouldn’t stop for some reason, Jim decided to relocate to some other place and packed us all on a ship, where we struggled for weeks before he found this land filled with despicable people.

      As they looked the other way when he bought a huge-ass mansion surrounded by acres of empty land with a sort of arena built that allowed him to start doing his “shows.” The oval thing had several watching areas with countless benches occupied by their friends and men alike who drank, ate, and took their pick from contestants, so they could fulfill their hideous desires later in the night.

      Not before being turned on, though, by death and gore.

      And by that, I mean they put the kids—who they rape or sell out to the rich clients—against each other until one of them beats the other to death.

      One of the girls couldn’t do it, so she cut her own throat in front of everyone, dying right away, while others either erupted in hysterics or became even more determined to live and win at any cost.

      And then there was me, who was put in the arena once a week against one of the animals they acquired on the black market.

      They fed the beasts so they weren’t hungry, just very vicious, tearing my skin or jumping on me, playing with me, and it always brings so much pain I sometimes wonder how I survive it.

      I withstood it all, though, and Jim’s restlessness grew as his men started to joke that I always manage to pull a fast one on him and even keep score between us.

      Since my resistance seems to win every single time over his rage, he only grew more agitated and sadistic in his desire for my suffering.

      Hence the tiger.

      “Why the fuck are you laughing?” Jim asks, although what for I’ll never know.

      I always ignore whatever he says, giving everyone dead silence, which gets on their nerves, and they once even forced alcohol down my throat, trying to make me talk.

      I still refused.

      Fuck them all.

      “Maybe he finally lost his mind,” Keith, his best friend, says as they drop on their thrones right in the middle of the arena, letting them have the best view of it. He cracks a smile my way that promises me a lot of retribution later. “At least you managed that, Jim.” He chokes on his drink when Jim shoves him away. “Relax. You never let the tiger loose on him.” He addresses me then. “You hear that, little toy? You might die tonight.”

      Looking him straight in the eyes as people gather on the benches, placing their bets on who will win—me or the powerful beast—I flip him off.

      Anger crosses his face, and he rises on his seat, but Jim pulls him back down. “We have no time for this.” He snaps his fingers. “Get on with the show.”

      The men nod, leaving the cage unlocked, while I wiggle my feet and gather all my strength into my fist, ignoring my cramping stomach and dry throat.

      They place a metallic sword far, far away, glistening under the bright sunlight and casting shadows on the ground, and my hands curl, itching to grab the thing that’s my only weapon in this case.

      The only way to win this deadly game is by killing the beast before he kills you. One of the reasons they put the sword so far away—because to get there, you have to run around quite a lot.

      So I have to be as fast as I can while trying to predict the nature of the tiger and how he will prefer to play this game. Some compassionate part of me still exists, though, because whenever I’m forced to do such stuff, I always go for either their paws or something else less dangerous that slows them down but doesn’t really kill them.

      As long as the beast stops and roars in pain, I’m announced a winner until the next time.

      Once I’m alone in the arena, a deadly silence falls, followed by the loud roar and chanting of the crowd, “Tiger! Tiger! Tiger!” Whistles and hoops mingle with the repetitive word.

      Snarling in disgust at them, I get out of the cage, wiping away the sweat mingled with dry blood from my brow, zeroing my focus on the round gates slowly unfolding to let the wild beast loose.

      I don’t run for the sword because they would shoot me otherwise, and then winning will be almost impossible. I learned this lesson the hard way.

      Mentally, I prepare myself for the fight of a lifetime while bringing up the image of my dead mother lying on that damned bench and siphoning resolve from it.

      As only the thoughts of avenging her keep me grounded in the present and urge me to forget about goodness.

      Because nothing but evilness can extinguish evilness.

      Rolling my shoulders back, I straighten, giving myself a wider stance, ready to meet the challenge head-on, when the boom echoes through the air.

      My brows furrow when several men get up from the benches, removing the cloaks covering them, and Jim shouts, “What the hell?” And everyone erupts in panic as they start firing their guns one by one, killing everyone standing in their wake while screams fill the air.

      Shaking my head in shock, I see a blue-haired man point his gun at me and freeze, only to sigh in relief when he shoots the keypad on the gates instead, stopping them from opening up, and the beast roars behind it, clearly dismayed by the change of plans.

      People run around the benches, trying to escape the threat, although all their attempts are fruitless, as these men who wear all black are ruthless and quick, either snapping their necks, cutting their throats, or just shooting them, dropping bodies like flies.

      A grin shapes my mouth, watching them all running for their lives like we all fucking did in this arena to their laughter, and now they’re the ones being hunted.

      Their blood and pain are a pleasure to my eyes and nonexistent heart, as their agonizing cries are music to my ears, rivaling the classics.

      Two of the newcomers jump into the arena, heading straight to the right corner, where around ten cages holding the kids are, and ripping away the locks, getting them all out. However, I barely pay attention to the chaos erupting around me.

      Instead, I zero all my focus on Jim and Keith. They get in the arena as well, heading in the opposite direction, probably to the underground gate they created in case they needed to save their asses.

      Rage unlike anything I felt before fills my bones and pours into my blood. I run to the sword, quickly picking it up, and then race toward the two men.

      Keith notices me heading toward them, but instead of warning his friend, he speeds up his pace, running with all his might.

      Figures an abuser always becomes a coward when he is met with a greater force or more power than their own. These fucking cowards know how to display their anger only on those who cannot fight back.

      For truly powerful people would never use their strength against weaker ones.

      Jim has a split second to spin around, only for his scream to reverberate through the space when I pierce his stomach with the sword, the blade disappearing inside him.

      “This is for my mother,” I tell him and then pull it out as he tries to take a swing at me with blood pouring from him, but I stab him once again, earning myself another tortured scream. “For throwing her body away.” I twist the blade from side to side, enjoying the pain filling his eyes as he struggles to breathe.

      For the first time in my life, I’m killing someone, and such satisfaction washes over me I become dizzy from all the sensations, while the evil part of me that reared its head in the last couple of months urges me to push even further. “Rot in the hell, Jim.” Pulling the blade back, I kick him hard at the back of his knees, and he falls on them, his weak muscles incomparable to the stamina I’ve grown over these horrible years in the wild. “You will die just like her.” With this, I stab him over and over again while he wiggles in the hold, trying to crawl away, but all his attempts are unsuccessful.

      My actions have no consequences for me right at this moment, as nirvana surrounds me, darkness calling my name so loudly I cannot resist its pull, and stab him over and over again, even when he faceplants on the ground, no longer moving.

      For all the years in the wild, starvation, and my mother, who deserved better.

      Finally, as my arms start to ache, I stab it in his back with a roar, cementing him to the ground and breathing heavily, watching the blood pool under him, my hands smeared in it as well.

      I did it.

      Gulping for more air in my lungs, I spin around and freeze when I notice how everyone who came to watch the show is dead, their lifeless bodies hanging off the benches or in the arena.

      The kids still sit in the cages, gazing with fear at the ten men creating a circle around me as they zero their focus on me and then on Jim.

      And among them all, I notice a blond man with the clearest blue eyes I’ve ever seen, who swings his metallic cane back and forth, the sharp tip glistening in the sun as he cocks his head to the side and studies me.

      I step back from the aura of dominance and power emitting from him in spades that knock the wind out of me.

      As if the entire world belongs to him as he rules it with an iron fist, and we are all merely his subjects.

      Fear rushes through my veins, and I take one more step back when he moves toward me, and then without thinking, I rip the blade from Jim’s body and point it at him, warning him despite my hands shaking, “Stay away from me!” No doubt, he is the leader among them, since they stand still, awaiting his reaction, but I will no longer be anyone’s fucking punching bag.

      They might have saved us from these assholes, but I stopped believing in miracles a long time ago. They probably want to use us in their own twisted agenda, as free cheese lies only in mouse traps.

      My twin didn’t give enough shits to come save me, so why would strangers give a fuck about us kids? Especially considering the majority of them were kidnapped from the streets, so no one would come and look for them.

      He doesn’t listen to me and continues to walk, his steps measured and sure while having zero reaction to my outburst, so I try again. “Stay away, or I will hurt myself!” My voice is incredibly raspy, and my words are not as clear as they could have been if I’d used it all these years. “I mean it!” I threaten, knowing full well how such men value their “products,” and he stops while disappointment fills me.

      Because it means I’m right, and he is another curse and not our salvation, although hoping for salvation while living in hell is really stupid and naïve.

      He speaks up, his tone even and cold as ice, indicating a ruthless nature. “Arson.” That’s the only word he speaks, and I frown, wondering what he means by that, when someone grabs me from behind and removes the blade from my hands.

      “No!” I scream, struggling in his hold, but the blue-haired man just throws the blade away and then grips my shoulders hard, making me stand in place while the blond one comes closer and closer. “No!” I whisper, suddenly so exhausted from all the fighting and everything destiny has thrown my way that I’m ready to do something I haven’t done in ages.

      Cry.

      Tears form in my eyes, but I blink them away, hating to show them my weakness, and instead bite on my lips and meet the blond man head-on.

      Silence falls around us as we stare at one another, and then he lifts my chin with the tip of his metallic cane, while I freeze, awaiting what disgusting shit might spill from his mouth, and worse, while his men watch. I have no strength left to save myself from whatever they dish out.

      “What’s your name?”

      Despite the situation, I blink in surprise at his question. No one’s ever asked for my name.

      I was just Boy or Toy or a fucker, depending on their mood. Why does this stranger need it?

      Since I have nothing to lose, I reply, mustering all the courage I can, “Rush.”

      A beat passes, and then someone’s agonized scream fills the air again, and I hear Keith beg, “No, please.” And then another lethal man drags him toward us until Keith sits on his knees beside me.

      The blond man motions with his head toward him. “Do you want him dead like that one?” He points at Jim. “Or to suffer?” His gaze slides down my scars and then back to my eyes. To my astonishment, I don’t feel dirty or have the desire to run away because in his eyes, I do not see anything despicable.

      Instead, somehow, it’s as if this man knows exactly what I feel, but that’s impossible, right?

      What do monsters truly know about the suffering of mere mortals?

      “Suffer,” I manage to say, wanting to be the one to inflict the torture on Keith for everything he’s done to me and all these children. Their sobs in cells after he raped them repeatedly still echo in my ears. I wish to be the one to hurt him, but I don’t have such skills.

      If these men prefer to eliminate their enemies, then why not voice my last wish before they too show their dark side to me?

      “Very well. Micaden,” he addresses his man, and the one who dragged Keith over here presses his fingers hard into Keith’s neck, making him lose consciousness. “Keep him in the dungeon.” Then he looks back at me and tells me, “I will give you a chance, Rush. Do not make me regret it.” A beat passes. “For if the darkness cannot be controlled, it shall be destroyed before it poisons your mind completely.”

      On that fateful day, I met Kaden Lachlan Scott.

      A man who pulled me out from my hell, killed all my enemies, and gave me a chance despite the madness consuming me deeper and deeper.

      He gave me education, money, a home, and a family name, but more importantly, he taught me how to channel my dark cravings into a good cause. For everyone he gathered around the world came from some kind of abuse, and as long as we never killed an innocent, we stayed protected under his power.

      With him, we learned to use our darkness for good—never becoming saints, of course, because killing rapists and other dirt of this world didn’t absolve us from the crimes.

      No matter what side you’re on, killing is still killing, and there is no justification for that.

      I wholeheartedly believed him and respected him with everything in me, seeing a brother in him who gave me a new family, ready to stand by me through anything.

      One who never leaves you or lets you suffer in loneliness.

      The family I turned my back on when the truth came to light and destroyed me in ways nothing else did because Lachlan wasn’t just anyone.

      He was a man I admired and respected above everyone else.

      A man who showed me kindness in order to hide a despicable secret from the past, which my uncle uncovered.

      And I have no other choice but to fulfill my revenge.

      Because if just for a second I let myself question the truth, then what does that make me?

      

      Aileen

      Ouch.

      That’s the first thought in my mind as I roll to the side and bury my face in the pillow, the ache spreading through me in spades, and I snap my eyes open, only to close them again when the intense throbbing in my head makes me almost scream.

      “Oh my God,” I mutter, pressing the heels of my palms into my eyes and then opening them up again, blinking several times to adjust to the dim light in the room.

      Fisting the wool blanket thrown over me, I rise a bit on the bed, rubbing my forehead and clearing my throat, only to wince when the soreness makes it impossible to breathe for a second.

      Glancing at the nightstand, I see a glass of water along with aspirin and a note attached.

      
        
        Drink it. Don’t be stubborn

      

      

      Still disoriented and confused, I follow the instruction and sigh heavily when the cold liquid does little to ease my pain.

      “You’re awake,” a soft voice speaks up, and my head turns to the left, where William sits in a chair, a newspaper on his lap. “Would you like some tea?”

      Wrapping my hands around my throat, I nod while looking around and realizing I’m in Rush’s room.

      Why in the…?

      Then all memories come crashing back at me, punching me straight in the gut and awakening the desperation within me.

      I must have blacked out after finding out my dad—

      No.

      My hold on the blanket tightens as I refuse to think about it. I will exist in my make-believe bubble for now just to not lose myself in madness.

      A girl can only take so much before she succumbs to the darkness calling her name every single day.

      William gets up, pours tea into the mug, and then gives it to me. “It’s with honey.”

      Welcoming the warmth in my hands as sudden chills travel through me in waves, I take a tentative sip and sigh again, but this time in relief from the pain. “Thank you,” I croak, and he nods and goes back to sit down as silence falls on us.

      I’m not sure what I’m supposed to say anyway.

      Ever since coming here, all I did was preach about my father and what a sick psycho Rush was.

      What are my defenses now?

      While, yes, in the grand scheme of things, nothing changed in the sense that no sane man holds a woman captive or as bait, but…

      My saving grace and hope were that my father would come to this island to rescue me from Rush and the lust consuming me with his every touch.

      I thought with Dad’s appearance, whatever pull Rush has on me would diminish, or at least I made myself believe that.

      But for the first time since arriving on this island, I dread his arrival.

      Because I don’t know how I’m supposed to behave with my father right now.

      I no longer have my safety net. I’m freefalling into the abyss, and the only person I can count on is myself.

      “Have you known?”

      William meets my gaze after my question.

      “Is this why you helped Rush? You know about my family and believe they are responsible for the past?”

      He leans on his elbows. “Yes. Rush explained in great detail about how Lachlan raised him, in a way. Or rather freed him from hell and gave him purpose.” Letting people kill is giving them purpose? “However, I don’t know about the past. Rush is very stubborn. He shares that trait with your father.” He chuckles, although it lacks any humor. “Maybe that’s why he is the only one of Lachlan’s students to go against him.”

      Students.

      So all those teenagers living in the special mansion weren’t just ones my parents took under their wing to help them out in the world.

      No, it was a place my father bred murderers.

      “The only one who lived long enough to plot revenge, you mean?” I greedily gulp the drink, although due to my emotions, it tastes bitter on my tongue.

      “I would refrain from judging your father until you hear his side of the story.”

      My brows rise in surprise at this, and he sends a sad smile my way.

      “If I’ve learned one thing in my years, it’s to not jump to conclusions.”

      My heart desperately wishes for his words to be true, so I can find one reason, one single reason, that can justify my father’s actions, and in this soothe the conflict within me.

      And yet… what could possibly ever justify murdering?

      Rush is a murderer too, and yet it didn’t stop you from sleeping with him. More than once.

      The ruthless voice in my head points out my flaws easily, and isn’t that the truth?

      I should give my father the benefit of the doubt.

      But I guess all my professional knowledge urges me to not be swayed by my emotions, as psychos are great manipulators.

      I have my questions, and there is only one person who can answer them all.

      “Where is Rush?”

      “In his sanctuary.”

      “Which is where?”

      William straightens up and shifts in discomfort, clearly not wanting to tell me, but I push.

      “Where is he? I need to talk to him.” While I’m grateful for all his care, I have to find answers. “And where is Lavender? Is she okay?”

      “Yes, she’ll be staying in your room. Rush approved.” He grits his teeth. “Although he told Jade to leave, his uncle stayed due to the stormy weather.” Only then does the thunder booming in the sky register in my ears. “So I asked Jesse to stay locked in your room until you go back there.”

      Yeah, it’s safe to say no one likes or trusts this guy, not even Rush himself.

      “That’s great. So where is Rush?” I put the mug on the nightstand and swing my legs to the side, my feet slapping against the cold marble. I locate my shoes and go to them, slipping into the flats.

      He exhales heavily. “In the observatory tower. He doesn’t like to be disturbed when he’s there.” A beat passes. “His mood right now is not… good.”

      Well, that’s too damn bad, isn’t it?

      “How do I get there?” Based on my memory, the tower was part of the main castle, so there has to be a way from within.

      “Go to the far left, and there will be the curved stairs leading up.”

      I dart to the door but pause when William calls my name.

      “Sometimes, we cannot explain what we truly want. It doesn’t make it wrong.”

      I share a long look with him. Arguably, he knows me better than anyone here, since he spent a year in my house. So he probably guesses my thoughts, but my emotions are too raw to discuss them with him right now.

      Nodding, I go out in the hallway and dash to the left, then finally reach the stairs.

      Since they seem slippery, I’m careful going up, my heartbeat speeding up the closer I get to the place as it becomes colder and colder on my way, the walls growing thicker, it seems.

      Once I’m at the top, I see wide-open double doors, and a harsh wind blasts into me, billowing my hair backward as my dress plasters against my body, while loud thunder shakes the sky, followed by lightning in the otherwise only moonlit space.

      I go to the doorjamb, studying the view opening up to me consisting of a wide area with various canvases scattered all over it along with paints and brushes.

      All of them are covered in black cloths, hiding them from me, and I walk farther to see an arched opening that leads to the balcony, which opens up to the ocean. The waves slamming against the rocks can be heard in the distance, followed by more thunder.

      The black curtains jump up and down from the wind, and I rub my arms from the coldness breaking goose bumps on my skin.

      Moonlight streams in so brightly it lets me study every vivid detail of how haunted the place really seems, and yet… it’s so wicked, as it promises dark secrets I’d never expect to hear anywhere else.

      I spot a mattress in the corner, covered with a blanket and two pillows, with several empty whiskey bottles nearby.

      And then finally, my gaze lands on him.

      He stands with his back to me, his dark hair falling down to his shoulders and swaying a little from the wind, while his scar-covered skin shows in all its brutal glory.

      He stands barefoot, his jeans hanging low on his hips while his muscles flex every time he moves the brush on the canvas, painting a blue ocean, judging by the looks of it.

      His powerful energy dominates the observatory tower, filling it with a dangerous aura that sends fire through my veins, while he leans to the small table next to him and dips his brush in water before pressing it in the red paint.

      “Close the door.”

      I jump at his order, not even realizing he knew of my presence, but I do as he told me.

      “You shouldn’t have come here.”

      Since he still doesn’t face me, I move closer to him as my eyes roam over the paintings depicting a truly horrible image.

      A little boy floats in the ocean during a storm as rocks and sharks surround him, tearing his flesh, with blood dripping from his wounds while he lifts his hand up, as if begging for survival, and yet it’s nowhere in sight.

      A thousand stars in the sky are shining on him, almost mocking him for hoping, since no one gets out of the ocean alive once it gets you into its clutches.

      However, despite the uneasiness in me, I cannot help but admire the exquisite artwork—from the horror on the boy’s face, to the waves that seem so real my fingers are itching to touch them. “It’s beautiful. Sad but mesmerizing.” I step even closer, admiring how flawless his movements are.

      “Pain usually is.” He drops the bigger brush and picks up a smaller one, dipping it into a gray as he adjusts some details on the rocks. “Humans are selfishly compassionate creatures by nature.”

      “Selfishly compassionate?”

      “Yes. Whenever we see someone’s pain, most of the time, we’re relieved it’s not us experiencing it. We cannot help it.”

      “That’s not true. Compassion means we can feel their pain and—”

      “Pity them?”

      “No!” I’m searching for the right words to explain my point of view because his sounds so… cold. “We wish to soothe their pain, but we can’t. So we try to see it through their eyes, understand them, and sometimes… sometimes justify them too.”

      The brush pauses midway to the canvas, and he finally looks at me, our gazes clashing. I suck in a breath at the tortured yet intense green orbs that are filled with passion. “Is that why you’re here? You want justifications for their actions?” He drops the brush on the table with a loud clutter and grabs a towel, wiping his hands as he turns to me. “For his actions?”

      With this one question, he brings up the elephant in the room, and thunder chooses this moment to boom in the sky again, followed by the pouring rain slapping against the balcony banister soundly. Nature’s mood matches the chaos in my soul while I struggle to answer this, or maybe I just despise myself.

      Because, yes, I want a justification.

      Who in their right mind easily accepts that their family is bad and never truly existed anyway?

      My hair curls from humidity when I remove it from my face, only to blink in surprise when Rush snatches the jacket from the nearby hook and covers my shoulders, enveloping me in his warmth as his masculine scent fills my nose.

      “Do you blame me? He’s my father.”

      He goes to his art table and picks up a new bottle of whiskey from there. He flicks it open and takes a greedily pull, his Adam’s apple bobbing with the action.

      “No, that’s not true. A father is just someone who helped bring you into this world. And while he is that… he’s also my dad.” I hope he understands what I mean by that.

      “Our parents are precious to us. Funny, isn’t it? No matter their screw-ups, children always seek their approval and love. We try to justify almost everything in order to keep the connection with them, and when we can’t… we go low to no contact with them. And yet our whole life, we long for them or for things to be different.”

      I hear traces of pain and self-mocking in this. “Is this how you feel about your father? Because… because he hurt your mom?”

      He stills at my question, anger flashing on his face, but he replaces it with a crooked smile. “My twin shared some secrets after all.” He runs his fingers through his hair as he takes another sip before wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. “Is this why you were in my room? Searching for my mother’s diary?”

      I gasp at this, and he pads to the balcony, making me just gape at him in stunned silence while thoughts swirl in my head.

      If he knows about the diaries and Rafael’s desire to find them, it means he knows about his twin’s motives as well.

      Or maybe he found the diary a long time ago and already read it but refuses to share it with his twin, since their relationship is difficult?

      My heart plummets while familiar desperation slams into me along with panic.

      Because this assumption would mean Dad is guilty of the crime, and with his newly discovered actions, I won’t even be able to rebuff such statements.

      I trail after him as he gets on the balcony but still manages to stay under the roof that protects him from the onslaught of rain, while ocean rocks in the distance, the navy-blue color so mesmerizing I don’t say anything for a second, drinking in the nature around me.

      “You knew he’d ask me that?”

      “Rafael believes only what he sees.”

      “Funny. He said the same thing about you.”

      I lean on the wall while Rush rests his hand on the thick banister, the whiskey sloshing inside the bottle as he shakes it. “Uncle Jade’s evidence wasn’t enough to convince him your father was to blame.”

      “So you found the diary.”

      “No,” he replies, and a relieved sigh escapes me. “It doesn’t matter. I had something Rafael didn’t. Access to Lachlan’s database. He had contact with my father.”

      The tension ripples through me at this. “As in… they worked together?” Was Rush’s father a… a murderer too?

      “My father provided him with information, only for Lachlan to stab him in the back. I guess you don’t cross the underworld king of New York without consequences.” A hollow chuckle echoes in the night followed by a gulp of his drink. “Even for me.” He spins around and looks at me, my soul weeping at the sight.

      I’m his consequence, right?

      Ironically, no one understands him better right now than me.

      Just as I despise myself for being powerless against my emotions toward him, he hates himself for feeling the same, as it goes against his plans.

      I guess even villains have hearts craving more, even if said more will never be theirs.

      “So your father was like mine?”

      “No. My father must have been worse, if what Lachlan accused him of is true. And besides, Father beat Mom all the time. At the end, I can’t even remember her body without bruises.”

      I tighten the lapels of the jacket, mainly due to the coldness of his words and compassion toward a woman who deserved better.

      “So yeah, whatever Lachlan dished out to him, the fucker deserved it.”

      What?

      “I don’t understand.” He almost sounds as if he has no issue with Dad killing his father!

      Why all this, then?

      He gulps more whiskey before placing it on the banister with a loud clutter and leaning back so the rain soaks his hair. “I would have forgiven that. Even the lies about my past. But Mom?” He swallows hard, traces of anguish lingering around us, and my heart squeezes. “My mom became collateral damage in it all. My life turned to shit, my siblings… In the matter of one night, I became a lonely creature destined to exist in darkness.” He meets my eyes again, and I freeze at the pure hate filling them. “For that, he deserves nothing but death.” He laughs. “And isn’t that funny? He gave me all the skills to end him too. If it hadn’t been for him, I probably would’ve died a long time ago.”

      Lightning graces the sky again as moonlight casts a glow on us, and I take a deep breath, preparing for the hardest conversations I’ve ever had.

      I will need therapy once all this ends.

      “Dad… Dad made you a murderer?” Was he grooming them into becoming serial killers?

      There are sick people who have dark cravings and then see some lost kids and make them accomplices in their crimes. They prey on their weaknesses, pulling them into the dark web, only to trap them forever, until they become just like them.

      But at the same time, they also become the psycho’s victims, who can never escape him.

      “Lachlan comes into his protégés' lives when they’ve already committed a crime. He never takes in anyone who is innocent.”

      My brows furrow in confusion. Protégés? As in students, right?

      “He finds us all in the midst of despair, when darkness already consumed us enough to kill the one hurting us. And then he offers us a choice.”

      Part of me wishes to cover my ears right now and not listen to it all because this will end all my hopes and show me the truth. I’m not sure I can handle more pain after the earlier discovery. But at the same time, I know I need to hear all this to have all the facts before placing judgment on anyone. “A choice?”

      “We can come with him and learn how to channel our desire for blood into something good. He teaches us how to kill in the most vicious ways, how to survive in any circumstance, and how to use every weapon out there.”

      The bile rises in my throat, and I swallow past it, my insides squeezing in disgust.

      “And we get everything and more from him, as long as we follow the rules.”

      The harsh wind whooshes over us, my hair flying all around me, and the bottle rattles on the banister, coming dangerously close to the edge. “And what are the rules?”

      “If you lose your head, you’re dead.” He must read the confusion on my face, as he elaborates, “Dark protégés are allowed to kill only those who deserve it. Rapists, murderers, child molesters, abusers, and pure psychos. They don’t kill innocent people. But punish severely those who do.” Oh God. “Each one of them lived through shit, and depending on their past, they choose their favorite weapons and preferred victims.”

      My hands tremble as I cross my arms, musing on his horrible yet relieving words because at least in this there is a silver lining.

      At least my father is not a cold-blooded serial killer, killing people for fun, just to satisfy his despicable cravings.

      Not that this knowledge gives me any kind of solace I’m willing to admit to. “So they’re vigilantes?”

      He shakes his head, the water dripping all around him, and splashes fall on my skin while thunder echoes in the sky, making him look almost diabolic in this light, and yet there is this wildness that desperately seeks taming and soothing. “They are murderers. At the end of the day, it doesn’t matter why you kill people. You know what all monsters have in common, no matter if they kill innocent people or not?” I just stare at him. “Their actions sustain the demons eating at them inside, wiping away any goodness, for all of us seep pleasure from the pain we inflict on our victims.”

      He grabs the bottle again, the whiskey sloshing as he lifts it to his mouth and drinks it. “Dark protégés—and that includes me too, since I was essentially raised by them all—do not apologize for what they do. We don’t seek atonement because there is none for the stuff we do. Mercy, compassion, a moral code. All this depends on our mood.”

      “There must be a difference between you and those who just kill anyone they meet.” Granted, I don’t condone their actions. To me, a person displays their strength when no matter their past they can move on and live a happy life, showing one giant middle finger to all the abusers.

      Despite how he words it, such cases where people turn evil from their experiences are the minority.

      He shrugs. “Yeah. The difference is that we control our emotions and demons, but we still need to feed them all the same.”

      Clutching the jackets tighter, my knuckles turning white, I gulp for breath, but it seems I’m permanently experiencing a lack of oxygen after the damn video.

      I know what he’s doing right now. He doesn’t want me to live in another illusion. Killing bad people still makes them all murderers.

      “Your father has a favorite phrase.”

      I wrack my mind for what he might mean but come up blank.

      “Goodness and evilness lie in the eye of the beholder.” He plays with the bottle, leaning backward even more so the rain now falls on his shoulders while he inhales the rich smell of the wet ground along with the ocean breeze. “Our emotions, values, and morals dictate what we consider right or wrong. And depending on them, we make our choices. What some find horrendous, we might find acceptable. And what others find acceptable, we despise with all our being.”

      What can I say to all this?

      “Laws. There are laws, right?”

      With all their resources, why couldn’t my father just catch all these sick people and dump them on the police? This probably makes me a bad person, but I don’t feel sorry for all those assholes.

      Studying for my degree, I’ve seen firsthand what the bastards are capable of doing to people, so the world is a better place without them in it.

      Still not enough of a reason to commit such crimes and soak in sins and gore.

      “Yeah, the system doesn’t always work well. Besides, they don’t have the means to catch everyone. I’d say it’s a team effort.” He chuckles. “Although, lately, that’s what I do.” A beat passes, and he explains further, “Torturing all my victims sure brings all the fun, but then I get bored. And the idea of them not really suffering their whole existence for their deeds stopped being appealing. So I changed my tactics.”

      This feels surreal to me, discussing all this, but I still push the words out. “Tactics. As in your modus operandi?” Internally, I tense, fisting the jacket so hard while preparing myself for some gross details he’s about to dish out to me.

      “Well, not really. I still do whatever the fuck I want with them. However, I don’t kill them, so they can face the consequences of their crimes. Death is an easy way out.”

      The information gives me comfort somehow, which is insane in itself. “Yet my father doesn’t think so,” I whisper, sadness coating my voice that he doesn’t miss.

      “Your father lived through hell on earth. Even my past is nothing compared to his. And trust me, princess, my past was very shitty.”

      My heart pangs painfully at the implication, remembering how Dad’s face always becomes guarded whenever we ask about his life before he met Mom.

      No pictures, no fun stories or relatives we could meet.

      And his hatred toward everything church-related, it’s a wonder he allowed us to celebrate Christmas.

      “So you’re justifying his actions?”

      “Hardly. Lachlan doesn’t believe in second chances. He prefers to kill them all so there is no chance they will ever get the opportunity to hurt anyone ever again.”

      I rub my chest, sighing heavily while the hurt still spreads through me, but the fire burning in the pit of my stomach is less deadly.

      My God.

      Am I really starting to think it’s okay what they do?

      Oddly, though, the truth brings my restless mind peace, as during the years I always wondered about all the secrets, my curiosity weeping from never finding answers.

      “My mother knows, right?” I mean, that would explain all her talks about loving someone or something the world doesn’t understand.

      “All the wives know.”

      Is that love? Accepting the man with all his flaws? Or accepting flaw that you can live with?

      My mother was never a doormat and stood her ground with Dad, so I can’t even imagine her agreeing to whatever he said.

      I wish I could ask her all these question right now, but I can’t, so there is no point in dwelling on them.

      Knowledge that my dad and family aren’t just murderers soothes me. I guess I found my justification.

      Pressing my head to the wall harder, I watch the ocean waves soaking the sand as moonlight reflects in it and think about the painting I just saw. “You said you lived on this island.” I lick my lips. “What happened to you?” Darkness settles on his features, and he looks away from me. “Your painting… is it your pain in it?”

      “It’s the pain of the boy I once was.” Our gazes clash as he looks over his shoulder, the ocean becoming more restless while the raining intensifies, the wind freezing and whooshing so hard my ears start to hurt. “A boy who was dumped on this island to fend for himself by his family.” Lightning flashes. “When we grew up together, with Rafael, I thought nothing could separate or shake us. We were unbreakable. And yet when your father burned this place to the ground and killed my mother, resulting in everyone else fleeing from this place, but me falling from the boat… my twin didn’t come back to look for me. In fact, he didn’t give two shits about his brother.”

      Oh.

      This explains his behavior toward Rafael, but… “Weren’t you just kids? What could he have possibly done? You put a heavy weight on his shoulders.”

      He laughs, although it lacks any humor, and pushes up from the banister, his feet slapping on the wet floor as he walks back inside and pulls me right along with him. He shuts the door just in time for thunder to boom even louder as small rocks scrape against the window.

      “When Rafael wants something, nothing can stop him.”

      “So you are very much alike.”

      “No,” he snaps, wiping his hair with a clean towel before picking up a lighter and lighting countless candles spread all over the perimeter, while warmth slowly soaks into me. “I would have done everything to find him. I wouldn’t have abounded him.” Despite how much he wants to hide it, the anguish rings clearly in his words, and my soul cries out for the little boy who had to count only on himself. “That’s the difference between us, though. Rafael does what is right. I do whatever is necessary to achieve my goal and protect those I love.”

      Our shadows appear on the walls as the glowing candles fill the room, bringing attention to books lying around along with newspaper spreads.

      And several guns and knives.

      “And killing my father protects who?”

      He stills at my question, the lighter burning with an orange-blue flame not yet reaching the candle before he resumes his actions. “It’s revenge for my mother. And Lavender.”

      My brows furrow in confusion. “Lavender?”

      “Before Uncle Jade told me the truth and I took her away, she lit herself on fire.” My jaw about drops to the floor at this because what? Does he blame Dad for this as well? “Because she couldn’t stand the sight of him, and Rafael left.” A beat passes. “That’s when she started acting crazy as well, losing touch with reality.”

      “She hates him. Even now, she’s afraid of him.” How can he see that and still allow the man to come here?

      “She hates our father. You know why? Because she read our mother’s diary.”

      “What?”

      “She read how abusive he was and found a photo. That was enough for her to merge two images together and forever despise Jade.” Does he even hear himself? What kind of crap is this? And I don’t believe for a second she read any diaries; otherwise, his twin would have known that. “So Rafael’s quest of getting his hands on the diaries in hopes of it shining truth on the past is fruitless. Our father was a monster who hid his nature for the first six years of marriage, but all darkness has a tendency to come out sooner or later.”

      I shake my head in disbelief at this bullshit, and anger swipes over me, making my fist clench. Some uncle shows up out of the blue based on my assumption considering he had been happily living in New York with my family, and he just takes his word over my father’s?

      “I think this is ridiculous, and the fact that you don’t see that tells me you’re blinded by hate and cannot think rationally when it comes to my dad.” I throw away his jacket and head to the door, but he grips my elbow, tugging me so hard my shoulder bumps into his chest as our gazes clash. “Have you ever gone to him and asked him?”

      “No. I saw photos, videos, conversations, and documents. What was the point of going to a man who I considered a hero? He’d lie to my face.” His breath fans my face as we both vibrate with anger. “He even found me on purpose. Do you know that? I thought he saved me by chance, but instead, he searched for me. I guess he thought that as long as the enemy’s kid grew up with him, he wouldn’t be a problem in the future.”

      “If you really believe that, then you’re an idiot.” Something flashes in his orbs, and his fingers dig deeper into my flesh, but I’m too furious to pay attention to it. “My dad is not a saint, but you said yourself that he has never killed an innocent. With all his experience, which I assume is vast, do you really think he’d allow a woman and her children and anyone else living in this castle back then to be collateral damage?”

      I might have doubted my dad for a second earlier, but I no longer do. No matter what, I know him and my uncles. They aren’t guilty of whatever crime Rush considers them to be.

      “You don’t know your dad well. When he sets out to destroy someone, no one can stop him.”

      “Wrong!” I shout at him, breathing heavily, my chest rising and falling. “My dad would never harm children. He just wouldn’t.”

      “Is this why you agreed to Rafael’s request? You hope my mother somehow wrote down what really happened, and your father is innocent?” He leans closer, turning me so my chest presses against his rigid six-pack. “So once again, you can justify his actions?”

      “No! So that you can see how your anger is misplaced. I know my dad didn’t do it.” A beat passes while I gather my thoughts. “Maybe then you can focus all your energy on the man who truly killed your mom, who probably roams this world freely.”

      “And why do you care so much, princess, what I believe?” His arms wrap around me, and I place my splayed palms on him, his heartbeat matching mine while I refuse to acknowledge the fire spreading in my veins that’s more than just fury. “Now you know your father is powerful. Maybe he’ll even kill me, and all this”—he swirls his finger in the air—“will be nothing but a bad dream you’ll forget once you marry a dashing prince.”

      “Is that what you want? For me to fall for a prince once this is over?” I throw back at him and gasp when his hold on me only tightens, our bodies practically merged together while his other hand travels to my hair, fisting it hard and tilting my head back. “Is it?”

      “Why do you care, Aileen?” Possessiveness and anguish coat his question while his green eyes fill with passion and danger, as if he’s restraining himself from staking his claim on me all over again. “Why?”

      “Because I will never forgive you if you hurt my father.” I swallow, a raspy breath slipping past my lips when he leans even closer, the wind rattling the balcony door while thunder echoes in the night. “At the end of your revenge, no matter the outcome, I will be the one who loses. Either my dad or you.”

      My admission hangs between us, almost torn from my heart, and I close my eyes, not wanting to see his smirk or victory at the knowledge that I did the unthinkable.

      Fell for a man who intends to kill my father.

      I don’t even understand how that is possible. Shouldn’t love come at you slowly, as you judge the actions of a person, and then choose them as your life partner?

      Something I had with Pierre. He was kind, gentle, always there for me, and my family loved him. He was patient too and never, ever hurt me physically or mentally. In fact, I think I was the one who bruised him in our relationship because I couldn’t give him what he wanted.

      Love.

      And Rush?

      He’s selfish, cruel, and overbearing, thinks he has some kind of claim on me, and his heart… his heart is bruised in ways it doesn’t even seek or hope for love.

      It just accepts it’s unfortunate fate to exist in darkness, where a woman can stay with you only if she has to, but never because she wants to, for who would sign up for such a life, right?

      “Don’t,” he warns as if reading my mind. “Don’t, princess.” His scent envelops me while his lips brush against mine. “I’m trying to do the only good thing I’ve ever done. Don’t fall for me.”

      “Why?” I whisper my question, and he groans at it, his eyes darkening when he rubs his lips back and forth, tingling sensations rushing through me while my body awakens to his touch. “Why not?”

      “Because I’ll ruin you.” And that’s all the warning I get before he slams his mouth on mine.

      His fingers scratch my scalp as he arches my neck and dwells deep, his tongue seeking mine and demanding for it to meet his stroke for stroke while driving me insane with every brush, sending arrows of desire through my veins and cutting off my oxygen supply.

      And I willing give up the right to breathe if it means indulging in this carnal pleasure that dumps me into the scorching fire threatening to destroy me.

      His mouth moves roughly against mine, the raw kiss matching the wind rattling the walls around us while his hard chest presses into me, and he captures my moan in his throat when his chest brushes against my pointed nipples, sensitive even through the dress.

      Of their own accord, my palms slide up to his neck, locking on his nape, and we both gulp for breath, watching one another in the moon and candlelight as lighting strikes again, only to groan before diving for yet another all-consuming kiss.

      We sway to the side, his strong arms enveloping me whole, and right in this moment it feels as if nothing can separate us because he’d never allow such a thing.

      Only that’s an illusion, isn’t it?

      Because he won’t be able to save me from the inevitable heartbreak, not that it stops me.

      The kiss turns sensual. He drinks from my mouth leisurely while his hot hands settle on my waist, clenching the flesh, and a tremor rushes down my spine along with excitement.

      Every woman in this world should experience what it feels like to be kissed by a man like Rush, so possessively and skillfully you think you’re the only woman on this earth.

      He hisses when I bite on his tongue, hating the idea of anyone else touching him, but I quickly lick over it before linking us in yet another duet.

      By how passion ignites my blood, it’s a wonder I don’t come just from the kiss alone.

      He spins me around, the air hitching in my throat when I feel his cold fingers brush against my nape when he slides them down to the zipper of my dress. “You’re a forbidden temptation that is impossible to resist, Aileen.” He slowly pulls at the zipper, his voice barely above a whisper akin to the poison slowly polluting my mind, for it’s so mesmerizing and beautiful it will lead me to my downfall.

      And the worst part about it?

      I’ll gladly go there if it entails being with him and I think for the first time since coming to this island I willingly succumb to this desire reigning between us, similar to the storm outside, the passion of nature and ours colliding in the most unexpected way.

      My heartbeat speeds up at the agonizingly slow pull, the dress slowly coming loose around me, and the straps fall to my shoulders, creating a frenzy in me in the anticipation of his next move while his hot breath fans my skin, sending hot flashes through my system. “I hate it. This deep need to possess you.” Another pull, the sound of zipper incredibly loud in the otherwise silent space interrupted occasionally with our raspy breathing. “Do you want to know why?” He asks the question in a way that makes me want to shake my head and tell him no because it’ll probably be catastrophic to my heart.

      A heart that craves a villain with all its might and finally allows itself to focus on such emotions because it has an explanation for his actions.

      Actions that are horrible… but they shine light on his dark nature and in this case his nature is the one I can live with.

      Maybe I was always destined to choose a man of his caliber.

      After all, I grew up with such men.

      His shifts lower and I still when his lips settle on my shoulder, the light touch breaking goose bumps on my flesh. “Because part of my obsession with you is making sure you’re happy. Can you believe that?” He chuckles, the rumble in his throat tickling my skin as warmth fills every bone in my body from his words. “I’m selfish and greedy, but when it comes to you… I transform into someone I don’t recognize and I hate it.” His hips bump into me, a gasp slipping past my lips at my ass connecting with his hard-on, noticeable even through the thick jeans. “You’ll never settle for anything less than the best, won’t you, princess?” His mouth travels up to my neck as he presses small kisses on his way and then his hot breath tickles my ear when he whispers into it, “And best entails saving your father from his unfortunate fate.”

      I still at this, scrunching my eyes at the images painting in my head when two monsters meet in order to end one another and think they have the absolute right to do it.

      What happens when one of them is wrong, though?

      What happens then?

      The situation with my kidnapping escalated to such proportions that none of them seek mercy and only wish for vengeance, which means rational mind will not exist between them.

      “A chance,” I whisper when he bites on the crook of my neck, his fingers brushing over my exposed skin, painting something on me, using me as a human canvas, and just the prospect of seeing his art on me… awakens a lust-filled woman in me wanting to experience such a thing.

      His art would be like a mark of ownership, forever chaining me to him, and despite how irrational such thoughts are, I crave them nevertheless. Swallowing hard, I repeat, “A chance. I’d like you to give him a chance to explain. That’s all I ask.”

      My gasp echoes in the room when he grabs the lapels of my dress and tugs me back, my nipples aching at the contact with the cloth again while his lips graze my earlobe. “That’s all? You might as well ask for the fucking moon, princess.” A beat passes and his hold on the dress tightness. “I want to grant your wish. And that shows you how much power you have over me.”

      Hope flares inside me at this statement, so bright I let myself believe that at the end of it all he will do the right thing and whatever shakes us both whenever we are in each other’s presence is strong enough to fight with his revenge.

      Only then we have a chance and I want that chance so badly, common sense can shut the hell up. I’ve followed it and all the rules my whole life. Don’t I deserve for once to be reckless and choose something for myself?

      “Take off your shoes,” he orders and I slip them off, the cold floor numbing my feet.

      His pulls the zipper the rest of the way and sways back a little, letting it slide down my body and drop by my feet, leaving me standing in see-through lacy panties.

      He pushes me forward, making me step out of the dress that he kicks away, and moves me toward the mattress, my back still pressed to his chest while he pulls at the skin on my shoulder so hard, the sting travels over my nerve endings that he quickly soothes with a long lick, shooting desire straight to my clit, and my core dampens, the panties sticking to me and probably not hiding my need from him. “I want to claim you here, princess. In the place where my dark and disturbing soul soars.”

      My core spasms at the possessiveness and the significance of the place it holds and we move closer until the tip of my feet touch the mattress.

      His hand glides down my waist, gripping my hips hard, and I moan at his fingers digging into me before gasping when he bends me forward, leaving me no choice but to end up on my knees on the mattress and lie on my stomach, the texture incredibly soft.

      I sigh in wonder, then he gathers my hair in his fist and throws it to my other side while his hot and wet mouth drops on my nape, gliding down my back, sending prickles of fire all over me, and my nails dig into the mattress, crumpling the sheets around me. “Rush,” I say, my voice hoarse and needy.

      “Your body is an art form that should be admired by many as something so perfect shouldn’t exist.” His mouth skims lower, his teeth scraping against me, and I jerk when he bites on my ass cheeks through the lace. “I’m too fucking jealous to ever allow it, though. Your body is mine and exists only for my pleasure.” He traces the edges of my panties with his tongue before I feel his thumb hook into the fabric and he slowly slides them down, biting and kissing on the exposed flesh, my moans echoing in the night.

      He digs his fingers into my hips and then lifts me up, my ass pushed toward him where he finally rips my panties. He clicks his tongue and the sound causes hot flushes on my skin. “You’re dripping, princess.” He grabs my hair again and then tugs on it hard until I sit up between his thighs, my back once against pressed to his chest. I gasp when his other hand settles on my center, the heel of his palm pressing on my clit while he cups me, my body rocking at the contact and weeping in relief that quickly turns into agony. “Tight little thing. But not innocent anymore, is it?” He suckles on my earlobe before biting on it and a breath escapes me. “No, not innocent.” His fingers glide up and down my slippery walls before circling around my opening. “Eager for me to fuck it hard.” Pleasure spreads through me in waves when he enters me, my pussy clenching around the digit and sucking it in, and I sob because it’s not enough to sustain the hunger clawing at me from the inside. “What do you want, princess?”

      The words are out before I can stop them. “Your cock.”

      He growls and by how he presses his pelvis into me tighter, his hard-on rubbing and leaking pre-cum on my ass, it lets me know that the answer pleases him. “You want it here?” He pushes his finger deeper and I’m about to clamp my thighs together but don’t get such chance.

      He takes it out and moves it upward from my navel to my collarbone, smearing my juices all over me, when he finally reaches my mouth and rubs it over my lips, my scent teasing my nose. “Or here?” He slips his finger in and I lick around it, loving the taste of me while imagining him in my mouth. “Ah, such a skillful mouth.” He removes his finger and pulls at my hair, angling my head toward him so he can lean forward and trap my mouth in a bruising kiss, his hand dropping on my stomach and holding me still while mine covers his, my nails scraping at his skin, which makes him growl, the sensations driving me insane.

      His every touch throws a veil around my heart and mind, merging them in one and seeking him alone in this darkness that appeared in my perfect and structured world.

      My groan of protest rocks between us when he ends the kiss. “My greedy, greedy princess.” His lips shift to my ear and he whispers, popping more goose bumps on my flesh. “I told you I’m selfish.” That’s all the warning I get before he loosens his hold on me and I drop forward, only to squeal in surprise when he flips me on my back, pushing my thighs apart and making room for himself looming above me. “And when it comes to your pleasure and body, I’m not just selfish. I’m fucking obsessed.”

      His splayed palm lands on stomach, and he immediately moves it upward, his hot touch unnerving me. He reaches my throat, squeezing it as he lifts me up a bit, my back arching, and simultaneously he leans forward until our mouths are inches apart. “You won’t be playing tonight, kitten.” Our breaths mingle together and he delivers a short, yet hot kiss. I curl my toes into the mattress. “Tonight, the villain will feast.”

      I drop back on the pillow with my hair splayed around me. He puts his hand beside me when he skims his mouth under my chin, nipping on it before moving to my throat and sucking hard, drawing the skin between his teeth. “Rush.”

      He skims his lips over my collarbone, dipping lower, and drags his mouth to my nipple, coating it in his saliva before flicking it with the tip of his tongue.

      I lace my fingers in his hair, moaning when he sucks it in, goose bumps now spreading in waves along with scorching heat enveloping me so tightly, it’s hard to breathe. “Please.” I raise my hips, wanting to rub myself on him despite the rough texture of the jeans he still has on.

      He grips my hip, stilling my movements, and skates his mouth to the other breast, my nipples puckering under the wind, but I can barely focus on it as hotness settles on me once again when he repeats the action, his tongue bathing my nipple in attention and melting me from inside out right along with it.

      The fire grows the more he nibbles on my breasts and the sensations go straight to my clit when he groans, my pussy dampening, urging me harder to end this foreplay and go straight to the good stuff.

      Bending my knees, I claw his back, earning a growl from Rush. “Please, Rush. I want your cock driving into me so I’ll forget everything.”

      The thunder booms outside, clearly agreeing with me. His mouth moves to the underside of my breast and bites it, my nails digging harsher on his shoulders. He chuckles against my stomach, dipping lower and tracing my belly button, tickling me. “Oh, I will, princess. I will.”

      His teeth graze my navel, his hot breath fanning my core that spasms, and he edges my thighs farther apart, settling himself in between while his hands push at the insides of my thighs before sliding them under my ass.

      He rubs his stumble over them, the sting of pain overshadowed by pleasure when he sucks on the skin and focuses on another one, his fingers clenching my ass cheeks so tight while I twist mine in his hair once again, pushing him toward my center.

      And with my other one I open myself up to his gaze even more. “I ache all over, Rush.”

      Our gazes clash, his green eyes dark with desire and something else I cannot name but desperately want to.

      He places his mouth on me, stabbing his tongue deep, and I cry out at the hot licks of fire all over my flesh.

      He adjusts his hold on me, lifting my hips higher, and drives into me several times, probably preparing me for the hard thrusts of his cock later, all while I breathe heavily and welcome the crushing waves of lust hitting on me from every side, pulling me toward the cliff so I can fully succumb to this pleasure and find my release.

      Rush drags his tongue upward, over my soaked walls, sucking and licking on them one by one, and finally wraps his lips around my clit, drawing it in. I grip his hair with all my might, arching my back and gasping, every cell in my body burning and thriving at the same time as the pleasure spreads into my bones.

      “Rush, please.”

      True to his word, though, he continues to feast on me, grazing his teeth over my clit and sliding his tongue down my folds, swirling it around and dipping into every hidden corner, pulling more moans from me. I whirl on the mattress, the candles around us creating our shadows on the ceiling, which only adds to my desperation.

      My skin is damp, sweat skating down my form while I gulp for breath when he enters me again, this time deeper, my core stretching around him and clamping, not wanting to let go.

      Placing my foot on his shoulder, I slowly move my hips in tandem with his movements, sobbing at the friction and pressure within me that grows unbearable by the second, which means it will soon erupt in the oblivion that would know no bounds.

      He gives a long lick from the bottom to my clit that he sucks into his mouth and then he moves across my stomach, gliding upward until I pull him in for a kiss that he quickly ends.

      “Rush, please,” I beg him, ready to crawl on this bed and claw at my own skin that feels like a foreign object on me. “Do something.”

      He sits up on the bed. I bite on my lip when he lowers the zipper on his jeans, his cock springing free, and he gives it a long stroke right as he takes out a condom from the back pocket.

      Putting it on, he doesn’t bother removing his pants and grabs my hips, the tip circling my opening while he holds my gaze. “Greet me, princess.” His voice is raspy and so rough it sends awareness through me. I widen my thighs, giving him more room as he thrusts into me, and I cry out.

      His length stretches me to the hilt, doing just as he asked, fully accommodating him while he seals our bodies together. He hovers above me, his splayed hands on either side of me, then leans down and captures my mouth in yet another kiss while rocking his hips backward before driving into me hard once again, swallowing my moan in his throat.

      The strokes of his tongue along with his thrusts shake my insides, pushing me closer and closer toward the edge while sensations hit me from every corner, calling my name and urging me to succumb to the fire blazing within me.

      I palm his head, holding him closer to me while he continues to move inside me, plunging deeper and deeper with each sway of his hips, throwing gasoline on the already burning desire that spreads and spreads with each drive.

      Snatching my mouth away, I gulp for breath and groan when he wraps my legs around him, his movements becoming harder and hitting on all the right spots while slowly dumping me in the passionate pool that will have no mercy for me, accepting nothing less but my complete downfall.

      “Rush,” I whisper, pulling him down for a kiss because when his tongue moves against mine, I truly feel his desperation and need that matches my own. I whimper into his lips and he moans.

      His strokes speed up, while goose bumps erupt on my flesh after causing warmth to slide from all over my form, electricity nipping on my skin, the tensions growing so much I don’t know how to handle it.

      My nails cut into his neck as my core clenches tighter and tighter with each thrust, which in turn pushes me over the edge, the pleasure erupting all over my system so strong I stop to breathe and tear my mouth away, biting on his shoulder, tasting blood on my tongue, and he becomes relentless.

      Still riding my high, I hug him close, welcoming the harsher and rougher strokes over and over again, and he tangles his fingers in my hair, tugging on my hair until I meet his gaze.

      “Watch me,” he orders gruffly. “Watch me as I find my release in you, Aileen.”

      My core spasms around his length at the words, excited tremors rocking my seated body and that’s all it takes for him to come, spilling into the condom, and I watch him in fascination.

      A man who could be a statue for he is so perfectly carved.

      He kisses me hard and then licks my lips while we breathe heavily with thunder still shaking the sky. “Give us a chance, Rush,” I whisper and he freezes, watching me, his cock still pulsing inside me.

      And although he rolls to the side, still inside me, allowing me to rest on his chest and listen to his heartbeat, we both know that underneath the request to gives us a chance lies another one.

      To give my father a chance.

      Because only then anything between us will be possible.

      I close my eyes and let myself drift away, lullabied by thunder and his heart beating, deciding to believe in the best.

      Hope, after all, is the only thing humans have left when they see no way out of the corner they’ve put themselves in.

      And I hope with all my heart.

      

      Rush

      Aileen burrows her head into my chest as she hikes her leg over my stomach, her silky-smooth skin warm from our earlier encounter, and she almost purrs when I run my hand over her back. She welcomes my touch even in her sleep, arching a little toward me, her breasts brushing over me, and I can’t help but give her a kiss on the neck, enjoying the beating of her pulse under my tongue.

      The possessive creature in me roars in satisfaction at the sight of my marks on her, telling everyone she belongs to me and hurting her would bring my absolute wrath.

      She purrs once again, and I smile. She’s my little kitten, after all.

      However, as the rain continues to pour outside, the candle flames swaying back and forth from the wind slipping through the old cracks, my smile slips because reality once again settles in.

      Lachlan is near; I can feel it.

      A hunter always knows when another hunter enters his territory, which means any minute now, he’ll come and try to take her away.

      Back to the castle where she belongs, instead of here in my darkness, where she’s the only light in my lonely existence.

      My arm flexes around her, pressing her tighter to me, and she groans, adjusting her head better before settling in again.

      After she surrendered her body and heart so willingly to me in her youthful naivety that loves cures all, I cannot imagine ever giving up on her or letting her go.

      I can’t help hoping there is atonement for the likes of me.

      For she speaks, in ways I never expected, to the darkest part of me and soothes the rage and agony always present in my soul.

      My heart, if it exists, is no longer my own, as it cares about her well-being more than my revenge, common sense, and the vow to my mother.

      It belongs to her.

      And I will do anything to protect her.

      Even if it means letting her go so she won’t be caught in the crossfire between me and her father.
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        “My weapon became my undoing.

        For only she has the power to make me question everything I know and search for atonement where there should be none.”

        Rush

      

      

      Rush, 24 years old

      The steam rises as I get out of the shower and wrap the towel around my hips, running my fingers through my wet hair before wiping the fogged mirror.

      Smirking at the various scars reflecting back at me that stand out on my golden-tan skin, I roll my shoulders back, reaping enjoyment from seeing them.

      Everyone advised me to get some tattoos to cover them all up, as they raise unwanted questions, but fuck that shit.

      My scars are my honor badges speaking about the abuse I lived through and survived, but they also serve as a constant reminder that a monster exists within me who is always hungry for blood and gore, thriving among chaos and pain that knows no bounds.

      And that knowledge is an aphrodisiac in itself.

      Grabbing a pack of cigarettes from the counter, I put one in my mouth and light it. I go to the room and frown when a body still lies in the bed, the woman gazing at me seductively while patting the mattress. “Come back here.” She smiles, wiggling her shoulders and letting the sheet slide down to expose her breasts. “We have the whole night for ourselves.”

      Her annoying voice grits on my nerves, and keeping my voice even yet deadly so she has no illusions about her charms, I tell her, “Get dressed and leave.” Surprise flashes on her face, and she sits up, covering herself. “Now.”

      Anger fills her expression, and she swings her legs to the side, muttering, “Whatever, asshole.” She leans down to get her dress, puts it on quickly, and then slips into her heels. “Fuck you and your ‘no touching or kissing’ rule anyway.” With this, she marches to the hotel room’s door and finally leaves, shutting it so hard the room rattles.

      Exhaling smoke all around me, I throw the towel away, allowing my skin to naturally cool off while wondering why women act so stupid sometimes.

      I discovered sex at the age of fifteen and engaged in it regularly whenever the need struck me, the desire to find an outlet to the brewing emotions rushing through me usually after a fresh kill, when the adrenaline is so high I could soar from pleasure.

      Sex always gave me clarity and allowed me, just for a second in time, to focus on something else but the constant anger present in me. However, I’m always clear with women on my stance.

      No repeats, and they need to be gone once the deed is done. I sure as fuck never spend the night with anyone, let alone feel the desire to have them again.

      I despise their touches and kisses and avoid it all costs because such intimate moments usually lead to attachments, and who needs those?

      Sure as hell not me. While a lot of the dark protégés are married, I don’t want a woman in my life.

      Loving someone is a curse that brings pain and anguish, so why would I willingly sign up for such bullshit?

      One of the reasons I never take anyone to the penthouse Lachlan gifted me on my twenty-first birthday and prefer to have sex in random hotel rooms.

      At the thought of the man who gave me a new life, my mouth curves into a smile, especially when I snatch my phone from the bedside table and see several messages from him, one more furious than the last.

      You wouldn’t get it from just reading them, but those familiar with him know that his fury is a brewing storm that destroys everything in its wake, yet you never see it coming.

      <Lachlan> You destroyed a warehouse?

      <Lachlan> I told you to never act on your impulses. There are consequences for every reckless decision. Today, we had to clean up your mess.

      Twisting the cigarette in the ashtray, I roll my eyes at this as annoyance fills me.

      While I’m grateful for everything the man taught me, from various forms of torture and how to properly use poison, to training my body to withstand all kinds of shit, I’m really starting to get fed up with his control.

      He takes ages to plan raids and thinks carefully about every decision he makes, while it takes us an hour tops to finish the job.

      The particular warehouse has been on our radar for a few weeks, but he didn’t strike it because he was waiting for the dealer to show, to kill him. That specific organization sold kids to the highest bidder, and since the newest deal was supposed to happen in a month, the kids were kept in there but not treated badly or touched in any way.

      I considered it a waste of time anyway because the pieces of shit who run it still breathed, and that was unforgivable. Since all the dark protégés supported his point of view, though, I was outnumbered—not to mentioned ignored.

      Apparently, being the youngest among them all and having a hot temper put me in the “we don’t give a fuck about your opinion” category.

      So, fed up with all this shit, I attacked in the night and killed them all after freeing the children and even managed to find out the name of the dealer.

      One of the reasons I just had sex. The power of victory was so strong and satisfied me in itself; however, seeing all those kids… the fear in their eyes…

      They awakened the old, festering wounds that never go away, and I hate it with a passion, despising any reminders of my former life, where I had no power.

      <Me> You caught him, right? And we saved the kids. So what’s the problem?

      The reply comes almost instantly as I put on my jeans. I’m surprised he doesn’t call me to rip me a new one. Probably because he’s celebrating his daughter’s birthday, and he never discusses business in front of his dark-haired princess.

      The cute, adorable thing who is a little angel that brightens up everything around her, which in turn makes me uncomfortable.

      Innocent and pure, a perfect weapon for his countless enemies to use against the man, and sometimes I don’t know how Lachlan survives in this world, having a family he loves so much.

      What if someone hurts them? Or worse, uses his own daughter against him?

      Whoever that fucker is, he has no honor, for only a bastard would ever use a woman or a child to get to a man.

      This I’m sure of, without a shadow of a doubt.

      <Lachlan> You risked their lives and yours while you went in there without any backup. We don’t do that.

      <Me> Well maybe we should then.

      I can almost imagine him growling at me and giving me the stare that indicates I better shut up. But really, why the hell does he still see me as a child?

      Sometimes, I think he has no confidence in me—not in my skills. Oh, no. God knows I soaked up all the knowledge about torture with pleasure and such eagerness to learn that I could spend hours in their dungeons and never be bored. I even had a huge-ass board with the human anatomy, memorizing all the arteries and how various wounds would affect the organs to either finish the job quickly or prolong it for endless agony.

      Lachlan and his best friends, aka protégés, the closest to his circle, the elite as we call them, all have a lot of power and billions of dollars in their bank accounts. They have the patience to teach us everything, but they watch us like hawks too, evaluating our psyche every other month to see how we react to certain things.

      And despite liking some of the guys my age who happened to end up in the same situation as me, I noticed their different treatment.

      They get to do whatever the hell they want, and their mentors like Arson or Madman give them free reins.

      But my mentor is Lachlan, which was a surprise to everyone in itself, as apparently he stopped mentoring people a long time ago. And was always extra strict with me and my workouts, but also my evaluations.

      He still prefers to watch my tortures and carefully studies my opinions, as if expecting me to be on the brink of insanity.

      As a result, he’s always been harder on me than on most, and I have all these expectations to uphold, including working my ass off in the business world because he wants me to succeed.

      Arson, who arguably knows him better than anyone, told me the reason he’s so hard on me is because I remind him of himself, although Lachlan’s past was far shittier than mine.

      Maybe there is some truth in it, but I’m really done being treated like a child who has no idea how to handle any situation.

      My phone buzzes once again, bringing me to the present, and I groan inwardly.

      <Lachlan> You ever do something like this again, you’re out. Do you understand? Completely cut off.

      Considering I went against his orders, I don’t doubt the threat, and that sours my mood, resignation washing over me, because as independent as I want to be… I don’t want to lose my family.

      They showed me with their attention and kindness in their own way that they care about me and will stand by me no matter what I do or where I go.

      And if I ever get caught in a storm, whisked away to the island, they will search for me and won’t rest until they find me.

      You don’t reply to such loyalty by acting out.

      <Me> Okay. Got it. Won’t do it again.

      I slip into my sweater and leather boots before grabbing my jacket and going to the door because I can already predict what he will order next.

      And when I’m in the hallway, pressing on the elevator button, I almost bark a laugh when he writes it.

      <Lachlan> Come to the mansion tonight. This is not over.

      Looks like a lecture is in sight too, along with some punishments in the form of not being allowed into the dungeon for a few weeks. Like what the fuck is this anyway? But whatever. I’ve killed so many people lately the monster in me is sustained for a while, and I wouldn’t mind focusing on my art for a little bit.

      At least for a moment in time, until the voices become loud again, urging me to find a pound of flesh to feast on.

      Stepping into the elevator and riding it down, I think about stopping by my place and grabbing the gift I prepared for the little princess.

      After her distress over fake-ass friends, I bought a new canvas and painted the waterfall she loves so much on it with more details, wishing for her to have something beautiful to stare at in her room and always remember she doesn’t need anyone in order to shine.

      Which is bizarre for me because no one inspires gentleness inside my stone-cold heart, and yet Lachlan’s daughter stirred something with her tears.

      The elevator rings soundly on its arrival on the ground floor, and I step out into the hallway, marching to the reception desk and throwing the card on it. “Mr. Scott. It was nice seeing you again,” the receptionist says, and I nod at him—although inwardly hating being called by this family name.

      Lachlan gave me his in order to create my new identity and for paperwork because I refused to share my real one with him.

      However, even after all these years, I despise anyone addressing me by this surname, as it serves as a constant reminder that my birthright was stolen from me.

      I was an heir, and instead of thriving with my family name and connections, I became an orphan bestowed the name of a man who saved my life.

      I’m thankful for the honor, as Lachlan gave his name only to a very selected few. But they just don’t understand my emotions on the matter, since they never had families—at least any they remembered.

      I did.

      Drumming my fingers, I wait for the receptionist to type something, and then he puts a piece of paper in front of me to sign. “I hope everything was to your liking.” Quickly scratching my name on it, I slide it back, ready to leave, when he slaps his forehead. “Oh, I almost forgot. There is a man who wants to see you.” He points behind me. “He’s waiting right there on the couch.”

      I turn around, and rage instantly fills me, every bone demanding vengeance while my eyes collide with cold green ones identical to mine, and I come face-to-face with my uncle.

      My father’s twin.

      He gets up, flipping back his suit jacket, and he grins, although it looks more like a grimace on his granite face. “Rush,” he says, his voice laced with awe. “You grew into a fine man, boy.”

      The word awakens the instinct inside me that’s ready to tear up his flesh, as another loud voice yells it in my head—Jim’s, and the other men on the island, calling me that before inflicting their horrendous desires. “What the fuck are you doing here?”

      For a second, his eyes flash a dangerous light, similar to the one I’ve seen on my victim’s faces. However, it’s so quickly gone I think I imagined it.

      Besides, nothing indicated—from the various reports gathered on the man—that he even has a remotely vicious bone in his body.

      After I turned fifteen and got access to my own laptop and space, along with some money Lachlan put in my account, I started searching for my family, fully intending to use whatever means necessary to find them. I still harbored hope, despite all the shit, that they cared and searched, even going so far as imagining our reunion. And part of me worried that maybe they hadn’t gotten to a safe harbor after all.

      Turns out, I shouldn’t have worried about them at all, since our uncle took guardianship when Father dearest kicked the bucket. William and George still worked for him as well, although they weren’t allowed to live in the house and had to rent an apartment nearby.

      He provided them with all the riches and luxuries this world has to offer, from a perfect education to mingling in high society.

      With my fucking money at that, since I was still the heir apparently. According to family tradition, even if the firstborn is missing, they have to wait until he or she would’ve turned twenty-five to declare them dead and get their hands on the fortune.

      I still remember how I broke the laptop after clicking on the video where Rafael celebrated getting into prestigious school to become a lawyer.

      According to him—his childhood dream.

      My siblings, but especially my twin, lived so fucking happily without me and didn’t even bother saving nor remembering me.

      This told me everything I needed to know, and I decided to never contact them again. Lavender wasn’t guilty of the crime, since she was so little, but I didn’t want to disrupt her world. She seemed happy, based on all the photos.

      However, a few months back, I made the mistake of going to Rafael’s graduation party in Boston when he passed the bar, and that’s when our gazes collided. I can still hear him screaming my name, trying to run after me while I ignored him.

      Jade extends his hand, wanting to touch me, and this snaps me out of my memories. I grip his wrist and squeeze it so hard his face turns red, and he tries to snatch it back. “Don’t ever fucking touch me,” I warn him, tightening my hold on him and then letting go. He presses his hand to his chest, rubbing it while annoyance crosses his face. “I told you to stay away from me.”

      Ever since I attended that graduation, Jade made it his mission to contact me, leaving message after message, urging me to reply to them, as he had some information he wanted to share.

      He sighs. “You’re family, Rush. We all missed you so much. You have to come back to us.”

      As if I give a fuck.

      He should have found me when he had the chance.

      And who is “us” anyway? Last time I checked, Rafael apparently had a huge-ass fight with this guy a decade ago and ran away from him. He tried to fight him in court for custody of Lavender, but of course, he lost.

      Which was not surprising after the scandal involving Emmaline King.

      “Not interested.” I salute the receptionist, who just gapes at us, and head to the revolving door, ready to put it all behind me. “Stay away from me. Next time, I will not be so nice about it.” As it is, I’ve displayed an endless amount of patience toward a person my father once called a snake.

      He hated his twin so much, and strangely, Mom supported his opinion, going so far as to warn us to never trust him.

      A weird sensation nags my mind; however, I don’t have the chance to focus on it, as he calls my name from behind, “Rush, we need to talk.” I ignore him, focusing on the doors. “You have to listen to me.” A beat passes, and then he shouts, “Lachlan killed your parents!”

      I stop dead in my tracks as people pass us by, shocked expressions on their faces, and rage overpowers my entire system.

      Spinning around, I grit out through my teeth, “What did you say?”

      He straightens up, lifting his chin, while a stubborn look settles on his features. “Lachlan killed your parents.”

      My laughter reverberates through the space, mocking and deadly in its nature. No one smears the name of my mentor with such dirt.

      No one.

      Lachlan gave me everything, so I don’t hesitate to tell this asshole, “My parents must have been right. You’re indeed a snake.” He snarls at this, his hands fisting. “You’ll spit out any bullshit if it ensures I actually play family with you.” I lean closer to him. “Stop while you can, or you will regret ever going against Lachlan Scott.”

      Because whoever goes against him goes against me.

      “Very well,” he says and takes out a folder from underneath his jacket, practically shoving it at me. “Read it then. And if after this you still believe him over me, then you aren’t your mother’s son.” With this, he walks off, leaving me holding the folder I intend to burn because what he says cannot be true.

      Lachlan didn’t even know who I was. How could he have killed my parents?

      However, despite all the respect I have for him, I curiously flip open the folder, and the information there destroys my world for the second time.

      And I lose one more family, only this time around, the people I trusted the most deceived me in ways I could never imagine.

      Over the years, Lachlan inspired different emotions within me.

      At first, it was bravery, respect, and loyalty.

      He was a man who might’ve been a sinner but was a sinner with a moral code and would do anything for those he considered his.

      And then it was betrayal, hurt, and pain.

      However, no matter my emotions, one thing always stayed the same.

      His absolute and unshakable power.

      Until the day I took something he valued the most in this life.

      His daughter.

      Ironic, isn’t it?

      Aileen was supposed to be his downfall.

      Instead, she became mine.

      

      Aileen

      Something soft and warm glides over my skin, breaking goose bumps on my flesh while awakening every nerve in my body, sending tingling sensations all over me.

      A giggle slips past my lips when the softness slides to my stomach, rubbing along the sensitive spots, and my eyes snap open to clash with emerald-green ones that have a wicked light in them.

      “Good morning, princess,” he whispers, moving the rose in his hand lower, the petals connecting with my skin, and while his scent fills my nose, he looms above me. “Time to wake up.” Despite the passion and desire coating his voice, a serious expression etches on his features that speaks about the upcoming storm that’s his mood change.

      After our night, I don’t want his cruel words to ruin everything because he feels too much and will want to retaliate so I won’t fall for him.

      The sun streams brightly into the room, showing every scar and bruise on his skin in all their gory details, and my fingers press against them, wishing to take away all the pain they have caused.

      Even the memories of them.

      He must have brought us downstairs at some point because we’re in his room, with birds chirping outside announcing a new day, while a soft breeze brings much-needed relief to my heated body.

      I circle his neck, pulling him closer to me, and the rose is crushed between us while I smile at him. “It’s too early to be this serious, Mr. Wright.” Our mouths meet, connecting in a deep kiss in which our tongues duel for dominance, but he owns the kiss, each stab declaring how much he wants and craves to possess me.

      My fingers lace in his hair, my leg hiking over his hip while he puts his knee between my thighs, and he traps my moan in the kiss while lust slowly fills my veins.

      I arch my back, giving him better access to me, wishing to prolong the kiss, as I’ve never had a good “morning after,” but a groan escapes me when he tears himself away.

      We both breathe heavily, and he removes the lock of hair from my face. “You’re dangerous, baby. Too tempting to resist.”

      Despite pouting for being denied his touch, I wink at him. “Then don’t resist.” And maybe then the outside world with all their problems that are so big they make our relationship impossible will leave us alone for a little longer.

      He traces my cheek with the tip of his finger, studying me intently, and finally bursts the happy bubble around us. “There is a boat waiting for you. You’ll have breakfast and then leave.”

      “What?” I ask as he gets up, his fists clenching, and then he grabs a nearby T-shirt, putting it on to go with the jeans and shoes he’s already wearing. “What do you mean a boat is waiting for me?” Then it hits me. “Dad is here?”

      And he isn’t shooting anyone? Maybe he’s negotiating?

      He shakes his head. “No. I’m sending you home.”

      I sit up at this, clutching the blanket and covering myself while shouting, “You’re doing what?” I huff in disbelief. He’s doing this to me again?

      Right after sleeping with me, he’s coming up with some action that destroys my heart?

      “I should have never used you in my plan. This is between me and your father.”

      “Rush!” Is he serious right now? He decides to be noble right after I basically admitted falling for him? “You can’t do this to me!”

      “Yes.” He turns to face me again, stubbornness that matches my own reflecting back at me. “I can, and I will. You won’t be caught in the crossfire. You… you mean too much to me to risk you.”

      Although my heart warms at this admission, the bruises he just inflicted on me still hurt, and I shake my head. “If I mean something to you, then why are you sending me away?” I take a deep breath. “I can talk to my dad, and maybe—”

      “No.” His curt reply zips annoyance over me, but I’m trying to muster up all my compassion and understand his point of view.

      His protective instincts are strong; they must be multiplied with the possessiveness he feels over me, so right now, he isn’t rational.

      At the same time, though, I’m so tired of finding excuses for his sudden mood swings that I want to just punch him in the face for all this crap.

      “Dad loves me. If I explain that you and I are together—”

      His hollow laughter fills the space, instantly casting its cold darkness that contrasts with the sun shining brightly. “Together? Oh, I can just see Lachlan’s happy face once he learns I took his daughter’s virginity.” His sarcastic jab makes me wince, and I see a muscle in his cheek twitch when he presses his fingers over his eyes and changes his tone. While it’s softer, it’s still firm. “You will leave along with Lavender and Jesse. William and George will accompany you to New York until all this is settled.”

      This information does little to calm me down, since he’s essentially sending everyone he cares about from the island in preparation for the war.

      “I’m not a child. You cannot order me around!” I slap my chest. “Why do you behave like this all the time? You get closer, then push me away.” Because that’s what it boils down to, right? Him being unable to handle my emotions.

      “What you feel for me is not real.”

      I rear back, my mouth dropping in shock while the blood in my veins boils at the audacity of this man.

      “I’m older and more experienced than you. I played with your mind, and you fell for me under these despicable circumstances. I gave you no other choice in order to survive in this hell of my own creation.”

      He’s attributed all my emotions to some psychological terminology, completely invalidating them?

      He continues to deliver his blows, although he must think he’s saving me. “I’m giving back what I’ve stolen from you. Freedom. You’re no longer my captive.” He comes at me swiftly, palming my head and plastering his mouth to mine, while I slap his chest, trying to rip my lips away, not welcoming his kiss after his cruel orders. “For the first time in my adult life, I’m putting someone else’s well-being above mine,” he says against my lips, while I’m fuming, refusing to listen to the anguish in his tone as my soul breaks into tiny little pieces. “Go live your life, princess. You don’t belong in my darkness.”

      “We aren’t in a fairy tale,” I whisper to him, finally managing to push him away as he stumbles backward. “I don’t need your romantic gestures. You don’t respect my feelings and think I will easily leave while my father is on his way? I will stay.” I raise my chin high. “And you can’t make me leave.”

      My bravado is short-lived, though.

      “Per my orders, you will be dragged to the boat, kicking and screaming, should you not comply with my commands.”

      I grab the pillow and throw it at him, but he dips away.

      “Rain is already on the way back to Houston. Goodbye, princess.” With this, he walks to the door but pauses by it, saying without turning to me, “The master bedroom was burned down, and only ashes remain. I never wanted to renovate it, as it’s too painful. You won’t find any diary in there, so settle your mind.” He presses on the handle, and the stupid part of me pushes through the surface of fury and pain.

      “Rush!” I call his name, fisting the blanket hard. “Don’t do this.” How many times does a man need to be cruel to a girl to get a hint?

      Yes, the Beast let Belle go, but she begged him to. I don’t want to leave. I want to fix all this mess with the only thing I have in my arsenal.

      Love.

      However, he stays deaf to my pleas. “You deserve better.” Then he half-turns, drinking my image in as if memorizing my features, his gaze swiping over me lovingly and making me weep inside. His grip on the handle is so strong his knuckles turn white. “Goodbye, princess. You shall never see me again.”

      My heart plummets at this, realizing what he’s doing, and he leaves, shutting the door firmly while I race after him, only to halt my movements in the middle of the room.

      And then drop on my ass, crying into my hands because there is nothing I can do, and I feel so hopeless.

      Because as things stand now, Dad won’t forgive Rush, even if I’m free and well. So either way, someone will die.

      I cry my heart out, hating this pent-up pain and wondering if that’s why poets claim that first love is the worst torture a human experiences, for usually it always ends badly.

      This soul-crushing feeling, as if everything inside you is destroyed, and yet the world operates as usual, oblivious to the challenges fate has thrown your way.

      Picking up a pawn, I put it forward as tears fill my eyes and sigh in resignation when Dad’s bishop eats up my knight with his next move, signaling his victory. “I lost.” Tears stream down my cheeks. “Again.”

      Dad wipes my cheeks and then grips my chin, tilting my head back while he gives me a smile. “If you lose, you can win again.”

      My brows furrow in confusion. “How?” I glance down at the chessboard. “I can’t change my moves now.”

      “But you can always play a new game.”

      Yes!

      I’m about tired of all the men in my life, Dad included, making decisions for me, even if their warped minds are telling them it’s for my own good.

      With this determination filling my cells, I quickly get up and jump into the shower, taking it in record time and throwing my hair in a bun.

      I noticed a purple summer tracksuit along with sneakers waiting for me on the bed and put it on. For the first time since coming to this island, I get to wear something comfortable.

      Rushing downstairs, I go to the dining room, where Jesse and Lavender are also in tracksuits while eating breakfast, as Willian and George shout, their voices booming through the hallway.

      “Pack all the stuff!”

      “Gently! It’s silver.”

      “This is a family heirloom! Careful with it. A little more respect.”

      The men huff and puff, dragging various suitcases outside, and I inform the two butlers busy with crossing something off their list, “I’m not going.”

      William sighs. “We have orders, you know, young lady.”

      “Yeah, and I don’t care.”

      A ghost of a smile appears on George’s face, but he masks it with his stern voice. “I’m afraid you have no choice. We have to get the hell out before Rush comes back.”

      Comes back? “Where is he?”

      “He went for a drive to clear his head, but I suspect he’s gone to Rafael’s.”

      My eyes widen at this information as hope spreads through me, soothing the raging fire in me at the possibility of Rush seeking his twin.

      Does that mean he has some questions about the past? Does he doubt his revenge and maybe changed his mind?

      Is this why he’s sending me away?

      Or does he just want to spare me the pain of choosing between him and my dad?

      “My nephew became so pussy-whipped he’s even willing to talk to his twin.”

      I still at the disgusting voice echoing through the space and look up to see Jade standing at the top of the stairs, flicking a lighter on as he lights up his cigarette.

      “Just like his father.”

      William squeezes the paper in his hand so hard it crunches, and I cross my arms.

      “Watch how you talk to me, Jade.”

      His eyes flash in anger.

      “And why are you still here?” I look at the window. “The storm has ended. It’s time to get the hell out.”

      Lavender snickers before munching on her toast, while Jade turns red.

      “You’re my nephew’s whore and think you can give orders here?”

      I open my mouth to retaliate—because fuck this guy for calling me a whore—when George snaps at him, “Mr. Jade, please leave. Rush requested you go now. The boat is ready, and they’re just waiting for you.” A beat passes. “And take all your men with you.” Then he places his hand on my lower back and pushes. “Go eat. I’ll handle him.”

      Sending one last glare to the man and wrestling myself from flipping him off, I march to the table and grab an egg, taking a bite and washing it away with tea.

      “We stayed in your room,” Lavender informs me and smiles, her teeth smeared in chocolate. “It was fun. A balcony!” She sighs dreamily. “Ocean.”

      After conversations with her, I will never take my life for granted again because this girl’s happiness at seeing things I considered normal hurts my soul.

      “I’m glad.”

      “I packed all your stuff in the room into suitcases.” Jesse leans forward, lowering her tone to a whisper. “I scooped up all the jewelry and forwent the shoes. Figured it was more important.”

      I give her a thumbs-up, although my privileged ass couldn’t care less about it if I tried.

      “Mark is going with us as well.” Excitement radiates from her, and I hate to break it but do.

      “I’m not going anywhere.”

      Her toast drops from her hand. “No?”

      “Nope.”

      She studies me for a few second and sighs. “Okay. What is the plan now?”

      I guess at this point she’s used to my stupid ideas and requests.

      Leaning back, I see everyone is otherwise preoccupied and ask Lavender, “Do you know about your mother’s diary?” She blinks in confusion. “Where she would write her notes.”

      “Lavender was two when the tragedy happened,” Jesse supplies. “She won’t know. You need to ask George and William.”

      Like those two would give out any information!

      “Mama gifted me the teddy bear!” she exclaims, and only then do I notice the worn toy sitting next to her on the chair, and she picks it up, rocking it in her arms. “Jesse’s mom saved it for me!” She shakes the toy. “This is my legacy.”

      I shoot my gaze at Jesse, who explains, “Mom said before the fire happened here all those years ago, Mrs. Wright gave her a brand-new teddy bear and asked her to give it to Lavender. But only to Lavender.” She digs her knife into the peanut butter and applies it generously to her toast. “After the tragedy, Mom stayed with them for a couple of months, but then she had to leave. So she gifted the teddy bear to Lavender, and they’ve been inseparable ever since.”

      I choke on my tea at this information, coughing loudly before snagging a tissue and wiping my mouth while realization washes over me.

      The teddy bear.

      A gift from a mom who expected to die, so she gave her diary to the only person who would not lose it.

      Because we tend to cherish the gifts our parents give us, especially if they pass away.

      Could it be this easy and freaking convenient?

      I get up, the chair scraping against the floor, but don’t dare to reach for the bear, since Jade is still in the house, and God knows what we will find in that diary. The guy gives me the creeps, and he might destroy the evidence before Rush gets here and then feed some lies to him.

      “We need to go to the garden.” Jesse and Lavender look at me as if I lost my mind, and maybe I have. “Let’s go.”

      “No.” Lavender scrunches her nose. “Chocolate!” She taps on the chocolate jar and continues to munch on her toast.

      “We need to say goodbye to your mom’s garden.”

      That snags her attention, and she freezes, nodding and getting up while picking up her teddy bear.

      Jesse rolls her eyes, clearly not buying my bullshit, but goes along with the plan, and we quickly walk through the terrace doors, heading to the greenhouse.

      And only when we are far enough so no one hears us, I spin us around, creating a circle so no one can see what we’re doing. “I’m sorry, Lavender.” She frowns at my apology and then gasps when I rip the toy away, gripping it on each side, and my heartbeat speeds up when I detect something firm inside it. “Has he ever talked or sang songs?”

      She shakes her head, trying to get it back, while I study the toy.

      Then, finding a small opening, I rip it in two, while Lavender whispers, “No, no.” Deep down, I know this is a traumatic experience for her, but right now, there are more important things to worry about. “Jesse! My bear!”

      “We’ll sew it up. I promise,” I tell her. Before Lavender can choke me again, I take out a diary that makes her blink once more in confusion. “Your mom left us this.”

      She’s so stunned from this, along with Jesse, that she doesn’t say anything and snatches the torn teddy bear from my hands while they gape at me as my hands tremble.

      I cannot believe my assumptions were correct. Sometimes, answers are indeed right under our noses!

      “What in the hell is this?”

      “Mrs. Wright’s diary and the key to ending all this madness.” With this, I flip it open and a picture I saw at Rafael’s house greets me, the one where she was blissfully happy.

      I take the picture and notice handwriting on the back of it.

      
        
        My heart. My love. My soul

      

      

      I scan the diary, through various entries, the majority of them talking about her pregnancy and happiness, how she adores her husband and writes down what he surprised her with this time around.

      Judging by all this, he was a very loving husband.

      I pause at one of the entries, though, when Jade’s name is mentioned.

      My body still shakes from horror. Joaquin finally kicked Jade off our island and forbade him to ever step foot on it again.

      Once upon a time, we were friends, but I can’t stand him now. Especially how he looked at me as if he wanted to see me naked and hurt me at the same time whenever he visited.

      His disgusting remarks, his desire to always dominate the help, and his complete lack of consideration for my boys.

      In fact, sometimes it feels as if he hates them for just being born, as they instantly became my husband’s heirs, which meant he was left with nothing.

      He always played with my husband’s good heart, but Joaquin was terrified after discovering what his twin did.

      He sold children. He participated in hideous crimes, all so he could live in luxury without working or begging his brother for money.

      A gasp slips past my lips.

      So everything Rush believed was true about his father was a lie? It was Jade who was the asshole my father intended to kill.

      Joaquin says there is a man who handles situations like this, or at least hunts down men like Jade. In fact, Jade mentioned Lachlan’s name in passing with a sneer, despising the man for going against him.

      My husband will give him all the information he has, and hopefully they can catch Jade before anything bad happens.

      Joaquin needs to travel to meet up with this man, and I’m scared because I’m pregnant with our baby girl.

      What if something happens?

      He adores our family, and he’s my rock, the only person who’s ever loved me. The idea of anything happening to him drives me insane, and I wish to run into his arms and beg him to stay so we can exist in our own paradise, where the outside world doesn’t touch us.

      However, I can’t stop him because whenever I try to, he always asks me the same questions.

      What if it were our children? What if it were the boys who got kidnapped?

      That’s my husband, always doing the right thing, and I pray my boys grow up just like him.

      Brave. Loving. Loyal.

      And nothing like their uncle, who hopefully will be locked up soon.

      “The men are staring at us,” Jesse whispers while plastering a fake smile on her face and bumping Lavender, who to my astonishment gets the hint and grins as well, humming something. “Read it quicker.”

      I glance over my shoulder at the guards I don’t recognize, so they must have come with Jade, and speed up my reading.

      There are several more entries of her waiting for her husband to come while giving various stories about the boys.

      And then the date goes immediately to almost two years later, as if someone ripped out almost half the diary.

      Fear envelops me whole, blanketing my mind while aching pain rocks off my body, reminding me of the various bruises that monster has left on me.

      I can barely hold the pen in my grip, my words jumbled together. However, I need to get this out so he doesn’t see it.

      While he allows me to write in my diary, I always have to rip the pages away and then burn them so no one finds out.

      So no one suspects.

      So no one questions why I still stay with him despite everything he’s done to me.

      A sob escapes me while my intimate parts hurt so badly I wish to lie down and drink something, as my voice is almost nonexistent after he covered my mouth with his hand for hours while doing the unthinkable to me.

      My torn clothes feel almost foreign on me while I hold back my tears after being raped.

      Again.

      The bile rises in my throat at this, my heart going out to a woman who adored her life, to being one clearly hating it.

      All the days merge into one never-ending nightmare that I wish to forget.

      Sometimes, whenever my eyes land on the knives scattered around the house, I want to grab one and slice my wrists to finally end this torture.

      Because I’m so tired, so, so tired from him hurting me every day in one way or another.

      But I will never do that.

      My children, my boys and my little girl, keep me alive in this bleeding ocean that’s my life, and my love for them would never let me give up.

      Because if I died, the monster would not spare them. He would hurt them.

      The only reason I take all his punishments and touches is so he won’t touch them.

      He knows our silent agreement. He might snap at them and be cold toward them, but he doesn’t physically hurt them.

      Except Lavender.

      He enjoys spending time with her, and revulsion rushes over me just thinking about how he stares at my baby sometimes. He muses that she looks just like me and nothing like the boys.

      He often says he cannot wait until she grows up—the sick, perverted monster who seems to be enamored with my baby.

      I think he even convinced himself on some level that his blood runs through her veins and that she’s the product of our love.

      I hate him with all my heart, the monster who killed my husband and took his identity, coming back here to dump us all in hell.

      The diary almost falls to the ground when I read the last passage, my pulse speeding up while all the puzzles floating in my head slowly start to build into a structure that I never saw coming.

      Although everything pointed at it.

      All this time, I tried contacting Lachlan again, but that’s hard to do.

      Jade doesn’t allow me to use a phone or travel from the island. In fact, he doesn’t even let me speak to anyone for fear of me spilling the truth.

      When he came back, he thought he could fool me into believing he was Joaquin, but I knew straight away.

      To protect my children, I play this charade, doing my best to come up with a plan that will finally kill him.

      A few times, I tried poisons, but he quickly discovered my plan and then beat me so hard I lost two teeth.

      I grip the diary harder, wishing to punch Jade so hard he’d lose his whole fucking jaw.

      I listen to him as well, though. How he still continued his business, conducting various deals.

      And how he still despises Lachlan, who ended all his grand schemes one by one, finding warehouses and saving all those women and children.

      He was always one step ahead of Jade, and no matter how much he tried to achieve success in business, Lachlan was there like a hawk, ending his reign before it could even begin.

      Lately, though, I notice how erratic he has become in his behavior and how he talks about moving us all somewhere else.

      Or rather, moving me and Lavender, letting the boys stay here. But I never agree to this, which earns me a few more punches.

      With what he does, I know he would happily give my boys to all those sick people who’d hurt them and more.

      I will never allow this to happen as long as I live, and unfortunately—or rather, fortunately in these circumstances—Jade is obsessed with me.

      The sick kind of obsession, one that doesn’t care about my emotions and just takes and takes.

      Not like my Joaquin loved me.

      But in this case, Jade is terrified I’ll kill myself, and that’s the only thing I can hold over his head whenever it comes to the boys.

      However, I feel some change is coming. Lachlan has been hunting him down for years, and he won’t rest until he gets his hands on him.

      The man has integrity, and just saving kids is not enough. He wants to punish Jade.

      And like all cowards, Jade will run, but I have to be prepared for everything.

      I will hide this diary so my boys will know the truth.

      That the father they knew, their real dad, always loved them and never became a monster they were afraid of.

      And despite everything, I pray.

      Pray for Lachlan to save my boys in time before Jade destroys them.

      There is no more after that entry, and I close my eyes, shocked to my core at the uncovered truth and how everyone in Rush’s family suffered at the madness of Jade.

      And how they still suffer because he twisted the truth of the past and made his nephew seek revenge on a man who didn’t deserve it.

      “Aileen,” Jesse whispers in fear, bringing me back to the situation at hand, where I see countless men surrounding us, trapping us in our circle.

      That’s when the loud clapping behind me registers in my ears, and I spin around, coming face-to-face with Jade standing mere feet away from me, as a smirk spreads across his disgusting mouth.

      A murderer. A rapist. Human trafficker.

      “You killed Rush’s father.”

      “I did. Cut him piece by piece while telling him what I’d do to his wife and children.” He sighs in pleasure. “It was truly a magnificent sight to see his desperation.” He shrugs. “He deserved it. He kicked me out and sided with Lachlan.” So much hate coats my father’s name from his lips. “But I always said revenge can wait, as long as it’s done in the most painful way.”

      “Rush will know about this. You won’t get away with it.”

      He snaps his fingers, and all the men remove the safety on their guns, pointing them at us, while I freeze when William’s terrified scream fills the air. “Oh, they must have punched the old man. I don’t think those two butlers will survive this.”

      “Rush will hurt you.” I raise my chin up, refusing to show him my fear, even though I’m horrified by what might happen to us all. “He won’t forgive you for this, and without him, all this will belong to Rafael.” If he plots to kill his nephew, then his plans are warped.

      His disgusting laughter reverberates through the space, seeping coldness and dread into my every bone. “I don’t intend to harm my nephew. Not now, at least. First, he needs to kill your father, and trust me, by the time I’m done, he’ll think all this”—he swirls his finger—“was his doing. Love is a powerful weapon indeed. It’s something my brother and Lachlan taught me well.”

      “Rush will know the truth.”

      He motions with his head, and that’s when his men go to grab us, and I thrash in their hold but stop when one presses a gun to my nape, two men holding me down as Jade comes to me and wraps my ponytail around his hand. “Why? Because of this?” He picks up the diary and then gives it to the nearby man. “Burn it.”

      “No!” I lunge after it, only to hiss in anguish when he pulls my hair so harshly it’s a wonder he didn’t rip my ponytail off. “He will never believe that my father hurt me.”

      “Ah, darling. You’re so naïve.” He leans even closer. “On the other hand, if you beg me, I might spare you. But not before sampling the goods.”

      Gathering saliva in my mouth, I spit at him with all my might, getting satisfaction from watching it fall down his nose.

      However, my emotions are short-lived when he slaps me so hard my face turns to the side, while my cheek burns from the contact, and for a second, I think he broke my jaw, as I can’t move it.

      “You stupid bitch, just like your father, thinking you’re above me.” He addresses the guards, “Take them all to the basement and make sure to hurt them in the worst ways, except Lavender.” He licks his lips. “She can just watch. But no one harms her.”

      “My father will kill you.” I vow this to him, and he just laughs.

      Through all my bravado, though, I hope and pray Rush or my father come here in time to stop this madness because all my knowledge might be powerless against such evil.

      Only other evil can extinguish it.

      That’s the last thought in my mind before something hard hits me in the back of my head, the hurt and pain so swift and severe everything goes black.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “They say we are fools in love.

        They must be right.

        Because even a villain’s heart fills with hope when he falls in love.

        And he searches for any reason to stop himself from destroying his princess.

        Even if it means sparing the life of his enemy.”

        Rush

      

      

      Rush

      My car flies through the gates, and I see in my rearview mirror a guard running after me before giving up and moving his arm in a “don’t bother” gesture.

      I guess my twin doesn’t pay them enough to give a fuck about me.

      As I press on the gas pedal, my car roars louder, announcing to all the occupants of the house my arrival, while I wonder about my own motives for coming here.

      Truth be told, such a decision surprised even myself.

      After ripping myself to shreds with setting Aileen free to live her life away from my nightmare, I couldn’t stay there and watch.

      I wouldn’t be able to let her go if I was there, so I thought about driving around but then changed my mind and went straight to Rafael’s house, emotions consuming me in various amplitudes when all the pent-up anger pushed to the surface.

      Through the duration of my life, I had to give up so many things and be deprived of a normal existence.

      My dreams of becoming a lawyer—instead, I soaked in darkness.

      Saving my mother from a monster—instead, I found her dead.

      A normal life with my siblings—instead, we ended up all being screwed up in one way or another.

      With the shitty hand fate dealt me, I learned to never dream again and just accepted the chaos it sent my way, wearing the badge of darkness proudly while indulging in my vices.

      Today, though?

      Today, I was reminded again of the bitter taste of hopelessness when the life you imagined having was ripped away from you.

      Because for the first time in my life, I wanted to claim a woman and keep her as my own.

      I wanted to believe happy endings are possible for the likes of me.

      Funny thing about finally falling for a woman?

      You learn to put her needs above yourself and in this understand how much your actions truly haunted her and tainted her views on men.

      What chance did my girl have against my elaborate seduction, the webs I wrapped her body in before we even officially met as adults?

      I taught her body to crave only me to the point of her not being able to resist me, but is that true affection?

      A better man, a man I once dreamed to become, had to let her go to live a life of her dreams.

      The onslaught of emotions rocks my entire system. My hands gripping the steering wheel hurt, while I trap the roar of anger wanting to erupt from me at the unfairness of it all.

      Although, if there is one thing villains and monsters of this world know…

      It’s that nothing in life is ever fair.

      The loud screeching of tires fills my ears when I stop the car abruptly, parking it by the main gates, and get out, throwing my sunglasses off while glancing up at the sky.

      While the storm ended during the night and the sun came back for a few hours, dark clouds gather together once again, making the sun almost disappear, which means it will be a heavy rain. However, it’s not as dangerous as a storm, so the boat my family is on should have a safe and sound journey.

      My family is now synonymous with Aileen, and isn’t that just fucking surprising?

      I have really lost my mind.

      How the mighty have fallen.

      The double doors open, and Emmaline runs out, wearing shorts and a shirt while she grins at me giddily, jumping up. “You’re back!” She palms her cheeks. “Does this mean you’re going to punch him again?” Excitement pours from her, and I raise my brows at this.

      Truly, what the fuck was Rafael thinking, marrying into the King family?

      Based on what I know about Zachary King, he loves his family, and crossing him like this will have the most severe consequences.

      Rafael isn’t like me; he might be an asshole, but he operates within the law and doesn’t do any dark dealings—at least to my knowledge. His father-in-law is the same. He uses his power but isn’t like Lachlan, doing anything psychotic.

      It will be hella fucking interesting to watch their dynamic once all this blows up in my twin’s face.

      And it will. He messed with the wrong family.

      “Ah, darling. Why? Did you enjoy playing my nurse?” My twin walks out and pinches her nose. “Role playing must be your kink. We should explore it more.” He winks at her and then blows her a kiss.

      She slaps his hand away and glares at him. “No. I just enjoy you being in pain,” she replies sweetly and points at the black eye I gave him. “I will take even more pictures and look at them whenever I feel sad.”

      “Darling, you’re starting to turn me on.” He leans closer to her while she fumes at him but holds her ground and doesn’t back down. “Just say the word, and all this”—he swipes his palm over his form—“is yours.”

      “Over my dead body!” she throws at him and then looks at me. “Do God’s work, please.” With this, she elbows him in the gut with all her might, which just makes him laugh, and disappears behind the doors, shutting them.

      Rafael shoos the guards away with his hand and then focuses his stare on me, all playfulness gone from him while he hooks his thumbs on his sweatpants, his shirt plastering against him when the wind whooshes over us. “What brings you here, brother?” He emphasizes the last word and then takes a step in my direction. “Giving me a black eye wasn’t enough?”

      I don’t miss the resentment in his tone and swallow mine down, resisting the usual things I do in his presence.

      Blame him for all the fucked-up shit happening to me and snapping at him.

      “You gave her an assignment?”

      “I wondered how long she’d keep her mouth shut. Turns out less than forty-eight hours. I’m not impressed.”

      Ignoring the sarcastic jab aimed at my woman, I continue, “She didn’t find anything. I guess she got distracted when she snooped in my room and instead found the videos of her dad.”

      He whistles. “Bet that was a big shock.” He cocks his head to the side. “What does it have to do with me, though?” He chuckles. “We both know you don’t step foot on this part of the island without a reason. So?” His tone stays even, but for the first time since our reunion, something is present in it.

      Anger.

      And maybe that was the root of our problems all along.

      His constant guilt, which always reminded me of my hardships and my inability to push past his betrayal.

      I’ve been harsher on Rafael than anyone else because he’s my twin. How the fuck did he exist so easily without me in his world?

      Aileen’s words from last night play in my mind.

      “You put a heavy weight on his shoulders.”

      “I sent her away.”

      Surprise flashes on his face at this, but he stays silent.

      “Her father will cause mayhem here, and I don’t think it’s safe to stay on the island. Arson will burn it to the ground.” A humorless chuckle escapes me. “And that’s the best-case scenario.”

      I always knew bringing them here was a risk, and while I could taunt them until I turn blue and know all their tricks, I remember their skills well.

      One of the reasons my family was always supposed to flee from the island the minute Lachlan came closer. I just didn’t count on Aileen stabbing me.

      By calling her father, she sped up the process, since I played with our whereabouts, always sending misleading information his way, and disabled the tracker he inserted in Aileen a long time ago.

      Yeah, her daddy dearest had her every move tracked, and I honestly can’t blame him. I’d do the same to my daughter with the kind of life I’m leading.

      Everything inside me goes still and quiet at the thought of having children.

      I’ve never wanted them because they are nothing but a liability and a weapon to use against their parents while suffering in the process.

      Right now, though… what if there was a little girl? Just like Aileen, but she’d be mine.

      And I’d be the hero who slays all her dragons.

      Unfamiliar warmth settles in my chest, and I rub it while gritting my teeth to fight the feeling, as it makes me wish to run back to the beach and stop Aileen from leaving.

      I can’t do it.

      I can’t be fucking selfish again.

      “Your girl’s family sounds like fun.” Rafael’s voice pulls me back from the shocking thoughts. “Criminals and murderers, just the right company for a pirate.”

      Leaning on the bumper of the car, I cross my arms and fire back, “Well, not all of us had the privilege of growing up a prince who became a lawyer.”

      The energy around us changes swiftly from mildly awkward to tense and dangerous, the indifference gone from his expression, transformed into fury that his voice—dripping with sarcasm and rage—doesn’t hide. “Yeah, I’m the lucky one, right? I got safely to the shore on that boat, so I deserve all the punishment. Well, for-fucking-give me for not jumping into the ocean after you.” His chest rises and falls while I watch him in fascination because in all this time, Rafael has never lost his cool.

      In fact, where I’m hot-headed, he’s utterly patient and never even swears much.

      He’s legendary for destroying his opponents in court with a smile on his face and a nonchalant attitude that drives everyone insane.

      One of the reasons he’s called King of Heartbreak.

      “That’s not what I meant.”

      He huffs. “Wasn’t it?”

      “No.” I can’t believe we’re going to have this conversation right here in the open, while lightning flashes in the sky, the clouds becoming darker, as if nature itself shares our internal struggle with the situation. “I never wanted you to endure it all yourself. Or be there with me.”

      He must hear the truth in my words because he looks to the side, running his fingers through his hair while exhaling in frustration, and I share the sentiment.

      Years of me avoiding him, years of him trying to talk to me, and years of me ignoring him because in my eyes, it was for the best.

      Except once you open up your dark and good-for-nothing heart, everything residing in it, even the deepest sorrows and regrets, push to the surface and demand to be seen.

      Like the utter pain of losing my twin, who was supposed to be my rock holding me afloat but instead dropped on me and pulled me deeper into the ocean of despair.

      “So why the cold shoulder all these years? Why didn’t you find me and be a brother instead of a stranger?”

      His question stuns me before I chuckle, although it’s hollow.

      “Why didn’t you come for me?”

      His eyes widen at my question.

      “I waited and waited on this island for years. But no one showed.” I tug on my shirt, showing my scars, and his gaze shifts there, a muscle in his cheek twitching. “Got all of these because you didn’t show up!” I throw the insult his way, gulping for breath and then placing my hands on my head, linking my fingers together while spinning around.

      Being emotional right in this moment isn’t wise, but I can’t help it, and I don’t know how to stop this honesty pouring from me.

      “I was that forgettable, Rafael? Not one single search party? Not one single boat?” I focus on the bird sitting on the tree branch, chirping before flying up high as lightning graces the sky. “Always and forever. That’s what we used to say.”

      “I was nine and scared. William pulled me back when I wanted to swim after you that night.”

      My brows furrow, and the air hitches in my lungs.

      “Once we arrived at our destination, I begged them to go back and check on you. They wanted to, but then our father stopped us,” he sneers, and I don’t know what to say to that, although it hurts.

      Even after all these years, the idea of a man who loved us all so unconditionally, then turning into a monster, hurts, and now to know he didn’t even bother trying to save me? Yeah, it can fuck up a person.

      And just minutes ago, I contemplated having a kid?

      I almost bark a laugh.

      What do I know about being a good father?

      I know the fucker magically survived the fire, so he took them all to Boston, where they lived together for a few years until he died when Lavender was around five.

      That’s when Jade stepped up and took care of them, and Rafael started acting out.

      “I’d still fight and try to go behind his back, and that’s when he hit me for the first time.” He walks around and stands beside me while I blink at him in shock. He fucking hit him? “Anyway, no matter how much I asked, Dad believed you died, and that was final.” A beat passes. “I knew he was wrong. I felt you were alive. Here.” He taps on his heart. “And I almost felt your pain. I didn’t care about him hitting me, but I worried. I worried so much there would be a day when I wouldn’t feel your presence.”

      His explanation does little to soothe the inferno in my soul because to the little boy who still lives within me, this is not good enough.

      But then, I’m starting to think nothing ever will be.

      “He got worse after Mom died? Did he… touch Lavender?” There was little information about their lives together. He kept them homeschooled in some big-ass mansion.

      Jade was the one who got them out and pressured them to be in high society. Lavender even thrived in dance and also dated a guy before setting herself on fire.

      A thing that never made sense to me, since up until she turned eighteen, she lived a normal teenage life and hadn’t shown any odd behavior. Not to mention being so afraid of Jade because she’d mistake him for our father, which resulted in the fire.

      “No. I mean, he’d scream and beat me in front of her, which made her terrified of him, but no, physically, he never did.” Our gazes clash. “You might think I’m an asshole who gives up on his twin, but I’m not a bad brother. Do you honestly believe I’d let him hurt her?”

      “Yet you left her.”

      He winces at the reminder. “If I tolerated Dad’s bullshit for the sake of Lavender, I had no patience for Jade’s. That asshole wanted to act worse than our father and practically demanded us to bow to him and be grateful for his presence.”

      Yeah, that sounds like him.

      “So rebellion? You wanted power?”

      “The asshole acted weird toward Lavender. He’d watch her, read bedtime stories to her when she said no, and always wanted to know everything about her.” I freeze at this, revulsion rushing through me at the implication in his tone because I’ve met enough despicable creatures to recognize where he’s heading. “I’d argue with him and stay in her room, which wouldn’t make him happy. Due to lack of sleep, I was failing school too, and he threatened to send me away.”

      Thunder echoes in the sky, and we both look up before I lean back on the car while he faces me, the wind billowing his hair backward. “I couldn’t trust him, even though he never tried to touch her. At least she confirmed that much.”

      My lungs relax a little at this admission because if I found out Jade raped her, I don’t know what I would do.

      Although this explains her wild outburst in his presence.

      “When I turned fourteen, he got better. She’d lock herself in a room, and even attended all the social activities. He agreed to whatever she wanted, as long as she smiled.” I frown at such an abrupt change in Uncle’s behavior. “I couldn’t take any of his bullshit anymore, though, and we got into another huge fight, where I hurled a vase at him.” He laughs. “The highlight of my childhood, honestly. He told me he’d call the cops and I’d be sent to prison. I got scared and ran.”

      All their stories don’t correlate with one another’s, and it sounds as if he gives me bullet points of his story rather than explaining anything of importance.

      “Where did you go?”

      “I was on the streets.” Steel coats his voice, leaving absolutely no room for questions. What the fuck happened to him on said streets? “Anyway, life was about survival until a black car pulled up a year later and a blond man got out of it.”

      No.

      It can’t possibly be…

      “Lachlan?”

      Rafael nods, snatching out a cigarette from his back pocket and offering me one, but I shake my head. “He took me to a nearby restaurant and let me eat while informing me to stop feeling guilty for not saving you because you were alive and well.” My chest physically aches from yet another betrayal, and I slam my fist into the bumper, hating myself for coming here in order to listen to Rafael and ask him why he thought diaries might hold the truth. But this just proves once again what a deceiving asshole Lachlan was all this time, right?

      He let me spend hours upon hours searching for my family, when he already found them all!

      “I wanted to see you, but he said it was impossible. According to him, you could not psychologically handle such a reunion at the time.”

      At fifteen, I was learning how to be a killer while controlling my impulses to snap at whoever came into contact with me. Seeing Rafael… I’d probably destroy him so he could share my pain.

      “Why did he find you then?” I guess I might as well get all the answers while I’m at it.

      “He offered me a deal I could not refuse.” Since I say nothing, he elaborates while I do my best to control my hotheaded temper from screaming at him. Why the fuck was he striking deals with strangers? Just how bad was his situation anyway? “He created a trust fund for me with two million dollars in it that I would get once I passed the bar. Bought me an apartment in a good building, paid for all my tutors, and enrolled me in school. And paid for my degree while giving me an allowance to survive on, with one of his psychos touching base with me every other week. Turned out I was pretty smart, so I finished school quicker than anticipated.” This explains his career accomplishments as well.

      To my knowledge, Lachlan cared a great deal about his protégés and provided them with everything they needed. God knows he had enough wealth. But he never involved himself in anyone else’s problems.

      Rafael was not a protégé. Why did Lachlan give him all these opportunities?

      “Once I started college, I got a job, and the allowance stopped. As long as I followed the conditions, the trust fund was mine.”

      “What were the conditions?”

      “I was to live in Boston and never set foot in New York until I passed the bar. And…”

      “And?” I prompt, too curious.

      “To never make up with Jade. In fact, be hostile with him and do my best to take Lavender away from him. He even helped me in the custody battle, but the lawyer was a stupid asshole, so we lost.” He crooks a smile. “If it had been me, I would’ve won.”

      Right.

      Rafael never loses. One of the reasons it costs a fortune to hire him—because his presence means victory by default.

      “Lachlan believed Jade hid a secret and suspected he wasn’t good, but all his searches came up blank. I think he tried to provoke him and used me as a pawn in his game.”

      Now this sounds more like the man.

      Every deed, good or bad, has consequences.

      Thousands of thoughts fly through my head as I put all the pieces together—Jade’s hatred toward Lachlan, and Lachlan’s desire to provoke Jade.

      What would be the reason for their mutual dislike if Jade never crossed a line?

      I delved as deep as I could in the past, and all the child trafficking documents led to my father and never his twin.

      “Anyway, everything was working well, but we didn’t count on you switching sides.”

      I straighten up as more thunder booms in the sky while harsh wind slaps us both in the face. “Because Lachlan killed our mother.”

      Something akin to sadness mixed with pain flashes in his gaze, quickly covered by determination. “Yeah, I saw the stupid evidence that proved nothing.”

      “It proved everything!” I shout at him. Clearly, he has more loyalty toward the guy who saved him than our mother.

      “It proved what Jade wanted you to see. Think, Rush.” We stare at one another, our bodies vibrating with anger and stubbornness. “I’ve been playing our past like a carousel in my head over and over again all these years. Seen all the photos. People don’t change without previous signs.”

      “I’ve seen enough monsters in my life. They know how to hide their tendencies until their victims are trapped.”

      “Exactly.” He leans closer to me. “Our father adored Mom and us, never as much as raised his voice in her presence, even though they lived on the island he owned. Respected people and us. How does a man change in a second from that to someone who made Mom cry every single night?”

      I push him away and pace back and forth, hating his words, as they bring up my own thoughts on the matter. After studying the human mind for so long, I could never understand my father and the life he subjected us to.

      Even not searching for me after the boat accident and not coming to find my mother was out of character for him.

      So while being a human trafficker, he once traveled to a nearby island to help put out a fire spreading there. He got injured, but he helped. Afterward, he built a school there and helped the families rebuild their houses.

      What if…?

      The throbbing in my head hurts because the truth that’s spiraling threatens to forever shatter my sanity, and I cover my head, intending to see the only reasonable explanation for this.

      I thrived on logic and cut off feelings; however, my logic right now shatters everything and proves what a fool I’ve been, so utterly blinded by vengeance that I trusted the wrong person.

      “I already know the truth. That’s why I wanted the diary. You wouldn’t believe anyone but Mom.”

      We stare at one another while flashback after flashback pops in my mind, giving me different images, and yet they create a movie.

      A tragic movie because the true evilness responsible for my suffering has been under my nose all along.

      I still don’t know what truly happened all those years ago during the fire, but one thing is without a doubt.

      Lachlan didn’t kill my mother.

      “Always so confident, so sure of himself,” Jade spats, clenching Lachlan’s photo in his fist. “The underworld king. A title that should’ve never been his.” He spits on the photo. “A sinner who thinks he can be called a saint just because he thinks he’s better than all of us.” He smirks at me, while I barely pay attention to this bullshit.

      Lachlan will be dead, but I don’t give a fuck about Jade’s sentiments on the matter.

      “We will prove him wrong, though. Once his little princess suffers, our mission will be complete.”

      “Aileen,” I say, darting to the car and jumping inside, then starting it. Rafael barely manages to get inside before I race toward the gates, hoping I won’t be too late to reach her before the unthinkable happens.

      “What, Rush, what?”

      “I left them all at the house with him.”

      He curses under his breath.

      “There are guns in the back seat. Remove the safety on all of them because we will need them.”

      He brought an entire army of his guards and probably has more scattered on the island, since he expects Lachlan’s arrival.

      My uncle for sure used this opportunity to attack and then cover it all by blaming it on Lachlan.

      Racing through the fields, I lock away any emotions and focus only on one task.

      Saving my family.

      Because this time around, I will not lose to Jade.

      People say lies hurt more than the truth.

      Oh, how wrong they are.

      Some truths are so horrible and devastating that they don’t just crush us.

      They destroy us.
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        “The underworld knows them as Dark Protégés.

        I call them family.”

        Aileen

      

      

      Aileen

      Sitting up and rubbing the sore spot on my nape, I press my back against the cage’s bars while studying the environment around me.

      Lavender sits several feet away from me, rocking back and forth as she hums some— annoying under the current circumstances—song, while Jesse shivers, her teeth chattering against each other despite the humidity being so strong here.

      Probably from fear, as we are locked in a huge cage in the basement that must be Rush’s dungeon, as various weapons are spread through the perimeter.

      Gun and knife collections on the right, poisons and drills on the left, with ropes and chains in the middle.

      He has several metal cages for his victims, and there is even an electric chair attached to a TV, as if he likes to record his victims or something.

      The scent of chlorine pollutes the air and makes me cough while I wonder about the irony of it all.

      Just two days ago, I’d been terrified to end up here among all this armor he uses to keep his demons at bay, but now? Now I wish he were here, so he could punish all these despicable men who kicked us and dragged us inside, while we watched them beat William and George before they locked them in another cage.

      I glance at it, the two old men sitting and hugging each other while breathing heavily as blood drips from their foreheads.

      George musters up a smile for me, but it slips away when the man holding us hostage, one of Jade’s goons, laughs and rattles the cage. “Look at all of you.” He swipes his gaze over us before licking his lips. “Going to enjoy fucking each one of you while the old fuckers watch.” Nausea assaults me and I send daggers his way. “Serves them right for all the disrespect they have shown me.” I recognize this guy; he’s the one who gave me the creeps on the first day here.

      I guess I should always trust my gut; it’s never failed me before. He must have always worked for Jade, or he paid enough money for them to follow his orders.

      Greed will end humankind someday.

      “Should I start with you?” He points at Lavender, who stops rocking and raises her eyes to him, pure rage in them while she smiles maniacally at this. “Nah, I’m into crazy, but I’m not allowed to. Although…” He trails off before laughing again. “What Jade doesn’t know won’t hurt him. Crazy people don’t talk right, and no one believes them anyway.”

      “Shut up!” Jesse shouts at him. “The only crazy person here is you.”

      “Fucking asshole,” I hear Lavender mutter while she grips her knees, once again this weird feeling coming over me, as if she’s indeed acting.

      Did Jade do something that made her hide her mental state and play the part so he’d leave her alone?

      He shifts his attention to Jesse. “Oh, I’d love to fuck you. Always giving me attitude while kissing Mark. You practically begged for it, dancing around in all these outfits in front of me.”

      “She isn’t responsible for your sick mind, you fucking perv,” I snap at him when Jesse is lost for words, fear flashing in her gaze at the prospect of being touched by this guy. “Who’d willingly sleep with you anyway?”

      Judging by how his cheeks redden, I hit a nerve, and his grip on the bar tightens. “I will start with you. The boss treated you like a precious stone, as if you’re anything special. Bitches like you need to learn a lesson that a woman is good for nothing but being on her knees.”

      I hold back the grin threatening to spread on my mouth as he plays right into my hand.

      If I evaluated his character correctly, he’d want an audience, so he could show off in front of them. This way no one would question his nonexistent power.

      He rattles the bars again. “Prepare to suck a dick, bitch. I will be back with my buddy.”

      Ah, people are so predictable.

      With this, he goes up the stairs, presses in the code, and disappears, probably in search of his partner, who dragged us here, as they both dreamed about torturing us, finding it hilarious.

      The minute the door closes, I remove my track jacket and then fish inside my T-shirt, taking off my bra.

      The girls gape at me in shock, as if I have lost my mind, and Jesse whispers, “Are you actually… getting naked?”

      “No. I just need this.” I tear off the bra and fish straight for the underwire beneath the padding.

      Then, despite the throbbing pain in my neck and shoulder, I grab the thick lock and insert the wire into it.

      “I’m so tired of this.” Tears fall down my cheeks as I twist the pin inside the lock, but no matter how much I try, it doesn’t open. “I can’t do it!” I exclaim, throwing the pin away and sitting on my butt while more tears come.

      It’s my tenth attempt, and everyone finished the assignment but me. My stomach grumbles in displeasure, wanting to eat something after spending the whole day here.

      All the dads took us on a family camping trip once again, coming up with new assignments for us to finish, from jumping into the lake to finding food in the wild before starting a fire.

      The icing on the cake was all this, putting us inside some kind of cage, where we can get out only if we pick a lock.

      Most of the kids aced this assignment easily, since Uncle Micaden taught us how to do it, and got out an hour ago.

      But me? Despite being the best in everything else, I’m the worst when it comes to such assignments.

      Maybe because I don’t understand why we need them all and why I can’t just rely on some good person to save me.

      And why would I need saving anyway?

      “Stop whining and get to work,” Dad speaks up, making me jump, and I look at him teary-eyed, but it doesn’t sway him.

      All the other dads left with their kids, so it’s just us, which sucks, because Uncle Arson can always be swayed.

      “I don’t want to, Daddy! I’m thirteen. Why do I need to know this?” I shake the lock. “Let me out! This is cruel.”

      Something flashes on his face, his usual gentleness toward me, but the harsh stare replaces it once more, making me swallow. “Get yourself out of the cage, Aileen. Learn that your survival depends on your own skills.”

      “But that’s the thing, Daddy. I don’t have any skills.” I lean on the bars. “Please save me, Daddy. You’ve always called me a princess, right? Well, those are saved by knights.” I’m really not even a confrontational type, and the idea of being alone in such a situation scares me. “Please.”

      “No.” He perches on the table and orders, “Pick up the pin and get yourself out.”

      “Why? I’m not good at this. I’m sorry I failed, Dad, and now you’re the only one who has a daughter who can’t pick a lock.”

      “I don’t care about that. You need to learn.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you are my daughter. You do not have the privilege of not knowing how to save yourself in any situation.”

      Twisting the wire in the lock a few times, I bite my tongue, waiting for the perfect click to free myself, while thanking my dad for being so freaking strict back in the day.

      Even if I did ignore him after those camps and would pout for days, hating him being so mean to me.

      Only now, with the truth out, I can truly appreciate all his teachings.

      “What are you doing?” Jesse asks, and I roll my eyes, because seriously?

      “Getting us out of here, what else?” Lavender’s voice sounds way stronger and surer than usual.

      “But even if she opens it, they’ll be back!” Jesse exclaims.

      Valid point, but I have a plan.

      “Come on,” I say, twisting the wire a few more times and begging for all that’s holy to let it be quick this time.

      Finally, the clicking sound echoes in the basement, and the lock falls as it comes open. “Yes!” I get out of the cage and then quickly motion for the girls to follow, pointing at the other cage holding the butlers, who already sit up straight. “Get them out. Just break the lock with a hammer.”

      Jesse nods and quickly runs to pick up a hammer before slamming it into the lock while Lavender grabs another, joining in.

      I rush to the weapons table, scanning through their usefulness but mainly which items I can handle.

      That’s when I hear the footsteps and loud voices announcing the guards’ arrival.

      “Quickly, free them!” I whisper-shout at the girls while jumping into action and taking a huge, readied syringe, grinning when I read the tag.

      Perfect.

      Then I grab the gun with the most bullets, putting an extra magazine in my pocket as well.

      “There is no such thing as too many bullets in life-threatening situations, Aileen. Always, always think a few steps ahead.”

      I quickly plaster myself against a wall when the door to the basement opens just in time for the girls to break the lock. “Can I have my turn with them as well? After you’re done with them?” the new voice asks, and the other guy laughs.

      “Yes. The bitches will suck a lot of dick today.”

      They descend the stairs, and then one of them mutters, “What the fuck? What are you doing?” They quicken their steps, darting toward the girls helping William and George out, albeit the butlers are slow due to their injuries.

      That’s when I remove the safety on the gun and shoot at the assholes’ knees, their shouts reverberating in the space as they bend forward, swaying a little, and I fire more bullets at their feet and hands.

      “You bitch!” one of them screams, turning toward me, but I’m faster as I insert the needle in his chest, giving him half the dose of the poison inside.

      Before the second guy can gain his bearings, I take the syringe and stab it in him, kicking the first one hard, who falls on his back, groaning and trying to get up.

      The second guy is stronger. He manages to wrap his arm around my neck, squeezing it hard as I try to fight him off, while he mumbles into my neck, “Stupid girl!” I want to fire another bullet but don’t want to injure myself or my friends.

      So without thinking much, I lean forward, and then with all my might, I hit him with the back of my head, and he groans as I spin around, punching him in the face.

      Despite the slight dizziness, I step back, breathing heavily while the man falls, joining his friend. They stare up at the ceiling, not moving a muscle, and I know the poison has started to work.

      This particular one makes you motionless, poisoning your insides until they just shut down, and you feel all the pain.

      Maybe I should feel remorse, but right now, with adrenaline pumping through my blood, desperately trying to survive this madness, I do not care.

      It’s either my life or theirs.

      “Oh my God!” Jesse shouts, and I glare at her.

      “Quiet! We need to get out before someone else shows.”

      I grab a new gun, tossing the old one away, and take an extra one, giving it to Jesse, who just blinks.

      “No way! I’m not touching this!” She sighs under my prolonged stare. “I don’t want to kill anyone.”

      “Me neither, so shoot only if you absolutely have to.” I look behind her as William struggles to stand up straight, limping a bit and heavily leaning on George, who seems stronger, yet I see sweat mixing with blood on his forehead that tells me all this weighs a ton on them. “Can you two walk?”

      William breathes heavily, and they share a look before hanging their heads. “No, darling. I think we will hold you back.”

      I glance at the two men who will probably die soon if we don’t come up with another plan. “Do you know the code to this place?” They both nod. “If we lock you up, will you be safe?”

      “Rush made it a bunker as well, so unless the island goes underwater… we will be safe here.”

      Oh, how tempting it is to just lock myself up with them and let destiny decide what to do with the assholes upstairs. However, I don’t have such luxury.

      I need to save Dad and Rush before Jade has his victory.

      “Okay, then you’ll stay here.” I ponder on this while their eyes widen. “How can I get help?”

      “Rush has a phone in his office. If you press the button on the side, he will get a notification, and the mansion will go on lockdown with cameras scanning for intruders. Whoever isn’t in the databases will be shot.”

      What in the hell?

      He must read the disbelief on my face, as he elaborates, “Your face is in it. So if you manage to do it, we will be safe. Jade keeps the majority of his guards outside, so you’ll just have to handle him.”

      “Will Rush be able to get in?”

      “Yes.”

      As great as this plan sounds, if my father is on his way here, then he will be in danger.

      “Okay. I have to go.” I check my guns, my insides screaming at me that I have lost my mind with all this because God knows how many more people I’ll have to kill or injure.

      The men in my life left me no choice, though!

      “Jesse, you will stay with them.” I point under the table. “There is a first aid kit underneath there.” I shift my focus to Lavender, who seems terrified, and I know why. For whatever reason, basements scare her, and she doesn’t handle them well. “You can come with me.”

      “What?” George exclaims. “She cannot, absolutely not.” He steps forward but then sways backward, Jesse catching him in time. “Loud sounds and everything else—”

      “I’ll be fine,” Lavender snaps and then grabs another gun. “Let’s go.” While everyone is surprised, I’m not, and she shrugs. “I had to pretend to be crazy. Jade wanted to marry me once I turned eighteen.” A beat passes. “He thought we were in love and destined to be together because I was my mom’s spitting image.”

      “Dear God,” William mutters, gulping for breath, but we have no time for this.

      We have to act super-fast now.

      “What’s the code?”

      “Seventy-five, fifty-six.”

      “The new code will be mirroring these numbers. You can inform whoever comes to the rescue.”

      We quickly go up the stairs, and I peek through the door, noticing an empty hallway, although voices can be heard in the distance.

      Motioning for Lavender to go out, I close the door and dial the code and then reprogram it, locking them in.

      Once that’s done, we start to move in the direction of the office but then jump to the side when a guard goes to the living room, dragging a maid with him, who struggles in his hold. “Oh come on, sunshine. Give me a little kiss. Be a good girl.”

      “Don’t touch me!” she screams while more laughter joins in, and Lavender visibly shakes, her hold on the gun tightening, and then she goes straight to the living room, firing at him.

      “Damn it!” I hiss, seeing her shooting him right in the groin, and he yells out, covering his bleeding dick, while the maid tries to keep her dress on.

      Footsteps can be heard in the distance, coming from where the office is. “Did you hear that?”

      “As if someone fired a gun, right?”

      “Check that fucking thing,” Jade snaps, and my stomach flips because he must have known about the mansion’s functions, so he’s occupying the office.

      Considering I don’t know how he prepared for this takeover, we cannot risk going straight into the demon’s den.

      Loud footsteps rock off the walls, and I whisper to Lavender, “Outside!” We have a better chance to hide somewhere out there until Rush arrives. He has to come at some point, right?

      We run with all our might to the main door, guards hot on our heels, and I inhale the fresh air into my lungs, my sneakers slapping against the concrete, when Lavender screams, “To the greenhouse! There’s a secret passage!”

      Thunder booms in the air, darkness almost settling over the island, while my lungs squeeze so hard, they beg me to stop and gulp for breath. Yet I push myself harder as bullets fly around us, the guards chasing us, our survival depending on how fast we can outrun them.

      We are almost halfway there when Jade’s men start to come from every side, creating a circle around us and trapping us right in the middle.

      I raise my gun at them, shooting at a few, but they evade the bullets, and then just an empty click follows, and one of them laughs. “Looks like you ran out of ammo.”

      Lavender is breathing heavily next to me, fear piercing into me among them all, since now they can do whatever they want with us, and I won’t be able to fight them off.

      The one who spoke up listens to something from the comm in his ear, and then he throws it away, excitement flashing in his eyes. “Jade said you need to be taught a lesson. Whoever wants to fuck you, they can.” He looks at Lavender then. “Someone take her to Jade. He has other plans for her.”

      One of the men walks up to us, gripping her elbows, but I punch him, which is not well-received as I’m slapped across the face.

      And then I get a blow to my stomach—so harsh and swift I fall on my knees, while Lavender screams, “No!” The man pulls her in the direction of the house, and although my head is spinning, I dig my fingers into the ground, trying to get up.

      The earlier man catches my ponytail and tilts my head back, tugging on it so hard tears form in my eyes while he grins. “Looks like someone lost.”

      My entire body weeps in exhaustion, and yet I prepare myself for another battle, ready to fight tooth and nail for them to not put their hands on me, when a whistling sound echoes in the space.

      Then someone shouts, “Fire!”

      That’s when I see orange-blue flames mingling together, sliding over the perimeter in perfect symmetry, in a line as if someone made an artform out of it, lighting up everything in its wake.

      “Have you ever wondered how your uncle Arson got his name?”

      Rush’s words pop in my head as men try to run away, but the fire burning brightly is followed by several things dropping on the ground, the small bottles rolling along the perimeter, emitting a smoky haze that almost blocks our view around us.

      “What the hell?” The man pulls me backward, my knees scraping the ground as I hit at his hand, wanting to escape his hold. Yet it’s very firm, even though he watches the chaos around us in stunned silence.

      The various men cry out as someone shoots at them, the bodies dropping rapidly. Others’ throats are sliced, and I gag when their blood spills on the grass.

      Panic envelops me whole while I desperately think about ways to escape and finally manage to elbow the man in the groin. He hisses in pain, and I search through the smoke for Rush’s sister. “Lavender!” I call for her, blindly moving around and finally getting up on my shaky legs while more bodies drop, their cries of terror oddly bringing me pleasure.

      Fuck all of them. I have zero compassion.

      “Lavender!”

      That’s when I see the man pushing her to the ground, trying to force himself on her, and I rush to her while burning flames surround us, the air so hot my clothes plaster to my body.

      If the fire doesn’t stop soon, it will burn everything, us included.

      Lavender kicks the man away, scooting to me while we wait for another attack, and then we turn to the fire as more bodies approach, the smoky haze slowly disappearing around us.

      The two men flick their guns, pointing at us and gritting out through their teeth, “Follow us inside the house. Now!”

      I open my mouth, ready to send him to hell while internally dying from despair, not knowing how to get away from this freaking fire and these people, when more men rush from the mansion toward us, firing bullets blindly, it seems, but suddenly they all fall to the ground, and that’s when my gaze moves upward.

      On the roof, there are two people who hold sniper rifles, and the minute a red dot settles on a person, one shoots them dead.

      They are too far away for me to recognize them while the fire grows even more rapidly, the men abandoning us and running to their buddies, saving their asses.

      I cough from the smoke, watching in fascination as all these monsters face losses without much victory, curious who came to our rescue.

      We move farther from the line of fire, while Jade’s men continue to pour out of the house. How many arrived on this island?

      And that’s when the haze completely disappears, and a gasp slips past my lips.

      Because in a single line, ten men walk in sync through the fire, shooting and killing whoever is in their way.

      They are wearing all black, and a man runs toward them, Uncle Callum grabbing him by the throat and squeezing so hard as he casually puts a cigarette in his mouth.

      Uncle Santiago pours gasoline on him, I assume, and then they throw him toward the fire, grinning when he screams.

      Uncle Arson flips the lighter in his hand and lights Uncle Callum’s cigarette before dropping it on the pile of not-quite-dead bodies, and they continue to kill anyone who so much as blinks toward them.

      Mercilessly. Skillfully. Without an ounce of emotion on their faces.

      All my uncles, the men I grew up with, who showed me nothing but love, came to the rescue, showing their true selves to me for the first time.

      Family comes first.

      That’s the motto we’ve always lived by.

      “Who is that?” Lavender whispers into my ear, clenching my hand. “Who are these people?”

      I whisper the words that bring relief and joy, even if the sight of them doing all this would have horrified me just days ago. “My family. That’s my family.”

      That’s when I realize the snipers on the roof are Uncle Micaden and Aunt Amalia. They were always the best shooters during our trainings.

      “Get away from the line of fire!” Uncle Arson orders us, “Now, Aileen!”

      I nod and push Lavender toward the greenhouse because right now, it’s the safest place.

      Once that’s all done, we can come back for the people in the mansion.

      However, as Lavender rushes to the greenhouse without looking back, I halt my movements and swipe my gaze over all the gore happening right now.

      Among all the beloved faces… I don’t see the one that matters the most.

      Dad is nowhere in sight, and my heart drops at this because it can only mean one thing.

      He would go straight for Rush, thinking he’s in the castle, and end up in Jade’s trap.

      Without stopping to think about my actions, I dart in a different direction, ready to go back inside the castle as my family takes care of all these assholes.

      However, right as I’m moving to the back door, away from everyone’s vision, a strong arm grabs me, and someone places his hand over my mouth, trapping my scream. “I caught the prize,” Jade sneers.

      Oh, no.

      It seems no matter how many times I escape his clutches, fate brings me right back.

      The monster has me now.

      But the only thing I can think of is the two men I love the most and what they will do to each other once they meet.

      Because I won’t survive either of their deaths.
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        “Your name is Aileen Scott.

        Always remember that.

        No matter what happens… you will survive.

        Because my blood runs through your veins.”

        Lachlan

      

      

      Rush

      “Fuck!” Rafael mutters as we speed toward the castle, smoke coming from it while it must burn from the inside. “Fire.”

      Judging by his tone, the fire along with thunder booming reminds him of the night everything went to hell in our lives, and maybe he’s even having flashbacks.

      While I despise fire, right now it brings me relief because it means the dark protégés are here, and they will take care of whatever shit happened inside.

      I don’t care about any damages as long as my family survives this—and Jade fucking dies, but only at my hand.

      In fact, his death will be long and painful, so prolonged it might take me years to kill him as he sits in a cage and begs for mercy that no one will grant him.

      For the crimes he has committed, even this punishment will not be enough.

      I’m about to accelerate even more, when I see a dark figure standing by the gates, swinging something in his hands back and forth.

      By his posture and aura alone that charges the air with his presence, I know who he is.

      And what he has come to collect.

      “Oh shit,” Rafael mutters as I stop the car, the seat belt the only thing saving him from hitting his head, and he innately gets out. “I’m going to talk to him.”

      “No.” I get out, and our eyes meet over the roof of the car while thousands of emotions play on his face, from anger to pleading for me to stay out of what he considers a dangerous situation. “It’s between me and him.” I throw a second gun at him. “Help everyone inside. Make sure Lavender is safe. George and William too.” I don’t ask him to watch over Aileen because Lachlan wouldn’t be standing here awaiting me if his daughter were in danger.

      Despite all this, Rafael addresses him. “I’m on my brother’s side. Always.” After this announcement, he races inside the castle he hasn’t stepped foot in for almost three decades.

      As I forbade him from entering it once we got our island back. And doesn’t that make me an even bigger asshole?

      A lifetime might not be long enough to mend our relationship. And that would be if I had a life to speak of.

      Closing the car door, I go to Lachlan, who draws something on the ground with what I recognize now are two swords inside scabbards.

      These must be the expensive ones, the sharpest steel blades one could find in the world.

      The thunder shakes the sky so hard it almost hurts my ears while little droplets of rain start to fall on us, and finally, he looks at me.

      And I straighten under the pure disappointment and rage in his blue eyes. “I will take your crown,” he repeats the words I threw his way more than a decade ago in a video. “You dreamed about dethroning me, while you can’t even take care of your own kingdom.” He motions with his head toward the burning mansion. “Is this your victory, Rush?”

      “Lachlan.” For the first time, I’m ready to talk to him, to listen to him, and to discuss what happened.

      Or rather, I understand who the enemy is now, but at the same time, I know I crossed a line when I took Aileen.

      Lachlan doesn’t forgive, forget, nor give second chances.

      If you cross a line… you’re dead to him, and right now, for him, I’m a walking corpse.

      Besides, him not being guilty of the crimes I accused him of doesn’t make me clean by default.

      “Silence!” he orders, fully turning to face me. “You know the truth now.”

      “I have more questions than anything else.” Part of me, the vicious and hungry-for-vengeance side, understands that the only reason I’m so willing to believe—without any real proof—in what Rafael implied is because I don’t want to kill Lachlan.

      For the death of a king would mean forever giving up on the princess, and I cannot do that.

      I’m too afraid of facing him. My hesitation comes from the fact that I will hurt him, and that will be unforgivable in Aileen’s eyes as well.

      “Lachlan—”

      “No.” Lightning graces the sky, brightening up his face that promises me no mercy. “You’ve had twelve years.” He must guess my train of thought. “I’ve given you twelve years to doubt his words, to come to me and ask me what happened.” Although his voice stays even, I don’t miss the traces of such fury it’s a wonder it doesn’t kill me. “I raised you.” His bitter laughter pulls at the strings of consciousness I thought I’d lost. “And this is how you repaid me? By kidnapping my child?” Disgust crosses his face. “With this, you proved you’re definitely his nephew. Because I raised you better than that.”

      Shame fills me at his words, but I hold my head up, even though right at this moment, I’m no longer a man on the path of revenge.

      I’m a man who stands in front of his mentor, knowing all my actions brought me to this moment from which there is no going back.

      “Until my or your death, right? Those were the last words you spoke to me when you sent your last message all those years ago.” He grins. “Well, Rush, your wish is finally granted.” All these years, I’ve wondered why he gave me so many opportunities to strike and never really came after me. I was always aloof, expecting him to change his mind swiftly and stop playing games in order to catch me.

      I forgot one crucial thing.

      Lachlan fights fair with those he deems worthy of it, and I was worthy of it until I did something he thought I’d never do.

      He throws one of the swords my way, and I catch it easily while simultaneously snatching the gun from the back of my jeans and throwing it away.

      We both take out the swords from our scabbards and stand in position. “May the stronger one win,” he says right before he strikes forward, and the blades clack against each other as thunder booms in the air, followed by the rain pouring down on us.

      We jump away from each other while circling one another before our arms swing forward again, the steel clanging several times, with him glancing my skin and drawing blood.

      Despite him aiming for the kill, I’m trying to keep this fight level until I can talk some sense into him. “He had photos. Proof. And you never wanted to talk about the past. Always controlling me, my actions. Were harder on me than anyone else,” I shout through the rain and lunge toward him, managing to nick his shoulder, but he quickly dips backward and blocks my blow. “You taught me to believe what I see and never what emotions dictate to me.”

      “Yes. And you turned all my knowledge into a weapon!”

      The ground becomes slippery around us, and I pull back when he pushes his sword to my stomach but quickly turn to the right, making him pierce the air while rebuffing his weapon as we jump away from each other once again. “My child. Aileen had nothing to do with this. I was there, never hiding from your rage, but you took her!”

      Clack. Clack. Clack.

      A groan stills inside me when he stabs his sword into my thigh, the pain zipping through my leg, but I manage to stab him in the shoulder at the same time.

      He steps back while our swords continue to strike each other; however, with his mood, I won’t be playing nice much longer.

      Wanting to be kind to the father of the woman you want is one thing, but acting like a coward while facing him?

      Whole different story.

      “Well, I learned from the best.” Clack. Clack. Clack. “Isn’t that what you did to your wife?”

      If it were anyone else, I’d take their shit about me losing my honor all of a sudden when I went after the daughter in order to punish the father.

      But Lachlan?

      He has no fucking moral ground to stand on here!

      Circling the perimeter, while intensely watching each other through the rain that intensifies and soaks us from head to toe, he replies furiously, “Don’t you dare talk about my wife.”

      “Why? Make you feel guilty? If it helps, I’ve been way kinder to your daughter than you were to Valencia. Didn’t keep her locked in my dungeon!”

      He roars, tossing the sword to his other hand while maneuvering to the right, and his steel pierces my side, not deep enough to cause any significant damage, but the pain freezes me a little, which gives him an opportunity to deliver a kick to my injured leg.

      I stumble backward, falling on one knee, the mud splashing in different directions while I remove my wet hair from my face and quickly get up.

      “You were supposed to be the heir because I thought you had what it takes to be the leader.”

      My brows rise in surprise despite the situation while we both breathe heavily, pacing around and studying the opponent as my mind swirls with his admission.

      He planned to give his empire and legacy to me? Not to Arson?

      Although none of the elite ever showed the desire to continue the legacy, especially considering they hid it so well from their children.

      “I raised you as a murderer, yes. Because I wanted to make sure you would be able to handle him once he showed up.” His laughter sends shame through my system along with anger for the despicable lies Jade spat my way. I might have never been respectful toward him or spent time in his company more than necessary, but because of him, I became a fool blinded by revenge.

      Worse.

      I turned my back on the man who gave me a family when my own gave up on me.

      Simply put, the list of my sins grows the longer I think about them, which doesn’t help me right now at all.

      “My mother! She died! Do you understand that?” Twisting the sword a few times, I lean on my right leg and then lunge after him, once again just nicking his neck while we fight one another.

      He might have all the experience and muscles, but he taught me how to handle swords. I know all his moves before he makes them, while I sharpened my skills over the years.

      Not to mention, I’m younger.

      I could win this, but I don’t want the victory if he is innocent.

      “Yes. I understand. But you didn’t come to me, and you know why? Because I made a mistake.” We step back from each other, breathing heavily while we stare at one another. “I made a mistake when I believed you can be cured. You cannot!” He points at me with the sword. “At the first opportunity, you chose darkness and soaked in it, turning your back on us all. A heart filled with hatred seeks only pain, never resting because peace hurts them too much.”

      “I’m like every one of your students.”

      He shakes his head. “No. I gave you a chance time and time again through all these years because you didn’t fully lose your head. Until you killed an innocent, I gave you a chance to find something more than hate to hold on to. But you haven’t.”

      “I’ve never killed an innocent,” I snarl at him, despising his implication as if I’m some kind of a demon.

      My code might be different from his, but I still have one.

      “You kidnapped Aileen. The minute you took her, you knew you signed your own death warrant.” He squeezes the handle, and the rain stops as abruptly as it has started. “I’ve never killed one of my own. This shall be another burden that I’ll have to carry.” He shakes his head at me, and for a second, I see remorse in his gaze, but not at the idea of ending my life.

      No, he probably feels remorse for the boy I once was, who grew up into an ungrateful fucker who brought pain not only to him but his wife.

      “I didn’t treat her like a prisoner, nor was she kept in a dungeon.”

      He lifts his sword again. “Should that make me feel better? No one touches my family. Look at this,” he bellows while various screams ring in the air as the men continue to drop like dead flies. “You brought her to hell and let the darkness touch her. I would never forgive anyone for doing that!” He comes after me again, this time bruising my side, but I’m done being nice.

      I deliver a blow to his gut with my elbow and then another to his back, the sword almost slipping from his grip when I push back against it, blocking any hit coming my way. “You changed. I can change.”

      He sways to the side a little and winces, gulping for breath, the only bit of weakness he allows me to see. “Love changes us. Hate cannot change anything. It just drives us insane until no rational thought exists. And you can never be trusted.” I still at this. “You switch sides so swiftly you can never be part of a pack. You’ve been a loner, and you’ll always stay a loner. You cannot control your impulses, so sooner or later, you will commit a true crime in our eyes. I will never be able to live with myself if it happens.”

      “Aileen changed me. I’d never do that to her.”

      He pauses at my admission that shocks even me, but that’s the truth.

      I’m hotheaded, but I’d never do anything to jeopardize my chance with her, if she gives me one.

      “You fucker!” he bellows, getting my meaning at once, and then knocks me down, our swords falling away as he delivers hit after hit to me. “My daughter! You bastard!”

      I hurt him too but mostly just block all this while he gets his fill. “I didn’t force her!”

      This information only enrages him more as we engage in a fight, and I finally kick him away. We scoot backward, and then our gazes land on the two swords lying right between us.

      At the same time, we reach for them, getting up and pressing the tip of our swords to each other’s throat, specifically where the artery is located.

      If either of us just pushes forward or we move our hands, it’s game over for the other.

      The instincts I’ve relied on since being abandoned on this island always urge me to save myself no matter what destiny throws my way.

      I had to survive because I had a purpose and a vow to fulfill.

      The vicious part of me, the villain, craves to just end his life right now and put a stop to all this. As then darkness will fully have its claim on me while madness would consume my mind.

      However, there must be a prince living inside me as well, as he calls my name and asks me to do something I have never ever done in my life.

      Surrender.

      For if I don’t and hurt Lachlan, I shall have my victory… but I will destroy the princess.

      Between me and her father, the choice is so easy and yet so unbearable.

      People are liars. How can they see love as something amazing, when in truth it’s a feeling that tears your heart away and gives it to someone else?

      Staring straight into Lachlan’s eyes, I lower my sword—to his disbelief—and then drop it on the wet ground.

      The sun beaming through the dark clouds serves almost as a goodbye, the afterlife awaiting me, since I have only seconds to live.

      “Why?” he asks, and I smile.

      “Because she loves you. I could never hurt her like that.”

      Before he can react to my words, Lavender flies out of the gates and screams, “He has Aileen, Rush!” as tears stream down her cheeks. “He got her and drove away!”

      No!

      The madman who ruined my life has the one thing that matters most to me?

      Rage consumes me while rational thinking slowly slips away, and the only thought in my mind is of killing the bastard.

      The emotions are so strong I don’t know how to deal with them, and I roar, and that’s when Lachlan grabs me by the shirt and hits me hard. “Think. Think, where did he take her?” He shakes me, finally snapping me out of my red haze, and I focus on him while seeing an emotion I thought he was incapable of.

      Fear.

      All the locations pop in my mind one after another of where he could have possibly taken her, and then a conversation from a long time ago comes up.

      That’s when it becomes clear to me where he has her, and it only adds to the insanity sliding through my veins.

      The waterfall.
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        “In order for the villain to win, he has to do three things.

        Steal the princess.

        Destroy the kingdom.

        And dethrone the king.

        Unless the king stops him or a brave knight shows up to save the day.

        No matter the outcome, though…

        One of them dies.

        It’s inevitable.”

        Aileen

      

      

      Aileen

      I still the cry of pain ready to emerge from my throat when Jade throws me on the ground, my head still pounding from his earlier blow to my head with a rock.

      The blood drips from my forehead to my nose and lips, the bitter taste hitting my tongue while everything hurts.

      After he forcefully pushed me inside his car, he hit me, knocking me unconscious, probably so I wouldn’t scream.

      I woke up just minutes ago, my eyes widening in fear and confusion as he brought us to the waterfall, except from a different side, and right to the top.

      Several more feet and I’d be among the slippery rocks, just inches away from the cliff, to fall down the waterfall and die.

      “Everything was perfect. Just according to my plan. I waited and waited for Rush to finally make a move and snatch you from Lachlan. My patience should’ve been rewarded, but instead, you ruined everything!” He kicks me in the stomach, the air hitching in my throat while pain travels through my entire system. “You should have cried! He should have hurt you. And then Rush should have killed Lachlan!” Another kick pushes me to the water, my hands slapping against the rocks while it splashes around me. “Now, once again, I’ve lost to Joaquin and Lachlan!” He yells the last part, dragging his long sword over the ground while I blink in confusion.

      Did he somehow merge his twin and his nephew in his head?

      “Well, life doesn’t always go according to plan,” I manage to croak, which makes him put the tip of the sword dangerously close to my face, as if warning me.

      Logically, I know I should prolong my time with him as much as I can, stalling him, and engage him in a conversation about sparing my life until some help arrives.

      But I’m so exhausted numbness threatens to push to the surface, and my sheer will alone grounds me in the present, ordering me to stay focused on survival.

      “Maybe I should leave some scars on this pretty face, so even during your funeral—should your body ever be found—your family will see my signature on you.”

      Swallowing past the bile in my throat, I finally find the strength to play yet another game on this island. “Your brother. He was not kind to you.” I barely manage to keep the disgust from my tone, since I can’t imagine anyone willingly being kind to him. “He didn’t understand you.” The sword heading my way pauses midway at the abrupt change of subject, and I raise my eyes to him, seeing surprise on his features. “He was too selfish.”

      “Yes. Always the heir. The best at everything. Our father valued accomplishments above anything else. Joaquin didn’t even have to try. He was naturally gifted at everything.” He paces to the side while I hectically search for some weapon, like a heavy rock or something, while shifting a little to the left, giving myself more space in case he decides to drag me to the edge of the waterfall.

      The water cascading down hums soundly as wind slams into me, the coldness popping goose bumps on my skin while dark clouds still occupy the sky.

      It must have rained here, and droplets still lightly fall on the ocean, which only depresses me more.

      Because if the rain came and went during all this time, how far away did he take me?

      And more importantly, will Rush and Dad have time to get here?

      I shake my head from the desperation and concentrate on positive thoughts, as hope is the only thing keeping me alive right now.

      “I wasn’t bad but not the best. So Daddy dearest never noticed me much. It was me who had to watch my twin be praised every day. Me who had to live with the knowledge that all our fortune would belong to him. Me who had to accept everyone’s love toward him, and him believing he was above everyone else,” he snarls the last part. “And I took it all.”

      “Until you couldn’t?”

      The magnitude of his resentment was strong, yet I don’t think he was a psychopath at birth or showed violent tendencies. He participated in evil through third parties, never dirtying his hands in blood except when it came to Rush’s mother. These are more the qualities of a man who never had power and craved to get it no matter the cost.

      Something, though, triggered him into turning to the dark side, the one that eats away the soul and leaves nothing but hollowness inside.

      The side from which there is no way back.

      “We went to different colleges. He studied in Boston, while I chose Los Angeles. It was finally heaven on earth. All the attention belonged to me, and I was actually liked just for being me, without my twin’s shadow constantly hovering over my head.”

      I freeze when he puts the blade under my chin and lifts it so I look at him.

      “That’s where I met her. My Olivia.” He swings his sword back and forth, while I spot a rock nearby and subtly shift farther to the left as he gazes into the distance, as if in a trance. “Beautiful. Young. Naïve. She went there on a scholarship and was the softest soul you could have ever met.”

      “She sounds like a lovely person,” I mutter, shifting a little bit again.

      “Yes, she was everything pure and always smiled in my company. We were friends, and I loved watching her read or paint. I was about to ask her on a date, when Joaquin showed up.”

      Oh no.

      Olivia was the trigger that sent a deadly shot to his psyche.

      “He had some bullshit tickets for a cruise, inviting me to go, and that’s when they saw each other. By the look in her eyes, I knew I lost her. She too picked him over me.” Anger coats his voice while he stabs the sword into the ground, pressing hard while I move to the side again, wincing when splashes of water bring his attention back on me, and he frowns. “Stay put,” he orders, placing the sword at my stomach, the sharp tip nipping my skin.

      Fear swirls around me, but I push out, “She hurt you.” Licking my dry lips, I add, “Betrayed you.”

      “Yes. She proved to be just like everyone else. Wanting the better version of this face.” He motions at himself. “They got married shortly after and had those stupid boys who look exactly like him.” He spits on the ground. “Hated them since they took their first breaths. Several times arranged for them to be kidnapped, but their father guarded them like a hawk, so it was impossible.” Sadistic laughter erupts from him.

      “I won anyway. His wife and kids ended up with me. Using the funds from all my trafficking rings was the highlight of my life. I was a king there.” The smile drops from his mouth, and he glides the sword up to my collarbone. “And the only thorn in my side was Lachlan and his crew.” He huffs in annoyance. “Monsters who think they have a heart just because they help those in need. Entitled fuckers, and yet they won every single time!”

      Go, fam.

      I hide the smile threatening to appear and instead frown.

      “After the fire, I hoped Rush died and gave this island to a friend. Since according to paperwork, Joaquin was still alive, I could do whatever.” Darkness settles on him, and the energy around us changes to absolute cold, indicating his swift change in mood. “The little fucker survived, though, and Lachlan got his hands on him. Left me no choice but to die as his father and come back as the uncle. Otherwise, he wouldn’t listen to me. I had to wait once again and then finally got my chance.”

      He chuckles. “My plan became even better. Quite poetic, isn’t it? A boy who Lachlan saved and raised, used to kill him? It would have proven once and for all that there is no goodness in the likes of them, who can’t be fucking cured or controlled with all his teachings.”

      “Everyone knows the truth now,” I whisper, clearing my throat. “They know you are at fault. Your plan failed.”

      I expect him to burst out in anger, so I move subtly once again, leaning on my hands as if breathing heavily while covering a rock with my palm, squeezing it, waiting for the perfect moment to strike.

      “I’d say I won.” I frown, and he elaborates, “Rush fell in love with you, and now I’ve got you. You’re their weakness, and that’s how I’m going to end them.”

      So I’m a weapon to be used against them? If they haven’t killed each other back at the mansion, then he expects them to come to the rescue, and then plans to… what?

      The light bulb in my head turns on, horror filling my every bone. “You want to kill me in front of them?”

      That’s why he brought me to the waterfall, isn’t it?

      “Oh, yes. Especially here. Where my brother married his wife and fucked her for the first time.” I hold back the desire to vomit right after these disgusting words, while counting to ten inside because I need to escape him now. “Because that’s the place where Rush and Rafael were conceived.”

      Madness, pure madness and evilness that should never walk this earth, for it brings nothing but destruction and pain to those around them.

      “Even if you kill me, they won’t let you live.”

      He clicks his tongue and dismisses my words. “They’d be too busy killing each other or stuck in grief to pay any attention to me. I’d get my Lavender, the spitting image of Olivia, sans the fucking eyes, and live the life my brother denied me.” He grins. “I’ll be a king on this island, with a side business. With a queen by my side.”

      He’s completely delusional. Revenge consumed him to a point it distorted his reality, so he believes all this bullshit.

      “There is just one thing,” I say in a low voice, barely above a whisper, and his brow furrows. “There is just one thing,” I repeat in the same pitch again, and although annoyance flashes on his face, he comes closer, leaning toward me to hear me better. “I have no intention of dying.”

      With this, I deliver the blow to his head with the rock, his scream echoing in the space as I get up and try to get away.

      I manage to take only a few steps before he wraps his arm around my shoulders, pressing me to his chest, while I do my best to rip it away.

      “Fucking little bitch!” he hisses in my ear, the blade coming up and resting on my throat.

      One little move and he will slice it open.

      That’s when we hear heavy footsteps running on the grass, and in a second, Rush and Dad burst out of the forest, both bruised and with blood on their clothes.

      And both horrified at the view in front of them.

      My soul weeps at the sight of my dad, and I say, “Daddy!” In this moment, I become a little girl once again, who could always count on her father to save her.

      “Stay back!” Jade orders, stepping backward, and my stomach flips because we are going to the edge of the waterfall. “One move and I will kill her.”

      A muscle twitches in my dad’s cheek, and he settles his loving gaze on me while Rush tightens his hold on the gun, caressing me with his eyes as if begging me to hold on.

      In all my wild dreams, I never expected this kind of culmination to their conflict, them on one side trying to save my life, while a madman has me hostage on the other.

      “She isn’t the one you want,” Rush speaks up, his tone even, although I know he is terrified for me. “Lachlan and me, we were always your targets, right?”

      Jade takes another step, pulling me with him, and the blade glances my skin, making me wince, which doesn’t go unnoticed by the men who love me.

      “Let her go, Jade.” His grip on me tightens after Dad’s next words. “She’s like Olivia. Collateral damage in a game that men played.”

      “She was supposed to survive all this! I just wanted to kill the boys and make you believe we died!” he shouts, breathing heavily while hugging me, and I hate all this. I barely control erupting into hysterics. “You were constantly on the hunt for me. I couldn’t live like this. And I knew she contacted you! Scott family always meddling in my plans. First, my business and queen, then Lavender, and now my revenge!”

      Dad stays silent, although I don’t miss how he assess the situation, and then he shares a long look with Rush.

      They must come to a mutual agreement because they give each other an almost invisible nod and then zero their attention on Jade again.

      Slowly, Rush and Dad lower their guns to the ground, not taking their eyes off us. “Let Aileen go, and have a go at us.”

      “You think I’d believe in your surrender?” Jade drags us backward, and I gasp when we stand right on the edge, the water slapping us on my calves while I make the mistake of glancing down.

      Nothing but big and sharp rocks await me there, and I have zero chance of surviving this. “Rush,” I call his name, and he clenches his jaw, while Dad closes his eyes for a second because with Rush’s name alone, I basically confessed to him my feelings for the man.

      They step in the water, and then to my astonishment and internal protest, Dad basically gives him cart blanche to hurt him. “I destroyed all your warehouses. Your entire business. Took away and in this saved your nephews. Snatched Lavender from right under your nose. Kill me, Jade, and end this war of ours by claiming your victory.”

      Rush meanwhile comes closer to us, while Jade seems to be astonished by my father in such a position. The blade lowers a bit, and Rush takes a step forward, only to halt when the piece of shit yells, “Don’t play your psychological games on me!” He taps my chest, hives threatening to break out on my skin at his touch. “Her death. This shall be my victory.”

      My surprised cry rings in the air when he pushes me toward the cliff, making me fall, and I go over the edge… when a strong hand grabs my wrist, pain shooting through my entire system. I think it fractured my arm as I dangle over the cliff, with Rush’s death grip on me.

      “Oh my God!” I whisper, catching his hand with my other one. “Rush!” I see my dad and Jade fighting above as he lunges after him, and they tumble to the water. “Rush!” I say his name again as he slowly pulls me up, and it must cost him a lot of strength.

      “Hold on, Aileen. I won’t let you fall,” he promises me, lifting me higher, but then the flow intensifies, making him slip, and I drop back down with a loud yelp.

      The wind whooshes over me, swaying me to the side, and Rush grips me harder, scooting backward and pulling me again. My arm hurts so bad I bite my lip to not scream in pain.

      Finally, bit by bit, he manages to get me to the top, my arms wrapping around him while he scoots us back, his arms locking around me. “You’re safe,” he whispers, kissing me on the neck and cheek and then pressing his lips to mine. “You’re safe!”

      I tighten my hold on him, the adrenaline rush and joy from being rescued overshadowing the throb in my arm. And that’s when Dad stabs Jade in the groin, his scream bringing pleasure to me, and after kissing Rush one more time, I get up.

      “Daddy!” I run toward him, and he turns around, enveloping me in a hug so strong the air hitches in my lungs while his familiar scent calms me down for the first time in what seems like forever.

      “My princess,” he says, squeezing me even tighter while I can almost feel his smile. “You’re safe.”

      I want to laugh, but then I feel something sticky and warm on my chest, and that’s when my father steps away from me, and a horrified gasp slips past my lips.

      He has a wound in his stomach, soaking his black sweater in blood. “Dad!”

      He places his hand on the wound. “It’s all right, princess. Just a scratch.” Even though he says this, he starts to cough up blood, and his knees shake before he drops to them.

      “Dad!”

      “Lachlan!”

      He falls on his back, and my hands tremble while I assess the wound, rolling up his sweater and pressing on it, wanting to stop the bleeding, but my actions don’t do anything.

      I’m in shock.

      No, no, no.

      Why is there so much blood?

      “Aileen.” I ignore him, tears forming in my eyes at the deep wound that just pours and pours blood while his pulse becomes weaker.

      “We need to get you to the hospital.”

      Rush drops next to me while I hear people running before my uncles join us, shocked expressions on their faces.

      “Someone help me! We need to stop the bleeding!” I shout, pressing on it harder, and that’s when Dad tugs on my hair until I meet his eyes.

      “Aileen.” His blood-smeared hand touches my cheek while he gently pats my hand. “It’s not your fault.”

      “Daddy, please stop talking.”

      I don’t want to listen to whatever he wants to say right now. He should save his strength.

      “It’s not your fault. Do you understand that?” Then he cups my cheeks and smiles at me, coughing up more blood, while everyone does absolutely nothing.

      Why are they just standing there!

      “Not your fault, princess,” he says to me, and sadness fills his gaze while he swallows hard, his eyes rolling back, and his head lulls to the side while his hand drops to the ground.

      “No!”

      A scream echoes in the air, terrified and agonized, and it takes me a second to realize it tore away from my throat while I shake my dad. “Daddy! No!” I look at the men who all just watch him, and I shout at them, “Why are you just standing there? Do something!” I order them and then put my ear to his chest, not hearing a heartbeat.

      Sitting up, I start to do compressions on his heart, the wound still oozing blood, and Rush grabs my shoulders. “Aileen!”

      “Get away from me!” I warn him and continue my actions, waiting for him to come back to life. “Dad, please.”

      My feet tremble as I get on the ice, wanting to stand up straight, and almost face-plant on the ice, when my father catches my hood and keeps me steady. “Thank you, Daddy!” I grin at him and then sigh in resignation. “I think it was a bad idea to come here.” I glance at all the kids having fun on the ice, gliding so easily while chasing each other, and without thinking, I lean on his leg. “I can’t do it.”

      Dad wraps his hand around mine, and we slowly start to skate. “You just need a little practice. And I’m here.”

      Happiness rushes over me, and I grin at him. “Yes, you are!” Daddy is the best; he even took a day off just to come to the ice rink with me. “But you won’t always be free, Daddy.” Especially next week, when it’s Ellie’s birthday, and she wants to celebrate it here. One of the reasons I wanted to practice.

      Everyone finds it funny that I’m a dancer but can’t skate at all.

      “No,” he agrees with me and then winks. “I promise you, though. Whenever I’m gone, you’ll be ready to do everything on your own.”

      “I’m not ready, Dad!” I whisper and continue to do compressions, all while silently begging my father to wake up. “Please, Dad!”

      I fall on his chest, sobs shaking me while I cry my soul out because my father’s heart stays deaf to my pleas and efforts, the silence around me announcing the truth that’s too hurtful to comprehend.

      My dad is gone.
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        “I always thought love required sacrifices.

        How wrong I was.

        Because love requires only one thing.

        Courage.”

        Aileen

      

      

      Three months later

      

      Aileen

      Sliding the terrace door open, I step outside and hiss at the blasting wind whooshing over my form. Billowing my hair back while coldness settles over me, it breaks goose bumps on my skin.

      Thunder shakes the sky as dark clouds gather together, threatening to send pouring rain to the ground and showcase the autumn season in its full glory, announcing chaos to the outside world.

      The chaos that matches the storm in my soul, tearing it in two as different desires and needs course through it, one darker than the other yet with no solution in sight.

      Because somehow without my consent and knowledge, I ended up being a damsel in distress where two men decided my fate for me.

      And in this became collateral damage no one saw coming.

      As soft music rings in the air, I notice my mother standing right in the middle of the garden, her silky black gown plastering against her thin body as she sways slightly to the classical piano notes, wrapped in a wool scarf as her hair flies in different directions. She pays no attention to it, but then again, my mother hasn’t paid attention to a lot of things lately.

      Thunder grumbles once again, the lightning before it making the birds chirp soundly and fly high up, ready to escape the storm that would be merciless to whoever stands in its path.

      After all, nature can be ruthless too, right? But it can also be compassionate, grieving right along with you and showing you support in ways you never anticipate, letting you find solace in her arms and temporary reprieve from unbearable anguish.

      It rained on that night as well.

      My heart pangs painfully, shattering inside me all over again, and I look up at the sky, closing my eyes as memories assault me, piercing into me like sharp knives and leaving scars behind that won’t ever heal.

      Memories that remind me more of a never-ending nightmare.

      Pouring rain cascades over me, soaking me to the bone. I walk barefoot to my house as if in a trance, barely focusing on anything while my uncles follow behind me.

      The massive oak double doors open up wide, and my mom shouts, “Aileen!” She runs toward me, not caring about the rain destroying her white suit and dirt smearing her high heels. They move over the concrete, sending pebbles from under her feet flying.

      And each step stabs into my soul harder and harder because with each one, she comes closer to me and the truth that will change her life.

      My lungs squeeze inside my chest, cutting off my oxygen supply, and I stop midway, wrapping my hand around my throat and gulping for breath that doesn’t come no matter how much I try.

      My mother reaches me in four more strides and hugs me tight, her vanilla and lavender scent penetrating my nostrils and easing the panic consuming me, letting me finally take a deep breath.

      Only to exhale it heavily while she murmurs, “Thank God!” She leans back and palms my head, kissing me on the forehead and my cheeks. “My baby is back. Are you all right?” She looks me over, touching my shoulders and arms. “Thank God, you’re home!” she exclaims again, embracing me hard once more and rocking me in her arms, inviting me to find the peace I always associate only with her.

      For the first time in my life, though, her arms hurt me because the pain shaking me from the inside out threatens to destroy me.

      How does a child tell her mother that her father is…?

      I scrunch my eyes, my hands fisting on her back, while tears stream down my cheeks and a sob slips past my throat, which makes Mom freeze. “It’s okay, baby girl. No one will hurt you now. You’re home.” The tears continue, and through my blurry vision, I see Aunt Callista and Aunt Giselle slowly walking to us. By the expressions on their faces, it’s clear they know the truth and came here to support my mother. “My baby girl!” Mom murmurs, kissing my hair and rubbing my back. “I was so worried. Oh, I never want to experience this feeling again.” She rubs her palm over my arm. “You’re cold. We need to get you inside.” She steps back and says, “Why aren’t you wearing a jacket?”

      Instead of answering her, I move farther away while she looks behind me, her brows furrowing, and she removes the wet hair from her face. The lightning flashes in the sky, brightening everything around us for a second before darkness takes its place again. “Lachlan?” She calls my father’s name, and the now-familiar feeling of someone grabbing me by the throat envelops me, my heartbeat speeding up. “Where is Lachlan?”

      “Mom,” I whisper, gulping for air once again and swallowing back my sob while more tears fall. “Mommy.”

      “Lachlan! She’s freezing. Where the hell are—”

      “Mom!”

      She finally focuses on me, studying my expression for several seconds, and stills, shaking her head as if she refuses to believe it. “Lachlan!” she shouts again, this time panic and confusion lacing her tone while she slips off her heels. “Lachlan!”

      I start crying in this moment, sobs shaking my entire system. “Uncle Arson?” Even though I begged them all to give me a chance to break the news to her, I can’t.

      He hears the plea in my voice and comes toward us. “Valencia,” he addresses my mom. “Valencia.”

      “Where is Lachlan, Arson? It’s raining.” She extends her hand to me as if wanting to give me her comfort, but then she takes it back, looking at Uncle Arson again. “Where is Lachlan?”

      They hold each other’s stare, and he splays his palm open, where my father’s platinum wedding ring glistens in the night.

      Mom steps back, wrapping her fingers around a sapphire neckless with three hearts that Dad gifted her when they adopted Levi. It was always a representation of our love for her. “I don’t understand,” she says, although by the notes ringing in her tone, I know she does. “He told me he’d be back. He’s always back.”

      “Valencia.”

      She shakes her head. “No. He always comes home. He promised me he’d be back. Is this a joke?” she asks and inhales deeply. “Oh God.”

      “Valencia.”

      “Stop repeating my name!” she screams at Uncle Arson, tears filling her eyes while she takes another step backward, her body trembling. “Stop it.” She clenches and unclenches her fists. “Where is Lachlan?”

      Silence greets her question as we all stare at her, sobs suffocating me, and I fall to my knees, crying so hard my throat and lungs hurt.

      Although any physical pain is just an echo of the one tearing me open on the inside, burying my soul under grief and guilt so heavy I wonder if it’s possible to die from it.

      Only, my death wouldn’t change a thing, would it?

      Sometimes, we cannot atone for our mistakes, as some consequences are irreversible.

      “Aileen!” Mom yells, and I cover my ears with my hands, avoiding looking at her because it means putting an end to the hope she still harbors in her soul.

      Even though she must know what happened, my father would have never allowed her such distress if he was here.

      “I’m sorry,” I whisper, jerking when thunder echoes louder than the previous few, and the rain intensifies, my knees dipping into the ground while fresh water mixes with my salty tears. “I’m so sorry, Mom.”

      Seconds trickle by, and then she grabs my shoulders, her nails digging into my skin, and our gazes clash. She searches my face for something, and she must read confirmation on it because devastation crosses her features. She bites hard on her lower lip, drawing blood, yet nothing else escapes her.

      Her grip becomes almost painful on me as she gathers herself and gets up, urging me to follow after her. “Get up.” She drags me upward forcefully, and I sway a little, my toes curling into the ground. “You’ll catch a cold.” She takes off her jacket and throws it over my shoulders, the wet cloth making zero difference, but I don’t dare to say it out loud. “You need to go home now, sweetie.”

      “Valencia—”

      Her splayed palm stops whatever else Aunt Callista wants to say behind her, and she repeats, “You need to go home now.” With this, she walks straight ahead, moving toward her glass studio that allows us to see everything going on inside.

      “Mom.” I take a step to her, confused and hurt at her reaction, but Uncle Arson pulls me back.

      Silently, we all watch her reach a place she calls a sanctuary, where she has spent countless time with my father, and she enters it, closing the door with a loud click.

      She presses her back against the door, her chest raising and falling while second pass by around us and finally she slides down the wood on the floor. She hides her face between her knees and her body shakes from the sobs, her long hair blanketing her from our view.

      And even though it’s impossible, I can almost hear her gentle and so full of love heart irrevocably shatter into tiny little pieces that will never glue back together.

      Mom’s voice startles me, snapping me out my thoughts and bringing me back to the present. “Being an autumn baby doesn’t save you from getting sick, you know?” she teases, turning off the music but still staying in her spot, probably contemplating if she wants to hang outside some more.

      In the past three months, my mom did her best to not stay inside the house because according to her, even walls have the power to suffocate you, as they hold so many memories.

      I point at my clothes—jeans and a sweater along with sneakers. “I’m warm enough.” Then I smile at the maid, who joins me on the terrace, holding a tray with two steaming cups and a cake. “Thank you.” She places it on the small round table we have here, which is made out of the finest dark oak, along with four wicker chairs.

      She beams at me. “You’re welcome. Levi is still sleeping. Should I wake him up?”

      My stomach flips at the mention of my brother, who came home from college straight away months ago and hasn’t left, deciding to take the semester off in order to be with us. And in this, he gave up on his professional athlete career for good because no one waits for anyone in sports.

      Another sin to add to the never-ending pile weighing on my conscience.

      “No need. It’s still early.” Especially for him, while during the day he handles all the business stuff with Uncle Arson, going over various assets… at night, he parties hard only God knows where.

      I guess each one of us grieves our losses differently.

      “Mom!” She looks over her shoulder at me, playing another piece of classical music that gets on my nerves, as now the sound is permanently associated with the hardest time of my life. “Let’s have some tea!”

      She nods, wraps her scarf tighter around her form, and walks slowly toward me, enjoying the wind whooshing over her as leaves crunch under her shoes. “The weather is amazing. Fresh and warm with a tad of cold breeze. Perfect for a ballet workout.” She smiles at me, giving me a light peck on the cheek before sitting on the chair, and I do the same.

      “Yes.” I slide the cake toward her, and she wiggles her nose, probably ready to refuse it. “It’s your favorite. The cook baked it just for you and said his heart would be broken if you don’t have a piece.” My voice hitches on the last word, sliding my gaze over her form and studying it under a critical eye.

      Her collarbone is more prominent, the dress seems a little bigger on her already slender form, and although the dark circles under her eyes are less visible now, they are still there, speaking of the turbulent time just past.

      She didn’t eat well at all during the first month after my kidnapping, which resulted in her fainting from exhaustion, and doctors had to forcefully push food into her. Since then, we always make sure she eats at least something, or else she forgets.

      Mom hides her grief well—or rather does her best for us not to touch it, always wearing smiles or a stoic expression for us and staying kind to her core.

      “My pain is my own and should not affect the kids. Lachlan wouldn’t have wanted that. I have to be strong. When you’re a mother, you don’t have the privilege to be weak.”

      Her words spoken to Aunt Callista play in my mind a lot, especially during our frequent evening dinners, where she always asks us about our day and encourages us to not stay all holed-up in the house.

      “Well, I can’t turn down chocolate cake.” She picks up her fork and digs it into the cake before putting it in her mouth. “It’s good.” She munches on it, although by the little wince, I know she isn’t hungry.

      Wrapping my hands around the steaming mug, I raise it to my mouth and welcome the warm liquid in my throat, hating the silence falling around us because we have nothing else to talk about.

      After years of a great relationship with Mom, all we discuss is either weather, food, or some general news, as if we are two strangers being forced to interact with each other.

      Maybe because there is some truth to this statement, as guilt consumes me whenever I’m in her presence. At the same time, though, I cannot leave her.

      I’d feel better if she scolded me or shouted at me… did something to blame me, but she’s never once harshly spoken to me.

      Not once, even after Uncle Arson told her the entire truth when she demanded to know what really happened on that island.

      “The music is nice.” I tiptoe into another common topic. “Brings back all the memories from my childhood.”

      Mom takes another forkful of cake and then washes it away with her tea before pressing the mug to her cheek, looking at me strangely. “Yes. It played when your father kidnapped me from the studio I used to work at.”

      I choke on my tea, coughing loudly, and tear some tissues out of the nearby box, wiping my mouth and gaping at her in shock.

      Out of all the things she could have said, I never expected to hear something like this.

      “He brought me to our house and locked me in his dungeon.” She grins and winks at me. “Back then, it was scarier than it is now. I made some changes to it.” A gentle laugh slips past her lips, warming me up. “And then he proceeded to be very cruel… and hot.”

      Too scared to continue this topic and yet unable to stop myself from asking questions, I put my mug on the table. “Why did he do that?”

      My father worshiped the ground my mother walked on. I never saw him be anything but gentle to her. So imagining the things she just mentioned seems almost unreal.

      “He wanted revenge. Sounds familiar, doesn’t it?”

      I freeze at this, holding her stare before lowering mine and clasping my hands together.

      We never spoke about Rush.

      I raise my face to the wind, allowing it to slap me in the face, hoping the discomfort grounds me in the present and doesn’t make me think about…

      About a man who abandoned me so easily, even though he claimed me.

      A man who treated my body as his personal and most beloved instrument, playing the strings so masterfully he could emit any sound… only to forget about me the minute he knew his revenge was misplaced and disappeared from my life as if he never happened.

      Except the imprints he left on my soul burn anew every single day, driving me insane and building anger within me that continues to grow.

      How typical of a man, isn’t it?

      They pursue you relentlessly until you give in to their advances and then change their mind in the blink of an eye by dumping you with a broken heart.

      Familiar self-loathing swipes over me along with shame as I long for a man who did unspeakable things to my family. I should hate him, and yet every cell in my body wishes to see him and run into his arms, wondering if they have the power to scare away the dark clouds permanently hovering above me.

      “Not really,” I finally reply, and my mom’s brows rise. “Dad didn’t try to kill your father, did he?” Whatever Dad’s reasons for revenge were, they couldn’t be so catastrophic; otherwise, Mom wouldn’t have stayed with him.

      I almost jump up on my seat when my mom’s laughter echoes through the space, its melodic sound washing over me while her tea spills a little on the ground. “Oh, my darling. There is so much you don’t know.” She must read the confusion on my face because she elaborates, “Your father was never a saint, and based on what I heard, Rush was way softer with you than Lachlan ever was with me.” My jaw drops at this, and she leans forward, closing it for me. “I always said I fell in love with a monster.”

      “But… but… you mean Dad actually killed…?”

      I can’t even fathom such a notion! Granted, I’ve never heard anything about my mom’s dad—her stepfather filled the shoes as our grandfather, but still.

      What in the hell happened in my parents’ past anyway, and why did we never ask them how they met?

      She cups my cheek, rubbing her thumb over my skin, and sighs heavily. “Someday, I’ll tell you everything, but not today.”

      “Mom, seriously? My curiosity will kill me indeed.”

      “Well, I need to keep the suspense going.” We share a laugh that eases the tension a bit, but then it pierces into me once again when the smile disappears from her mouth. “Rush. Is this his real name?”

      “As far as I know.” I grab the mug once again, taking a large sip. “It suits him.”

      My fingers drum on the porcelain, needing to do something so all the flashbacks won’t come back at me, and I do my best to avoid thinking about him.

      I fail miserably on most days, especially at night, when my body craves him so much it aches.

      “As children, we read fairy tales about brave princes who would come and sweep us off our feet.”

      I blink at the abrupt change of subject.

      “We are taught that we should just wait, and they will arrive, saving us from whatever enemy we have. We just have to be patient.” She glances back at the horizon. “Then we grow up and realize that no one is perfect and life consists of choices we all made, making us responsible for our own happiness.” She looks at me, drilling her stare into me. “And then we fall in love, and it becomes even more messy.”

      “There are perfect love stories.”

      “Yes, love stories with imperfect people.”

      My heart squeezes inside my chest because I know where she’s leading with all this. She’s too compassionate to be anything else but supportive. Maybe she thinks this will free me from my guilt. “Mom, I spent mere days with him. He kidnapped me. What do I even know about relationships?” Although all these things are logical, I despise myself for summing up our entire relationship to just this, as if nothing that happened on the island really mattered.

      “Funny thing about a heart? It doesn’t give a damn about right or wrong, good or evil, a prince or a villain.” She places her hand over mine on my mug. “Just the emotions this person inspires within us.”

      “Well, I doubt confusion, anger, and hatred count as love.”

      “Are these really the emotions you feel? Or do you think you have to feel that, out of obligation to me and your father?”

      My palms sweat, my heartbeat speeds up, the bile rises in my throat while my father’s blood-smeared body pops into my mind, and I squeeze the mug so hard I’m surprised it doesn’t crack. “His revenge hurt our family, Mom. How can I feel anything else?” I wipe away a single tear sliding down my cheek. “Dad—”

      “In this world, I know better than anyone what it’s like to love a man everyone warns you to stay away from. And they were right.” She raises my chin so our gazes connect. “They don’t change. Darkness saved them, so they’ll never turn their backs on it. However, they do cherish with everything in them the women they love.”

      “Mom—”

      “Do you love him?”

      Oh my God.

      How do I answer that?

      I should say of course not, that any infatuation I had with him was wrong and died the minute my dad’s heart stopped beating.

      Only that would be a lie, and I can’t lie to my mom anymore, not when she reads me so well. “Yes. I’m sorry,” I whisper. “I can’t control it.”

      “Well, you’re my daughter after all. We are very stubborn when it comes to the bad boys.”

      “It doesn’t matter anyway. He left me.” I say this to reassure her that he won’t ever show up in our life again, but at the same time, the truth stabs me right into my soul.

      God, can I be any more dramatic?

      “If you believe that, then he must have really been nice to you.” My brows furrow at her cryptic and amused reply, as if she knows more about this than I do, but before I can dwell on it, she changes topics once again. At this point, Mom might give me whiplash! “What are your plans for tonight?”

      “Nothing. Just reading a book.” I moved all my classes to next semester as well, so I don’t do much besides mope around the house all day long. “Why? Do you want to do something?”

      “Have you checked the date?”

      What?

      And then it hits me.

      Our friendship anniversary with the girls!

      I groan inwardly at how cold I’ve been to them all this time. They surrounded me with love and understanding, visiting us constantly. I couldn’t tell them all the truth, though, not back then, with my wounds so fresh, and they finally got the hint because they stopped showing up.

      That being said, I promised them that the yearly tradition would be happening. “I forgot about it,” I confess and put the mug aside, covering my face with my hands. “Ugh!”

      “Elena dropped by earlier this week and asked for permission to celebrate it at the Dungeon.” Dad’s restaurant? The one everyone sought to enter, but we were never allowed to, due to the shows? The place doesn’t really have an age limit, but it was always an unspoken rule that you have to be at least eighteen to be let in. “I found the idea wonderful.” We both get up as she grabs my shoulder and her mouth curves into a smile while mischief plays in her eyes. “So have fun. I already bought the dress and the cake for tonight. All you need to do is take a shower.”

      “Mom, thank you, but I can’t go.” Celebrating it at a quiet dinner at Elena’s place in New York would be one thing. But actually going out and enjoying the evening?

      I don’t deserve it, not yet!

      Mom palms my head, her thumbs running over my cheeks, and her voice drops a few notches, indicating she is dead serious and won’t change her mind. “You will go and have fun. My daughter will not be a prisoner in her own home.”

      “Dad—”

      “Dad agrees with her.”

      We turn our heads to Dad as he steps on the terrace, his suit jacket flapping backward while his white shirt has several buttons open.

      His blond hair billows a little while his sapphire eyes scan me from head to toe, and he cocks his head to the side. “At eighteen, you shouldn’t spend so much time with us.” He leans on his silver cane that was once just a weapon for him but now necessary to move freely, his hand pressing lightly on his stomach as he winces a little.

      And as always in the last months, seeing him walking and talking warms my heart. “Dad,” I say, going to him and gently hugging him, breathing in his scent that calms me in ways nothing else can.

      A scent I thought I’d never be able to smell again, his strong arms enveloping me in an embrace, grounding me in reality so I don’t think all this is a fragment of my imagination.

      On the island, Uncle Arson and Octavius managed to get his heart beating again while wrapping up his wound. The chances of Dad surviving were almost null, and the only reason they even tried was because I was hysterical and relentless. Rafael’s helicopter took us to the nearest hospital, where they rushed him into surgery right away, but once again the doctor warned us to be prepared for the worst.

      Dad lost so much blood, and they even gave him a transfusion with mine. The surgery lasted more than fifteen hours, while we were going crazy in the waiting room.

      I refused to call my mom without knowing the final verdict.

      The doctor finally came out; however, he didn’t have the best news for us. Dad’s heart was weak, they didn’t know the full extent of brain damage, and he ended up in a coma. He lost a kidney and needed one more surgery to fix a broken bone in his leg, and they didn’t think he would survive it. They advised us to say our goodbyes, and that’s why we finally went home to see Mom.

      Because there was almost no hope left.

      After Mom calmed down, she ripped us all a new one for being so cryptic and making her think he was dead.

      She rushed to the hospital and spent all her time there, agreeing to the surgery for his leg despite doctor’s orders. While we slowly lost hope with each passing day, Uncle Arson preparing Levi and me to take over the empire, Mom believed he would make it. I don’t think I understood how much my parents loved each other until he woke up from the coma a month later, and the first word he spoke was Mom’s name.

      We transferred Dad closer to home, where he went through extensive physical therapy, learning to do a lot of things anew, but his leg never fully healed.

      At least for now.

      We asked him to take it easier, but he didn’t listen, and he’s gone back to work already.

      “I informed the staff about you tonight. You will get the best treatment and the VIP lounge. You’ll even get to watch the show—but no alcohol.” Dad’s voice pulls me back to the conversation at hand, away from the painful and uncertain times in the recent past. “Have fun and take a lot of pictures.”

      I muster up a smile for him as his palm glides up and down my back. I love my dad for wanting me to be happy, but at the same time, I dread the time I’ll have to act all cheerful and excited, when in fact I feel anything but.

      “Maybe. I just love you both so much!” I say, and he gives me a crooked smile. “I thought we’d play some chess.”

      “I think we’ve played enough.” He kisses me on the forehead and lets me go while my mom hooks her arm through his. “I invited a beautiful woman on a date tonight.” He motions with his head toward Mom, who laughs. “Do you think she’ll agree?”

      I tap on my lips, the knots in my stomach easing at seeing them both alive and happy. “Depends. Where will you take her?”

      “To Paris.”

      We both gasp, although it shouldn’t be surprising. We even have a house there, and Mom loves France.

      She slaps him lightly on the chest. “Lachlan, have you lost your mind? You can’t travel! Remember what the doctor said?” His hold on her tightens, and he rests his forehead against hers as they silently communicate. “Oh!” Some kind of realization flashes on her face, and my brows furrow. “What a great idea! How long will we be gone?”

      “We’ll be back in a week.”

      As romantic as it sounds, maybe my parents should circle back to the doctor’s orders? “Dad, are you sure?” I look between them. “I mean, your health—”

      “Aileen.”

      I straighten up at his stern voice.

      “We are the parents, and you’re the kid. Stop worrying about me and live your life.”

      Right.

      Easier said than done. He didn’t have his hands smeared with his father’s blood or watch his mother slowly die on the inside as weeks passed by without him waking up!

      Not words I can shout at them, though, so I swallow back my anger and nod, kissing them both lightly on the cheek before strolling to my room, ready to participate tonight and have “fun.”

      Hopefully then, everyone will stop telling me how to be happy.

      Because how can you be happy with a broken heart?

      

      Rush

      Wrapping my hand around the coffee mug, and despite hating the drink, I take a greedy sip, welcoming the bitter taste on my tongue along with the hotness of the liquid filling my mouth.

      The temporary sting, for a fraction of a second, blankets the inferno reigning over my soul, the fire destroying everything in its wake inside me and blocking Aileen’s face in my mind.

      The beloved face of a woman the monster inside me craves to the point of insanity, and only the sheer will that helped me survive all those years ago stops me from going after her and kidnapping her to my island all over again.

      Where I can leave marks of ownership all over her flawless skin as her ocean eyes fill with so much desire it erases all my scars anew.

      My Beauty, who suffered enough at my hand and deserves to be free of the villains roaming this earth.

      Let alone a man who corrupted her mind so much he made her believe she loved and desired him.

      However, obsessions for the likes of me are sacred, and even if I stay away… I do not stop watching every breath she takes.

      Various cameras installed in her home record her, creating thousands of videos on my computer that allow me to feel closer to her, while revulsion pollutes my mind, reminding me that this borders on madness and should be forbidden.

      My eyes take in each of her actions, never hearing her melodic voice soothing the beast existing within me. Instead, they’re just moving pictures of her finding solace in her castle and as she dances, healing in her own way despite the occasional tears streaming down her face.

      Probably memories of me inspire them, and that’s why she cannot sleep properly at night, waking up every few hours in sweat-drenched pajamas.

      I’m the cause of all her nightmares from now on, and that knowledge makes me roar in despair.

      My hold on the mug tightens, the thing cracking in my palm, and spills hot liquid on my skin, yet I pay no attention to this pain because it cannot compare to the one residing in the heart I thought I no longer possessed.

      I cannot atone for my sins, and as such I have no right to my Beauty, who should have never been smeared in my darkness.

      I was a blind fool, though, who believed a despicable man instead of doing my research, and no apologies will make up for all the hurt I caused her and her family.

      Not to mention her father almost died, and I suck air through my teeth, remembering her helplessly struggling for breath in the forest when Lachlan’s heart stopped beating.

      And how she looked at me in that moment, complete hatred aimed my way, almost destroying me, because I knew she had a right.

      If it weren’t for me, she and her family would have never been hurt in the first place.

      The broken ceramic digs into my skin, drawing blood, and as I throw it away, it hits the wall, splashing brown sludge all over it.

      Everything inside me screams to go to her, wrap her in my arms, and never let go, begging for forgiveness and promising her love and eternal devotion.

      If she just gave me a chance… took a gamble on a man who knew no kindness yet is willing to do and be anything she might ever need, then I’d never, ever hurt her like that again.

      But the decent part of me, the one that was once a prince, would never let me do it.

      For once, I’m going to be selfless and put the needs of another person above me.

      That’s what love is, right?

      Maybe that’s why first love has its less-than-stellar reputation, the description itself coated in darkness and hopelessness destined for doom and heartache. All the poets writing those sad-as-fuck poems in truth wanted to warn us all to never fall for that trap.

      Humans, though, never listen to warnings, and I’m no exception to this rule.

      Although just thinking about never meeting Aileen and experiencing the spectrum of emotions she inspires within me sends displeasure through my whole being.

      Pressing my elbow to the window and leaning on it, I gaze at the countless lights illuminating magnificent New York City, which once held all my affection, for its beauty and opportunities amazed me in ways nothing else could.

      Now, though?

      I live here—no, exist—for a hopeful glimpse of her in real life, trying to soak up her warmth just from being in the same city.

      Why do people fall in love, if love means such unbearable pain?

      “At this rate, we won’t have mugs left for you to destroy.” Rafael’s amused and annoying voice pulls me out of my thoughts, and I half-turn to him while he comes closer to me, clicking his tongue at the mess I’ve created. “You might want to wash that and put some antiseptic on it.” He points at the blood smearing my palm, probably leaving yet another scar on my skin, serving as a reminder of my outburst.

      Or anguish, depending on how one prefers to look at it.

      “I don’t care about that.” I give him the standard reply, focusing back on the view while internally wondering what the fuck I’m doing here in the first place.

      After Lachlan was rushed to the hospital, Rafael stayed behind on the island, helping to clean up our uncle’s mess, while I traveled with Aileen.

      My twin handled everything like the pro, while I was acting like a caged animal, roaring my displeasure at not being able to soothe my woman, who told me to go to hell whenever I tried to approach her.

      Ironically, her “uncles” didn’t say anything, just shook their heads whenever I came, already predicting their niece’s mood.

      I intended to beg for her forgiveness if needed and promise her my atonement.

      However, it all changed when Valencia showed up at the hospital. She walked through the hallways with lost eyes, despair written all over her features while reminding me of a ghost.

      And then as she was passing us all by on her way to Lachlan’s room, she flicked her gaze to me and paused.

      We stared at one another while everyone froze around us, fully prepared for her to either jump on me with her fists swinging or erupt into hysterics.

      She had done neither of those things.

      Instead, I saw no hatred in her eyes, just pain and hopelessness, before she resumed her walk.

      Then, it finally hit me.

      Lachlan and Valencia, when faced with impossible choices, always chose love instead of letting the darkness consume them. That’s what they taught their children as well.

      And me?

      I mocked this belief and shattered their world and their daughter with no care, just because of my self-righteous notion that they all owed me.

      So that’s why I decided—even though my possessive and obsessive nature rebelled against this decision—to leave her alone and not bother her anymore.

      Aileen deserved to be happy without me messing up her life.

      Princesses belong to the princes of this world, and us villains should accept this universal truth; otherwise, we are all destined to die in anguish, dreaming about things that were not meant to be.

      My bloody hand fists, and I slam it hard on the glass, the window shaking under me, and Rafael whistles. “Let’s not break the window, Rush, shall well?” He grabs my elbow and forcefully pulls me away from it while motioning with his head toward the couch. “Go sit down, and I will bring a first aid kit.”

      The thunder rumbles in, dark clouds pouring rain on the ground and slapping soundly against it, fitting my current mood.

      It was raining on the day I came to my brother’s penthouse, soaked from head to toe. I walked for hours in the city before my feet brought me here.

      He didn’t ask me any questions, just opened the door and stepped out of the way, letting me in, and gave me time to gather myself.

      Acquiring property in this city seemed pointless anyway, so instead, I transformed my twin’s penthouse into my stalking headquarters, filling it with the latest technology to give me the best footage of my princess, who wanted nothing to do with me.

      And yet my heart would belong to her forever, soaring just at the small glimpses of her.

      “Rush,” Rafael calls my name again and snaps me into moving from the window that opens up a panoramic view, to the nearby leather black couch. It’s as dull as the rest of this fucking place that on most days seems haunted by a ghost.

      And maybe it is.

      After all, without her, I’m nothing but a faceless and soulless creature destined to suffer in silence with no one seeing me because seeing me has deadly consequences for everyone.

      The blood drips on the spotless black marble floor as the huge TV hanging on the wall silently shows different news clips, when Rafael drops onto the table in front of me, wiggling his fingers and silently asking me to give him my hand.

      I do it and then wince when he pours antiseptic on it. While it isn’t deep, combined with all the other ones, it’s rather horrendous. “I would say you need to stop moping around like a little girl with her first crush, except…” Rafael trails off as he puts the bondage, wrapping it tightly around my palm. “That would be insulting to all the girls.”

      “Is that so?” I deadpan, and he lifts his brow. “Where is your wife?”

      “She has a show soon. She’s a prima after all.” He ties it up and then leans forward, wiping the blood off the floor.

      Since I cared very little about my surroundings, I’ve never asked Rafael about his wife, but their fights are spectacular to watch and the only entertainment in my good-for-nothing existence.

      Even though they moved out a long time ago to another penthouse, since they didn’t want to live with me and I can’t really blame them.

      A soft padding of feet makes us swing our heads to the right as Lavender enters the living room, wearing shorts and a T-shirt while her pink-colored hair billows a little due to the wind slipping through the open balcony door.

      She’s holding a book in her hand while she removes an earphone from her ear with the other and sighs. “Did you hurt yourself again?” she asks as she walks to the chair and drops into it with a loud huff. “You broke all the mugs,” she complains but then laughs a little as if finding it funny, and my heart flips inside my chest at the pure joy flashing on her face.

      I guess one good thing came from Rafael’s weird-as-fuck marriage. Phoenix King took Lavender under her wing, deciding to help her as much as she could, but she didn’t promise us anything.

      While it helped tremendously that Lavender was semi-sane and just pretended her outbursts in order to stay away from that piece of shit, she still lived in a prison of her own creation for a long while. Plus, she wouldn’t talk about Jade much, just reassured us that he never raped her.

      But it didn’t leave out the fact that he might have done something else since something led her to light herself up.

      If that fucker wasn’t dead already, I’d kill him all over again.

      So according to Phoenix, healing from this trauma might take years, and she might still never be “normal.”

      “Pink hair,” Rafael says. “I like it.” Although his tone implies otherwise, not that I can blame him. The color is horrible and does little to accentuate her beauty.

      She touches one of her locks, twirling it on her finger. “I don’t.” Well, that’s good news. “I’m going to try out purple next.”

      Since Lavender didn’t get the chance to experience her youth and twenties as she wanted, now she sort of relives it doing stuff she would have done at a younger age, testing our patience and boundaries.

      That behavior involves the slamming of doors when she doesn’t like something, loud screeches about life being unfair, preferring junk food over a good meal, and experimenting almost every day with her hair and nail polishes. She also shouts every so often that we can’t tell her what to do and that one day she’s going to leave us and never come back because we are strict monsters who are chauvinistic and some other descriptions.

      Also, the rock music blasting from the speakers adds to the whole ensemble.

      “You do you,” I tell her, leaning back on the couch, when Rafael gets up and goes to the bar located on the left, heavy with various expensive bottles of whiskey.

      As I found out, he doesn’t drink anything else. “How was your session with Phoenix today?”

      She arrived home an hour ago but stayed holed-up in her room, giving us the finger on the way there.

      “Boring and insightful.” I blink at this rather contradictory statement, and she elaborates, “We spoke about my scars.” She rubs her cheek, frowning. “If I want to get rid of them.”

      I share a look with Rafael as he pours alcohol in our tumblers and comes back to us, giving me one of the glasses, and he takes a large sip, awaiting for her to go on.

      We expected her to request plastic surgery right away, since she destroyed most of the mirrors first thing when she got here, according to Rafael.

      But she never did.

      “Do you want it?”

      She glances at my twin. “No.” She pats her cheek, and a crooked smile curves her mouth. “They remind me that I’m strong.” Silence falls on us after this, our anger and anguish polluting the air while my fingers curve into the leather, stopping myself from erupting in rage for what has been done to her.

      She shouldn’t have had to be strong, but that’s also something I cannot change.

      It seems I’m destined to disappoint the women in my life. Even Emmaline called me an unbearable asshole who should be locked up.

      Her exact words.

      “You’re pathetic,” Lavender addresses me and taps on her chin. “And you keep hurting yourself. Love shouldn’t hurt.”

      “Yeah? What makes you an expert?” The words are out of my mouth before I can stop them, but Rafael just rolls his eyes while Lavender grins wide.

      She usually gives him the cold shoulder on most days, still harboring a grudge against him for—in her mind—leaving her, but roasting me is something they both agree on.

      The fate of the oldest child—uniting your siblings.

      Truth be told, I’m surprised myself how we all handle living under the same roof without killing each other. There weren’t big confessions or a heart-to-heart. In fact, I think we always expect the other shoe to drop when it comes to each other, and yet we continue our weird-as-fuck arrangements.

      Or maybe we just don’t want to make Lavender choose, although her choice is quite obvious.

      George and William decided to take a much-needed vacation, while Jesse and Mark watch over the island, with a few townsfolk helping us restore the house.

      “Will you go after her?” She decides to ignore my question, and I do the same, sipping my drink. “I heard they came back to New York. Her friend Elena has a birthday.”

      She dishes out the information like I don’t already know about it and didn’t travel to France on my private jet to be close to her when she visited her grandfather’s grave with her mother and brother.

      “Good for her.” I finish my drink and put it on the table, where it rattles loudly. “That’s how an eighteen-year-old should live. Enjoying this life.”

      “I guess.” She looks at Rafael. “Did you enjoy your life back then?”

      A bitter laughter slips past his lips. “I did many things at eighteen, but trust me, joy had nothing to do with it.”

      Yeah, after closer examination into his past, I discovered things I wish I never read or saw.

      “I need to find friends. Maybe I should enroll in a dance class.” Then she hops on another subject again; we’re used to it. She can never focus on one topic at a time, and while there are some meds to help her with concentration, for now, Phoenix is against them. She says Lavender’s mind and body first need to adjust to her new reality, and then they could start prescribing stuff for her. “Emmaline told me she will take me shopping next week.”

      The penthouse elevator dings, the sound echoing through the space and announcing someone’s arrival.

      My twin’s wife must have cut her practice short.

      However, heavy footsteps thumping on the marble make me get up and grab Lavender’s elbow, forcefully pushing her upward and placing her behind me, ready to face whoever came here right now.

      “What in the hell?” my sister grumbles in time with the blue-haired man entering the hallway, his black attire only intensifying the danger emitting from him in spades.

      Arson.

      Of all the people I expected to see here, he wasn’t one of them.

      “We have guests, it seems.” Rafael shakes his glass. “Want to drink?”

      The steely eyes flick for a second to my twin and then focus back on me, giving complete indifference on his face so none of us can read his mood. One of his specialties. “I’d like to speak to Rush.” A beat passes. “Alone.”

      “Oh, you saved my life when you killed that guy,” Lavender says excitedly and walks up to him. “Thank you! I really appreciate that.” With this, she dances off, probably to her room, not even questioning his authority.

      “I’ll pretend I didn’t hear that.” Rafael chuckles while Arson lifts his brow, clearly expecting him to follow the order as well. “This is my territory, and I decide when to stay or leave. You don’t like my rules—you can get the fuck out of my penthouse.”

      A ghost of a smile flashes on Arson’s features, but it passes so quick I think I’ve imagined it, and he finally speaks up. “Fair enough.” Then he flips his coat backward before sitting on the chair Lavender occupied, resting his elbows on its arms.

      We follow suit as I throw out my question. “What are you doing here?”

      “It’s been three months.”

      I forgot you don’t ask Arson questions because he generally doesn’t give a fuck about them or conversations. He says what he wants, and that’s about it.

      “Do you intend to do anything about the mess you’ve created?” He twists the platinum watch on his wrist. “Or will you continue to mope around like the coward none of us raised you to be?”

      Rafael whistles and laughs, quickly taking a large sip from his glass when I send a deadly glare his way.

      “I fixed my mess. Aileen has her freedom without me in her life. All the assets I’ve stolen from Lachlan over the years, I gave them back and even returned the fucking property his wife loved so much. What else do you expect me to do?”

      Rafael called me an idiot when I signed over all the assets, not that it made any significant dent in my wealth. I still have billions in my account.

      But it was a gesture, damn it.

      He twists his watch once again. “Money and freedom. That’s what you’ve given her?” A beat passes. “She had those all along.”

      I grit my teeth. “I gave back everything I stole from Lachlan and stopped my revenge.”

      “Gave back what you stole.” He repeats my words, and annoyance zips through me at his calm tone that implies he finds the notion ridiculous. “So Aileen was a weapon you wanted to use, and when she no longer had a purpose, you gave her back?” He rubs his chin. “Interesting.”

      “Don’t twist my words,” I warn him, barely controlling myself from saying what I really think, still fucking confused about what he’s doing here anyway.

      While Lachlan stayed close with all the elites, Arson shares a special bond with him. He watched Aileen grow up, not to mentioned has a deep loyalty to her father.

      Why is he talking to the enemy?

      “Remember one of the first theoretical lessons we had during training?” he asks, and I furrow my brows, thinking about all the philosophical aspects the protégés drilled into us to keep us sane in our madness. “Cowards always have excuses for their actions, for they have no will to withstand the darkness and its call.”

      It’s the second time he called me a coward in the span of five minutes, and I’ve had it. “Atoning for your sins is not cowardice. It’s the right thing to do.” What is he implying anyway? Maybe if he wasn’t such a vague asshole, I’d have a better understanding of his motives for coming here.

      “And since when do we do the right thing?” He doesn’t wait for me to answer him, as he continues, “You kidnapped her, seduced her, and then made her fall in love with you.” He lists all my wrongdoings as the beast inside me roars in pleasure and hatred alike, for I thrive in the fact that all her firsts belong to me. But at the same time, I despise myself for stripping her choices from her. “And when her love no longer suited your narrative, you dumped her.”

      “Kinda makes you an asshole indeed, brother,” Rafael pitches in, but we both ignore him.

      “I did the right thing. My revenge to Lachlan should have never touched her, but I used her.”

      “So you kidnapped her because of your revenge… and then left her as an atonement to Lachlan?” He laughs. “Looks like no matter what happens, Aileen always ends up being collateral damage in your plans. What a pity.”

      Willing all my self-control into my fist for calmness I do not possess, I say, “No. I did it because I love her.”

      “Do you?”

      “Yes. Do you think I would have let her go if I didn’t? Do you think I don’t want to be selfish in my obsession and just take her away to my island so nothing and no one will matter to us?” The last line ends in a shout as I breathe heavily, squeezing my injured hand so hard the blood soaks the bandage and pain travels through my entire arm. “I love her.” I repeat the three words that seemed so pointless to me just a while ago, but now they represent a multitude of emotions. “And because of that, I let her go. A princess deserves better than me.”

      “Except she didn’t choose a prince. She chose you. Interesting, isn’t it?” Arson snatches out a lighter from his pocket and flips it through his fingers. “We’re so used to the darkness consuming us and soaking our souls in despicable cravings that we cannot imagine anyone willingly signing up to join us in it.” He flicks the lighter on, the orange-blue flames merging and creating a mesmerizing picture, holding his attention for several seconds. “For that’s our personal hell on earth, where pure creatures have no place. Their love doesn’t change us, and I think that’s one of the hardest lessons a human learns, isn’t it?”

      “Love cannot cure it all.” At least we agree on something.

      “No. It can’t. My wife chose me all those years ago, but if she hadn’t? I still wouldn’t have let her go. That’s the truth I have to live with every single day, as she looks at me with love and adoration in her eyes.” I stay silent at this, not really knowing how to react, since Arson never talks about his family. “Because losing her is not an option. I would go insane without her.”

      “Well, you didn’t try to kill her father, did you?” Why does he not understand my point of view? His girl came from a cult, and he saved her—in his dark and twisted way, but still. “And why are you here, trying to convince me to be with Aileen?” I half-expected him to kill me for all the mayhem I’ve caused.

      “Our families come first, always. They’re above any loyalty we have to each other.” He chuckles. “And what Aileen wants is you. She loves you. Lachlan might try to convince himself that it shall pass, but I know differently.”

      The idea of her love still being there for me soothes the dark edges inside me, although I have no right to feel this way or get relief from such knowledge. “Because I corrupted her mind.” And enjoyed every second of it at that.

      A dangerous glint lights up his eyes. “Careful, Rush. I don’t react well when someone questions the intelligence of my niece.”

      He takes out a red envelope from his jacket and throws it on the table. “This is an invitation to our club tonight. The girls will celebrate their anniversary there. Lachlan and Valencia are out of town, and I’m responsible for her safety. There are certain things I do not have to report. This is your final chance, Rush. Fix the mess, or I will personally burn you in my dungeon if we ever meet again. Because I do not have cowards in my family.” Dishing out his threat, he gets up, nods at Rafael—who salutes him with his drink—and walks off in the direction of the elevator.

      “Lachlan will never approve it.” I get up too. “Aileen will be hurt in the process.” Why doesn’t he see that?

      No matter what path I take, she ends up hurt in it. And the last thing I want to do is bring her more pain because her pain hurts me worse than my own.

      My words make him stop, and without turning around, he utters, “Then I guess you’ll have to choose what is stronger. Your guilt and loyalty toward a man who saved you, or your love for his daughter. You can’t have both.” With this, he steps into the elevator and disappears when the double doors close around him, taking him downstairs.

      Rafael whistles. “The man is intense.” He points at the envelope. “Are you going?”

      Picking up the invitation, I squeeze it hard as a war erupts inside me again, pulling me in different directions that have casualties in both of them.

      A true prince would never disturb the princess again. A good man would let her live in the castle until she meets someone worthy of her.

      But Villain Rush knows there is not a good-enough man out there for my woman.

      She belongs to me.

      Everything else be damned.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Does love have any rules?

        Or does it come like a powerful storm you cannot resist?”

        Aileen

      

      

      Aileen

      My heels click soundly on the perfectly polished floor of the luxurious building designed for the richest of the rich, located in the center of the city.

      The black marble glistens under the bright light of the crystal chandelier, reflecting there and falling on us, showing off the magnificent entrance of Elena’s residence in its full glory.

      From leather couches along with small tables full of various drinks and snacks to the wide reception area, where security guards scan the property, ready to take on whoever decides to disturb the peace here, one could mistake it for an expensive hotel. And they would only be half wrong. To buy an apartment here and then pay for all the maintenance costs a fortune.

      I huff in exasperation, holding the heavy cake box in my hands and mustering up a smile for the doorman greeting me. “Miss Aileen. Happy to see you again.”

      “Hey, Jack.”

      He rushes to the private elevators section and presses the button, announcing to me, “Miss Elena is already inside. Should we inform her of your arrival?” While generally they don’t let anyone up until they call the owners or they come downstairs, my best friend preapproved me in advance, giving me easy access for all my visits.

      “No.” I shake the box a little and wink at him. “It’s a surprise.”

      Or rather, a tradition.

      Ever since we became friends, Elena insisted on celebrating our anniversary as if we all promised each other eternal devotion.

      While Caroline and I found the idea ridiculous, we still shared her sentiments and indulged in her desire to find any excuse to throw a party.

      That’s what friendships are all about, right? Loving each other’s quirks and allowing each other to be our true selves without facing judgment or anyone trying to change us as they see fit.

      And lately, I haven’t been a great friend, ignoring all their calls and barely agreeing to see them.

      Mom is right, though; life moves us, and I should too. What’s the point in crying over a man who wrecked your world, then ran away like a coward?

      The elevator dings loudly, snapping me out of my thoughts, and I step inside while Jack presses on the P button, nodding at me. “Have fun, Miss Aileen. Should I order the cab for you all?”

      “No, thank you. My driver is here. Could you please offer him some tea?”

      “Will do, miss.” That’s all he manages to say before the elevator closes and moves upward while the smile slips from my lips, and I turn around to study my reflection in the mirror.

      A beautiful young woman stares back at me with what seem to be the saddest eyes on this planet, and I wonder how it’s possible to look so normal while your heart is shattered inside you, the scattered pieces floating around and scarring you even more.

      “I hate being so dramatic,” I mutter under my breath, shaking my head and willing myself to stay true to the promise I made.

      Forget Rush and everything that happened on the island.

      Who falls in love at eighteen anyway? Maybe I’m attached to him because he was my first… practically everything, and if I meet someone and then….

      Revulsion rushes through me at the thought of another man, and I groan, resting my forehead on the mirror and fogging it a bit while hating myself for this weakness.

      My body stays loyal to a man who abandoned me. How pathetic can a person get?

      The elevator reaches the penthouse, and the doors slide open, making me widen my mouth in a huge, fake-ass grin, which is so pointless, since my friends will quickly call my bluff.

      Nevertheless, I enter the hallway as cheerful as I get and walk to the living room, only to stop abruptly at the picture greeting me.

      Elena laughs, twirling around in her white dress as Pierre holds her fingers before pulling her toward him, their chests bumping, and he fists her hair, tilting her head back. “My love, you’re gorgeous.” And then he leans forward, connecting their mouths in a deep kiss as Elena moans, gripping his shirt and pressing herself harder against him.

      I close my eyes tightly, thinking for a second that maybe I’m hallucinating all this. But when I snap them open again, the view doesn’t change.

      In fact, my ex-boyfriend slides his hands under Elena’s ass and hikes her up, her legs wrapping around his waist, completely oblivious to my presence.

      Which means their passion and desire for one another keeps going strong.

      How does a person react when they find their ex sexing up their best friend?

      I’m too stunned to speak. The cake box falls to the floor, and the loud thud freezes them as they both glance in my direction.

      Elena tears her mouth away from Pierre. “Oh my God!” she screams, getting back on her feet while Pierre breathes heavily, his cheeks reddening, but I barely pay attention to him as Elena repeats, “Oh my God.” She adjusts her dress and darts to me, but I step back, which makes her pause. Tears fill her eyes, her voice trembling, and my heart pangs at seeing her distress. “This is not what it looks like.”

      A chuckle slips past my lips at such a cliché, and it’s hilarious, all things considered. They are acting as if I caught them cheating, while in fact I’ve been broken up with Pierre for more than five months. “Isn’t it?” I mutter, but my friend misses the teasing note in my tone and winces, hooking the strands of her hair behind her ear.

      “Aileen… this is not… I mean… we never did anything while you guys were together,” she promises, then groans, running her fingers through her hair. “I’ve been in love with him since we met him.”

      My brows furrow, and I whisper, “Oh, no.” Is that why she always acted weird in our company and rarely joined us if Pierre came to visit? She was nice to him and invited him to parties, but generally she preferred to not be with us during any outings.

      I know it hurt Pierre, who considered her a friend too, but now the picture is clear, and my hands are itching to hug Elena hard and apologize for this whole mess.

      However, my softly spoken words have a different effect on her, and she understands them wrong and clasps her hands together. “I never did anything, I swear. We made out for the first time on my birthday.” Guilt etches on her features, and that’s when Pierre comes closer to her, circling his arm around her waist, giving her his support. “We were so drunk, and he was so mad you kissed someone else. He couldn’t have cared less about me.”

      “That’s not true,” he says and then grabs her chin, turning her focus on him as he wipes away the tear sliding down her cheek. “I never touched you with Aileen in mind.” Anger coats his voice, and she gasps a little when his hold on her tightens. “Don’t ever think like that again.” Our gazes clash. “She’s mine, and you never were. If you want to be angry with someone, it needs to be me. I chased her and seduced her, not the other way around.”

      Well, it looks like Elena awakened Pierre’s possessive side. Who knew he even had one?

      “Stop it,” she mutters and then looks at me again. “Then we just sort of started dating, and you wouldn’t answer your phone. And your dad was in the hospital. There was just never the right time to tell you about us.”

      Before I can reply on all this shocking information—because honestly, how could I have been so blind to her crush that’s so obvious to me now, as the flashbacks of our past pop into my head one after another—Caroline’s voice pierces through the tension in the air. “I’m sleeping with Dante.” We look at her as she pads barefoot to the living room, wearing shorts and a T-shirt, her hair a mess while dark circles under eyes speak about her heartache and exhaustion.

      “With Uncle Dante?” Elena clarifies, blinking several times, and taps her chest. “My uncle. Dante? As in Dad’s brother?”

      Said uncle happens to be a financial genius who earned himself billions, but still, it didn’t save him from going to prison for a crime he didn’t commit. He got out a year ago, angrier than ever, and refused to speak to his brother, who didn’t save his ass back in the day. Technically Caroline is not related to him at all.

      A man who is ten years older than her, with scars marring his face and body, has anger issues to last him a lifetime, and who used to be the biggest whore back in the day. He vowed revenge on those who crossed him, and I know he won’t rest until he gets it.

      “Yes, with Uncle Dante,” Caroline says and then extends her hand to us with a white stick in it. “And I’m pregnant.”

      “You’re what?” Elena shouts at her. We haven’t even processed her forbidden romance, and she springs a pregnancy announcement on us? “What in the hell did you do, Caroline?”

      She ignores her sister’s outburst and instead says, “Around four weeks.”

      “And you decided to tell me just now because…?” Elena asks, disbelief written all over her face, but also fear. Considering Uncle Dante is not known to be nice or even civil on most days, her reaction is very valid. “How long has this been going on?”

      “Since your birthday. He attended it, remember?” She rubs her arms, sadness lacing her tone, and I wonder what this asshole did to hurt her this much. “We made out in my room.”

      “Right under your father’s nose, huh?” Pierre finally speaks up, only to get an angry glare from his girl.

      It seems Elena’s birthday was a significant evening for all of us because that was the first time I kissed my Rush too.

      Anguish spreads through my veins, sending prickles of hurt all over my system as thousands of memories appear in my head, each pulling at the strings of my soul.

      Pain I’ve hidden in my heart all this time because in my opinion I didn’t have the privilege nor the right to show it in my own house after what he did to my father.

      And yet right now, with my friends around spilling all their secrets, I cannot contain it all, and the truth just pours from me. “The man I kissed during your birthday party was someone who hated my dad and planned to kill him. He kidnapped me to his island, and I lost my virginity to him.” All three of my friends look at me with horror in their eyes, and their jaws drop. “I fell in love with a man who almost killed my father and still love him and wish to be with him. But for the first time in his life, he decided to be noble and dumped me.” I wipe away a tear cascading down my cheek. “I don’t think I’ll ever see him again.” Hollow laughter echoes through the space and it takes me a moment to realize it escaped my throat. “I hate him for giving up on me and hate myself for still wanting to be with him, even though I know my dad would never, ever approve.”

      Silence falls around us after our confessions, the wooden clock hanging on the wall ticking loudly while seconds trickle by without anyone saying anything.

      How can we, if we don’t understand our behavior anyway?

      Elena despised lies of any kind and never went behind people’s backs. Caroline laughed at any girl falling for an older guy, thinking their romances were doomed from the start. And me? Well… I was always the good girl who followed all the rules and never went against my parents’ wishes.

      I guess falling madly in love makes one break all the rules and change in ways they never anticipate.

      Love is a curse poisoning one’s mind until nothing sane remains, as only then can we freely follow our hearts without fearing the judgment and backlash of society.

      “Let’s focus on one problem at a time, shall we?” Pierre breaks the silence, always the peacemaker. “I love Elena. We’ve been dating for the past three months and practically live together. I’m crazy about her, and while I love you as a friend, she is my priority. Are you okay with us being together? Because if you’re not, this friendship won’t survive it.” Elena jerks in his arms, wanting to spin around and say something, but he doesn’t let her. “So what’s your answer?”

      “Of course I’m fine, and I’m so happy for you guys.”

      Elena sighs in relief, and Pierre just grins, winking at me and reminding me once again that he has always been a good guy. Yet I was never destined to fall for anyone good.

      “As long as you’re both happy, I’m happy. And I love you as a friend too.”

      He holds back Elena, who wants to rush to me and probably give me a hug. “It’s settled then.” He addresses Caroline, “Does Dante know about the baby?” She shakes her head. “You need to tell him. He deserves to know.” A beat passes, and she nods. “Do you love him?” She freezes, clearly refusing to answer, but her reaction is an answer itself. “Whatever you need, we will be here. And whenever you want to tell your parents, we will be there.”

      “Yep, I’ll fly to Houston with you,” I tell her, stepping around the cake and moving closer to her while Elena finally frees herself from Pierre’s arms.

      She takes Caroline’s hand while I take the other one as we create the familiar circle around us that we always made whenever one of us got into trouble. “We support you.” Elena runs her palm over her hair. “And we will face the backlash together.”

      “Dad will kill Dante once he finds out,” she deadpans and inhales deeply. “And Dante will kill anyone who stands in his way to get to me.”

      Elena laughs at that, rolling her eyes. “Let’s not be so dramatic.” Except I know how much truth these words hold.

      Once an obsessive and possessive man sets his eyes on you, literally nothing and no one will stop him, so if they try to keep Caroline away from him… he’ll probably burn the whole world.

      “And we’ll be the best aunts this kid has ever seen.” I poke her stomach, and a smile curves her lips despite the sadness still present in her gaze.

      “Dibs on being the godmother!” Elena exclaims, and then the sisters look at me, studying me. “You fell for a bad boy after all, huh?”

      “I guess it was inevitable.”

      “He really kidnaped you?”

      “Yes.”

      “And he is a bad guy… like a true bad guy?”

      “Yes.”

      “Babe, that sucks.”

      “I know.”

      A moment passes, and finally tension dissolves, slowly leaving just understanding and acceptance in its wake—something our friendship has always had.

      Elena squeezes my shoulder. “Maybe he let you go because he really loves you. After all, it takes a lot for a bad guy not to be selfish, right?”

      “But if he really loves you, he will find a way to you again.” Caroline opens her arms wide, and we all end up in a big group hug, stealing strength from each other. “And if he doesn’t, then you will move on.”

      Pierre sneaks up behind Elena, and his strong arms envelop us all, making us laugh through the tears, and for the first time since coming back home, calmness settles over me.

      I might have lost my heart, but at least I will always have my friends.

      And that should be enough.

      Why then does hope still blossom in my chest, dying for a miracle to happen?

      Familiar prickles on the back of my neck tickle my skin, akin to silk gliding over my flesh, as if someone’s permanent stamp of ownership burns there any time someone else touches me, and I know.

      I know he’s watching.

      But watching is no longer enough.

      If he likes to watch so much, then tonight, I guess I’ll have to give him the show of a lifetime, right?

      

      Rush

      Sitting in my car outside the building, I smile at my phone displaying the surveillance app, seeing Aileen finally grinning, and some light comes back into her eyes after all this time.

      Around her friends, where she can share her pain, she blooms like the roses in my garden, ready to bask in sunshine that’s everyone’s love toward her.

      I trail my finger over her image, drinking in every detail about her, and growl when Pierre ruffles her hair, making her slap his hand away. And then she gives him a hug while they smile at one another.

      Another man touching what belongs to me awakens the need to go there and snatch her away from him, consuming me to a point where I grip the door handle so hard it makes a cracking sound.

      The only thing keeping me sane right now is his official relationship with Elena… and the fact that he never went far with my woman.

      All her firsts belong to me, and no one in this world has tasted her orgasm but me.

      My Aileen.

      In every fairy tale, love conquers all.

      However, I think the time has come to write my own story.

      And in this one, a villain gets a second chance, for his heart is not rotten.

      It’s just bruised.
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        “Everything in this world has a price. I’m just not sure she’s ready to pay for the desire owning us both.”

        Rush

      

      

      

      Aileen

      “What are we doing here?” I ask in confusion, my brows furrowing as we get out of the car in front of a huge-ass building we used to sneak into as kids.

      The library.

      A gust of wind slaps me on the cheeks, and I tighten my coat around me, while hopping from one high-heel-covered foot to the other, as the dress I’m wearing underneath it gives little warmth.

      Mom chose me a red “mini ball gown dress” as Elena called it, with thin straps and a corset holding everything together, with a chiffon skirt ending just above my knees.

      Elena settled on a strapless, long silky gown hugging her from head to toe, which resulted in Pierre losing his shit, which was hilarious, so she wore a long coat.

      Caroline opted for jeans and didn’t want to hear a thing from us about her lack of makeup. We barely convinced her to go out tonight to follow the tradition.

      She preferred to stay at their penthouse, and while I supported the idea, Elena kind of wanted to go to the burlesque show, so why are we here?

      “This doesn’t look like Uncle Lachlan’s club,” Caroline mutters, zipping her jacket, while Elena laughs.

      “This is where it all started, remember?” She must read the confusion on our faces, as she sighs, placing her hands on her hips. “Our moms left us here with the nannies, and we all ran around the library, picking books we liked, and drove the librarians crazy.” Ah, yes.

      I think after this we were forbidden from entering it for around two years, and Mom’s cheeks were so red from listening to all the shit we pulled.

      They grounded us for a month, although we had no regrets.

      In our defense, it’s huge and has so many hallways and books we treated it more like an adventure.

      “Okay. But it still doesn’t explain what we are doing here.”

      “We made a pact to be best friends after we stole a book from here.”

      Pierre barks a laugh. “Hardly counts as stealing. We brought it back the next day.”

      Yeah, the guilt weighed heavily on us, and besides, all of us had countless books at home.

      “Whatever. That’s how the four of us started, and that’s how we should celebrate it now, since we all turned eighteen.”

      “Does this sound lame only to me, or…?” Elena glares at Caroline, who shrugs and adds, “I’m not in the mood for this shit. You got me out of the house. So let’s go to the club and check it out.”

      “Hey! This is going to be fun.”

      We share a look with Caroline, and amusement flashes in her gaze. We all silently decide to indulge her in whatever plan she has swirling in that pretty head of hers.

      Elena has her own way of dealing with anxiety, and I think right now, the whole situation with her sister worries her, so she wants to do something she can control.

      And loving people means learning to cope with their trauma mechanisms.

      We nod, and she squeals, hugging us both, and then she lays her palm open to Pierre, who drops three straws in different lengths into it. “The plan is simple. The one who gets the shortest straw has to sneak inside the library, get the same book we stole all those years ago, and get out. So we can make a new pact.” She opens her arms wide, while I still the laughter erupting from me because what a ridiculous idea. “And then we can go and have the time of our lives at Uncle Lachlan’s club.”

      I lean to the side, studying the dark building that has no lights on, indicating that everyone already left while a security guard patrols the place. “They probably have cameras inside. How do you propose we do that without getting caught?”

      It’ll be ironic to get in trouble with the police for stealing a book, all things considered, and I don’t need this on my record.

      She rolls her eyes. “I’m not stupid.” I can practically hear a duh at the end of her sentence. “The library is old and doesn’t have surveillance cameras. Hence the security guard.” She lowers her voice to a whisper. “One of us is going to distract him, while the one who loses goes inside, takes the book, and then we’ll all bring it back in the morning. No one will know.”

      “It’s still a crime, though,” Caroline points out the obvious, and I throw my arm over her shoulders, squeezing her while freezing my ass off out here. “Can’t we just celebrate it differently?”

      “Just indulge me here. We won’t get caught.”

      “They’re thinking about closing this library altogether, since no one comes here anymore. Hardly a dangerous task,” Pierre pitches in and then snatches the straws from Elena, mixing them behind his back before making them all peek from his fist. “Come on. Choose which one.”

      I frown. “Shouldn’t you participate as well?”

      “Or even better. Be a gentleman and take this ‘hardly dangerous task’—as you put it—yourself, and go get us the book,” Caroline offers, and we high-five each other as she reads my mind.

      “I will if Elena gets the shortest straw.” We stick our tongues out at her as she giggles, although it’s good to see her this happy. “Come on. Have pity on my freezing balls.”

      We all laugh and choose our straw, and Caroline groans at picking the shortest one. “You’re going to make a pregnant woman sneak inside the building? Shame.”

      I open my mouth to say I’ll do it, since I got the second shortest and don’t really want her to injure herself in case it goes south, when a black car pulls up behind ours, the lights so bright they blind us.

      I try to block it with my hand, blinking several times to adjust my vision and see who it might be, when a dark and brooding man gets out, to Elena’s loudly gasped, “Uncle Dante.”

      “Not now.” That’s all he says before he comes to us and dips down, throwing Caroline over his shoulder, making our jaws drop. “See you later, girls.”

      “Let me go, you brute!” She kicks and screams, hitting his back, and Pierre lunges after them, wanting to help her, but we both hold him back because we know Caroline.

      And right now, she really wants to be with her baby daddy, who I think just found out about said baby.

      My heart pangs, sending an aching sensation all over my system because watching them together opens up my wounds and shows me clearly that when a man wants you, he goes after you.

      And the man who occupies my mind just doesn’t give two shits about me.

      Shaking my head, I give Pierre the straw and plaster a bright smile on my face. “I’m going in and getting the book.”

      “Maybe we just need to go to the club.” Elena mutters, “Since she’s fine now.”

      I guess her anxiety has passed, but mine hasn’t.

      I’m not ready to go to the show and watch it along with happy couples dancing, including the one present, while loneliness fills me to the brink.

      So this adrenaline rush is exactly what I need in this moment.

      “No, let’s do it.” I motion with my head to the guard. “Bring on the distraction.”

      She gives me a long look and then kisses me on the cheek, dancing off to the guard, ready to use all her charms.

      Pierre asks me, “Are you okay?”

      “Yep.”

      “Love is hard.”

      “Yeah.” Since I don’t really want to hear any speeches, I wink at him and then run to the back of the library, getting inside from the back door the guard must’ve left unlocked when he came out, and silently shut it behind me.

      Pressing my splayed palm on the door, I exhale a breath as the dusty smell of old books fills my nostrils and excites me.

      I spin around to search for the specific book, which was ironically Beauty and the Beast, while noticing nothing has changed in the library after all these years.

      It still consists of long hallways of seemingly endless bookshelves and several tables, with a domed ceiling. There are still the old paintings with famous quotes scattered all over the walls, inviting you to look them up and delve deeper.

      My heels are almost soundless on the plush carpet while the moonlight streaming from the open window mixes nicely with the candles spread all over the perimeter, casting a glow all around me and giving it a magical vibe.

      That’s when everything inside me freezes, and realization hits me like thousands of bricks.

      Candles?

      Everywhere around me.

      How is that…?

      A distant click of the lock echoes behind me, and I turn around, a gasp slipping past my lips when I see a man leaning on the door, wearing a perfect navy-blue suit that fits him like a second skin, emphasizing each one of his rigid muscles.

      His dark hair falls down just below his ears, ascending perfect symmetry that’s his face while the slight five o’clock shadow gives him a rougher edge.

      He holds a single, fully bloomed red rose in his hand while his emerald eyes scan me from head to toe with so much satisfaction and possessiveness I can almost taste it on my tongue, while the hot wave washes over me, my insides burning just from his close proximity alone.

      If anyone saw him right now, they’d think he was a prince straight from the fairy tales who has arrived to conquer the heart of a princess.

      Except I know the truth.

      He’s a villain who broke my heart.

      Fury and anger instantly blanket any earlier emotions and crossing my arms, I raise my chin high. “What are you doing here?”

      “Hello, my darling.” He greets me instead of answering my question and I hate the effect his deep and husky voice has on my body, goose bumps popping on my skin and announcing to me that sadly I’m not immune to his charms.

      Which makes me so pathetic it isn’t even funny.

      However, good thing about my reactions?

      I can control them and more importantly any temptation can be resisted with enough resolve and as I’ve discovered in the last couple of months I have it in abundance. “What are you doing here?” I repeat, proud of myself for keeping my tone even and not showing him my true emotions on the matter.

      “Isn’t it obvious?” He fires his own question and pushes off the door, hooking his thumb inside his pocket as he slowly walks to me. “I wanted to see you.”

      A humorless chuckle slips past my lips. “After all this time, why bother?”

      His eyes narrow and something crosses on his face before he masks it with indifference, which only intensifies my fury.

      “And what’s all this anyway?” I point my finger at the candles.

      “Just a reminder.”

      “Reminder of what?”

      “That I can woo you if I put my mind to it.”

      His audacity has to be seen to be believed because freaking what? “So I guess you expect me to what? Shout yay at all this and welcome you in my arms?” Sarcasm coats my words, while I open up some buttons on my coat due to the warmth in the library. Then it hits me. “Do my friends know about this?”

      He must hear the hurt in my tone at the prospect of them betraying me like that and he shakes his head. “No. I wanted to meet you at the club, but then saw Elena talk to Pierre about a change of plans. I couldn’t wait any longer.”

      “Where did you see her?”

      For him to pull it all off with all the candles he’d need extra time, and I even understand why the security guard was so oblivious to our presence. He must have paid him! At this rate I won’t be surprised if he bought the damn library just to get what he wants.

      Although what he wants is still a mystery to me.

      “On the cameras.” He grins at my outraged gasp. “You knew I watched you.” The way he utters this words, softly and seductively, brings all the memories from the island back, but I squeeze my fists, refusing to be swayed by it. “After all, you’re mine.”

      The nerve!

      “Oh, am I?” Before he can answer, I continue, “I must have missed it considering I haven’t seen you in three months and in our short time together you did nothing but push me away.”

      Regret flashes in his orbs and he stops several feet away from me. Although everything in me screams to take a step back to put more distance between us and in this way protect my stupid heart from succumbing to whatever bullshit he craves to feed me next, I stand my ground. “I’m sorry, Aileen.”

      I blink in surprise at this because it’s the last thing I expect to hear from him. “For?”

      “For staying away all this time.”

      “But not for kidnapping me?”

      “No.” A smile shapes his mouth, self-mocking in its nature while he holds my gaze. “Apologizing for that would mean I regret what I’ve done and truth be told… I don’t. Because on my island you became mine.” He caresses me with his gaze, and a shiver runs down my spine. “Although I think you’ve always been mine.”

      Deciding not to examine this rather disturbing comment that, for some reason, sends fire through my veins that pushes me toward him, I ask. “Why did you stay away?”

      “I almost killed your father. Whatever happened on the island was my fault.”

      I stay silent, in a way agreeing with him, as harsh as it sounds.

      Yes, all evilness was done by Jade, but Rush believed him instead of my father. Half of the shit could have been avoided if he trusted Dad, but then I can’t fault him for that.

      “Do you know the truth now?” I mean he might have seen Jade almost kill me and spit all the bullshit, but did he hear him admitting to killing his father? “That the sadistic man from your childhood…”

      “Was my uncle and not my father?” He finishes for me and nods. “Yes. And believe me, that truth shook me like nothing else would. If Lachlan hadn’t killed him, I would again. Or rather kept him in the dungeon for eternity.” Anger coats his voice while he squeezes the rose so hard, it bends a little. “I hate that he got off so easy.”

      Temporarily forgetting about my anger, I long to soothe the inferno burning his soul from not getting the opportunity to avenge his parents. “Some people are so evil everyone just sleeps better when they are dead.”

      “Yeah, I think for Lavender it’s true. Not so much for me and Rafael. We crave vengeance we won’t ever get.” He looks to the side and then back at me. “That’s the price for revenge, though. Embarking on it, you have to be prepared to lose something too. Because if hate fuels your actions, it destroys you too, not only your enemy.”

      Quite poetic look on the situation indeed. I guess that’s his punishment for his misguided anger.

      To forever live with such knowledge.

      “What changed now?” I shift the conversation back to us because softness doesn’t belong between us anymore. “I’m still my father’s daughter.”

      Rush extends his hand to me with a rose and despite wanting to just throw it in his face, I snatch it and hold it to my chest. The beautiful flower doesn’t deserve my cruelty. “Yeah, you are. But you’re also mine and I’m done standing on the sideline, watching mine from afar. Turns out I’m selfish and greedy for you.” A beat passes. “I’m willing to do everything to be with you now, consequences and guilt be damned.”

      “Oh, are you?” My hallow laughter rocks off the walls. “And I guess since you made up your mind, you just expect me to follow with it?” He stays silent, but that’s answer in itself. “I can’t belie—” I pinch my nose, taking a deep breath into my lungs and praying to find calmness in all this situation to emerge gracefully from it.

      He abandoned me for three months after making me fall in love with him and now expects me to welcome him back in my life as if nothing happened. No, not even that.

      He expects me to choose him over my family, a man who never gave me a single reason to trust him.

      And he wants me to trust him now?

      I might be naive and inexperienced when it comes to relationships, but even I know that it requires more work and better treatment than the one I’ve gotten so far.

      “I grew up with protective, fierce, and loving men who would do anything for the women they consider theirs.” The muscle on his cheek twitches. “Men who would never stay away from their women for their own good.” It might sound horrible all things considered, but all my uncles are obsessed with their wives. I can’t imagine them having the willpower to do what Rush did and Rush is like them to a dot.

      Which means how strong could his feelings have been if he managed to be distant?

      Granted he never professed his love. However, he declared me as his. And for men like him that’s as good as a love confession.

      “You and I are different.”

      “Different how, Rush?”

      He takes a step toward me, his breath fanning my cheeks as his masculine, earthy scent teases my nose and my heartbeat speeds up in my chest. I’m afraid he might hear it. “You are a product of love who grew up in love and who knows love in abundance.”

      My brows furrow, not getting his meaning.

      “A daughter of a man who raised and saved me once upon a time. And without my anger to excuse my behavior, there was nothing but guilt and the sense of failing him that was left. Your father won’t approve this and I should stay away.” He leans closer, our mouths inches apart. “But I can’t. Doing that is going against my nature.” He places his hand on my cheek, my skin burning from the contact while he tips my head back, remorse along with need shining in his orbs that speaks to the parts of me that longed for him all this time. “Forgive me,” he whispers, his lips brushing mine, and I close my eyes, soaking in this moment for a second, wishing nothing more but to believe him.

      See it through his eyes and understand his reasoning. Forget about the outside world and focus only on the man who consumes my every thought.

      But I spent months, one of the most difficult months in my life, all alone.

      Yes, I know he was close by how I constantly had food deliveries to the hospital, my favorite tea, or whenever I voiced a wish somehow it ended up being done in seconds.

      When someone bothered me or had been rude on the streets, how they’d magically find my number and apologize for their wrongdoings.

      He was near without showing himself, but that’s not what I needed from him.

      I needed him next to me, acknowledging our relationship out in the open and showing me that all this pain hasn’t been for nothing.

      Instead, he once again chose my father.

      How do I forgive that?

      Slapping his hand away, I step back and lick my lips, finding the strength to push the words out that probably will put finality on this… whirlwind of encounter. “How easy it is to come to me when my father is out of town, isn’t it?”

      He stills and I laugh, covering my mouth so it wouldn’t turn into a sob.

      “No guilt and all determination. But what will happen once he’s back?” My splayed palm stops whatever he wants to say. “Don’t bother. Let’s just pretend that our time on the island never happened. After all, what we had wasn’t even a relationship. What do I know about them anyway?” I take another step back and look around the library. “My friends are waiting for me and I need to find a book.” Hopefully, he gets the hint to get lost and won’t follow me to the club.

      Not sure how strong my resistance to the actual temptation is.

      Spinning around, I quickly walk to the far away bookshelves, searching for the fairy tales, and find them almost at the end, stepping between them and running my finger through several titles and frowning when I don’t find Beauty and the Beast.

      Where is it?

      I glance up and groan inwardly that somehow it ended up on the few shelves above, too high for my height even with high heels.

      I jump a few times, huffing in frustration when all I manage to do is snag the book but not push it down considering how thick the shelf is with all the tomes occupying it.

      How the hell am I supposed to get this book in my current situation? Libraries usually have ladders, but I don’t see any in sight.

      Huffing once again, I rise on my tiptoes, determined to get the damned thing, when I feel instant heat surrounding me that has nothing to do with my coat.

      And everything to do with a man standing behind me, who reaches out and easily takes out the book for me, and I twist around, trapped between the bookshelf and his hard chest while he rests one arm above me and his other hand holds the book. “All you had to do was ask.” He shifts closer, the tips of his leather shoes touching my high heels, and I plaster my back firmer against the shelf, although it does little to minimize the contact or my reaction toward him.

      “Thanks.” I rip the book from him and press it to my chest along with the rose. How fitting, seriously. “Now if you’ll excuse me…” I trail off, pushing at his chest, but he stays unmovable. “Rush, let me go.”

      “You don’t forgive me,” he says instead, completely ignoring my request, and leans forward, his breath mingling with mine, and I tip my head backward until it rests against the bookshelf. “It’s all right. I have all the time in the world to prove to you that I mean what I say and whatever I want I get.”

      I raise my chin high. “We don’t get everything we want, Rush. And besides, you should be used to it.” Since he says nothing, I elaborate, although words taste like acid on my tongue and the green monster awakens within me just at the thought of him with other women. Which is so stupid. “You’re thirty-six. I’m sure you’ve ended relationships with plenty of women to realize sometimes people just drift apart.” I push at his chest again but of course meet the same result as earlier. “Rush.” Why does he have to make it so difficult? I’m doing my best to pay no attention to the zipping electricity traveling through my system at my touch or how his nearness brings up all the memories.

      “I’ve never been in a relationship, so I wouldn’t know.”

      My eyes widen at this admission.

      “You, on the other hand, have been in one for years.” The muscles on his neck flex when he tightens his hold on the bookshelf, his knuckles probably turning white judging by the tension filling the air. “And that man will be present in your live for forever.”

      Is he kidding me? Pierre and I have hardly done anything physical, yet he makes it sound as if I subject him to eternal misery for facing my lover. And I try to shut up the part of me that thrives at his jealousy, welcoming it even. Maybe his psychotic tendencies are rubbing off on me? “I don’t see how this is any of your concern. I’m not yours.”

      His eyes flash in warning, but I ignore it.

      “Besides, whatever we had, ended on the island. We fell into lust and I guess it just vanished within time because I feel nothing.” The lie slips past my lips before I can stop it, the petty me wanting to shove in his face that he doesn’t have any effect on me and by how his mouth curves into a sinister smile, I know I’ve done a horrible mistake.

      You don’t throw a challenge without repercussions.

      “Nothing, princess?” he asks and my fingers dig into the book harsher, my grip on it tightening while I hold it between us, so our chest wouldn’t brush against each other and he won’t be able to come closer even if all we have left is several inches separating us.

      “That’s right.”

      “Then I guess when I do this”—he places his hot palm on my cheek, cupping it while his thumb brushes against my lips, scorching heat washing over me and tugging on my nerve endings while his thumb travels lower to my chin—“you feel nothing?”

      “Yes.” I grab his hand, ready to pull it away, but freeze when the sheer need in his gaze hitches the air in my throat. “Stop it, Rush.”

      Of course he doesn’t listen to my request because even I can hear the desperation in my voice, begging him for two things simultaneously.

      End this madness that’s lust between us and feed the hunger in me his presence inspires.

      In this moment, I hate myself for being so weak against his charms, not enough to truly stop him, and we both know it.

      If I told him a firm no, he’d let go, but because he hears the trembling in my voice, he proceeds to do whatever he wishes and in this dragging me deeper into the lustful haze that should be forbidden for me.

      “Why would I? You don’t feel anything, Aileen, right?” His tempting voice creates invisible ropes around my mind, almost hypnotizing me with his softly spoken words that are designed to drive me insane and straight into his arms.

      “I’m not yours,” I repeat again, swallowing hard as his muscles grow rigid next to me and he leans closer, his scent disturbing my senses while the possessiveness emitting from him makes me shiver.

      His hand drifts to my neck, leaving goose bumps on his wake, and I gasp when he wraps it around my throat, his thumb settling on my pulse and squeezing it a little too tight. Enough for me to feel his hold but not enough to cut off my oxygen supply. “If you aren’t mine, whose are you then, Aileen?” His breath fans my neck when he places a kiss on my shoulder, shifting the coat to the side and opening up more skin to his wandering lips, gliding them up and down.

      The book and rose fall to the floor when I grab his shirt, fisting it so hard the cloth crumples, and I whisper, “I belong to no one but myself.” The tension and lust grow in the air by the second, electrifying everything around us and creating a fire in the pit of my stomach that desperately needs to be extinguished.

      His lips travel to my neck again, pressing against my pulse, and he whispers, “Do you?” He sucks on the skin, for sure leaving marks, and yet I’m powerless to stop him, gasping at thousands of sensations rocking through me, sending arrows straight to my core that dampens at his touch and reminds me how all these months I longed for the passion he has introduced me to. “Is this why your heart beats so wildly in your chest?”

      Fisting his shirt harder, I arch back, giving him a better access to my flesh while he bestows light kisses on my neck and collarbone, practically merging our bodies in one, and despite the books digging into my back, I close my eyes at the pleasure filling every bone in my body.

      I should stop this madness and run away, find solace in my friends and forever forget about the man who corrupted my mind.

      My body, though? The one that he taught so well to react only to his touch?

      It sways toward him, seeking the relief from the inferno swirling inside me and burning me, drawing me deeper in the sensual ocean that knows no mercy for me.

      Because it shows me in all its glory how desiring and loving this man is not a choice.

      It’s a curse no spell can ever break.

      “Rush.” I trap the moan ready to erupt from my throat when his tongue licks over my collarbone, goose bumps popping up, and he traces after them, biting on the mounds of my breasts. “This is wrong.”

      His hands slide the coat away until it falls to the floor, joining the book and the rose, and I sigh at the feel of his hot palms on me. “Wicked desires usually are, my princess.” He glides his mouth upward until he reaches my ear. “You belong to me, Aileen, only ever me.” Our eyes meet and my stomach dips at the desire shining brightly in them as he presses his thumb on my chin until it opens up for him, our breathing mingling together while he grins. “You don’t have to forgive me to acknowledge this fact.”

      “No. This is lust and a mistake and—”

      He swallows any protests I might have had with his mouth, engaging us both in a deep, powerful kiss that’s punishing in its nature as it reminds me about our connection and that nothing can ever break it.

      As his tongue explores my mouth, claiming every inch anew, he stakes his invisible claims on me all over again as if warning anyone to even think about kissing me, announcing to me that I belong to him.

      Each brush and lick deepen our kiss, connecting us in a wicked embrace where the outside world ceases to exist and the lust consuming us creates a cocoon around us, shielding us away from any judgment or worries.

      The heat washes over me in waves, more powerful than the other, blazing me from inside out, and I gasp, only for him to push his tongue deeper, tangling with mine and not even letting me deny for a second our need for each other.

      I whimper because this kiss shows me that no matter how much I try to run away from the truth, it stays all the same.

      My body belongs to him and welcomes him despite the internal turmoil, the craving so intense, it slowly pushes all the common sense away.

      My fate was doomed the minute he sneaked into my room all these months ago and introduced me to pleasure for after that I got addicted to dark cravings only one particular man can sustain.

      Since my lungs scream for oxygen, I forcefully separate our mouths as we both breathe heavily, looking at one another. A hot flash zips through me when he steps back and removes his suit jacket, leaving him standing in the white shirt and pants, and I can see his perfectly carved six-pack through the thin cloth.

      My hands are itching to touch him while my lips… my lips want to kiss him all over again just to bask in this moment when he’s close to me again.

      He splays his palms on either side of my head, rattling the bookshelf, and several books drop to the floor while a raspy breath escapes me, his dominance only adding fuel to the already blazing fire in my veins and making me crave to experience it all in full force toward me. “Yes or no, Aileen?”

      I scrunch my eyes at this question that asks me for consent and in this admitting to my desire.

      Or rather…

      How powerless I am against it.

      And although I know it’s wrong, would it be so bad to indulge in it one last time? A goodbye of sorts to him and this need.

      After the island, I longed for him because I didn’t think it was our last time. However, it’s different right now.

      I’ll be brave and selfish for one last time before going back to my perfect existence, choosing myself rather than be the weak girl falling for a bad boy who ruined her for no other reason than he was hurting. “Yes,” I say, and he swallows my groan when he kisses me again, our tongues dueling for dominance while the newly found freedom sets me on fire, all the senses electrifying while his mouth owns me in ways I never expected.

      He traps my gasp in his throat when his hand falls to my waist, his fingers digging into my skin, and then he hikes me up, my legs wrapping around him while his palm settles on my back.

      We both moan when his hard-on thrust into me, my core clenching at the contact, and I tighten my hold on him, my fingers sinking into his hair and angling his head for better access, the kiss becoming almost painful.

      The pain mixes with lust, though, creating a frenzy within me, and he hisses, tearing his mouth away when my nails claw his back and he slides his lips to my throat.

      Rush spins us around, taking us somewhere, not that I care.

      I don’t care about anything as long as he sustains this need that urges me to fall down the abyss if bliss is waiting for me at the end of it.

      With each step, his thick bulge digs into my clit, delivering hot flashes all over me while my core becomes even wetter, the panties feeling foreign on me, and I wish to rip them away so nothing separates me from him.

      The straps of my dress skate to my arms, my nipples probing against the dress and probably sticking out through the thin cloth while everything in me begs for his touch and mouth to soothe the fire consuming me.

      My ass connects with a flat surface and it takes me a second to realize he put me on the table and the candlelight mixed with the moonlight create a rather dangerous and sinister atmosphere all around us. Rush looks at me with wildness in his gaze, promising me punishment and pleasure alike.

      After all, he’s a man who is used to getting what he wants and right now I’m the single source of his focus, a man who comes after whom he thinks belongs to him.

      He won’t rest until he stakes his claims all over me and my muscles clench, already anticipating how his cock would feel inside me as he drives into me over and over again. “Is your pussy wet for me, Aileen?” he asks, fisting the hem of my dress on both my thighs and sliding them upward, and a shiver rushes down my spine at the cold air settling on my skin, although I barely feel it through the burning sensations enveloping me. “What do you want, darling?”

      I gasp when he reaches my hips and opens up my center covered by the thin lace panties.

      “My tongue stabbing into your silky folds until you come, gripping my hair and raising your hips up?”

      The air hitches in my lungs at the picture he paints in my head while his hands continue to drift upward to the zipper on my back and he slowly slides it down, the zipping sounds turning me on even more because it brings me closer to the pleasure he promises with every breath he takes.

      “My fingers preparing you for me?” He presses his hand on my chest, making me lean on mine and exposing my chest for him when he grips at the dress, pulling it down until my small breasts spring free. He leans forward, sucking on the tight peek as my moan echoes through the space.

      My fingers tangle in his hair once again, pressing him closer to me as he lavishes my nipple with attention, flicking his tongue over the tip a few times and coating it in saliva before sucking it in his mouth again, for sure leaving hickeys in his wake.

      “Rush,” I say, shifting a little and wanting to wrap my legs around him before he stops me, his hands keeping my thighs firmly on the table while he makes more room for himself and then glides his mouth to my other nipple, repeating his actions and sending blissful sensations all over me, intensifying the need within me. I shift closer to him, despising this foreplay despite the pleasure it gives me.

      Skimming my fingers between us through his chest and then reaching his belt, I gasp before placing my hand on his cock, the thick organ shooting arrows of anticipating straight to my core, all while Rush still plays with my breasts, driving me insane with each lick.

      It’s not enough, though.

      “Your cock,” I say and he stills. “I want your cock fucking me so hard I forget about the last three months.”

      He lets go of my nipple with a loud pop, straightening up, his lips glistening, and I can’t resist the urge to kiss him, pulling him by the shirt and joining our mouths in a hot, yet short kiss that silently communicates to him how much I want him.

      Our mouths separate, my hand still holding his shirt while he whispers, his lips rubbing against mine. “You want to forget, princess?”

      I nod, whimpering when his palm settles on my core, the heat almost making me come undone.

      “Look how wet you are. Ready for your man to fuck you hard. Three months without my dick is too long, isn’t it, darling?” He bites on my lower lip, pulling at it before soothing the sting with his tongue while he slips his fingers inside my panties, rubbing me up and down, earning himself a moan while I fist his hair harder. It’s a wonder I don’t rip off his hair. “You’ve known my touch for such a short time and you’re already addicted to it.” He palms me, the heel of his hand pressing on my clit. I gulp for breath, tickling sensations traveling through me in spades and pushing me closer to the edge that has my name written all over it. “Because this belongs to me. Never forget it, Aileen.” He presses his mouth to mine, then skims it to my chin and neck, kissing me lightly before sending me flying on the table, my back connecting with the wood while the library’s ceiling comes into view.

      It’s covered with star stickers glowing in the night, creating an illusion of us being back on the island near the waterfall, engaging in carnal desires out in the open.

      “First, Aileen, I’ll have a taste and personally apologize to your pussy.” His voice filled with lust promises me my doom because after all this is done, I will be left once again with a heartbreak.

      Shaking my head, I refuse to focus on such thoughts and instead grab my dress, pulling it up while putting the heel-covered feet on the edge of the table, opening myself wild for his mouth, and my hips jerk when he grips my panties, tightening the cloth over my core and only adding to the building pressure inside me.

      He rips them away, leaving me totally exposed to him, and clenching the skirt of the dress harsher, I beg, “Rush, please.”

      “What do you want, Aileen?” His hot breath fans my flesh and I bite on my lip, needing him to finally do something about this.

      “Make me come.”

      He chuckles against me, rubbing his five o’clock against the inside of my thigh before sucking the skin one by one. “Princess, you’re in a bad need of licking.” His thumb circles my clit, flicking it from side to side before pressing on it as he covers me with his mouth, his tongue stabbing into me as I cry out, blissful volts shaking through my entire system.

      Possessiveness along with ownership coats every swipe of his tongue, all while scorching heat envelops me whole, forever imprisoning me in this constant need that’s desire for him, and I whisper, “Rush, please.” I hiss when his palm slides under my ass, gripping my cheeks hard and lifting me to his mouth, giving himself better access to me while he continues to ravish my most intimate part.

      He swirls his tongue through my folds, licking up and down my walls before sucking on my clit and making me see stars, fire spreading into my veins and heating up my skin so much I feel I might burst from all these sensations. I grab his hair, holding him still as every cell in my body begs for relief while the sadistic part of me wishes to prolong this torture for as long as possible.

      He glides his tongue down, twirling it inside me before diving deep into me, and slowly I start to lift my hips in tandem with his rhythm, grinding on him and finding the much-needed friction that has bliss waving at me from the horizon.

      He drives deeper and deeper into me, my walls contracting around him, and he slides out, only to lick my folds over and over again.

      Then he removes one of his hands from under my ass and pinches my lower lips, biting them both, and my hips rise, but still he controls the movements, instantly soothing it with his tongue, roaming it around my flesh as he slides it to my opening again and dives deep, stretching my walls.

      The tension builds and builds within me, my skin growing taut on me while I ride his tongue, my thighs closing around him and trapping his head between them. “Rush, please.” The heat surrounding me threatens to destroy me, bursting the bubble of need and lust he dumped me on, and I might shatter at any moment.

      He licks me from bottom to up, grazing his teeth over my clit before flicking his tongue over them, and my nails cut into his nape, earning me a growl against my core, and the vibration from it sends me in the deeper spiral of desire.

      It seems as if thousands of arrows nip into my skin, wanting for me to erupt and end this sweet torture. The pleasure is so close, I can almost reach it if he just…

      I groan in frustration when he glides his tongue down once again, entering me in and out, mimicking the act of lovemaking.

      “Who do you belong to, Aileen?”

      I freeze at the question, shaking my head on the table even though he can’t see it while he slips two fingers inside me, his tongue continuing to lick me.

      He can’t ask me that while I’m so close to relief I might cry.

      “Please.” I beg him to be kind to me and not use my desire against me, but I should know better than beg that of him.

      Villains aren’t kind, they are ruthless, and right now we are fighting against each other.

      We are standing on the opposite sides, both stubborn to give up and yet if none of us do it… then we’ll both be in misery because the craving eating at me won’t be sustained with anything but him.

      He removes his fingers, temporarily replacing them with this tongue before giving me one final lick and then wiping his chin over my navel and straightening up. He unhooks his belt and then unzips his pants. I lick my lips at the sight of his hard length coming into view, the vein pulsing and just asking me to trace my tongue over it. He chuckles. “Not tonight, darling.” He takes out a condom from his pocket and rips it with his teeth. He strokes his cock one time before rolling it on and then pulling me upward, my arms circling his neck, and I can smell myself on him as we share a breath. “Who do you belong to, Aileen?” His hands drift to my hips. He grips them hard as the tip of his cock circles my opening before pressing on it slightly but not enough to give me any relief. “Answer me,” he demands and imprisons me in a toe-curling kiss that wipes away my self-preservation, grounding me in this moment that’s powerful, wonderful, and deadly to me.

      “You,” I answer, pulling my mouth away, and then we dive for another kiss as he thrusts hard into me, my cry of pleasure trapped in his throat, and I shift on the table from the force of his thrust.

      His length stretches me to the brink, and I sob into him, finally feeling connected to him once again, and throw my head back, deepening our kiss while he stills inside me, both of us groaning at the contact.

      “Aileen,” he says as I breathe heavily, his mouth trailing to the underside of my chin and then traveling up back again, his lips against mine as our gazes meet. “I love you.”

      No.

      He can’t say this to me now.

      Why is he spilling salt on my open wound that won’t probably heal even decades from now?

      Clamping my thighs around him tighter, I grab the lapels of his shirt, bringing us even closer. “Don’t,” I warn him, hating that he chose this moment to remind that no matter how much I want to pretend, it doesn’t change facts.

      I’ve fallen for the villain who doesn’t let me hide behind a mask and play a game just for a second in time, no.

      “I love you,” he repeats again, agonizingly slowly, pulling from me before slamming into me hard once again and welcoming my moan. “I’ve never loved anyone before you.”

      “Stop it,” I plead him while welcoming his every thrust into me, scorching heat setting me on fire while the tension in my lower belly urges me to meet his drives with my hips, the pressure so strong it needs to release before it swallows me whole and leaves nothing.

      Despite my protest, he continues to say it, whispering the words I longed to hear a long time ago while pampering me with kisses.

      “I love you.”

      A kiss on the neck while he slams into me, his length streaming my tight heat and pushing harder than ever.

      “I love you.”

      A kiss on my pulse, his tongue flicking against my skin while he holds my hips firmer in his hands, speeding up his pace. Tickling sensations spread all over me in shocking waves, one after another, pulling me in different directions, and I shudder, hugging him closer and hiding my face in the crook between his neck and shoulder, needing to hold on to him so I won’t say it back.

      So I won’t spill the words that I wish to speak so much it hurts me.

      “I love you.”

      I close my eyes while his thrusts become rougher, each drive of his hips pushing me toward the edge of the cliff where endless bliss screams my name, my core spasming around his length before finally pleasure strikes me, making me bite on his shoulder while warmth washes over me, as he continues to enter me in and out.

      I palm his head and fuse our mouths together, giving him my tongue as he chases his high for several more seconds, his grip bruising me.

      But it’s a welcoming pain and I thrive in his wild desire, the deep strokes tapping on my still sensitive nerve endings, and he finally groans into my mouth, spilling inside the condom.

      He wraps his arms around me, locking me in his embrace and tangling his fingers in my hair. He tugs on it to place some kisses on my throat, letting me bask in his attention.

      As tremors still shake us both, I breathe in his scent while pleasure still glides through my veins. A smile pulls at the corner of my mouth and I want nothing more than to be in his arms while the outside world can wait.

      However, just as this thought enters my mind, another snaps me awake from this haze, serving as cold water dumped on me when I realize what I’ve actually done.

      I push at him and he leans back, frowning.

      “What’s going on?”

      Ignoring him, I hit his chest hard, making him stumble a little bit, and quickly zip up my dress, standing up and rushing to the bookshelf to pick up my coat before heading to the door.

      “Aileen,” he calls my name, hot on my heels, and grabs my elbow, spinning me around to face him. “What is it?” Worry coats his voice while his hand reaches to touch my hair, but I slap it away.

      “Let me go,” I grit through my teeth and to my surprise he does. “This was a goodbye, Rush. Don’t follow me and stop spying on me. This”—I point between us—“is over.” Not bothering to wait to hear whatever he has to say or rather being afraid to stay and actually listen, which would sway me in his direction. I can’t.

      Three more hurried steps and I’m outside, breathing in the fresh air in my lungs and seeing my best friends leaning on the car, waiting for me.

      “It took you forever!” Elena shakes the ice cone in her hand. “Good thing this one treated me to ice cream.” She blows a kiss Pierre’s way, who rolls his eyes.

      “I have to go home.” I barely hold myself together to not show my turmoil to them because I don’t want to explain anything.

      “Oh.”

      “I’ll call you guys. I just—”

      “It’s fine,” Elena says and then hugs me when I come to her. “Do whatever you have to do,” she adds and Pierre nods. “Don’t worry about us and take your car. We’ll catch a cab.” She winks at me, but for all the smiles, I know she’s faking it for me.

      That’s a best friend.

      She knows something is wrong but doesn’t probe you for more information until you’re ready to spill it yourself.

      “Okay.” That’s all I manage to push out from my clogged throat and jump into the car.

      Once we drive on the narrow road, I cover my face with my hands and burst into tears.

      Because some confessions just come too late.

      

      Rush

      I get outside just in time to see Aileen jumping into her car and riding off on the busy New York street, while her friends seem stunned.

      That’s when Elena turns, and her eyes widen when she sees me. She scans me from head to toe and nudges Pierre in his side. “I think she was with him.”

      He looks at me, and annoyance crosses his face while he hugs his woman close, and the possessive asshole in me despises just the sight of him, as it reminds me he used to call Aileen his.

      And even though they never had anything physical between them, it does little to calm me down. However, considering he is her friend and probably her best friend’s future husband, I have to learn how to accept this guy in my life and future.

      Someone fucking give me a medal.

      “Elena,” I address her, and she blinks several times. “It’s nice to meet you.” I extend my hand to her, and she is about to take it, when Pierre pulls her back.

      A grin spreads on my mouth at this. “No need to be territorial. I already have a woman.”

      I expect him to bristle at this, but instead humor brightens his eyes while his tone stays even, although I hear traces of amusement in it.

      “Good for you. What do you want from us?”

      I expected him to be more hostile toward me. After all, she did mention what I did to her.

      So their brazen attitude just proves to me that their friendship and loyalty to each other is real and true, as Aileen accepting me means they don’t question her decisions.

      If there is one quality I like about Pierre, it’s his intelligence. He’s smart enough to know when someone approaches him with an agenda in mind.

      “You know Aileen better than anyone.” I focus my stare on them, slightly annoyed Caroline isn’t here, but then again…

      She’ll have to deal with Dante, and good fucking luck with that. I’ve met the man a few times, and crazy doesn’t even begin to describe him.

      Elena crosses her arms. “So? If you expect us to spill the beans, then you’re mistaken.” She makes a zipping motion across her lips. “You won’t hear a thing from me.”

      As if I already don’t know all her secrets. Her life is an open book to me, as my eyes are always watching over the most precious thing in my life.

      My reward, salvation, and atonement all combined in one woman, who completely owns me.

      “I need you to help me woo my woman.”

      I’ll do whatever I need to get her back.

      Even play the role of a prince.
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        “True love shouldn’t hurt.

        So why then does it always suck?”

        Aileen

      

      

      Aileen

      The soft classical music plays through the speakers as I grab the bar and lift my foot, stretching myself and welcoming the aching sensations all over my body.

      My leotard sticks to my skin from the sweaty workout I’ve just done, and I point my toes, wincing at the pain, and put the foot down, changing it to the other one.

      The short skirt attached to the leo flips up, and the washed-out purple color indicates I should have thrown it away a long time ago, but I’m too attached to it to ever let it go.

      Besides, who cares what I work out in within my own house, right?

      Finishing up my workout, I do one more stretch of my upper body before exhaling heavily and grabbing a bottle of water. I flick it open, only to choke on it when, through the window of my mom’s studio, I see another delivery car pulling up to the main door with a flower shop sign on it.

      “That infuriating man!” I huff in annoyance, gulping my water before putting it back on the floor and slipping off my shoes, wincing at the blood on my toes that will take a day or two to heal.

      Even in the place I once considered a sanctuary, he managed to force himself in, although it probably happened the minute I used dance to focus on something else besides him, the man who barged into my life as if he owns it.

      Ever since our encounter in the library—after which I rushed home and stayed holed-up in my room, thinking about my choices—Rush has been relentless in his pursuit.

      Every morning and evening, the deliveries arrive with various interesting flowers with cards attached.

      Usually, they were excerpts from famous poems about love and desire, as if he’s trying to confess his feelings through those.

      I always want to send them back. However, I can’t do that to such beauties. So as a result, the entire house smells like roses and orchids, polluting the air so much that one of the maids joked we all might get sinus infections by the end of it all.

      However, it didn’t stop there.

      I’d find random gifts in the most unexpected places, from my room to the storage closet, and even at shops and restaurants.

      Diamond necklaces, first-edition books, antiques—everything I love, basically.

      He’s left theater tickets to a play I was dying to watch, and like the idiot I am, I went… only to see him there too, watching me.

      Brooding and handsome, with everyone staring at him, which I hated too, because coming back to the real world proved to me that women find him charming and want his attention.

      Which didn’t awaken the best feelings in me—not that it pushed me toward forgiving him.

      He’d catch me at the end of every outing, offering to walk me back to the car and talking to me, even though I only gave him the silent treatment.

      And then there were his paintings.

      Every day, he’d send me one of those as well, each more beautiful than the last, and every one of them was of me through his eyes.

      I never considered myself anything special until I saw how he sees me, and my heart flipped a thousand times over after each one of them, but I held my ground.

      Maybe because he has done all this wooing in the last week, while my parents are away in France. How easy to show me affection when my father isn’t around.

      Would he have done the same had my parents never left, or would he have stayed away for my own good?

      And I think this is where the core of the problem lies.

      As much as he tries, how can I be sure his affection is genuine and that he won’t hightail his ass away when he once again decides something for me instead of letting me make my own choices?

      “So annoying,” I mutter, and putting on my shoes, I walk to the house, welcoming the frigid air on my warm skin. “Hey!” I greet the deliver guy, who at this point might as well work here for all the time we’ve seen him.

      “Today, I have a thousand and one red roses for you… and this card.” He grins at me and gives me a golden envelope, which I open right away, expecting another famous quote. But I blink when I see it’s Rush’s handwriting.

      
        
        I give you pieces of my heart that you never got. You’ll find them in your room.

        On those pages of white lay my deepest thoughts.

        Don’t be cruel with them.

        Rush

      

      

      Since the delivery guy continues to unload the flowers, I say, “Have a nice day, Phil!” and he salutes me while I dart to the door, too curious and stunned after the note to wait.

      Because I know despite all this game of being Prince Charming, he would never actually be one, so he’s watching and studying my expressions at this moment, I’m sure.

      Running inside the mansion, I fly through the doors and almost collide with Levi, who manages to catch me in time. “Whoa! You okay?”

      I nod and smile wildly at him. “Of course. Why wouldn’t I be?” I swirl my finger in the air. “We might die suffocating from all these flowers, but at least we’d smell nice.”

      “I call it going out in style.” He winks at me and flaps at my skirt. “You’re dancing again. That’s a surprise.” He is freshly shaved and wearing jeans along with a silky shirt, so he must be going out soon.

      He’s used our parents’ absence in his favor too, staying even later at night and sometimes coming in wasted. Not sure what’s going on with him, but based on what Pierre told me, he’s also become quite a manwhore.

      “I love dancing. Felt right.” I cock my head to the side. “Are you okay, though?”

      He grins at me, although it doesn’t reach his eyes. “No, but I will be.” Before I can ask him to elaborate on this, as Levi usually doesn’t keep secrets from me, he states, “You dance when you need to clear your head.” He taps on my nose. “So what’s going on?”

      “Nothing.” I place my hand on the railing of the stairs. “Just have to go upstairs and take a shower.”

      “Nice try.” He grabs my elbow and pulls me to the living room, making me sit on the couch as he drops on the chair opposite it. “I gather the guy who’s sending all these flowers as if the entire nation has died is the same guy no one dares to speak of in this house?”

      We stare at one another for a long while, and I just groan inwardly at even my little brother knowing about all my fuck-ups, and yet he hasn’t said a word in all this time. “Don’t tell Mom and Dad.”

      He sighs dramatically. “Cannot believe you’d doubt me like that. I’m not a tattletale.” This much is true, at least. If our parents wanted to break someone, they usually broke me, as Levi never admits to any shit we pull.

      “So… you know?” At his nod, I ask, “Do you know about Dad?”

      A beat passes, and he nods again, and he must see the betrayal on my face. “I couldn’t tell you. These aren’t my secrets, and besides, can you even imagine that conversation?”

      Logically, I understand, but at the same time, it sucks to be the only person in the dark in your family. “I don’t think even Mom and Dad know I know. Maybe they think I forgot about it, since I don’t talk about my past anymore.”

      “Oh.” Then it hits me. “You were one of the kids they saved?’

      “Yeah. Got captured on the streets and treated like shit while the bastards planned to kill me and sell my organs.”

      A shudder rushes through me at the thought of all the evilness in this world.

      “Then a psycho came in and wiped out the entire warehouse, leaving nothing but pools of blood in his wake.”

      My brows furrow at how he describes Dad.

      “Never seen anyone that angry or insane.”

      “Well—”

      “After that, all our uncles showed up and brought me to Dad. The rest is history.” He picks out a piece of candy from the bowl next to him and pops it into his mouth. “By the way, the psycho’s name was Rush. Sound familiar?”

      Oh my God.

      Rush saved Levi all those years ago? Worse, my brother actually saw him kill people?

      “Judging by your disappointment and horror, I guessed right. And all this wooing is done by him too, correct?” He doesn’t wait for my reply as he tosses more candy into his mouth. “I have nothing personally against the guy because these men who kept me in a cage deserved to die, and fuck them all.” Unfamiliar notes ring in his voice, but he quickly covers them up with a grin. “Dad and Mom are coming back tomorrow in the morning. You have to make a choice.”

      “It’s not about that.”

      “It’s exactly about that. You might think you’re punishing the dude for whatever, or want him to prove his devotion to you, but the true reason for your hesitation lies in one simple fact. You’re a daddy’s girl.”

      I cross my arms and glare at him. “You make that sound like an insult.”

      “It’s not, though. You want a magician to come fix all this, where everyone is happy and you don’t feel guilty. Well, newsflash. You can’t please everybody.”

      “Dad almost died.” I look down and tug on my skirt, playing with the edged of it. “You gave up football. Mom got sick. All because of me.”

      “Let’s make something clear here. Mom got sick because who wouldn’t in her situation? I gave up football because I got an injury that already made it hard for me to run around the field.”

      I glance at him in surprise.

      “Hid that fact, but it was impossible to ignore. And Dad almost died because of some psycho who is dead now. So you had nothing to do with it. But I’m impressed with your ability to ignore the real issue by making up thousands of excuses for yourself.”

      “I don’t think I appreciate your tone, Levi.” And why is he being so mean to me? I thought he’d always be on my side.

      He leans forward, resting his elbows on his knees as he holds my stare. “You have to make a choice. Either follow your heart, even if it means never getting our father’s approval, or be miserable but forever stay his little girl who makes no mistakes.”

      I want to scream at him how wrong he is, but deep down, I know he’s right.

      Despite what everyone says, it’s scary for a child to turn their back on loving parents and face the probability of being forever banished from their childhood home.

      His words hang between us, and then he says, “I have to go now. Have fun with whatever surprises Rush prepared for you today.” He gets up and then kisses me on the forehead before tipping my chin up so our eyes meet. “I will always love you and be your brother. No matter what you choose, you’ll never lose me.”

      “I know,” I whisper, standing up and letting his big arms swallow me, giving me a tight hug. “I love you too, Levi.”

      He squeezes me one last time. “I have to go now. It’s getting late, and ladies wait for no one.”

      “We need to talk about your whorish ways.”

      “Absolutely. Once you make a choice, feel free to ask me all the details.”

      He leaves the room to my loud laughter, and somehow I feel lighter after our conversation, some pieces of my soul healing, and I quickly go to my room, closing myself in with the lock.

      An exquisite wooden box lies in the middle of the bed with my name carved into it, and I marvel at all the small details displayed on it.

      Resisting the urge to open it, I head straight to the shower and take one in record time before slipping on my nightgown and then jumping into bed.

      Flipping the box open, I see a stack of letters clipped together and take them out, recognizing my own handwriting.

      My letters to Rush.

      I want to put them aside but notice that to each of mine, there is another pinned underneath that has nothing written on the envelope.

      Untying the ribbon, I start to read, and my heartbeat speeds up when I realize he has written me replies all these years that he never sent.

      And in a way, this also heals the little girl in me who thought her friend ignored her and that her voice and deepest thoughts were never heard.

      Each of his letters opens a different view of him to me, showing me his traumas and pain but also a heart that resisted the dark urges inside him.

      His harsh and painful letters contrast with my naïve and foolish ones, but at the same… I know my letter calling him a murderer and destroying the painting he gave me hurt him.

      Not in a way that he felt anything romantic toward me back then, obviously, but maybe I was for him something that he always was to me.

      A person he could show his vulnerability to because he was sure I would never say anything to anyone.

      The letters warm my soul, sending heat to the frozen, hurt parts of me, and then I shift my focus on the wooden box again.

      There are more letters inside it, and putting aside the old ones, I gasp, since these are all dated in the last three months.

      There are countless, shorter than the old ones, and I hungrily read them, greedy for his every thought in the months we have been apart.

      Aileen,

      My revenge became a weapon that destroyed me instead, but I guess that’s the poetic justice of it all, right?

      A man who strives to hurt… ends up hurt himself.

      It’s been two weeks since you traveled back to New York, and I followed you because how could I not?

      But I respect your silent wishes to stay away, watching you from a distance, drinking in your every feature, and wishing to caress you, touch you, and love you.

      For just a glimpse of you, I’m willing to stay in the shadows forever, protecting you even when you despise me.

      Even though that won’t be enough to atone for my sins.

      A tear slides down my cheek, and I read through more.

      Aileen,

      I’ve read a lot of poetry in all this time, searching for clues and maybe hoping to find answers to all my questions.

      Especially to the one plaguing me the most.

      Does a first love always have a tragic ending, or does it have the chance to flourish into the love of your life?

      I’m much older than you, and yet you’re the first woman I have ever loved. The only one who consumes me, the thoughts of you constantly present in my mind.

      I wonder if you eat well, if you’re happy, if you need anything.

      The desire to come wipe all your worries away drives me hard, the possessive and obsessive parts of me urging me to just take you away again. But the sane part… the one I thought I didn’t have until you… it pulls me back.

      You were right after all.

      We all have our obsessions, and you’re mine. I promise, though, that mine will never hurt you.

      I’d rather kill myself than allow this to happen once again.

      And despite everything… I now do something I vowed never to do.

      I hope.

      Hope for a chance with you and that all those poets are wrong.

      True love doesn’t have to hurt. It needs to heal.

      I close my eyes and press the letter to my heart, my soul crying out to his pain and desperately needing to soothe it because it matches my own.

      My tears fall on the next letter, smearing the ink a little, while I manage to read through my blurry vision.

      Aileen,

      It’s been three months since the last time I held you in my arms, and they feel empty without you in them.

      Sometimes, I wish to be the better man who could leave you alone and let you thrive without me.

      Love apparently is supposed to be selfless and unconditional.

      Yet that’s not true for me.

      I find myself incredibly selfish when it comes to you.

      I want you to belong only to me, to be the one who marries you and calls you mine for everyone to see. The idea of my ring on your finger sends pleasure into every possessive vein in my body.

      I want to be the father of your children.

      And God knows that’s not something I ever expected to say.

      To be the only man you ever loved, and to spend the rest of my life with you, because the darkness that is always present? The one that has been attached to me since being stuck on the island all alone?

      It loves and accepts you too, finding solace in your presence, as you are the light it never thought would touch it.

      I’ve been lonely my whole life.

      With you, though?

      Even if you’re never mine, I won’t be lonely ever again.

      Because you’ll forever live in my heart.

      At this point, the tears are just flowing from me, and I quickly wipe them away, my entire soul crying to have my man next to me.

      Levi was wrong in a way.

      I didn’t hesitate because I feared that Dad would make me choose. I guess it’s a given he will.

      I hesitate to believe him and succumb to this because Rush always rejected me in the past, too scared of all the emotions I inspired in him.

      In these letters, though?

      He shows me his heart and proclaims his love, finally making me believe I’m vitally important to him.

      Kissing the letter, a bubble of laughter emerges from me, and I’m wondering where he has a camera installed in my room when I hear a light tapping sound coming from my balcony.

      My heart flips inside my chest, already suspecting what I might find out there, so I run to it just as another pebble hits the glass.

      Opening the door, I go outside and rest my hand on the railing, my eyes widening when I see Rush climbing up to my balcony, while it’s Levi throwing freaking gravel at me. “Thought I’d give you a heads-up!” he calls and then whistles, while I just gape at Rush, fear sneaking into my cells at the thought of him falling. “Like a true fucking prince indeed!”

      Finally snapping out of my stupor, I hiss, “Have you lost your mind?”

      Rush reaches the railing and lifts himself up, and then he drops next to me and grins. “Doors exist,” I tell him, my eyes drinking in his features, all my emotions so incredibly raw after his confessions.

      “Never used them before.”

      And just like that, he reminds me how he used to sneak up inside my room and do all the forbidden things to my body that send shivers down my spine even now.

      “You shouldn’t speak so proudly of your crimes.’” I can’t help but send a jab his way and his brow rises as he straightens up, his green orbs sparkling in something wicked that only adds to the intense sensations traveling through me in waves.

      His leather glove covered hand grips my chin and he lifts it up so our gazes clash while the moonlight steams brightly, showcasing all his handsome features in the most flattering way, and I gasp when he presses on my chin a bit too hard. “It’s not a crime to touch what’s yours, is it?” His thumb slides from my chin to my cheek, as if leaving invisible imprints all over my flesh.

      Shaking my head at his audacity and at the same time hiding my amusement from him, I slap his hand away and glance down at Levi. “Thank you!”

      He salutes me before adjusting his suit jacket. “I’m going to go out now. You kids behave.” He barks a laugh at his own joke and then winks at me before jogging to his silver sports car that glistens under the endless lights scattered all over our property.

      Tearing my gaze away from him as he hops in the vehicle and roars the engine to life, I focus back on the night intruder who looks hotter than ever while he removes the gloves and hangs them on the railing.

      I cross my arms so he won’t see the effects he has on my body, which the silky nightgown does little to hide. “What are you doing here?”

      Ignoring my question, he fires his own, “Have you read my letters?”

      Well, two can play at this game then.

      Without answering, I spin around and get back inside as the curtains billow in different directions and Rush follows me, my room shrinking in size the minute his domineering and powerful presence fills the space along with his masculine scent that teases my nose. “Don’t you already know?” I turn around to face him again and swirl my finger in the air. “I’m sure you have cameras installed here.”

      His eyes flare at this and the muscle on his cheek twitches while otherwise he stays completely still. “Answer me, Aileen.” His voice drops a few octaves, becoming huskier and deeper, pulling at the strings of my soul, wishing to run back into his arms and never let go because in his voice I hear longing and desire that matches my own.

      “Why did you never send them to me?”

      He takes a step toward me and on instinct, I move back, weird excitement sliding through my veins and awakening every instinct inside me.

      “I wrote and wrote to you without a single reply from you. Why didn’t you send at least one of them to me so I’d know you were reading them?”

      He comes even closer and I step back, my breathing speeding up as another gust of wind slaps me on the face and I welcome the cool air setting on my heated skin.

      “I was lonely.”

      “You were a child. Too little to understand and you had no business talking to me.” He swallows hard while I shift back once again only for him to follow after me, coming closer and closer to putting me in a corner from which there will be no escape. “Precious little thing who deserved better than a villain for a friend.”

      “How did you even get them?” In my stupidity, I usually put them in the mailbox and wrote down his name along with the address he used to have or rather the maid found all these years ago. But if he hasn’t lived there and I suspected he hasn’t, otherwise my dad would have found him, he’d have to have a whole ass strategy to get my letters.

      “I had my ways. It’s not hard to get something when you have money, baby.”

      I close my eyes at the endearment on his lips and then finally my back hits the wall with Rush splaying his hands on either side of my head, trapping me between his hard chest and the wall.

      “Am I forgiven?”

      The air stick in my lungs at his question while thousands of thoughts swirl inside my head, one more hectic than the other, yet the overpowering feeling of love fills me to the brink.

      “Are you mine, baby?” A hot flash slides through me, shaking me in waves when he leans closer and whispers into my ear, “Does this body”—he presses himself into me, his hard-on digging into my stomach while a raspy breath escapes me at the feel of his heated flesh against mine—“belong to me?” By the way he words the question, though, possessiveness and satisfaction ringing in his voice, he already has all the answers he needs and just requires my verbal confirmation. “Does it, baby?” His mouth hovers above mine while our eyes lock in a stare, his hot and mine desperate, while thousands of goose bumps pop on my skin, the tickling sensations only highlighting my senses that beg me for a relief only this man can give me.

      I place my splayed palm on his chest, my fingers curling on the hard as granite muscles that flex under my touch, and I lick my lips and by how his orbs flare, I know he hasn’t missed it. “When my parents come back…what will happen?” The letters opened up his heart to me and all the wooing done in the last week shows me that he does love me, and is willing to try to exist in this world of mine without trying to imprison me in his castle, although all this is an illusion anyway, right?

      I’ve been his since the moment he decided to use me in his vengeance and even when he stayed away, my body and soul were his, waiting for him to come to terms with his actions.

      Sooner or later, his self-imposed control would have snapped and he’d come after me, everything else be damned.

      Because villains don’t wait and beg. They take and conquer.

      He cups my cheeks, his thumb gliding over my chin before he tips my head back, bringing our mouths even closer to each other, and his hot breath fans my face, his scent teasing my nostrils, and I clench his sweater harder in my grip. “I will talk to Lachlan and face whatever wrath he deems necessarily.” He must read the confusion and fear on my face as he adds, “However, no matter his decisions or fury, we’ll be together. For no storm in this world is powerful enough to separate us.” A tear slides down my cheek and he catches it with his lips, leaving burning imprints on my skin. “You’re mine, Aileen. And no one will take you away from me ever again.” His grip on my chin tightens, earning himself a gasp. “Believe that.” His harshly spoken promise heals the reaming wounded parts inside me that still bled from his indifference all these months, even if he stayed close and spied on me.

      Love should always be freely given but also freely expressed without fearing what everyone says or thinks, and I guess in this regard we’re both guilty of such crime.

      Because when chips were down, somehow both of us chose my father’s feelings over our own and this shouldn’t have happened.

      Even the most beloved parents don’t get to decide who you love and with whom you should be.

      “Aileen,” he whispers into my ear, his palm skimming lower until it circles my neck, wrapping it around my throat, yet his grip is gentle, which contrasts with the absolute dominance rocking off him between us. “Who do you belong to, baby?”

      “Myself,” I reply and he leans back, blinking in surprise, and a bubble of laughter escapes me at this shocked expression, so I pull at his sweater, our bodies practically plastering against each other. “And to you. Always you and only ever to you.”

      His mouth slams on mine, swallowing my moan as his tongue slips inside and roams, seeking mine, tangling them in the passionate kiss that consumes me, burning everything in its wake.

      The outside world, the rules, right or wrong don’t exist in this moment where only our feelings remain, driving us into the powerful abyss that knows no sorrow and thrives on lust and love so strong, it feels as if it has the power to drown you.

      And yet, you’d welcome such death, wishing to die over and over again if it means experiencing all these emotions again.

      My moan echoes in his throat when his hold on my neck tightens, and his other hand slides under my ass, my veins flooding with fire and desire threatening my sanity.

      Arching my neck, I deepen our kiss with our tongues dueling against each other while he hikes me up, my legs circling around him, and we both groan when he presses his hard-on into my panty-covered core, the connection pulling at the strings of my soul while the lust rapidly grows within me, sending fire through me that burns me from the inside out.

      He pushes me against the wall again, grinding on me while my lungs demand oxygen, and yet I keep our mouths locked together, every stab of his tongue staking claims all over me again, silently telling me that I belong to him and only him.

      The villain doesn’t share and will kill anyone who so much as dares to think about stealing me away from him for my body knows and welcomes pleasure from only one man.

      Him.

      Tearing my mouth away from his, I gulp for breath while he tilts my head back and opens up my neck for his wet kisses, sucking on my flesh so hard he probably leaves a mark on it so everyone would know about his presence in my life.

      My possessive man who’ll no longer be denied what’s rightfully his.

      He bites on the crock between my shoulder and neck, the sting traveling through me, only for pleasure to blanket it when he soothes it with the brush of his tongue, sending arrows straight to my clit, and I tighten my legs around him, wishing for him to be closer to me even though there is no space left between us anyway.

      He whispers above my skin, his fingers digging into my ass while his other one tangles in my hair, tugging my head back even more as he skims his lips to my collarbone, leaving wet traces in his wake. “Look at my girl all ready to be fucked hard.”

      I close my eyes, welcoming everything he gives me while complete bliss surrounds me.

      “What do you want, baby?”

      His deep and husky voice is an aphrodisiac in itself for it makes everything inside me go quiet and only listen to him as if he has power over me that urges me to follow all his commands because my body craves nothing more but to submit to him.

      And why wouldn’t it?

      Everything I know I learned from his touch.

      My one and only.

      He’s like a maestro playing his favorite instrument when he touches me, knowing which strings to pull to emit the most beautiful note that will create a perfect music.

      All our encounters flash in my mouth as he licks over my collarbone, sucking on the skin while his heavy breath fills my ears and the deep need within me grows, ordering for me to succumb to his desire and pace, fully surrendering myself to this desire that knows no bounds.

      Instead, though, I tangle my fingers in his dark locks and fist them hard, earning myself his groan and chuckle.

      “My eager girl,” he whispers, thrusting into me, and I gasp when his hard-on pushes against my clit, making me almost see stars. “What does this pussy need, princess?” His mouth trails upward again until he gently nips on my chin before kissing the bruised flesh and then catching my lower lip between his teeth and pulling at it, sending shivering sensations all over me while the wind whooshes inside the room, bringing much-needed relief to the heated flesh that seems to intoxicate me. “My fingers driving in deep and stretching it up?”

      I close my eyes at the visual, opening my mouth as we share a breath right before he dives for a deep, toe-curling kiss that wipes away all my senses.

      “My tongue licking it all up until you come, gripping my hair and screaming your lungs out?” he asks, forcefully ending our kiss to my loud protest and hiding his face in my neck, breathing in my scent while my core spams, which results in him driving farther into me, the jeans-covered cock rubbing on my bare skin. I welcome the pain as it only heightens my senses, demanding for the hungry creature residing in me to be filled with pleasure alone that needs to be fed daily when it comes to this man. “Or my dick fucking you over and over again until nothing in this brilliant mind remains but my name?”

      My fingers scrape his scalp while my whole body vibrates with need so strong, I whimper and squeeze him hard, wanting to tell him that he can do whatever he wants to me as long as it entails bliss at the end of this journey.

      “No,” I whisper so low he doesn’t hear me at first and yet this word freezes me in his arms, snapping me away from the sensual haze my man inflicted on me, and I repeat louder this time around. “No.” His muscles grow rigid against me. He stills and shifts back until our eyes meet again, and his brows furrow. “Put me down, please.” My voice trembles at the request as my body burns from his touches, threatening to go in flames at any moment and change my mind.

      Seconds trickle by while he just stares at me before slowly letting me go. I slide down his form and roll my lower lip in to hold back the groan at the contact.

      Finally, when my feet touch the floor, he steps back and I hate the distance between us while he takes a deep breath, clearly trying to rein in his desire. “Okay, I respect it,” he says, breaking the silence around us. “We’ll take this slow.”

      I grin at how much effort this took him because if there is one thing I know about my man is that patience isn’t one of his strongest suits. How sweet he’s willing to wait, though, not that I want to wait.

      No, my hesitation comes from something else.

      “You’re my first.”

      “I know, darling.” Possessiveness flares in his green orbs while some of the tension slips away. “Mine and only mine.”

      Resting my back on the wall, I watch him for a few beats before saying, “Everything I know you taught me.”

      He chuckles, although it lacks any humor. “Aileen, my love. I’m really trying to calm down, but all this hardly helps with my hard-on right now.” The air hitches in my throat. “Instead, I want to throw you on that bed and claim you all over again.”

      Clenching the hem of my nightgown, I shake my head to resist the temptation that’s his suggestion. “I want to love you.” He blinks at this and I can’t believe I’m ruining this moment like this, but…

      I want to be in charge, simply as that.

      Every single sexual encounter in my life, and I can count them all on my hand, he called the shots.

      He swallows hard, his Adam’s apple bobbling, and in this moment, I realize that’s the hardest thing I could have asked from him.

      For a boy who survived due to his control and grew into a ruthless man who has no mercy… giving up control is unthinkable.

      Because then he’s vulnerable.

      Even the most scarred souls who drifted in this world searching for a home that would accept them as they are… fear the rejection from people they love.

      As loving someone and seeing them, truly seeing them sometimes is not the same thing.

      Some truths are so hideous they should be forbidden and yet… without acknowledging them we can never be free.

      An owl hoots in the distance while another gust of wind tickles my skin, sending coldness through me, but weather has little to do with it.

      Rather the dark look settling over his features while I can see the internal battle going on inside of him at my request as he wishes to make me happy, but at the same time cannot bear the thought of giving up control that saved his life.

      I clench the cloth between my palm harder, wanting to run to him and kiss him all over again and change my mind because no matter what he does, I always burst in flames in his arms.

      However… can a relationship survive without trust? Without the man you love sharing the deepest and scariest part of himself with you?

      How can a man heal if he hides his scars and doesn’t let me try to soothe them at least in some way?

      Or maybe I’m the selfish one right now, demanding from my man something he’s just incapable of giving to another person, even to the woman he loves.

      “Rush—”

      “Okay.”

      I gasp at his harshly spoken word coated in trepidation and determination alike as if preparing himself to face the consequences of his decisions and already expecting hideous results from it.

      “You want surrender and control? You have it.” A smile tugs on the corner of his mouth, self-mocking in its nature. “Hope you’ll like what you’ll see, princess.” For a moment, it feels as if we are back on the island, in that dining room where he used my desire against me.

      Two opponents preparing to fight for their lives as long as it ensures their victory.

      Everything in me screams to go back on my word and keep the status quo after we just reconnected, but the stubborn part in me, the one who never settles for short on anything rears its head, and I straight up as an idea pops into my head. “I will.” Then I walk to my bathroom as his eyes trail after me. “Just a second, Rush.” With this, I shut the door and lean my back on it, exhaling a heavy breath while placing my hand on my rapidly beating heart. “What are you doing Aileen?” I ask myself the rather rhetorical question, still surprised I found the courage to say this.

      I basically asked to have card blanche to seduce the man without even having a slightest idea how to do it!

      I glance at my reflection in the mirror, groaning inwardly at my hair still damp from the earlier shower, and kneel down for the shelf under the sink, taking out a designer bag from it.

      Getting up, I sway the lingerie I bought in a spur of a moment a month ago because I loved it so much and never possessed something daring.

      Looking at my reflection one last time, I put the bag on the counter and take a deep breath, ready to do seduce the man of my dreams.

      After all, it’s fitting, isn’t it?

      When a princess tastes the forbidden fruit and soaks in wicked cravings, she can no longer live without it.

      This seduction, though, is not about winning but gaining and showing.

      Gaining the trust of a man who has been hurt time and time again… and showing him that I love every part of him.

      Even the ones that make him a villain.

      

      Rush

      Thunder booms in the air despite the clear night sky lit by thousands of stars, basking moonlight on everything around me, mixing with the soft light coming from Aileen’s bedside lamp.

      The wind slaps me on my face, billowing the curtains backward, and I grin, remembering how I used to sneak inside this room and do all the things to Aileen that made me hungry for more.

      Sensual and forbidden things that I should have never indulged in with the innocent princess who deserved better, but I guess we established a long time ago I’m not a saint.

      My cold heart warms just thinking about my woman, who currently must gather all her courage in the bathroom to use all the things I’ve taught her to call the shots between us.

      Curious, curious, pretty, little thing eager to have everything and that includes my pain and scars.

      Scars she has touched, seen, and one of them even left on my body.

      And yet… never truly focusing on them like she wishes to do now.

      Tugging on the back of my sweater, I take it off and throw it on the nearby lounger while slipping off my boots, my bare feet slapping against the marble, welcoming the uncomfortable sensations grounding me in the present and not allowing me to drown in the spiral of madness just at the idea of leaving my body to her mercy.

      A body that faced so much hate when I wasn’t in control I lost count of all my agonizing memories.

      Running my fingers over my hair, I spin around when I hear the door opening and almost come undone at the gorgeous view that’s my woman in front of me.

      Her dark locks cascade down her spine in heavy waves, bringing attention to her flawless skin and delicate body covered in lacy black lingerie consisting of a see-through bra pushing her breasts close and making them stand out in all their glory. “Do you like it?” she asks, slowly twirling around and bringing attention to her panties that barely cover her pussy and her ass cheeks, my fingers itching to squeeze them and bite on them, leaving my marks on her. “It’s new.” She faces me again and slides her hands down her form, to the garter belt accenting her narrow waist and two small straps leading to her stockings wrapped around her long for miles legs, making me harder than ever.

      The possessive beast in me ushers me to grab her, throw her on the bed, and fuck her so hard her throat will be hoarse from all the screaming while with every drive of my dick I’ll burrow myself deeper and deeper into her until she won’t know where I begin and she ends.

      Clenching my fist and resisting the urge, I find the strength to ask, “Have you bought it with me in mind, princess?”

      She cocks her head to the side and winks at me, the mischievous grin spreading her plump lips, which shoots arrows of need through me, intensifying the desire to fuck her on the nearest available surface. “Maybe.” She chuckles at my growl. “Probably.” A beat passes and her voice becomes huskier, the lust shimmering in her eyes while her toes curl into the floor. “Definitely.” I take a step toward her, but she wiggles her fingers, stopping me. “Nah-ah. I’m in control, remember?”

      Ah, I see.

      “I remember, baby.” Her cheeks heat up, letting me know she loves when I call her that and she slowly saunters toward me, goose bumps breaking on her skin while her breathing speeds up a bit, creating frenzy around us while the outside world slowly ceases to exist as nothing else matters but me and her.

      Or at least I think so before she reaches me and places her hot, splayed palms on my rugged flesh, contrasting so much with her flawlessness and reminding me once again how different we are.

      For my past is a horrible pool of despair and pain while she knew nothing but love.

      Darkness is my salvation and how can I share it without pulling her deep into it?

      My princess should never be tainted by it as her soul should only know happiness.

      Her hot breath fans my skin, her fingers gently tracing over my old wounds, some of them still razor red and some faded, yet all of them showing that once upon a time they brought so much pain I always wondered how I survived them all.

      The pads of her fingers trace the round burn mark from the hot blade pressed into me as Jim laughed and everyone watched. Her hand shifts to the right, toward several claw marks from one of the beasts in the arena. “I hate what they’ve done to you,” she whispers, gently rubbing her thumb over the scar before moving lower toward the faint, barely visible scar her knife left on me. “I’m sorry I hurt you.” She meets my gaze and then lifts on her tiptoes, her lips softly touching mine, asking for forgiveness while my tongue pushes inside her, refusing to take the apology.

      My girl should never apologize for defending herself because her resolve is one of the things I love the most about her.

      Palming her head, I tilt it a little while devouring her mouth as emotions rush through me that I’ve never felt before.

      Gratitude for being able to love me despite all my flaws, flaws that should have sent her running in the opposite direction, and instead she welcomes me in her arms, giving me something I thought I’d never receive, for the likes of me are unworthy of such gifts.

      Atonement.

      And this time around she comes to me willingly. How can a man like me who had to fight for everything most of his life react to such gift?

      We share a breath as our mouths separate, her palms resuming her journey as she skims them to the countless cigarette buds imprints and I close my eyes when the memories of all my horrors flash in my mind, an endless kaleidoscope that no one should ever experience.

      Despite all our sexual encounters, I controlled her touches and made sure they rarely lingered on my scars because the wounds might have healed on the outside… but on the inside… on the inside they hurt so much I cannot stand it.

      I always wore my scars proudly, showing them off because they spoke about my strength.

      With her, though, they speak about my agony, agony that no one has ever heard of before because when you live among the monsters, you don’t have the privilege of being weak.

      Weakness is a weapon and we learned from an early age that no one should ever have a weapon that might kill us used against us.

      Tears form in her eyes and she leans forward, bestowing a kiss on my abused flesh, the touch serving as balm on the invisible open wound.

      God.

      I think only in this moment I finally understand why all the men chose love despite our lives.

      Who would willingly give up to feel this absolution, this relief and love coming from one person who has all the weapons to hurt you… and yet will never ever do it?

      “I hate what they’ve done to you,” she repeats, placing a few more kisses on my skin as her palm glides lower, reaching my belt. “But I love your scars.” I still at this and she looks at me again, her ocean eyes holding so much love I’m drowning in it. “Because they will always remind me that you survived.” Another kiss. “Survived to be with me.”

      My scars will always hold cries of desperation of a small boy who was terrified, but with her close, adoring them the way she does, she almost makes me believe that someday they will be nothing but just a fleeting memory in time.

      “Aileen,” My hand tangles in her hair, gripping it, while she continues to do whatever she pleases to me. Her fingers play with my belt, unhooking it before she reaches the zipper, tugging it down, the sound changing the atmosphere around us instantly.

      Her breathing grows raspy and I tip her head back once again, our stares meeting while she licks her plump lips. I swallow her moan when my mouth lands on her, entwining our tongues in a deep kiss that knowns no mercy as I demand everything from her.

      Love, surrender, acceptance.

      For her I would always control my darkness, never letting it ruin what we have and will never cross the line that makes me unable to go back to her.

      She chose me and I shall cherish this knowledge for the rest of my life, a woman who knows your deepest secrets and somehow loves you.

      Aileen is my reward for the shitty existence and all the challenges destiny has thrown my way and no one can convince me otherwise.

      Simply put, villains such as me don’t get gifts like her unless they’ve done something really good or suffered enough.

      I push us toward the bed, but she stays unmovable and I hiss into her when her nails dig into my chest. “No,” she whispers against my lips and steps back a little, the mischievous glint back in her eyes. “I want to play.” She dives her hot palm inside my pants, letting my dick spring free. She wraps her hand around my length, earning herself a groan from me. “I love your taste.” She strokes my dick, brushing the head with her thumb, and lifts it to her mouth, licking off my pre-cum from her skin, and my hold on her hair tightens, the lust consuming me and rocking through me, urging me to do what I wish the most.

      Fuck her hard, fast, and deep.

      “Aileen,” I warn her, my voice dropping and letting her know that the control she so wished comes at the price that’s my madness because I’m not sure how long I can withstand her torture. “You’re mine.”

      She smiles, her hand going back to my dick and stroking up and down, up and down, each caress driving me insane while our breathing fills the air. “I want you in my mouth, Rush.” She bites on her lower lip. “Just like back at the castle.”

      For a second, I don’t hear anything besides the fucking ringing in my ears from her request. Then my hand slides to her neck, “All yours, baby.”

      She gasps at the contact, her thighs rubbing together at the display of my dominance, and in this moment I understand what she truly needs.

      Access to my body to do whatever she wishes, but with my dominance and power over her because the princess gets off on my possessiveness as much as I do.

      Stepping back from her, I almost grin at the complete confusion on her face and go to the bed, sitting on the edge of it and making room between my legs for her.

      She is a sight to behold, my true beauty who fell for the horrible beast.

      “Rush, I’m burning,” she says, her hand palming her breasts, her nipples pushing through the fabric and making me hungry to lick them up, knowing how much she loves it. Her hands drift to her abdomen and lower, the heel of her palm settling on her pussy. “I need you.”

      “Do you?”

      She nods, and I groan inwardly at the wet spot on the lace and crook my finger at her.

      “Come here, baby. Show me what I taught you.”

      She moans at the command and I expect her to sounder to me, but the little vixen drops to her knees, pushing her ass up, and instead chooses to crawl, testing the boundaries of my control the closer she comes to me. “I love your body,” she tells me as she reaches me, gripping my thighs and lifting herself up a little so that our mouths meet for a passionate, yet short kiss. “You must be the most handsome villain on this earth.” She bites on my six-pack, her teeth grazing over the muscles, and I hiss at the sting. “You belong to me, Rush.” The words leave little room for argument and I grip her hair again, pushing it back so I can look at her.

      “No one but you, baby. Always.” Then I tighten my hold on her and ask although it sounds more like a call to action, “How does a woman stake her claim, baby?”

      She cups my dick, her hot breath fanning on my flesh, and it’s a wonder I don’t come from her breath alone and I jerk when she licks the tip, sucking on it with a loud pop before trailing her tongue over my length up and down, pulling a groan out of me.

      Scorching heat rushes through my system, enveloping me while she continues her journey, her fingers playing with my balls as she licks me. I groan when she squeezes the base of my dick, twisting her hand back and forth right before opening her mouth wide and taking me in.

      She manages to get it as deep as she can, sucking and licking my skin while creating a rhythm with her hand and mouth, driving me insane and bringing me to the edge while desire ignites my blood, screaming for release and yet release is the last thing I want now.

      Because her mouth is heaven and I will fucking enjoy it as much as I can.

      She glides her mouth back up, agonizingly slowly, over the sensitive flesh and then suckles on the tip, drinking more pre-cum, humming at the taste, and I can’t take it anymore.

      I angle her head back a little bit and she opens her mouth wider, greeting my length pushing deeper into her and moans, the vibration making me pull at her hair so hard her eyes water. I resist the urge to thrust into her, to use the wet heat surrounding me for my own pleasure, and instead let her stake her claim, although it has no point.

      I’ve been hers all along.

      Her hot palm skims up and down while I jerk my hips forward a bit, dwelling deeper, and then push back as she licks me and my dick springs free from her, her lips red while her need screams from every pore of her body.

      “Rush.” My name on her lips is the prettiest sound I’ve ever heard. “I need,” she says just as her other hand settles on her pussy.

      “Is your pussy wet from sucking my dick, baby?” She nods and I order, “Show me.”

      She moves her panties to the side as her fingers slip in and she glides them through her folds. “Feed them to me, baby. Let me taste your desire for me.”

      The air hisses in her throat. She pauses for a second, a red flush marring her cheek because my princess is still so innocent.

      Not for long, though.

      Soon I’ll corrupt every bone in her body and she’ll love it as much as she loves me.

      She gives me her fingers and I suck them in, welcoming her sweet and stingy taste that makes me hungry for more.

      And whatever I want I get and fuck all the consequences.

      She moans, her hand flexing on my dick while I lick her clean and then let her go, place my palm on her, and forcefully free my dick of her. “Game over, baby,” I announce to her right before grabbing her by her arms and throwing her on the bed, her laughter echoing through the space turning into a deep groan when I settle between her splayed tights, breathing in her scent. “Your man is about to feast.” She arches her back when I put my mouth on her covered flesh, licking her thorough the lace, and her thighs clamp around me, but I push them back on the bed.

      “Rush,” she moans, her fingers gripping the sheets under her palms, while her heels dig into my back. I shift her panties to the side, running my tongue through her silky folds up and down, welcoming her taste in my mouth.

      Her pussy is drenched, begging to be owned by me, and I slide my lips upward, trapping her clit between my lips and rolling it inside, flicking my tongue over it while she raises her hips, grinding on me. I sneak my palms under her ass, clenching her cheeks and holding her still for me, her sweet moans rocking off the walls and announcing to the whole world the pleasure she receives from me.

      She places the heel of her foot on my shoulder, opening herself wide for me, and I slide down her pussy, rolling my tongue over her walls one by one before diving inside her, and she whimpers, her finger pulling at my hair as she rocks in time with my movements. “Rush, please.” And I love it to finally hear her say my name in this bed where she got her first orgasm from a man.

      From me but never saw my face, now though there are no secrets between us.

      I growl into her flesh, pulling back and licking her pussy up while the sensual energy around us has the power to the destroy us both, creating a different kind of frenzy in me and need to have her come apart underneath me.

      But not because of my tongue.

      No, I need to be joined together with her.

      She moans when I place my whole mouth on her, giving her one last long lick, thriving in the knowledge that my touch emits such reactions from her because her pleasure is one of the things that forever binds her to me.

      After all, I’ll always be the villain who stole a princess and soaked her in vices so much she got addicted to them.

      Her scent teases my senses while my hard-on is almost painful and her taste snaps the remaining part of my control.

      “Rush, make me come,” she begs, her throaty whisper eager with anticipation and yet desperation makes me roar in victory and I no longer hold back my desire to make love to her.

      Because tonight, in this bed, I’ll make love to her so we can find this release together and seal the promises we’ve made to each other earlier.

      “I will,” I tell her against her navel, as I move my mouth upward, rubbing her juice dripping from my chin all over her skin while biting and kissing her, periodically sucking her flesh hard, leaving new hickeys marking her skin.

      She’s a vision, lost in her passion and need, her skin flushed from desire, her plump lips begging to be kissed all while her pussy drips more.

      Reaching the underside of her breasts, I circle my tongue around first nipple, sucking on the flesh and then shifting to the other, repeating the action while she writhes under, her legs wrapping around me, pulling me as close to her as possible.

      We both groan when I rub the tip of my dick over her opening and she slides her hand up my nape, tugging me toward her, and we lock our mouths in a kiss just as I drive inside her hard, pushing her on the bed and trapping her gasp in my throat.

      I push back only to thrust deep again, stretching her pussy along my length, the tight heat enveloping me as our tongues brush against each other, mimicking the art of lovemaking.

      Body, heart, and soul connected with each other in the most primitive way.

      Sweat drips down my back when I grip her hips, making more room for myself, and I drive into her over and over again all while devouring her mouth. She finally tears it away, gulping for breath while arching her back to me, meeting me stroke for stroke.

      I lean down to bite on her neck as she claws my back, putting her own marks on me, and at the thought alone I speed up my pace, my thrusts becoming harder and deeper while the sensations and tension build in me, urging me to be rougher and wilder with her so we both can get what we need.

      “Harder, Rush,” she tells me, clenching her thighs around me while pulling at my hair and licking at my lips before whimpering into the kiss again, our mouths fighting for dominance all while I fuck her, welcoming the sting of pain on my skin when her nails dig a bit too hard, probably drawing blood.

      Part of me wishes to make us both last longer, to bask in this newfound freedom to love my woman the way she deserves and punish her a little bit too.

      For all the pain she has caused me with this distance, to inflict this sweet torture on her body, but it’s impossible.

      Because every cell in my body lives to adore her and provide her with everything she needs, and what my woman needs right now is to come on her man’s dick.

      I bury myself deep in her before harshly pulling myself back and driving right back in, going deeper than before, and she gasps into my mouth, her skin growing hot against me while her pussy spasms around my length.

      Tingling sensations travel from my lower back to my balls and I bite on her lower lip just as she moans, her pussy clenching me impossibly tight right as I tighten my hold on her.

      One. Two. Three more thrusts and I cover her mouth when she screams, finding her release, and welcome my growls when I spill inside her, her palms gliding up and down my back before she hugs me close to her.

      She hides her face into the crook of my neck while we both breathe heavily, the pleasure ricocheting through my entire body along with wonder.

      Wonder from finally truly claiming my woman.

      No one will take her away from me ever again.

      Not even her father.

      

      Aileen

      I sigh when Rush runs his fingers through my hair, playing with the locks as I place my hands on his chest and rest my chin on them, lying between his legs.

      His back is prepped against the headboard, one knee bent, and he must read he question on my face because he asks, “What is it, baby?”

      Part of me wishes to keep my mouth shut and let fate decided the outcome of the inevitable blow that’s coming our way once my father finds out the truth, but the other one… the good girl one? Makes me spills all the beans to my man. “My parents are coming back tomorrow.” I close my eyes when his fingers press a little bit harder, sending prickles of pleasure through me as if he wants to wipe all my worries away.

      “I know. Everything is going to be all right.”

      I look at him, baffled, and he laughs.

      “As well as it can be in the current situation, Aileen. We won’t hide and once they arrive I will speak to Lachlan. Either way, we won’t be sneaking around like a bunch of teenagers.”

      My laughter echoes in the night when he tickles my sides and then palms my head, bringing my closer to him. “Too late to change your mind now,” I warn him just as he kisses me and the desire builds up in the pit of my stomach, but before it can reign over me, I tear my mouth away and sit up. “I’d like to have some time with my parents before we break the news to them.”

      He tenses, his muscles going rigid against me, and he flexes his arms around my back, tugging me closer to him while his green orbs flash in fury. Clearly, he doesn’t like the idea.

      Rush opens his mouth to protest, but I put my fingers on his lips, rubbing my thumb over them, and try my best to find the right words to explain my feelings. “Do you know that we haven’t spoken with Dad about the dark protégés?”

      His brows lift in surprise and I smile sadly.

      “I didn’t want to give him unnecessary stress.” A beat passes while the memories from the last months play in my mind. “But you know my curious nature, so I went to the next best source.”

      “Arson.”

      He guessed right.

      “Yes, I figured he’d have all the answers for me. Ironically, he said the same thing you did back on the island.” I cast my gaze down, tracing my finger around one of his scars, hating this ache in my chest that doesn’t go away. “His explanation didn’t shine light on my dad’s past or what happened to him that led to such choices. Choices he still follows despite falling in love with my mom.” And Mom’s whole speech about him kidnapping her from her studio didn’t help the matters either.

      He contemplates all this for a long moment. “So you want to talk with your father about his past?” Judging by his tone, he doesn’t think that’s a good idea, and that’s an answer in itself, right?

      If a man who lived through sorrows thinks it’s a bad idea to uncover my father’s past… what kind of life did he have?

      I shake my head and sigh again. “Yes and no.”

      He stays silent, waiting for me to elaborate, and it feels so good to finally have someone to voice all my worries to.

      “Yes because I’m curious and want to know all the details.” I accepted their dark side if it entails saving all the lost souls. However, sometimes a girl just needs more details. “No because I see it in his eyes.”

      “What?”

      “Fear that I might ask. Dad doesn’t want me to dwell in his past and discover that he isn’t perfect. We both know I know, but we both pretend I don’t because that’s easier.”

      His thumbs brush over my cheeks and he tips my chin up so our eyes meet again. “I don’t understand, baby. What does all this have to do with our relationship and coming clean about it?”

      “When I choose you, Dad won’t be able to pretend anymore.” My voice drops to a whisper, “I will no longer be his little girl who lives in the heaven of his creation. I’ll be someone who tasted the dark side and chose it over all the choices he has given me by sheltering me from the horrible things happening.”

      And maybe… maybe then he will reject me for daring to go against him.

      The thought is too painful to bear, so I decide not to voice it.

      Rush sits up and rearranges me until I’m straddling his lap, the sheet sliding down to my hips, and I circle my arms around his neck when he hugs me closer. “My sweet girl.” He removes the lock from my face. “Lachlan will always love you.” A humorless chuckle slips past his lips. “He might not be my greatest fan and won’t make it easy, but his love for you is unshakable.”

      “Can you absolutely be sure of that? My father doesn’t forget or forgive.” He swallows and by how he tenses, I know he can’t give me any guarantees. “The minute we announce our relationship, there is a small possibility that I’ll be banished from the castle, or worse, from my dad’s life.” My throat tightens at the possibility, hating just the idea of it, and yet it has the potential to be my reality. “I just want a few more days with my dad. Please?”

      Before he can reply, the now familiar sound fills the air, pebbles being thrown at my window and balcony.

      We share a confused look, but I quickly get down from Rush and grab my nearby robe, putting it on and running to the balcony, leaning on the banister, and my jaw drops open at Levi continuing to throw pebbles. “What are you doing?” I frown at the sight of him. “Is that lipstick on your neck?” We have so many lamps on spread all over the territory, it’s hard to miss his it.

      He wipes the lipstick from his neck and says, “No time for this. Mom and Dad are on the way.”

      “What?” I shout and then drop my voice to a hissed whisper again, “They were supposed to come back tomorrow.”

      “Yeah, well. They had a change of plans.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Uncle Arson told me and by the way, he knows Rush is here.” I’m too scared at the possibility of my parents facing Rush right now to focus on the Uncle Arson part. And who cares anyway? He was the one who kept on hinting at me to go after what I want and to hell with consequences.

      Seriously, best hypothetical godfather ever.

      Rush comes over from behind me, fully dressed, and waves at Levi, “Hey, man!”

      “Hey!” my brother replies and then motions with his hand for him. “You need to get down. They’ll be here any minute.” He pauses and lifts his brow. “Unless that’s what you guys want? To meet them, I mean?”

      I still, fear enveloping me whole at the prospect of facing my parents now unprepared just after I screwed the enemy in their house!

      “Shhhh, princess,” Rush says, palming my head. “I’ll give you time but don’t take forever. Because I will never again sneak out like this from Lachlan’s house. No more,” he warns and I know if I will take too long he will come on his own terms, which has bigger disaster written all over it.

      “Thank you!” I whisper against his lips when we share a long kiss interrupted by Levi’s whistle.

      “Save this for letter and this is seriously not something I ever want to see,” he shouts and I grin when Rush hooks his leg to the other side of the banister and steals one more kiss before skillfully getting down just the way he came.

      Right when his feet touch the ground, we hear the iron gates opening, the sound echoing in the night, and Levi mutters, “Oh, shit!”

      “Run, run, run!” I shout at them and they dart off into the direction of the greenhouse behind which hides the back door gate into the mansion. Rush must have come from that one to avoid all the surveillance. The reason Dad rarely has anyone watching it is because only family members know about it.

      Just as they disappear in the garden, my parents arrive to the main gate and get out of their car.

      I quickly jump back inside my room and dash to the bathroom, ready to greet my parents, but before that I need to wash traces of Rush away from me.

      I’m living now on borrowed time.

      Tick tock.

      And the worst part about it?

      I have no idea what will happen from the inevitable blow.

      

      Lachlan

      The owls hoot in the distance as the wind whooshes outside, the branches swaying from side to side, and moonlight soaks my garden that once was a hunting ground.

      Gone are the victims who run away from me, begging for their lives to be spared.

      Now, only the laughter of my family fills it—or at least filled it.

      As I get out on my balcony, I lean on the railing, watching my daughter walking down there, deep in her thoughts as she buries her face in her coat, and Levi hugs her, whispering something in her ear.

      She gives him a weak smile but then sighs heavily once again.

      Probably thinking about a man who snuck inside my castle like a thief and stole her heart—and with this, my sanity.

      A hunter always knows when an intruder enters his territory. They have a certain smell that announces their arrival and in this awakens every protective instinct inside me.

      A smile curves my mouth when I think about her face all flushed as both of my kids lied through their teeth and really thought they convinced me of their bullshit.

      They couldn’t lie worth a shit when they were kids, and much less now.

      Aileen looks up at our room and notices me. She waves at me, but then sadness crosses her face, and she spins around.

      Ah, conflicted child of mine.

      She can’t stand lying to me, but apparently it doesn’t stop her from inviting an enemy into my home.

      My hands fist on the railing as familiar anger slides through my veins and sends gasoline to the burning fire that is my rage at the thought of Rush putting his hands on Aileen.

      Corrupting her.

      Making her fall in love with a monster, when she deserves better.

      My whole life, I wished for only one thing.

      For my children to be free of the burden that’s my world. But instead, they both soaked in it.

      Aileen deeper than Levi.

      A soft voice speaks from behind me, temporarily calming the storm inside my soul. “She’s in love with him, Lachlan.”

      I turn around to face my beautiful wife who has the ability to make my heart beat faster, even after all these years and despite all the shit I had to live through.

      She pads toward me, the wind billowing her dark hair back, and the scarf slides from her shoulders, opening up her nightgown-covered body that knows me so well.

      Leaning on the banister, I wait for her as she places her splayed palms on my chest, and we silently stare at one another.

      The dark circles still mar her skin beneath her breathtaking eyes, and I barely control the desire to hug her close to wipe away the fear still present in her gaze whenever she looks at me.

      She’s afraid to lose me or maybe thinks all this is a dream, and the idea of her suffering so much without me unsettles me in more ways than one.

      However, I chose this path a long time ago, and never once did she ask me to stop because she knows how important it is to me.

      And that’s the problem, isn’t it?

      No matter how much we love our women, the likes of us cannot stop what we do, for we are unable to sleep knowing that vile demons exist on this earth.

      “She almost got killed because of him,” I say, palming her head and rubbing her cheeks with my thumbs. “If I allow this… she’ll never have peace.” I kiss her on the lips, and we share a breath. “She’ll live your life.” I tilt her head back and wipe away a single tear sliding down her skin. “And I know you love me and don’t regret anything. But I don’t want my daughter to live on the dark side. She deserves better.”

      Never once in all these years have I regretted my decision to do what I do. My methods are horrific and unacceptable to some, but they heal the souls of those who cannot control their evilness.

      Darkness was my solace, and even after marrying Valencia, I never turned my back on it.

      Valencia.

      What brought us together made it impossible for her to shy away from the monsters of this world, and Levi saw firsthand what it was like to be at the mercy of their cruelty.

      Aileen, though… my one bright ray of sunshine, the only pure thing of mine… she is innocence and naivety all at once, for she had something I was denied in this world until I met my wife.

      Love and luck.

      Rush ruined it. He smeared her in the kind of dirt that will never wash away, and that’s an unforgivable crime in my eyes.

      “Our daughter’s lived on the dark side since she was born,” Valencia whispers, and I close my eyes, anguish washing over me at the memories that are still so vivid in my head. I hope my daughter will never find out about her mother’s and my beginning because shame fills me whenever I think about it. “I know she’s your little girl, Lachlan. But if you don’t do something, we will lose her.” She connects our mouths in a gentle kiss, almost reassuring me, and then presses her forehead against mine. “Please don’t make her choose.” Her warm hand pats my heart, giving me a light peck, and with this walks back to our room, leaving me standing alone while conflicting emotions consume me.

      How doesn’t she understand?

      A father wants the best man to capture the heart of his daughter because he wishes to believe she’ll be happy and safe with him no matter what.

      Aileen will never be truly safe with Rush, as there will always be monsters ready to tear him apart.

      The gust of wind slaps me, and I look at my kids once again as Levi does weird poses to make Aileen laugh, but she just gives him tight smiles.

      And that’s when, with crystal-clear clarity, I understand that Valencia is wrong.

      No matter what I choose, the end result will be the same.

      I will have to let go of my daughter.

      And how does a father do that without ripping his heart apart?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIXTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “My father was always my hero.

        But in my love story, he became a villain.

        And the man who wanted to destroy me…

        became my prince with a heart of gold.”

        Aileen

      

      

      Aileen

      An owl hoots in the distance, the sound echoing through the night, and my hand with the brush freezes, stuck in my long hair cascading over my shoulder.

      Because the evening’s arrival sends shivers up my spine as the message Rush sent me earlier plays in my mind.

      
        
        You have until tonight. After that, willing or not, I will drag you out of that fucking castle myself.

      

      

      I guess asking him to be patient for three days straight without any opportunity for us to meet and talk wasn’t the best plan. But what could I have done with my father trailing after my every move?

      Ever since they came back from France, he’s been watching me and coming up with endless family activities for us.

      It almost seems as if Dad is challenging Rush with all his actions. However, that’s impossible and crazy, since he doesn’t even know we’re still in contact.

      Catching my reflection in the mirror, I swallow hard, and my lungs burn from the invisible pressure on my chest, so heavy I no longer remember how to breathe.

      Because the woman staring back reminds me nothing of the person I was just a few months ago. The hollow expression reflected in my eyes shows all my desperate emotions, leaving no doubt I’m falling into the abyss with no one to hold on to.

      Just a little longer, and I will vanish into thin air, leaving only fleeting moments to remember me by.

      Is this what all those princesses trapped in castles felt like? Unable to control their fate due to the rules of the kingdom set by their kings, who ignored their pleas and decided their destinies?

      To be fair to Dad, he never spoke to me about Rush, but all his comments in the last couple of days rubbed me the wrong way and just increased the internal conflict within me.

      Not about being with Rush but how to break the news to Dad without him disowning me.

      Just imagining him saying I’m no longer his daughter kills me, and how pathetic is that?

      I need to grow up, yet I still hold on to my childhood and want parental approval, when the only thing that should matter is my emotions about Rush.

      Who I love with all my heart.

      A harsh gust of wind slips inside, snapping me from my thoughts and billowing the white-as-snow curtains, and I curl my toes on the cold marble, shivering slightly as goose bumps erupt from the frigid air surrounding me.

      The coldness matches that residing in my soul, and at this point, I don’t think anything has the power to warm me up.

      They say first love destroys you in ways you’d never anticipate.

      I guess they were right.

      But I just never expected my first love to potentially destroy my family and my bond with Dad.

      Another hoot sounds, accompanied by a bird loudly squawking and crickets chirping, as if announcing their presence to me so I will have no illusion about my location or pretend I’m back on the island.

      Although my man visits me in my sleep, bringing me restless nights and painful aches that rock through my body, once again pointing out my loneliness and addiction that has no boundaries.

      For the man I crave is forbidden.

      Tightening my palm around the brush, I slide it down my hair one last time before placing it back on the table with a loud clatter and getting up from the vanity chair. I shift it back, and with a growl, I knock off the glass bottle of water, which hits the floor with a loud shattering noise as it breaks into tiny little pieces.

      “Enough,” I whisper, fed up being told what to do and acting helpless.

      All birds fly from their nest, so my turn has to come too. My family home shouldn’t feel like a prison.

      Fisting the skirt of my bell-sleeved dress, I pad toward the open balcony door, letting the train of the dress trail after me, not caring about the liquid spread all over the floor or how my feet leave wet prints.

      Stepping outside, I reach the railing and wrap my hands around the brick structure, allowing my gaze to sweep over the enormous property exposed to my view.

      My childhood home, my sanctuary, a place that has so many dear memories and where I always felt safe, loved, and wanted.

      A glass and golden cage.

      I’m assailed by another blast of wind so hard I sway back a little.

      The moon glows in the dark sky lit by the millions of stars that came out to join me in my misery, brightening up the area around me. Poets could endlessly write poems about our garden, as only beauty exists in it.

      Neatly cut emerald grass blankets the never-ending acres surrounding the dark castle, with various bushes spreading over the grounds. Blooming roses and orchids peek through them, luring you along the property, where zigzagging paths lead to dangerous destinations. Several gorgeous statues carved out of polished marble glisten in the night, leaving you in awe of how alive they look. The few alcoves give a false sense of security, as if one could rest there and not expect anything bad to happen to him or her.

      It’s so easy to get lost in the garden. Its beauty blinds a person to how truly deadly it is because monsters wait in the corner for the perfect moment to strike, to tear your flesh apart piece by piece.

      If you are not careful enough, venom will be injected into your blood, then stream through your veins until it reaches your heart and makes it as dark as theirs.

      Misery loves company while love dies with no goodness in sight.

      I never understood how this garden truly represented my father and what he and my uncles do. Beautiful yet tortured monsters hungry for vengeance and blood.

      A sense of doom weighs heavily all around me. It’s a hunting ground for those who dare to step inside.

      Maybe that’s why hate sometimes seems like a more powerful emotion, keeping a person alive if the object of his or her rage exists somewhere, giving them strength to push toward their goal.

      A goal that doesn’t mind a few casualties on its way to victory.

      After all, no wars are won without the collateral damage of innocent souls.

      And it looks like in this twisted fairy tale of their creation, I am one, and no one cares.

      I should go to Dad now and confess, pack my stuff, and go to Rush. He has been watching me. This I know, giving me protection and love even from miles away while being incredibly patient with my attachment issues.

      But is it fair to him to keep him on the sidelines, as if he is a dirty secret I should be ashamed of?

      Everyone deserves to be loved out in the open, without their significant other being afraid of what people might think about it.

      I gather all my determination and come to a decision that will change my life forever.

      I’m going to move out and then tell them my secret, even if my heart bleeds from being ripped in two. I don’t want to spend another day without Rush in my life, and right now, I want his strong arms to hug me so much and remind me once again why all this is worth the consequences that will follow.

      A gunshot erupts in the night, the birds squawking loudly and rustling the leaves as they fly high up in the sky, avoiding the upcoming doom ready to destroy everything in its path.

      I freeze. The air sticks in my lungs, and my heart pangs, only to stop for a moment and then beat wildly once again. Fear glides over my skin, cooling my already cold body even more.

      But a thrill rushes through me too, familiar excitement building in the pit of my stomach.

      “No,” I whisper, my eyes widening as Rush walks toward the mansion holding two guns and wearing all black, ready to get what he came for.

      What was stolen from him.

      The Villain has come to claim his Beauty, and this time around, he has no patience left in him.

      Without thinking, I spin around and run, my bare feet slapping the marble as I pass the hall and then quickly descend the stairs, focusing on the door where a wide-eyed butler opens his mouth to say something. But he must read determination on my face, as he wraps his hand around the handle and opens it just in time for me to fly through.

      A harsh wind greets me. My hair blows back, and the concrete under my feet is so icy cold they almost feel numb, but this doesn’t stop me.

      Instead, my whole focus belongs to the man in the distance moving toward me quickly. Whimpering, I lift my skirt, giving me more room to run to him faster.

      Because if I don’t reach him in time, the consequences might be severe.

      Rush stops, a smile curving his mouth while his eyes stay unreadable, and he extends his hand, ready to catch me at any moment.

      However, in a flash, his expression changes, and the hand points a gun at someone behind me. The safety clicks loudly when his thumb releases it, and a gasp slips past my lips as I anticipate the danger coming at me.

      No. No. No.

      Is he insane? He cannot shoot anyone here, especially not my father!

      “Aileen!” a deep voice shouts from behind me. My name reverberates through the stillness, coating it with a darkness that knows no mercy and is ready to execute vengeance for daring to go against his orders.

      How could I have done anything else, though?

      Breathing heavily, I halt, then half turn to see Dad standing several feet away from me, his face unreadable, even by the many lights brightening the magnificent mansion that used to be a sanctuary for me.

      Before life turned on its axis and showed me the ugly side of things. And made me value all the love I’ve grown up with even more.

      Dad extends his hand to me, repeating my name. “Aileen.” A beat and then, “Come here.” My eyes close, soaking up his calm voice that used to soothe every pain inside me; however, traces of fury at my behavior now coat it, signaling to me what running back to him entails.

      Giving up on my love.

      “Aileen.” This time, Rush calls my name, and I shift my gaze to him when he throws one of his guns on the ground and extends his hand to me once again. “Come here.” Although his voice lacks the calmness my dad possesses, its husky, deep pitch blankets my heart and squeezes it so hard I’m afraid to breathe.

      I’m trapped between two men who hate each other so viciously.

      When you have to choose between love and hate, the choice is easy.

      But what do you do when you have to choose between love and love?

      What happens then?

      “Aileen,” Dad calls me again, and I look at him while he orders, “Come here.”

      Glancing at Rush, I plead for him to understand that I need to go back to Dad one last time and explain to him what’s going on because I cannot bear the idea of them fighting again.

      By a soft smile my man sends my way, I know he gets it, but by the anger still flashing in his orbs, he doesn’t like it.

      And when he tosses the other gun away, a gasp slips past my lips, as he leaves himself without any weapon to defend himself.

      Although with a shield like me in this mansion, why would he need a weapon, right?

      Taking a deep breath, I walk to my father, who has a completely indifferent expression, hiding his true feelings at the moment. “I love him, Dad.” I push out the words that taste so forbidden yet mean the world to me. “I’m in love with him.” The pressure in my chest eases, the invisible ropes squeezing my throat untying and letting me breathe easy for the first time in months. Because I can finally say the truth. “Desperately in love, Dad.” I gulp for breath, welcoming all the air inside me and holding back my laughter, as the relief inside me is overwhelming.

      How amazing it is to finally speak out loud about your love and not hide it from everyone?

      Dad doesn’t say anything, but as I move closer, he tosses away his gun as well, and it hits the ground with a loud thud.

      Then I notice something else in his hand, and my heart stills.

      He kneels down and places my shoes by my feet. “Put them on. It’s freezing. You’ll catch a cold.”

      Tears form in my eyes at his affection, even in the current circumstances, and slip my feet inside the shoes while he straightens up and removes his suit jacket before throwing it over my shoulders. I snake my arms inside the sleeves, his warmth instantly enveloping me as we stare at one another. “I’m so sorry, Daddy.” I bite my lips, not letting the sobs erupt from my throat because he taught me better than that.

      Dad palms my head, his blue eyes the same as mine gazing at me with so much love, and a smile shapes his mouth, although sadness lingers at the edges of it. His thumb brushes the tear away from my cheek, yet more tears follow, the little girl in me who hero-worshipped her father terrified of what he might say to me right now.

      “When I held you for the first time, you were so tiny, and I was afraid to hurt you,” he begins, and I blink at this. “I couldn’t believe something so precious, beautiful, and innocent could come from someone like me.” He laughs a little, the air puffing around us. “I fell in love for the second time in my life, and with this love came such fierce protectiveness that I vowed to myself to do anything in my power to let you know nothing but happiness.”

      My voice trembles when I whisper, “Dad.” This conversation already hurts my soul. Why does he have to tell me all this and make it more difficult?

      He continues, ignoring my interruption. “This is a kind of love I cannot explain, as you have to experience it to understand it. You were my little ray of sunshine, the only person in my family who didn’t know the dark side of me. I always wanted you to exist only in light because darkness… it’s so cruel, child of mine. So, so cruel and ruthless.”

      His words shoot arrows into my soul, more tears coming, while the anguish in his voice kills me from the inside because I know he doesn’t approve.

      Because Rush is the one who destroyed the illusion of the world Dad created around me.

      “But somehow in all my protectiveness, I became the source of your greatest pain.”

      “Daddy, no.” I put my hands on his forearms. “I understand. I’m not hurt. I just fell in love.”

      “Yes. You fell in love with an enemy, and instead of coming to me with your pain, you harbored it in your heart. It should have never come to this.”

      My stomach flips, and I tense, looking my father straight in the eyes and studying his every feature because panic envelops me.

      After this conversation, we might never see each other again if he rejects me… if he rejects Rush… or demands me to make a choice.

      So for a moment in time, for just a couple more seconds, I want to be my father’s daughter, who has the right to be his daughter.

      “There is nothing in this life you can do to make me stop loving you. You’ll always be welcomed here, and this house will always be your home. No matter who you choose, where you go, or what path you decide to take… you will always be my daughter.” He leans forward and presses a kiss to my forehead as I start crying at this total acceptance, my heart weeping in joy while so much love fills my insides. “I love you, sweetheart. Go live your life and be happy. And I’ll always be here if you need me.”

      Wrapping my arms around his neck, I hug him close while he squeezes me hard, tears continuing to come as all our memories together play like an endless movie in my mind.

      Happy memories of a childhood filled with love and acceptance.

      “Thank you, Dad!” I say through my clogged throat, still holding on to him. “Thank you!”

      I would have gone away with Rush regardless, but relief mixed with joy and awe slides through my veins at the thought of doing it with my dad’s blessing.

      “I love you, Daddy,” I whisper in his ear, and his arm locks on me for a second, and then he leans back, smiling. “You’re the best dad in the whole wide world,” I repeat the words I used to say to him as a child.

      “Go.” He looks at Rush then, and his voice hardens. “Take good care of her.”

      “I will.”

      Pleasure nips at my skin at his admission, and then I see Mom walking toward us, winking at me, and Dad pushes me away. “Go.”

      I take tentative steps backward, watching my parents, and in a way I say goodbye to life as I knew it and then blow them a big kiss that Mom catches and then blows her own.

      Levi whistles above us on the balcony. “Love you, sis!”

      “I love you too!” I shout back, and then gathering my skirts, I turn around and face Rush, who opens his arms wide again.

      With all my might, I run to him and in seconds end up in his embrace, my legs wrapping around him while my laughter echoes in the night when he spins us around.

      He stops, and I lace my fingers through his hair, our mouths meeting in a heated kiss that with each swipe of our tongues cements our relationship and love. It sends prickling sensations all over me, while the burning fire inside me grows, mingling with my absolute love for this man. “I love you, Rush.”

      He grins, his emerald eyes clear of any burden as he kisses me once more, but he manages to whisper before it, “I love you too, Aileen.”

      My villain became a prince worthy of the princess’s hand after all.

      And nothing but endless bliss awaits us from here on out.
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        “Once upon a time, a villain corrupted a princess…

        and she in turn captured his heart.

        For eternity.”

        Rush

      

      

      Eight years later

      

      Rush

      The seagulls squawk in the sky while the blinding sun brightens up everything around us, casting shimmers on the endless and powerful ocean as the boat rocks from side to side.

      Several people run around the deck, hectically pulling ropes along it and preparing their weapons in full force, while the captain straightens her back and adjusts the black eye patch on her face.

      She grabs the scope hanging at her waist and then looks into it, a frown marring her features, and she gasps while the men freeze, waiting to hear what distressed her so much.

      William’s drink pauses midway to his mouth while George stops reading his book, their attention also on the creature who is ready to dish out a command, if her stubborn expression is anything to go by.

      She throws her head back, gulps for breath, and I chuckle when her piercing yell reverberates through the space. “Intruders on the horizon! Prepare!” The little five-year-old rushes to the other end of the deck, picks up her wooden sword, and orders, “Aim the weapons!”

      The men jump into action, making an effort to play along with her little fantasy and standing by the wooden toy cannons that send foam balls flying across the ocean—that they’ll easily catch later so it doesn’t affect the underwater world.

      She addresses the two old men. “You need to hide in the cabin. It might get bad out here.”

      George bites his lip, barely holding back his laughter, but nods along.

      She then pats William on his back and says, “Don’t worry, William. I will protect you both.” Her voice drops, her ocean-blue eyes narrowing. “I shall conquer that ship as well. After all, I’m the unstoppable Grace!” She finishes on a scream.

      “Yeah, you are,” William cheers her on and then leans on his cane, walking slowly in the direction of the cabin. “I shall wait for you there, lady pirate.” He exhales heavily, wincing a little, and my instincts go on high alert, considering he suffered a heart attack just a year ago.

      His body lying on the floor still gives me nightmares.

      He notices my concern and shakes his head. “It’s all right,” he says and then resumes his trek, while George joins his husband, trailing after him with a little more speed, still quite active for a man his age.

      Despite being their age, they show great health and still participate in most activities. They refuse to retire and just enjoy their time, preferring to be busy with all the household events. According to them, doing their regular work keeps them alive, and not to mention, watching after Grace requires all the energy they can muster.

      “Where would we go anyway, Rush? Our life is here. When we die, we want to do it on this land among our family.”

      My mouth curves in a smile while warmth fills my chest at the two men who devoted their lives to looking after us all, and no matter what destiny threw their way, they stayed loyal to us to a fault. They might not have always been right in their actions, but they tried and stuck around.

      And that counts for something, right?

      A family indeed.

      The same goes for Jesse and Mark, who traveled the world for a year but then came back, deciding to stay and work for us. Jesse practically runs the household now, with the butlers as backup, while Mark handles the boats. They have two kids already, who play well with my daughter.

      Grace’s voice pulls me back to the present as she wraps her hands around my thigh and tilts her head back. “Daddy, you need to hide,” she whispers, resting her cheek against me. “I don’t want anyone to hurt you.”

      My heart, the one I considered just an organ to pump my blood and nothing else a long time ago, contracts inside my chest while familiar wonder travels through my veins. And gentleness I never knew before sinks into me once again.

      Because ever since the doctor placed this little bundle of joy in my arms five years ago, screaming her lungs out for being torn away from her cozy home inside her mama… I fell in love for the second time in my life and never looked back.

      My little miracle that brightens up my already wonderful world, bringing me and my wife so much joy that happiness became a constant in this land. An emotion everyone spoke so highly of but one I never saw until I captured the princess from her father’s castle.

      Turns out, no matter your past… to your daughter, you are always the hero with magical powers who can do anything.

      My princess, Grace, who prefers to be called a lady pirate, is our hellion who has everyone wrapped around her little finger.

      Everyone adores her, so whatever she wants, she gets, and I have no capacity to be strict with her. After all, how can I refuse her anything when she has her mother’s eyes?

      At the thought of my beautiful wife, warmth travels through my entire system while possessiveness and satisfaction push to the surface, remembering how just this morning I woke her up with my mouth and proceeded to take her hard in our bed until she screamed in pleasure.

      I proudly wear her marks on my back, most of the time walking around shirtless here so everyone knows who she belongs to and no one doubts that I’m hers.

      Oddly enough, our obsession with one another only grew over the years, and the intensity of our relationship keeps us attached like opposite magnets seeking each other out constantly.

      One of the reasons we rarely stay apart. Sleeping without her next to me became unbearable, and I don’t really give a shit what a sap that makes me.

      After Lachlan gave us his blessing, we spent a week in bed in my apartment that I bought in New York, just marveling at the freedom of finally being with each other. That’s where I put a ring on her finger and asked her to marry me.

      We got married one year after because that’s how long her mother needed to plan the wedding, and I will never forget watching my girl walk down the aisle to me, holding her father’s arm while her eyes shone with love.

      By that time, Aileen graduated, and we moved back here. I renovated the mansion to make it perfect for my family and even hired a gardener to bring the property back to its former glory.

      Darkness and gloomy memories no longer belong in my castle.

      However, since Aileen decided to pursue her master’s degree and then work as a psychologist with children whose childhoods were difficult, we mostly travel back and forth. I ended up building her a house in New York, even though I prefer my island.

      Because we don’t have to follow anyone’s rules but our own, and I can always kidnap my wife to the waterfall and make love to her in my cave.

      Life is fucking good.

      “Daddy!” Grace’s voice pulls me back, and I chuckle at the stubborn expression on her face along with annoyance that so much reminds me of myself.

      Yes, she might look like her mother, but our daughter is a mini me in the making, which ends us both up in some hilarious situations, especially with my wife, who doesn’t know how to handle it all. “Yes, my darling?”

      “You need to go away!” She waves at the horizon as the men give her a thumbs-up, indicating they loaded the weapons. “Enemies are close.” She taps her wooden sword. “I shall protect us, but I can’t be distracted. You need to leave.” She runs behind me and pushes me toward the cabin. “Quick!”

      Ever since she saw some movie, she became obsessed with all things pirate and always creates these stories in her head that require me to build something for her to make it more believable.

      Hence this boat with all the personally made toys, so she can really live out her fantasy, and all the people who work on the island play along, finding it hilarious.

      But deep down, I know it’s because they adore her so much and love to see her running around happy, her laughter soaking the land that still heals from all the tragedies it has experienced.

      “Are you sure those are intruders?” I ask her, and the pushing stops. She runs around to stare at me and blinks a few times. “Maybe it’s a friendly visit.”

      She huffs in exasperation. “Of course not, Daddy! In all the books, only other pirates arrive on the island. To steal the gold!”

      Aileen has been reading all the real stories about pirates to her before bed, as Grace doesn’t want to hear any fairy tales. I’m starting to think it was a big mistake because my kid became suspicious of everyone.

      Last time, a delivery guy arrived by boat to bring a package for Aileen, and the poor guy got interrogated by my five-year-old, wondering if he had some malicious intent.

      I kneel before her and pinch her nose, and she laughs. “Darling, you know all those stories about pirates are mostly legends, right?” Playing pretend or not, I want to make sure she understands the real world she lives in and doesn’t have some distorted reality.

      “I know, Daddy. Mommy already explained. All of it happened in the past, and now there are no more pirates.” She grins and then wraps her arms around me, my soul flipping inside me at the embrace. “But this is my land, and I shall protect it!” She gives me a big kiss on the cheek, and I smile.

      “I think you should look through the scope one more time.” I wink at her as she frowns in confusion. “You might be surprised.”

      Or rather excited, considering who I’m expecting.

      “Oh all right.” She picks up her scope, looks through it, and then gasps before peering through it again to double-check. “Grandpa and Grandma are here!” she shouts, tossing the scope away, and it rolls to the side of her boat. “Grandpa, Daddy!” Joy practically pours from her when she descends the stairs and gets to the bottom, racing toward the other end of the pier where Lachlan’s yacht stopped, preparing everything to get out.

      “Ah, snap. I thought we’d have a battle, like when Rafael visited,” one of the guards mutters, and I laugh, remembering my twin’s face when his boat got attacked by foam and paintballs.

      Despite growing closer during my situation, it took us time to rebuild our relationship and push past all the pain we both still carried inside our souls. We started with weekly meetings that rapidly grew into almost daily, and then we found even activities just for the two of us. And now we can’t imagine not having each other in our lives.

      I still whistle whenever I remember the shit that happened with him after the Jade situation. I think we grew especially close back then.

      A soft and gentle voice belonging to my wife pulls me back from memory lane, and I see my wife standing on the shore, the breeze billowing her hair while her blue dress emphasizes every delectable curve of her body.

      Mine instantly goes hard, and the need to have her in my arms consumes me while I go to her, then ask with a growl, “Why aren’t you resting?”

      Her bare feet rub against each other as she tells me, “I’d stay inside, but this little thing threw a fuss.” She cradles the bundle in her arms as I hear a light cooing. “He was hungry, but I also suspect he just missed me. He takes after his dad.” She presses a kiss to the baby’s forehead, and my heart swells when I come closer and gently touch my eight-week-old son’s cheek.

      After Aileen gave birth to Grace, I didn’t think there was any more room in my heart, and yet when we discovered we were pregnant with a second baby… joy filled the remaining cracks.

      My little family of four is my world, and I will never let anyone hurt them. All those years ago, Aileen asked me to be careful in my actions so our children won’t face any repercussions. Staying true to my promise, I still hunt down all the vicious monsters hungry for innocent blood and send them all to jail, but I toned down the darkness.

      Turns out, the monster within me can be sustained with love and happiness as much as with chaos and pain.

      “We are possessive creatures,” I agree with her and wrap my arms around her, bringing her closer to me, and she tilts her head as I lean closer. “You look stunning, Mrs. Wright.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Wright.”

      Our mouths meet in a deep, probing kiss, our tongues seeking each other and entwining in the passionate yet soft kiss that silently communicates all the emotions between us, and my hold on her tightens as I swallow her moan.

      She grips my shirt, pulling me even closer to her as she angles her head for better access, while we continue to kiss with the sun beaming on us, and I’m ready to drag my wife back to the castle and have my way with her.

      But my daughter’s melodic laughter pierces through my lust-consumed mind, and I tear my mouth away from my wife’s, biting her lower lip. “We need to stop, my love. Otherwise, your dad will castrate me.”

      She chuckles, hiding her face against my chest while I gaze in the near distance to see Lachlan lifting Grace high up in the air and spinning around, before she circles her little arms around him and yells, “Grandpa! I’m so happy to see you!”

      “I’m happy to see you too, princess.”

      “Lady pirate, Grandpa!” She palms his head and widens her eyes, which makes Lachlan grin. “I shall conquer the world!”

      “For sure,” he agrees and then sways her to the side, where she leans toward Valencia and gifts her with a loud smacking kiss on the cheek.

      “Hi, Grandma! You came for a visit!”

      “We did,” she confirms and pats her on the back. “And we brought presents as well.”

      Grace claps her hands before resting her cheek on Lachlan’s shoulder. “I’m so happy to see you.”

      My girl has a very special bond with her grandparents, talking to them on the phone daily and sending them various pictures, while they come to visit as much as they can.

      Although, in the last year, they decided to take a yearlong world tour vacation just the two for them, presumably because he’s—and I quote—“fucking tired of the endless high school drama in the family.”

      And by that, he probably means all the issues arising whenever the dark protégés’ families and kids get together because there is always some fuck-up that needs to be fixed or heart that is broken.

      Needless to say, it’s so entertaining to watch that I never miss any of the gatherings.

      Our little boy is the reason guests will be arriving on our island for a weeklong stay. We are celebrating his birth, and the family hasn’t seen him yet.

      They all gave us privacy to enjoy the first moments together, although they’ve been pushing to finally meet the latest addition so we threw a party which resulted in the butlers hectically refurnishing all the rooms.

      Lachlan and Valencia decided to come earlier, while everyone else will arrive in two days.

      That includes Pierre and Elena with their son, and Dante and Caroline with their twins. Needless to say, despite all the girls living in different parts of the world, their friendship is stronger than ever.

      We haven’t all gotten together since Levi and Lavender’s thing—which was unexpected, to say the least.

      “Stop thinking about it.”

      “How do you know what I’m thinking about?”

      “You and Rafael have a special kind of stare when my brother comes to your mind.”

      “That’s because your brother is a cocky asshole who thinks the world revolves around him and his wishes.”

      She winks at me innocently. “Funny. I think he could say the same about you two.”

      I shake my head and bite her neck, her laughter muffled in my strong embrace. “Let’s drop this conversation until later, preferably tonight, so I can inflict a sweet torture on this body that loves my touch.” She shivers at my murmured words, and then I straighten up when Lachlan and Valencia start to move in our direction while Grace talks their ears off.

      “And there are so many stories, Grandpa! I will show you all the books Mommy bought me.”

      “Of course.”

      She wiggles in his arms, and he places her back on the ground, and she races toward us, smacking against Aileen’s legs. “Hi, Mama.”

      “Hi, my darling.” She hugs her, swaying a little with her, and then Grace rises on her tiptoes a little but is still too short. “Is our baby awake?” At Aileen’s nod, she yells, “Grandpa! We have a prince in the castle now!” She runs back to Lachlan and takes his hand, practically dragging him to us.

      “Shouldn’t he be a pirate, since you’re the lady pirate?” Valencia wonders, her eyes softening when they land on the baby. “Oh, he’s so precious.” Although they’ve seen the baby through video call, I imagine seeing him in real life makes them emotional. “Hi, my sweet girl.” She kisses and hugs my wife, and Lachlan does the same shortly. His arms are tighter though, and his embrace is longer, and we share a look.

      It took me years to mend my relationship with Lachlan. He has accepted me as her husband, but I had to earn the privilege to be truly considered part of his family.

      And he hadn’t made it easy for me, but I withstood all the challenges as long as it made Aileen happy. Besides, I understood Lachlan the minute Grace was born. Just the idea of some fucking asshole coming in and kidnapping her… let’s just say I apologized to Lachlan right away, and that was when the ice finally broke.

      “Hey, son-in-law,” he greets me, extending his hand to me, and we give each other a man-hug, slapping each other’s back as he leans back. “Congratulations. He’s beautiful.” He then turns to his daughter and asks, “May I?”

      Tears fill her eyes, and she carefully places our son in his arms. Lachlan’s entire face softens. “Hi.” The baby blinks at him, studying him intently, and Lachlan traces his cheek with his finger. “What’s his name?”

      “You’ve kept it a secret a long time.” Valencia touches the baby’s head, running her fingers through it as our son shifts his focus on her, and she smiles at him. “Yes, my darling. Your parents were so secretive that everyone started making bets if they gave you some weird name.” The baby coos as if engaging in a conversation with her. “Yes.”

      Aileen steps into my arms while Grace dances off to the boat, probably to show off some of her toys, and I squeeze my wife’s hip, letting her know we can finally reveal the name.

      She wanted to tell them in person.

      “We thought about a name for a long time. We wanted something meaningful, that would represent bravery and honor.” A beat passes. “A name he’d wear proudly.”

      “Oh, that’s so sweet.”

      Lachlan rocks my son a little when he starts to whine, and the baby settles again. “What’s the name then?” he asks curiously, breathing in his scent deeply.

      “We’d like for your to meet your grandson, Kaden Wright.”

      Lachlan freezes when he hears the name, while Valencia gasps, covering her mouth with her hands.

      And then to my astonishment, I see a single tear slide down Lachlan’s cheek as he looks at Kaden and places a kiss on his forehead. “Welcome to this world, Kaden. Welcome.” Then he motions for Aileen to come to him, and when she does, he kisses her on the forehead too. “Thank you. It’s an honor.” He grins at me. “Bet you never saw that coming, huh?”

      Naming my child after a man I intended to kill and hated with my entire being? Of course not.

      My path on revenge always included tragedy and pain, and the fact that instead I received love and happiness from destiny? I’ll never take it for granted.

      Despite our ups and downs, Lachlan was and always will be the man who pulled me out of the spiral of madness while Aileen soothed the beast within me and taught him to seek love instead of hate.

      “Oh yeah,” I say, and that’s when Grace shouts, “Grandpa, get on the boat! I’m going to show you my weapons!”

      Valencia mutters to her husband, “She’s just five and already has weapons. She’s indeed your granddaughter.”

      Lachlan chuckles, grabs her, and along with baby Kaden, they go on the boat, leaving me standing on the shore with my wife.

      The breeze whooshes over our skin, her hair tickling me when she jumps in my arms, and I catch her easily. “Any regrets?” I ask her, holding her tight, while our life flashes before my eyes.

      Endless, pleasurable bliss that promises only happiness and love in the future.

      “Nope. I love you, Rush.” A dreamy expression settles on her features. “This is everything.”

      “I love you too.” I remove a lock of hair blown across her face and then kiss her lightly on the lips. “You cured the storm in my soul, bestowing bright sunlight on my cold existence.”

      And this I shall cherish for the rest of my life.

      For on this land, I got my happy ending.

      And if there is one thing us villains are good at?

      It’s holding on to what we consider ours.

      
        
        My name is Emmaline King. I'm a woman in love with one man, but forced to wed another. Once upon a time I destroyed his life and now he's come to collect, shattering my perfect world. I guess I was destined to repeat my mother's fate. Lose the love of one man due to the vicious hate of another.

        Pre-Order King of Heartbreak.

      

        

      
        Once upon a time she became mine. Mine to Destroy.

        If you are curious about the King family…

        Turn the page to read an excerpt from The Land Where Sinners Atone.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE LAND WHERE SINNERS ATONE EXCERPT

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Life is cruelest to those who least expect it.”

        Phoenix

      

      

      

      Phoenix

      “That’s the last time we’ll make you an offer. My advice… take it. The only reason it’s even on the table is because you saved my wife’s life,” the DA says, pushing the paper in my direction as I stare at it numbly, hating this office more and more with each passing second.

      The clock ticks loudly in the office, grating on my nerves with tick tock tick tock as if mocking me for taking my time when my destiny is already decided.

      Reminding me that my entire life depends on the decision I’m about to make, that time is running out, but how can I sign the paper that will forever destroy me?

      The DA huffs in exasperation, adjusting his glasses on his nose while giving me a stern look that reminds me nothing of the man who paced the hospital hallways while I ran several tests on his wife’s brain during my last year of psychiatric residency. I noticed a pattern. She had been diagnosed with schizophrenia for years, but it just didn’t fit with all the results until I found out the other doctors had made a mistake, and all the hallucinations she kept on talking about were caused by the tumor hidden in her brain.

      My lawyer painfully nudges my side with his elbow, snapping me out of memories, and I shift my attention to him.

      He is a bald, middle-aged man wearing a black suit that’s too tight and scuffed leather shoes that have seen better days. His briefcase has several holes; it’s a wonder it doesn’t fall apart.

      Mr. Rick drums nervously on the table, clearly fed up with my behavior, and who could blame him? He got assigned to me by the state of New York, none of the famous lawyers wanted to work with me. As one of them told me, it would have been social and career suicide. Even my very own lawyer, who promised to stand by me through anything, refused me.

      My very own lawyer being my husband.

      No one wanted to protect a cold-hearted murderer.

      Or so everyone thinks about me anyway.

      He addresses me, his voice void of any emotion as always, although I don’t miss his upper lip curled in disgust whenever he looks at me. “Ms. Hale, this way you will have ten to fifteen years instead of life without parole. They have the best lawyers in the world; not to mention, everyone is on their side. The judge and jury won’t let you out of that courtroom a free woman. Especially considering you are not confessing. So why would you put us through that hell for nothing?”

      “They” being the Kings, one of the most influential families in the world, whose net worth varies from ten to fifteen billion dollars. They’ve made it their mission to punish me as much as possible.

      They think I deserve it for killing their precious daughter-in-law, the wife of Zachary King.

      A day won’t go by that you won’t regret what you did. Prison is just the beginning, Phoenix.

      His words echo in my ears anytime his name comes up, and his haunted, green eyes show up in my mind.

      What worse can he do anyway? He already took everything I loved from me and stepped all over it before burning the foundation of my world.

      I have only ashes left from the life that one night so carelessly shattered.

      Clearing my throat, I speak through the soreness. “I didn’t do it. Why does no one listen to me?” My words are barely audible, but they’ve heard them nevertheless, because both exhale heavily. Yet their silence is an answer on its own, isn’t it?

      That’s the reaction I always get whenever I try to defend myself, silence that might as well have been a scream, deafening me from the intensity of its hate.

      Fisting my skirt in my hands, I wipe my sweaty palms on it and wonder how the material has changed in the last six months.

      Most of my clothes got destroyed when Sebastian tore them all apart, shouting that he never should have believed me, then packed his belongings, leaving me alone in our luxurious penthouse.

      A few days later, I got divorce papers through his lawyer; the love of my life, who had promised me the world, wanted nothing to do with me.

      Puff.

      Just like that, the fairytale got shattered.

      And I have only one worn-out suit to wear.

      “Phoenix, you have no evidence to back up your statement. They do, but I believe you.” A surprised gasp slips past my lips as I raise my eyes to the DA, and he smiles sadly. “That’s why I’m telling you to take the deal. You’re twenty-nine years old, your whole life ahead of you.”

      I barely hold back the hollow laughter that threatens to escape me, because simply put…  from now on, I have no life.

      Zachary King took it from me.

      But despite what everyone believes, and shouts in my face that I’m better off in hell for what I’ve done… I still want to live, desperately. Maybe to prove to people I don’t deserve all their accusations, even if evidence points at me.

      And how foolish is that?

      With trembling hands, I pick up the pen and sign the paper, the scratching sound echoing in the room and putting the final nail in my coffin.

      I’m a survivor of many things, but even survivors know when to give up.

      Click here for The Land Where Sinners Atone.
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