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 Introduction 
 
      
 
    Lucien Valentine must die. 
 
      
 
    It’s the thought that’s kept me going for four long years. I’ve imagined it, dreamed about it, relished in it. I want it so bad, but the question is, do I have what it takes to make it happen? 
 
    Taking a life isn’t for the faint-hearted. Just ask Lucien, he knows. 
 
    He’s taken me back to where it all started and I know exactly how it’s going to go. He’s going to hurt me and then he’ll marry me off to his millionaire business partner, Marcus Mahony, who has even lower morals than he does. 
 
    I can’t let that happen. 
 
    I have to get out of here even if it means finding out exactly what I’m made of, even if it means leaving a piece of myself behind. 
 
    I thought the past six months were insane. It turns out that I hadn’t even touched the surface. One thing is for sure, I will never be the same again. 
 
      
 
    Welcome. To. Hell. 
 
      
 
    WARNING: The Aston Creek High Series is a Young Adult / New Adult Dark, Bully Romance. It features dark themes, LOL moments, teenage angst, and of course, all the swoon-worthy moments I know you’re all dying for. 
 
    This series contains violent scenes, cursing, and sexual content. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Contents 
 
      
 
    Introduction 
 
    Chapter 1 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
    Chapter 6 
 
    Chapter 7 
 
    Chapter 8 
 
    Chapter 9 
 
    Chapter 10 
 
    Chapter 11 
 
    Chapter 12 
 
    Chapter 13 
 
    Chapter 14 
 
    Chapter 15 
 
    Chapter 16 
 
    Chapter 17 
 
    Chapter 18 
 
    Chapter 19 
 
    Chapter 20 
 
    Chapter 21 
 
    Chapter 22 
 
    Chapter 23 
 
    Chapter 24 
 
    Chapter 25 
 
    Epilogue 
 
    Need More? 
 
    Author Biography 
 
    Other Series by Sheridan Anne 
 
    
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 1 
 
    Slade 
 
      
 
    My arm stretches out over the bed, reaching for my girl. She knows better than to spread out on the bed rather than sleep in my arms. It’s where she belongs, but I guess I can’t hold her accountable for the things she does in her sleep…though I certainly have ways of punishing her. Wickedly, wild ways that’ll have her never wanting to leave my arms again. 
 
    Fuck, I love her. 
 
    As I feel her side of the bed, I find it cold and empty, making my eyes spring open and panic soar through me. 
 
    Where the fuck is she? 
 
    It’s an unspoken rule that Sky never wakes before me. She loves sleeping in. If that girl could trade places with Sleeping Beauty and spend the rest of her days curled up in bed, zonked out, she’d do it in a heartbeat. Don’t get me wrong, she’d demand to be woken for snacks and sex though. 
 
    I glance around her room, expecting to find her in here somewhere. She had a rough night finding out that Lucien was back in town. He’d gotten to Roman Westbrock and beat the living shit out of him, and while Roman didn’t confirm anything, he was sent here to deliver a message – Sky’s time is up. 
 
    I’ve never seen her so panicked and scared. There have been other times where Lucien has come through Aston Creek but every time, she was fierce and ready to fight, but last night, she looked defeated and it nearly killed me. 
 
    I don’t want her to give up. The second her hope begins to plummet, it’s all over. She needs to fight. She needs to survive because without her…fuck. 
 
    Sky needs to hold on a little while longer. I’ll be buying her a gun and taking her shooting today. She’ll feel better after that. More prepared at least and hopefully, it’ll give her what she needs to keep going. 
 
    She’s so strong. I’ve never met anyone like her. She’s going to be alright. I just know she will. After all, she has me standing right by her side and I’ll never let him hurt her ever again. I’ll kill him before he ever gets the chance. 
 
    I swing my legs over the side of the bed and run my hands over my face. We went to bed at 3 am and it feels way too early to be up. I grab my phone off the bedside table and light up the screen.  
 
    “Holy fuck,” I grunt under my breath. It’s 6 am. No wonder it feels too fucking early. I had three hours of sleep. 
 
    I push up off Sky’s bed and step into my jeans, pulling them up and fastening my belt before slipping my phone into my pocket. Skylah isn’t in here but considering both her closet and bedroom doors are open, I’d dare say she must have gotten up not long ago and snuck out so she wouldn’t wake me. 
 
    It’s stupid though. She probably had less sleep than I did. She should climb back into bed and get a few more hours of rest even if it means I have to lie here with her, helping to take all the pain away. Besides, I doubt there’s going to be anywhere in Aston Creek that I can get a gun before 9 am. We still have a few hours to kill. 
 
    I go to make my way out of her room when something sharp hits the side of my foot. I glance down and find Sky’s knife lying carelessly on the carpet. 
 
    My brows furrow. What the hell is it doing down there? Sky was clutching it when she went to bed last night and I can guarantee that it stayed in her palm all night long. Though to be honest, I’m kind of terrified that one night she’s going to accidentally take me out. All it would take is one bad dream and that knife would be the end of me, but usually, when she’s sleeping in my arms, she doesn’t need it. 
 
    Last night was different though. Very fucking different. 
 
    I reach down and scoop the knife into my hand, briefly looking over it before glancing out the open door. Why the hell would she put it on the floor? She never does careless shit like that, especially with this knife. It’s important to her, the only thing she has of her father’s. This thing practically lives under her pillow and if it isn’t there, then it’s in the palm of her hand. 
 
    I slip the knife into my pocket and make my way toward her door. Something doesn’t feel right here. It’s one thing for her to have gotten out of bed early if she couldn’t sleep, but to drop her knife on the floor and leave her bedroom door open. It feels…odd. 
 
    I get to her door and find the carpet beneath my feet soaking wet. 
 
    What the fuck? 
 
    I look down to find a glass of water has fallen to the carpet, it’s knocked over with a crack in the glass, sitting on Skylah’s jacket which I pulled off her last night. 
 
    My heart rate starts to increase. Something’s wrong. 
 
    “Sky?” I call out, hurrying out to the living room. There’s no sign of her and so I start checking the rest of the house. “Babe? Where are you?” 
 
    The kitchen is empty and so is the bathroom and by the time I reach Blake’s bedroom, I’m practically running. I throw his door open. “Sky?” I call, hoping she came in here to crash, needing the comfort of her brother while he’s busy in the hospital trying to heal. 
 
    “What’s with all the noise out here?” Shay questions, groggily stepping through her bedroom door, looking pissed to have been woken so early. 
 
    “Sky’s not here,” I rush out, pushing past Shay to look in her room. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “I mean she’s gone. I just woke up and she’s not here,” I say, starting to double-check every room I’ve already been through. “Her glass of water was dropped on the carpet, her knife on the floor, and her door wide fucking open. I’m telling you, Shay, he’s got her. He fucking took her.” 
 
    Shay starts shaking her head and begins furiously looking around her home. “No. I refuse to believe that,” she demands. “She’s got to be around here somewhere. Have you called Damian or Nessa? Maybe she’s with them. Maybe she went to see Blake.” 
 
    Devastation starts to cloud me, making it impossible to think straight. There’s no way. She wouldn’t just walk out of this house to visit her friends. She wouldn’t be that careless, especially with Lucien around. She knows what’s at stake. 
 
    I race back out to the living room and to the front door of the house. The locks aren’t locked, the bolt isn’t bolted, hell the door isn’t even shut the whole fucking way. She’s been through here. Sky would never leave the house without locking it, not unless she was taken… 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    I throw the door open wide and rush out into the yard, looking up and down the street, desperately searching for any sign of her. 
 
    What have I allowed to happen? She was taken right from under me. I told her that I’d keep her safe. I promised her. She put her faith in me and I let her down. I was supposed to protect her. 
 
    I failed her. 
 
    I start rushing up and down the street for any clue, sign, or hint that this is all just some sort of misunderstanding. She can’t be gone. I fucking love her. What am I supposed to do without her? How am I supposed to breathe without her? 
 
    I get a few houses down by the time I pull my phone out of my pocket and press it to my ear. I don’t even remember selecting a number to call but apparently, I did as it starts to ring. 
 
    Blake’s sleepy tone cuts through the phone only a few short seconds later as I hear Shay’s wailing sobs coming from the curb behind me. “What the fuck, man? Do you have any idea what time it is?” 
 
    “Is she with you?” I rush out. 
 
    “What?” he grumbles on a yawn. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Skylah,” I demand. “Is she with you?” 
 
    “No,” he says, his tone sharp and demanding, suddenly not so sleepy. “What do you mean is she with me? It’s six in the fucking morning. She should be at home.” 
 
    “Just please, tell me that you know where she is,” I beg, feeling my desperation coming to haunt me. “I don’t even fucking care if she left me. If you’re just trying to protect her because she doesn’t want me to know where she is, then that’s fine. Just let me know that she’s safe. You’re the only person she’d go to. I just…if she’s not here and not with you, that leaves only one other option and I’m not ready to believe that…I can’t believe that she’s gone.” 
 
    “FUCK,” Blake yells. “Please tell me you’re fucking with me? Tell me this is a joke. Does he have her?” 
 
    “This isn’t a fucking joke, man,” I say, my eyes growing watery as I drop down into the curb, not giving a shit about the chill in the air as it seeps into my bones. I’m fucking numb anyway. What’s a little cold weather going to do? “She’s gone. Her knife was on the ground, a glass of water dropped at her bedroom door, and the front door was left cracked and unlocked. She wouldn’t just walk out and leave the house like that. She was taken.” 
 
    Blake goes quiet, the only clue that he’s still on the line is his heavy breathing that comes in sharp, fearful gasps. “She can’t go back there,” he whispers, his tone filled with agony. “If he doesn’t marry her off first, he’ll fucking kill her.” 
 
    My head drops into my hands, feeling completely helpless. “She was right there in my fucking arms,” I tell him. “How could she just be taken like that?” 
 
    “You know Skylah, Cruz. She wouldn’t have left without a fight, unless…” 
 
    I let out a heavy sigh. “Unless she was trying to protect someone she loves.” 
 
    He doesn’t reply, but he doesn’t need to. I already know. The only way Lucien would have gotten her out of the house without her making a single sound would be if either mine or Shaylee’s life was at stake, and considering the knife on her bedroom floor and the spilled water by the door, I’d dare say it was mine. 
 
    Lucien would have killed his own flesh and blood just to get Skylah back. That’s fucking sick. 
 
    Pulling myself up from the curb, I blink back the sting in my eyes. There’s no point sitting here and crying about it. All I’m doing is wasting time, precious fucking time. I’m never going to get her back like this. I have to save her. I have to get her home. I’m her only shot. 
 
    “What’s the address?” I ask, heading back to my home at a jog and tearing through the front door in search of my keys. 
 
    “I…I’m sorry, Slade. I can’t. Believe me, this is my fucking sister we’re talking about. She saved my ass more times than I can count. No one wants her safe more than me,” Blake says with a strange hesitation that seems to tear him up. “But you’re the only shot we have of getting her home. If you run in there with your fucking ego, demanding her back... it’ll be a fucking suicide mission. He’ll kill you. I can guarantee it. We need to play this smart.” 
 
    “I don’t have time for smart,” I roar down the line. “Give me the fucking address.” 
 
    Blake sighs. “I’m sorry, man. I can’t. You getting killed is not part of the plan. She didn’t go willingly just for you to get killed anyway. Just trust that she’ll run the second she has a chance. She’ll come back to us…” 
 
    “TRUST? That motherfucker isn’t going to let her out of his sight. She’ll be raped or fucking married before she even gets a shot at running.” I stride back out my door and over to my truck. “I’m going to find that fucker’s address with or without you, Blake. I’m going. If it means giving my life for her, I’ll fucking do it. Don’t make me resent you for the rest of our lives. Help me give her a shot at freedom.” 
 
    “Fuck, Slade,” Blake groans, breathing heavily and clearly conflicted. “Don’t make me regret this.” 
 
    I climb up into my truck and as I start her up, Blake finally gives me what I need and hangs up, begging me to get his sister home. 
 
    I throw my phone down on the passenger seat and within seconds, I peel away from the curb and shoot down the street, passing Shay as she sobs in the street, head in her hands as her world falls to pieces. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Pain rocks through me as Lucien’s hand slaps hard across my face. I gasp, forcing myself not to cry out. He grabs me and I bite down on my lip. 
 
    I will be strong. I will not give up. 
 
    I’m pushed up the stairs, struggling against his tight grip as he forces me through the house I grew up in. The last time I was here…shit. It’s not a time I ever want to remember. 
 
    I’m jostled left and right, stumbling up the grand staircase. My head spins. It’s roughly an eight-hour car trip fro Aston Creek and I only regained consciousness as Lucien drove through the gates of hell, but considering I was dripping wet and cold, I’d dare say that he threw water over me, forcing me to wake. 
 
    My body aches from being shoved into the backseat and my head is pounding from the way Lucien slammed the butt of his gun down over my temple. Despite the pain, all I can think about is the image of Slade peacefully asleep as Lucien pointed his gun at his head, ready and willing to shoot him. 
 
    Lucien finally gets me to the top of the stairs but it’s not done without the added twist of my arm, pull of my hair, and fingers biting painfully down into my skin. He gives me a hard shove, forcing me down the hallway towards my old bedroom. 
 
    I shake my head. I can’t go in there. I can’t be forced into the same bed where he stole my innocence. The sheets probably haven’t even been changed. There’s most likely dried blood from where he beat me and his DNA spread all over the sheets. 
 
    The thought has me choking back vomit. 
 
    I just want to go home and be in Slade’s arms but I know that’ll never happen. I’m never getting out of here, never knowing peace again. I’d give anything to be able to tell him goodbye. I can only imagine what he’s thinking right now. He’ll only just be waking up to realize that I’m gone. 
 
    He’s going to hate me for giving up. He’s going to think I went without a fight and just handed myself over, but he’ll never know what it feels like to see the person you love with a gun trained at their head and a psychopath hovering over them. I had a choice to make and I know he won’t understand it, but I made the right decision. I’d do anything to make sure he was safe, even if it means living my life out in the worst kind of hell. 
 
    I hate it here. I hate what this place stands for. I hate Maria. I hate Lucien. I hate this house. 
 
    This place is a representation of everything bad in my life, every tragic decision that was made for me, every life-changing moment that crushed me. The only positive thing about this place are the memories I shared with Blake as we grew up. 
 
    Without even needing to walk in there, I know his bedroom is going to be the only comfort I’ll find here, but it won’t last long. My eighteenth birthday is twelve days away and I know exactly what’s going to happen when that time comes. 
 
    I’ve never been less excited about a birthday in my life. My seventeenth was hard as I knew that officially put a countdown on my freedom, but I still had a whole year. Now, that year is up. 
 
    “Get moving,” Lucien growls, giving me a hard shove and making my feet pick up their pace. I stumble around, not yet ready to be up and walking after being knocked out. My head spins and I do my best to keep moving. 
 
    Lucien isn’t going to put up with my incompetence for long. He’s already starting to get frustrated with me, especially after evading him for so long. He’s going to punish me. He’s going to blame me for the acts he committed against Blake, he’s going to fault me for him ramming me and Slade off the bridge, and he’s going to tell me that had he shot Slade this morning that it would have been on me too. 
 
    Lucien is going to punish me for every single sin I didn’t commit. 
 
    He’s a monster through and through. There is no way he’ll ever see that this is all on him. To Lucien, the sun shines out of his own ass. He’s a God, unstoppable and all-powerful. No one can touch him which is why he takes whatever the hell he wants, consequences be damned. 
 
    Don’t even get me started on the fact that he just evaded his arrest warrant and is somehow walking freely around his home. He should be in hiding. Cops should see that he’s here and should be storming the property, but then, most of them are on his payroll. I’ll probably be punished for that too, but when I consider the options of either me being punished or Daniella, I’d choose me. She’s already been through so much and is only just coming out of the darkness. I still have so much more to endure, and in hindsight, what’s a little more? It wouldn’t be fair bringing her back down into it. 
 
    We reach the closed bedroom door that holds so many horrors on the other side and my hands tear free of Lucien’s tight grip and fly up, bracing myself against the frame. My heart rate kicks up a notch. I can’t go in there. This room…fuck. 
 
    I fear what’s on the other side of this door more than I fear for my life. 
 
    Lucien steps into my back and I feel him pressing into my ass as his dirty breath hits my skin. “I dare you,” he challenges, his tone low and full of promise. “I dare you to find out what happens if you don’t get your sweet ass through that door in the next two seconds.” 
 
    My resolve breaks and a traitorous tear rolls down my cheek as Lucien’s hand slips around my waist and grabs the door handle. He twists it and pushes the door open with a hard swing, allowing it to bounce off the wall. He gives me a devastating push, releasing me and watching with a smirk as I tumble down to my hands and knees. 
 
    Lucien kicks the door closed behind him and strides over to me. Fear rattles me as I try my best to get my feet under me but he grabs my hair and with an impressive show of strength, hauls me clear across the room. 
 
    I crash into the side of the bed, slamming my back against the hardwood and crumbling to the ground in pain. I cry out as my back aches but the sound is drowned out by his deep rumbling laugh. “You didn’t like that, did you?” he grins, making me feel sick as I reach for the bed and try to pull myself up. “But guess what? The fun is only just beginning.” 
 
    “Stay away from me,” I scream, desperately searching around my old room for anything that could be used as a weapon, but it seems my room has been completely cleared out of anything that resembles my old life. The bedsheets seem to be the only familiar thing in here, the same ones that were on this very bed only a few short months ago. 
 
    Lucien continues as though I hadn’t just screamed at him. “You think you can run from me?” he demands. “Do you have any idea what kind of hell your little stunt has cost me? I’ve had Marcus breathing down my neck wanting to know where the fuck his bride went.” 
 
    He gets closer and I start to panic, wondering how quickly I could get the window open and throw myself out of it, death be damned. I’m sure wherever I’m going in the next life is going to be a million times better than this. 
 
    Lucien grins as his hand digs deep into his pocket and produces a set of handcuffs. He dangles it from his finger. “You’ll never evade me again, princess.” 
 
    I run. 
 
    As if sensing what I’m going to do long before I move, Lucien darts in front of me and catches me with a rough arm around my waist. His fingers dig into the skin of my upper arm, the metal from the handcuff also digging in. “I don’t fucking think so,” he warns, pushing me back toward the bed. 
 
    I go crashing down and scramble as he steps up to the bed, a sickening sense of déjà vu traveling through me. This can’t happen again. I won’t allow it, but how the hell am I supposed to stop it? He’s huge and I’m nothing. I don’t even have a weapon. 
 
    All those times the boys would get into fights, I was useless. They’re bigger than me, stronger than me. It was always so easy for Slade to grab me and throw me off his back like a ragdoll. How the hell am I ever supposed to fight this? 
 
    Lucien grabs me, two hands on the back of my shirt. He picks me up and tosses me to the top of the bed, quickly coming down on top of me to keep me pinned. I try to fight him off, kicking and screaming as he fights to grab hold of my wrist. 
 
    “HELP,” I scream through the burning in my throat, feeling as though the high-pitched wail is severing my vocal cords. 
 
    “Scream all you want,” he laughs with a low, deep rumble. “I had your room sound-proofed for this very reason. You’re not marrying for another twelve days, and you have a lot of crimes to make up for.” 
 
    I bring my knee up and try to slam it between his legs but narrowly miss, only angering the beast further. “You little bitch,” he growls. “When I’m through with you, you’ll finally know how to respect a man.” 
 
    “Over my dead body. You can do whatever the fuck you want to me and I’ll still never respect you. You’re fucking trash. You’re a worthless piece of shit and you’re going to spend the rest of your life rotting in prison.” 
 
    “You really think?” he laughs, wrestling my wrist up above my head and quickly cuffing it before tightening it to the bed, making it impossible to move. “How’d the arrest warrant turn out for you? You can’t fucking touch me, princess.” 
 
    I scowl up at him, pulling tirelessly at my wrist in hopes that I can break the wood and free myself. Lucien moves back to survey his handiwork with a sickening grin. “Keep tugging on that all you like. I couldn’t care less if you break your wrist. Marcus might have an issue with it though, I’m sure he’s going to need both your wrists working perfectly fine for your wedding night.” 
 
    “You’re fucking sick.” 
 
    He shrugs, my words not affecting him in the least. “You do what you have to do for business, love. One day you’ll understand that.” He strides around to the opposite side of the bed, never taking his eyes off my body. “If you were smart, you would have learned from me like your brother did. He was going places.” 
 
    I clench my jaw. I knew this was coming. 
 
    “You did that to him. He could have been a star. You took away his life. You fucking raised him. How could you even do that? Are you that threatened that he could have become something great without you?” 
 
    “You don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “I know you would have shot your own son this morning. Your own flesh and blood.” 
 
    Lucien scrunches his face in disgust. “Slade Cruz is not my son. He’s the result of a lazy fuck.” 
 
    “He’s the result of rape.” 
 
    Lucien rolls his eyes. “I knew I should have fucked Rochelle that night. Daniella has only ever caused me problems since but your fucking father just kept getting in the way.” 
 
    My jaw clenches. “Don’t you dare speak her name.” 
 
    His eyes sparkle with humor and he gets back on track with his little speech. “It’s a real shame your actions have cost your brother his future, but he knows he’s welcome home. He can have a seat at the table. But you, never. You’re too stubborn, outspoken. You’ll do well to zip your fucking lips and learn how to submit. It’ll make the next twenty years a shitload easier for us all. If Marcus knew you had such a rotten mouth, he’d never let us forget it and you’d be as good as dead. You should be thankful that I even set this up for you. Do you have any idea how good you’ve got it? If you would just shut up and do what you’re told, you’d have the fucking world at your feet, but you insist on being an ungrateful bitch.” 
 
    I gawk at him, not believing for one second that he did this for me. “You made this deal to line your fucking pockets. You couldn’t give a shit if I ended up in a fucking ditch.” 
 
    Lucien shrugs, his eyes darkening, and warning me that my time is up. “Maybe you’re right, but what I do know is if you screw this up for me, I’ll be the one to put you in that ditch.” 
 
    I swallow back, not doubting his words one bit. 
 
    He looks down at me and I struggle against the handcuffs. 
 
    This is it. Nowhere to run. Nowhere to go but to endure it again. His hand reaches for his belt. “You missed this, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Like hell,” I spit, trying to kick him away as he gets closer. “You wouldn’t know the first thing about pleasing a woman. Your dick is fucking repulsive. Small and wrinkly. Did you learn your moves by watching cheap porn?” 
 
    His hand slaps hard across my face, his thumb hitting my eye and making it sting. “You’ll fucking pay for that.” 
 
    I clench my jaw, trying not to show the pain. Instead of tearing up, I look up at him with a smug grin. I figure that if I’m going to go out, then I should at least get in a few hits as I go. It seems someone has a little performance anxiety. 
 
    “Daniella and I would sit up at night, laughing about how pathetic you were, exchanging stories, and you know the common thing that kept coming up? How you don’t have a clue about how to satisfy a woman. You didn’t twenty years ago and from what I see, you still don’t. No wonder you have to go around raping women. Is Maria tired of you flopping around on top of her, playing dead fish? You have to get it from somewhere else?” 
 
    Lucien’s gaze darkens and he reaches for my shirt but I yank it out of his grip with my free hand, desperately trying to hold onto it. “You know you could just pay for it, right? At least, I know Maria does. She’s been fucking the pool boy for the past two years.” 
 
    Lucien’s hand snaps out and he grabs my throat, squeezing it tight. “Shut the fuck up, you little bitch,” he demands, desperately trying to pull his limp dick out of his suit pants. 
 
    “LUCIEN? Where are you?” Maria’s voice echoes through the hallway outside my bedroom door. 
 
    Lucien’s eyes go wide as they snap down to mine. His hand squeezes my throat tighter and I struggle to breathe, but it’s nothing I haven’t already suffered through. His eyes narrow in warning. “You keep your fucking mouth shut.” 
 
    Keep my mouth shut? But I thought he said he sound-proofed my room. Shouldn’t that mean that I could scream all I want and have no one hear me from outside? In fact, should I have been able to hear Maria out there? 
 
    I narrow my eyes right back. If I’m going to die here, then I might as well go out fighting. 
 
    What have I got to lose? 
 
    “HELP” I scream over and over again. “HELP ME. MARIA.” 
 
    “Fuck,” Lucien grunts, ripping his hand from my throat and hastily trying to get his dick back inside his pants before his wife catches him moments from raping a minor. 
 
    His belt gets done up just as my bedroom door flies open and Maria stands gawking in, staring at me as though she’s seeing a ghost. “Well,” she sighs, pressing her lips into a tight line. “Look who decided to show up.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    “You have a lot of nerve showing up here,” Maria snaps as she strides into my room, glaring at me while Lucien discreetly takes a step back, making me realize that he’s shit scared of this woman. All this time I thought it was Lucien who wore the pants in this relationship but my eyes are finally open. She may dote on him and think the world revolves around him, but she’s the mastermind here, not him. 
 
    The way Lucien darted away from me and shoved his junk back in his pants makes it clear that he doesn’t want his wife to know what dirty deeds he’s been getting up to at night. I wonder how she’d feel if I shared it with her? Hell, I wonder how she’d feel if she found out that the bastard had a son all this time while she had to go to extreme lengths of having my parents murdered and me and Blake kidnapped just so that she could play the perfect doting parent role at the school PTA meeting. 
 
    I try to pull myself up to a sitting position and straighten my shirt as I go, knowing how she will reprimand me for such simple things. Old habits die hard. It’s hard shuffling myself around with my hand attached to the bedpost but she glares at me as though she doesn’t even see it. 
 
    Unable to help the snide comment on my lips, I let her have it. “Believe me, it wasn’t my choice to come back here. I was kidnapped.” 
 
    Maria steps up to the side of the bed and her hand snakes out, slapping me across my face as her anger overwhelms her. My only saving grace is that she hit the opposite side of my face that Lucien has already been targeting. 
 
    “Watch your tone. You wouldn’t have the slightest idea of the torture you and your brother have put us through pulling such a ridiculous little stunt like running away,” she snaps. “Now be grateful that Lucien was willing to go all the way out to that godforsaken town and collect the two of you.” 
 
    “Two of us?” I scoff. “Unfortunately, my brother was not able to remove himself from the hospital to make the trip.” 
 
    “Hospital?” she grunts in question, flicking her eyes toward her husband. 
 
    My brow raises as I glance across to Lucien, whose face goes impossibly still. I grin, more than ready to dump him in a pile of shit. “Oh, your dick of a husband shattered his leg and left him in a ditch to die. He was lucky to get out of there alive. His leg is currently being held together by pins. Who knows if he’ll ever be able to play basketball again?” 
 
    Darkness spreads over Maria’s face as she turns to face Lucien. “Tell me you did not touch my boy?” she growls between a clenched jaw. 
 
    Lucien narrows his eyes at his wife as though they’re about to have some sort of power struggle. “I did what I had to do.” 
 
    “When was this?” 
 
    “Last Saturday night,” I supply helpfully, knowing he’ll never be honest. 
 
    Her attention snaps back to Lucien. “I sent you to bring my children home that night, not to hurt them.” 
 
    Her children? Like hell. 
 
    “Oh, you didn’t want him to hurt us?” I question, smugly. “What about when he visited Aston Creek last month and rammed me and my boyfriend off a bridge and stood at the top, shooting at us until the car was completely submerged underwater.” 
 
    “That’s a lie,” she accuses. “Lucien would never do that.” 
 
    “You want to see the scar from where the bullet lodged into my thigh? What about the bruising on my ribs that still hasn’t completely faded from being resuscitated?” 
 
    Her eyes narrow at me and she waits a moment before turning to Lucien. “Leave us.” 
 
    Lucien’s jaw tightens and his eyes turn to slits as he glares at me but before he has a chance to fight it, Maria takes a step toward him. “Now.” 
 
    Without another word, Lucien hesitantly starts making his way for the door when Maria steps in and blocks him. She holds her hand out, palm face up and waiting. My brows furrow as I watch their silent conversation and then with a heavy sigh, Lucien digs into his pocket and produces the key for the handcuffs. 
 
    Maria curls the key into her hand and crosses her arms over her chest, silently waiting for Lucien to leave. 
 
    I watch them in shock. Maria really does wear the pants here. In fact, she doesn’t just wear the pants, she wears the shoes, socks, and shirt. Lucien is her bitch man, though after learning that she is Anton Mathers’ cousin, I really shouldn’t be surprised. 
 
    I watch with a grin as Lucien slinks out the door and slams it closed behind him, clearly not thrilled that he doesn’t get to rape the minor in the room today…but, there’s always tomorrow. 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re so smug about,” Maria whips. “You have repeatedly humiliated me over the past few months. Do you have any idea what it feels like to host a bridal shower without the bride? I had to tell them that you were in bed unwell. Do you know how bad that looked? Half of your guests were assuming you were upstairs hiding a baby bump. It would have been the scandal of the year. If Marcus was to hear about this…” 
 
    “Fuck Marcus,” I grunt. “Fuck you all.” 
 
    “Watch your language,” she scolds, tossing the keys at me. 
 
    I scramble around on the bed, trying to get the keys that land just out of reach. Naturally, she doesn’t help me and I have to strain against my wrist to get them. 
 
    I instantly get busy unlocking myself and as my wrist comes free, I launch off my bed, more than ready to be off this filth that reminds me of one of the many shitty nights I’ve endured. 
 
    As I get to my feet, Maria turns and starts walking for the door. “Follow me.” 
 
    She speaks in a no-bullshit tone and I realize that if I don’t do as I’m told, my punishment would be worse than anything Lucien could possibly do to me. 
 
    I silently follow her out the door, keeping a few feet behind while searching the hallway for anything I could slip into my pajama shorts that could be used as a weapon. Since Blake and I left, it seems this place isn’t so cluttered with random shit anymore and I don’t know whether that’s a good thing or a bad thing. 
 
    It’s as though this house has been baby proofed. There are no sharp edges, nothing I can break off that could be used to inflict harm. It’s as though they had prepared for this. 
 
    With no other option, I follow Maria to the end of the hallway, scowling at her back as with every step I take, I’m reminded that this is all on her. She was the one who put the target on my parents' back for Anton to take them out. She was the psychotic bitch who was jealous of my mother. She’s the one who had to have her life. 
 
    Because of her, I miss my parents every day and I’ll never let her forget it. But now isn’t the time. Right now, I’m free and need to focus on figuring out a plan to get my ass out of here. If I stay much longer, I’m going to end up knocked up with Lucien’s baby in my guts and Marcus’ ring on my finger, and no, that wasn’t exactly how I was planning on spending the next few weeks of my life. 
 
    If I’m going to be knocked up with a ring on my finger, I’d want it to be Slade’s. Though chances are good that I’ll never see him again. 
 
    The thought has a piece of my newly lightened soul darkening once again. If I spend much longer here, I’m afraid that everything Slade has done to help me feel free again will all be for nothing. 
 
    Maria leads me into the room at the end of the long hallway and as I step over the threshold, my world crumbles. 
 
    It’s like a big mafia wedding came and threw up in here. There are ribbons, cakes, table settings, six floor-to-ceiling vision boards, a selection of rings, and who can forget the massive over-the-top wedding dress in the middle. I would have called it a gown if it wasn’t such a disaster. That’s not a fucking gown, it’s the laughing stock of the room. It’s fucking hideous. 
 
    It’s bright white, covered from top to bottom in crystals which makes it look as heavy as a house. There’s a sweetheart neckline that plunges low between the chest which on me would look like an absolute joke. The train is ten miles long, and not to mention the poofy bottom which I would get lost in. It’s nothing at all like I’ve always imagined. 
 
    When I get married for real - not this sham of a wedding - it’s going to be elegant with a splash of sexy. Maybe ivory silk that flows down my body and a veil that sits up in my hair. To be honest, I haven’t really thought too much on the topic. I always just assumed I’d never get the chance. But seeing this monstrosity before me, it makes it clear what I don’t want. 
 
    “Right,” Maria says, “take your clothes off and put this on. We need to see how the dress fits. I was able to guess your measurements from previous gowns we’ve had made but you know how it goes.” 
 
    I let out a sigh and walk over to the dress with Maria’s eyes on me. “I’m going to have to help you into it. I can’t have you snagging one of the crystals and ruining it. You wouldn’t believe the drama I’ve had with the dressmaker, especially after all the canceled appointments when you never came home. Gloria is an absolute bitch but she works magic. I’ll be happy to be through with her when this is all over, that’s if she’ll even agree to come out for another dress fitting.” 
 
    I tune out her chatter as I know not a damn word she speaks is relevant or important. After all, I’ve been dealing with this wedding bullshit since I was fourteen years old. I mean, what teenager wants to spend their afternoons and weekends picking out table settings only to be told they’re wrong and to choose again the following night? 
 
    Seeing the dress up close and personal, it’s clear that this trash is costing a lot of money. It’s got only the finest material and quite honestly, I’m kind of scared to touch it. No wonder Maria has been so crazy obsessed with it. This wedding is going to be the event of the year. Everyone will be there. Hell, I’m sure even people I used to go to school with will attend. 
 
    It’s going to be humiliating. 
 
    Actually, I wonder who’s footing the bill for this sham. Marcus and his millions or Lucien and his? I guess it depends who’s the sneakier bastard out of the two. If I had my guess, Lucien probably would have written it into the fine print of their contract that none of the cost falls on him. Though, I’m sure Marcus didn’t exactly make his money by doing things by the book. In the long run, I guess it doesn’t really matter. When you have that kind of money to blow through, do you even notice shit like this? Though, the way Maria spends maybe they might. 
 
    Realizing that Maria isn’t about to let me out of her sight, I start peeling off my clothes, feeling extremely exposed as I’m not exactly wearing any underwear. I was in bed when Lucien took me. I’m just lucky that I at least had sleep shorts and a tank on. If Slade had his way, I probably would have been naked. 
 
    He knew not to push me last night, especially after receiving the news of Lucien being in town and nearly watching Roman Westbrock bleed to death on Shay’s living room floor. Turns out that maybe I should have taken advantage of my night with Slade. If I’d known it was our last night together, I would have made it worth it, given him something to remember and compare the others to when he undoubtedly begins to move on. 
 
    I stand before her, naked as the day I was born and as I reach for the dress, I feel her judgmental eyes on my body. “You’ve put on weight,” she says in disgust. 
 
    “That’s what happens when you’re happy. I’m sure it’s a feeling you’ve never experienced.” 
 
    “Watch your mouth, Skylah. You have twelve days left in this house before you have a new home. Let’s make them peaceful as I can assure you, you will not like your other option.” 
 
    And what’s that? Is she going to rape me too? For fuck’s sake. I hate these people. 
 
    I press my lips into a tight line, not because I’m giving up but because I can’t be fucked to entertain her bullshit. Thinking I’ve surrendered, Maria nods. “That’s what I thought. We’ll have to get a dietician in to sort out that weight. You’ll be down in the home gym with a trainer every day as well. I won’t have you looking pudgy at this wedding.” 
 
    I keep quiet, knowing damn well that I won’t be spending my days on the treadmill. In the past few months, I’ve maybe put on two pounds and that’s it. I look fucking good. I always have and I always will. If anything, the two pounds have gone to my tits. 
 
    Maria continues her appraisal of my body. “You really did get shot,” she comments with a frown, leaning in to get a better look at the scar. “Marcus isn’t going to approve of a scar. We’ll have to cover it up. I’ll get you a good, waterproof foundation. You’ll have to apply it first thing in the morning before he wakes and again after your shower in case it rubs off. You can’t have your husband thinking he’s getting less than perfect.” 
 
    “Well if your husband didn’t shoot me, we wouldn't be having this issue, would we.” 
 
    “How can you even be sure it was Lucien?” she questions, walking around the back of the dress to start loosening the corset. “Did you actually see his face? Do you have evidence?” 
 
    “I just know it was him,” I tell her, not prepared to explain exactly what evidence we have, knowing she’s more than capable of making it disappear. “You’re married to a psychopath. He stood over the bridge and shot me.” 
 
    She lets out a huff and holds the dress down for me to step into. “It wasn’t him. Lucien wouldn’t do that. He knows what this wedding means to me.” 
 
    Fuck, these people are screwed up. 
 
    Maria pulls the dress up my body and expertly does up the corset back. My tits are squished and my stomach sucked in as far as it can go, accentuating my waist. If this dress didn’t look like such a joke, I think Slade would even like it. 
 
    It feels as though it fits like a glove and after only having it on for a few seconds, it’s clear that after wearing heels with a full face of makeup and a thousand guests, I’m going to be completely exhausted. Then I’ll have to deal with Marcus after that. 
 
    A chill runs down my spine. This is going to be hell. 
 
    Maria fluffs up the skirt and straightens the train before pulling two moronic gloves up my arms that stop halfway between my shoulder and elbow. She pulls the hair tie from my hair and twists it into a bun then pins the veil in. 
 
    “Ahh, perfect,” she says, beaming at her creation, not at me. 
 
    Maria takes my waist and turns me until I’m facing the bay window that has three large mirrors placed before it. I take myself in. 
 
    I look like a stranger. This isn’t me. 
 
    Am I really going to marry this man? 
 
    Maria walks around to my side and looks at me through the mirror. “Your lips are looking a little lifeless. We’ll see about getting lip filler.” 
 
    I press my fingers to my lips. 
 
    “No,” I say, not meaning to have said it out loud. 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “You heard me. I’m not getting lip filler. I’m not spending my days working out and eating celery sticks to become some perfect model for you to show off. I’m not going to change myself for you, or Marcus, or anyone. I’m me. Get the fuck used to it. This is how I look and this is the way I was meant to be. There’s only one man who gets a say in how I look and he fucking loves me the way I am. He’d never change a damn thing about me and when I go back to him - which I will - I’m going to be the same fucked-up girl he fell in love with.” 
 
    “Are you done?” she questions, narrowing her eyes to sharp slits as she stares through the mirror. 
 
    I hold my chin up high, standing my ground. 
 
    “Good, now listen up, and listen up good because I will not be repeating myself,” she starts. “In twelve days, you will be walking down that aisle whether you want to or not. You’re going to have your lips plumped, your tits out, and a goddamn smile on your face. I have worked too hard and too long for this wedding and I’m not going to allow you to destroy it now. I don’t care if I have to drag you down the aisle myself. You will not make a mockery of me.” 
 
    I turn to her, feeling myself begin to panic, struggling to breathe in this tight dress. “Now you hear me. I am not marrying Marcus Mahony. Not now and not ever.” 
 
    “The wedding will go ahead as planned.” 
 
    “Over my dead fucking body.” 
 
    Maria’s hand slaps hard across my face, knocking the veil to the floor. Pain rocks through me as she dives after it in a panic. I take my opportunity to start peeling myself out of this death trap, pulling at the corset, and trying to bend the boning in the front so I can breathe. 
 
    “STOP,” Maria screeches in horror, desperately grabbing at my hands as I begin to hyperventilate. “That’s a two-hundred-thousand-dollar dress. You’re ruining it.” 
 
    “Get me the fuck out of it.” 
 
    I keep pulling and she finally relents out of sheer panic for her dress. I pull the gloves off and toss them to the floor and as Maria desperately tries to put the dress back on the mannequin, I grab my clothes and break free of this hell hole, going to the only place in this godforsaken house that will bring me some semblance of peace – Blake’s room. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    It’s late in the afternoon when I walk out of Blake’s room feeling oddly refreshed. His room was just as he left it, baggy clothes and all. There were basketballs scattered around the room, signed jerseys, his big ass TV, and of course, his porn stash hidden under the bed. I guess I’m lucky that’s all I found. I’m sure if I was curious enough to really go searching, I’d uncover all of my little brother’s dirty secrets. He seems like the kind to take polaroids of his skanky conquests and steal their panties. 
 
    With my stomach grumbling and the need to find some pain-killers, I make my way down the hall and slip into the service walkways which are the staff's access around the house. They’re not to use the main hallways and staircases, those are reserved for family, friends, and guests. Any staff member caught fucking with this rule is usually fired on the spot. Lucien and Maria are entitled assholes like that. 
 
    But… it certainly has its advantages. Like times like this when all I want to do is get down to the kitchen without running into either Lucien or Maria. I probably won't have to worry about Maria. She’s probably inspecting the horrendous wedding dress under a microscope, checking that every stitch and every crystal is still perfectly in place. Lucien though, he’s another story. He has his over-the-top security system with monitors covering one whole side of his office. Nothing happens in this house that he’s not aware of. If I’m sneaking around the staff quarters, I’m sure he already knows. Hell, he probably put a tracking chip in me while I was knocked out in the back of the SUV. I should probably check myself for that shit. 
 
    I get down to the kitchen and start rifling through the cupboard which holds every pill in the house. I grab the big box and not giving a shit about making a mess, I tip the fucker over and spread it out, listening to the rattle as containers roll off the counter and drop onto the ground. 
 
    I find the good stuff and grab a glass of water to help wash them down. 
 
    With that sorted, I start searching for something to ease my hunger and find a pot of spaghetti Bolognese which Maria’s chef must have cooked last night. My stomach growls again and I don’t wait another second. 
 
    I grab the pot and drop it down onto the counter before finding a bowl and filling it up, making sure to top it off with cheese. Once it’s piled high, I put it in to heat and figure that I should at least do a quick clean up of the pills scattered all over the kitchen. After all, it’s not Maria or Lucien who would be tasked with cleaning it up, it’ll be the staff who don’t deserve to deal with my shit. 
 
    As I’m busy putting the box back into the cupboard, a voice rings out behind me. “Oh, Miss Skylah. What a pleasure it is to have you home.” 
 
    I look back over my shoulder to find Morley, the head chef who cooks for Maria and Lucien every night. “Thanks,” I grumble. 
 
    He walks deeper into the kitchen and upon hearing the microwave, his brows furrow. “Oh, you’re hungry?” he questions. “You should have said something. I would have made something fresh.” 
 
    I shrug my shoulders. “I wasn’t in the mood to wait.” 
 
    The microwave beeps and I dive for it, pulling out my spaghetti and checking that it’s warm the whole way through. Morley glances over my shoulder. “Oh, um…” he cringes. “Are you sure? I could put together a nice salad. Maria mentioned you’ll be dieting before the wedding. Carbs and cheese aren’t exactly going to do you any favors.” 
 
    Geez, no wonder the prick hasn’t been able to find a girlfriend to suck his dick. 
 
    I look back at him and glare as I grab a fork. “Fuck you, Morley,” I say, digging the fork in and walking over to the stool. I drop my ass down. “I’m not going on any ridiculous diet, I’m not marrying that fucking twat burger, and I sure as hell won’t be staying here a second longer than I have to.” 
 
    Morley glances away, unsure of what to do. “I, uh…have strict instructions to ensure you’re sticking to your diet.” 
 
    “Touch my fucking spaghetti and I’ll castrate you.” When he still looks hesitant, I let out a frustrated sigh. “Look, I won’t tell her if you don’t and I’ll eat all my meals down here or in my room.” 
 
    “She’s not going to like that.” 
 
    “I don’t give a shit what she likes. The bitch kidnapped me, is the reason my parents were killed, and is forcing me to marry a rapist so she can line her pockets. So maybe I deserve a few fucking carbs before my life is officially over.” 
 
    “Oh, um…” his eyes drop away. “I didn’t know.” 
 
    “How could you?” 
 
    Morley bows out and thankfully leaves me to my spaghetti and for the first time all day, I’m grateful. Hell, there’s a whole lot of this shit in the fridge. Maybe I can eat enough to give me stomach cramps, then I can try the dress on again and hopefully hurl all over it. God, that would really make my day. Red sauce on a wedding dress…shit, it’d be destroyed. There’s no coming back from that. 
 
    I get halfway through my bowl when a sharp gasp is heard behind me. My head whips around and I find Luce hovering in the hallway. My eyes instantly fill with tears as I shoot to my feet. I haven’t seen her in so long. 
 
    This girl was my best friend since the day I first came to this godforsaken town, but what the hell is she doing here now? 
 
    Luce hovers by the entryway, not moving and staring at me as though I’m some kind of stranger which has me grounded to the spot. “You’re…what are you doing here?” she questions with a weird reluctance that puts me on edge. 
 
    “Lucien dragged my ass back home,” I explain, feeling a bigger gap between us than I felt while I was gone. 
 
    Her brows furrow. “He found you?” 
 
    “What do you mean? Lucien has known where I was since before I even got there.” 
 
    “I…” Luce cuts herself off, looking confused and put off. She takes a hesitant step toward me which is when I see it – hurt. She hates me for leaving without an explanation. One day I was there and the next…nothing. “You ran away.” 
 
    I nod. “I did.” 
 
    “But why? Every day I’ve been trying to figure out what could have possibly pulled you away from here. We have everything we could possibly need. Was it me? Did I do something to hurt you?” 
 
    I rush into her and throw my arms around her, squeezing the living shit out of her. “No,” I say as she wraps her arms around my back and holds on for dear life. “Never you. You and Blake were the only good things about this place.” 
 
    “But I don’t get it,” she cries into my hair. “You were always so happy. It didn’t make sense for you to leave.” 
 
    I let out a broken sigh and pull away, staring at the girl whose life I turned upside down the moment I decided to run. “You’ll never believe me if I told you.” 
 
    “Try me,” she murmurs, dropping her hands to mine. “You’re the strongest girl I know. For you to leave, whatever it is, it must have been bad.” 
 
    “It’s worse than you could possibly know,” I tell her. I give her hand a tug and pull her toward the stool at the counter. “Come on, there are some things you should probably know.” 
 
    Luce nods as she sits down beside me, still hesitant, not sure if she wants to trust me after I betrayed our friendship, but I’m sure once I’m through explaining it all, she’ll understand. She has to. 
 
    “Why don’t you start with where the hell you’ve been all this time,” she says, grabbing my half-eaten bowl of spaghetti and digging in. 
 
    Good. An easy one. 
 
    “A little town called Aston Creek,” I say, watching as her face scrunches up at the term ‘little town.’ She grew up with privilege, just like I did but unfortunately, she really enjoys her lavish lifestyle and is a little more materialistic than I’d ever hoped she’d be. That doesn’t change how much I love her. “I have an aunt. My mom’s younger sister, Shaylee. She took me and Blake in. You should meet her, she’s incredible.” 
 
    “No shit,” she gasps. “You have an actual blood relative? That’s freaking awesome. Does Blake get along with her?” 
 
    “Loves her,” I boast, unable to keep the joy out of my tone. “We’ve never had a real family like this. She has all of mom’s old things and knows stuff about my parents that I’d never been able to find out on my own. It’s incredible. She looks just like mom too and I was enrolled in the same school mom went to…” 
 
    “Wait. Enrolled? What do you mean enrolled? You were going to school there?” 
 
    “Umm…yeah.” 
 
    She pulls back ever so slightly, looking crushed. “You weren’t planning on coming back, were you?” 
 
    I shake my head and lower my voice. “I would have rather died than come back here.” 
 
    She sucks in a deep breath. “What happened to you, Sky?” she whispers. “If I’d known there was some awful reason keeping you from coming home, I wouldn’t have spent every day in Lucien’s office trying to find you.” 
 
    “Wait…what do you mean you spent every day in Lucien’s office?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she scoffs, not impressed with herself. “How stupid could I have been? He called me right after you left and asked if I could help track you down. We’ve been working together ever since, but it turns out that was all bullshit…” 
 
    “Yeah,” I tell her, reaching for her hand while wondering what his game plan was. “He knew where I was heading before I even knew.” 
 
    “I don’t understand it,” she murmurs. “Why would he act as though he didn’t know where you were? It’s like he was desperate to find you. He missed you so much. He would tell me every day that you and Blake were everything to him. Maria too. She was devastated. Did they really deserve that? They’ve done everything for you and Blake. They gave you guys a home and raised you as if you were their own.” 
 
    “Luce,” I groan. “How could you be so naive?” 
 
    She instantly takes offense, hating being called out like that. “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “Maria and Lucien aren’t the doting parents you’ve always wanted to believe they were. They’re awful. Maria is the reason my parents are dead. Blake and I were targeted by her and they paid Anton Mathers a lot of money to get us.” 
 
    She shakes her head. “You’re kidding, right? That seems a little far fetched.” 
 
    “I’m not joking, Luce. I’d never joke where my parents are concerned. We weren’t adopted like Maria and Lucien tell everyone. We were kidnapped and raised by awful people.” 
 
    “No…I don’t believe it.” 
 
    “I met with Anton, Luce. I finally got the other half of the story. Maria is his cousin and hired him to complete the job because she hated my mom.” 
 
    “You’re not kidding, are you?” 
 
    “No, I’m not.” 
 
    “Fuck. You’re sure about this? Anton could have lied.” 
 
    I shake my head, absolutely certain. “No. it’s true. Maria and Lucien went to school in Aston Creek with my mom. That’s how they know her.” 
 
    “Shit, Sky. I’m so sorry. All this time you’ve been living with kidnappers! That’s fucking wild. I mean, I’ve been here how many times? Shit.” 
 
    “Yuuup.” 
 
    “But…wait.” Her brows furrow. “If you found that out while visiting Anton, then that doesn’t explain why you ran.” 
 
    My eyes drop away, that familiar shame creeping up on me. “I kinda knew bits and pieces,” I admit. “I’ve always known we weren’t adopted. I remember being taken after my parents were killed and when Anton Mathers is involved, I was smart to assume we were just sold to the highest bidder. I always thought Lucien was behind how we got here. I never knew it was Maria.” 
 
    “You’re avoiding the question.” 
 
    I bite down on my lip. I hate how she knows me so damn well. 
 
    Letting out a sigh, I meet her eyes and let her see the horror deep within that I’ve had to deal with since I was fourteen years old. “Lucien sold me for a business deal nearly four years ago and in twelve days, on my birthday, I’m due to marry Marcus Mahony.” 
 
    She sucks in a sharp breath, her hand flying to her mouth. “Marcus Mahony?” she gasps in horror, knowing exactly who he is after her father ended up in hot water with the guy over a shitty deal that went south. 
 
    “Shit, Luce, that’s not even close to scratching the surface yet.” 
 
    “What’s been going on?” she demands in a no-bullshit tone. 
 
    I let out a sigh, deciding not to sugar coat it. If I’m going to tell her this, then I need to be straight with her. “Marcus and Lucien have been sexually assaulting me since I was fourteen and the night I ran…the night I packed up my shit and finally left it all behind, was the night that Lucien snuck into my room and raped me.” 
 
    Luce’s eyes grow watery with tears. “Please tell me this is some twisted joke?” she begs. 
 
    “Fuck, Luce. You don’t know how desperately I wish that it was.” 
 
    She pulls me into a tight hug and I feel her tears dropping down onto my shoulder. “I’m so sorry. This was going on for nearly four years?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “How could I have been so blind to this? I’m so sorry. I wish you felt like you could have told me.” 
 
    “No,” I pull back, finding it important for her to truly understand what I’m about to tell her. “You and Blake were the only good in my life. You were my escape after a shitty night. I could go to you and know that I didn’t need to think about it. I could just be me and pretend that part of my life didn’t exist. Trust me, not having you know was the only thing that was getting me through it.” 
 
    Luce’s eyes drop and I reach for her hands. “I don’t know whether to be happy or sad about that,” she tells me. “One part of me is happy that I could be that escape for you but the other really wishes that you would have told me so I could have done something about it.” 
 
    “There’s nothing you could have done, Luce. This is Lucien and Maria Valentine. They have every police officer on this side of the globe in their back pocket and of the few who aren’t, they’re terrified of them.” 
 
    She shakes her head, lost in thought. “I can’t believe I agreed to help him find you. How could I be so stupid?” 
 
    “Don’t,” I tell her. “You didn’t know and that’s on me. You were just trying to help bring me home where you needed me to belong.” 
 
    “You don’t know how true that is.” 
 
    Tears continue falling down both of our cheeks but when a loud, domineering voice echoes through the kitchen, Luce’s back straightens as shivers run through my body. “It’s time to go home, Lucy,” Lucien warns in a tone that suggests she gets absolutely no say. 
 
    Luce’s head whips around to Lucien and she narrows her eyes, being the defiant best friend I’ve always known her as. Within seconds, Lucien knows that I’ve told her the truth and for a moment, I fear for her well-being. Then I’m reminded that her parents can be just as bad as Lucien and Maria. When it comes to protecting their little girl, they’re unstoppable. 
 
    Luce is safe. Lucien may want to hurt her and the thought of taking out the girl who now knows his secret is most likely going to keep him up at night, but he’ll never touch her. That’s just asking for trouble that not even he is stupid enough to get involved in. 
 
    “Now,” he bellows. 
 
    Luce turns to me with a cringe. “I’m sorry,” she whispers. Lucien may not be stupid, but neither is she. She needs to go and she needs to do it now. “Call me.” 
 
    I give her a tight smile and grumble under my breath. “Smuggle me a phone and I will.” 
 
    Luce nods in understanding before getting to her feet and walking out the door. I’m left with a scowling Lucien who instantly turns his back. “My office. NOW.” 
 
    I reluctantly get up and follow the monster, knowing that if I don’t he’ll just grab a handful of hair and drag my ass there. One way or another, I’m going to end up in his office. My only saving grace is that it isn’t his private study where he likes to hold his all-important ‘business meetings.’ 
 
    I step into his office and my eyes instantly narrow as he offers me his desk chair. “Now, Skylah,” he demands when I remain hovering in his doorway for a moment too long. 
 
    My eyes flick around the room. One of his security guards is here and I don’t know what to make of it. That could either be a good sign or a really shitty one, but with no choice, I do as I’m told. 
 
    Taking the seat, I keep my eyes on Lucien. “Monitors,” he tells me. 
 
    My brows furrow and I reluctantly peel my eyes away from Lucien knowing not watching him could severely bite me in the ass. My gaze flicks toward the monitor and with a gasp, I see a familiar Dodge RAM stopped at the front gates. 
 
    No. What’s he doing here? 
 
    Lucien steps up to the desk and places a gun down on the hardwood in front of the security guard. “If her eyes move off of that monitor for even one second, shoot her.” 
 
    The guard nods and my eyes bug out of my head as I flick my gaze back toward the monitor. 
 
    Fuck…that couldn’t be good. What is he going to do to Slade that he so desperately wants me to watch? 
 
    My gut sinks, knowing exactly how that man works. 
 
    This isn’t good. This really isn’t good. 
 
    I’m going to be sick. 
 
    As if approving of my submissive behavior, Lucien scoffs with pride and strides out the door. I’m left with my eyes glued to the monitor, desperate for a glimpse of the man I love while also begging for him to never show his face here again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    Slade 
 
      
 
    I drive through the streets of the wealthiest area I’ve ever been in. This place is so fucking insane that it’s ridiculous. Every mansion I drive past practically has its own area code. They’re all guarded by heavy black metal gates while some even have security guards standing out front, making me wonder what kind of people live in these homes. If Lucien is anything to go by, I think I can safely assume that the rest of the pretentious assholes who live around here are exactly like him. 
 
    I count the mansions as I drive. 185. 187. 189. 
 
    191. There. The home that my girl grew up in. The home she was abused and the very place she lost her soul to the darkness. To think she’s back in there again…fuck. 
 
    I have to get her out of here. 
 
    I pull into the drive and am instantly stopped by one of those big gates that every house on the block is rocking, though luckily for me, this one doesn’t have two guards posted out front. Though, that could have something to do with the fact that Lucien is currently evading his arrest warrant and wants to appear as though he’s not home. 
 
    From here, all I really see is the long-ass driveway leading toward the house. There are trees on either side, a massive water fountain in the center of the circle drive, and a shitload of marble, stone, and privilege. 
 
    The gate doesn’t move but I don’t expect it to. It’s not as though the owner of this home is about to let his kidnapped princess’ rescuer through willingly. Hell, maybe I should be screaming ‘open sesame’ at the gate or throwing gold at it. Surely, there must be some kind of trick to getting in. 
 
    There are cameras on either side of the gate and a few further down the fence line so I don’t doubt that he already knows I’m here. There’s no point hiding and trying to be discreet. Hell, the neighbors would know I don’t belong just because I’m in a truck and not in some fancy Aston Martin, Ferarri, or Lamborghini. 
 
    I study the gate. It looks like reinforced metal and there’s no way in hell I’ll be able to ram it with my truck. I’ll just end up making a fucking fool of myself and wasting time. 
 
    Swinging my door wide, I jump down from my truck and glance around. If I can’t go through the gate, then I’ll find another way. Either way, I’m getting on the other side and finding my girl. 
 
    As I walk up and down the front of the gate, searching for a way in, I notice the camera swiveling back and forth, tracking my every movement. I grin up at it and flip it the bird, figuring it’s most likely Lucien or one of his henchmen on the other side, watching and waiting to take me out. 
 
    Reaching the side of the wide gate, I look up. If I jump, I might just be able to reach the top and haul myself over it. 
 
    I take a few steps back and just like I would on the court, I sprint toward the gate and launch myself up into the air. The gate is a shitload higher than any hoop I’ve dunked into, but it’s nothing I can’t handle. 
 
    My fingers hook onto the top and I pull myself up, finally able to get a good view of the place Skylah and Blake called home for thirteen long years. Scratch that, this shit ain’t no home. It’s a fucking mansion built for the elite of the elite. 
 
    I can only imagine the kinds of parties these guys would have had here. I would have fucking loved growing up in a home like this, you know if Maria and Lucien weren’t there too. I bet Blake had a fucking indoor court. 
 
    I jump down from the gate, landing in a low crouch and I stare up at the property. It’s going to take me forever to make my way up this long drive, but I’ve got nothing to lose. I’ve come all this way, sat in my truck for hours on end. I’m not turning around now. My girl is inside those walls and the only way I’m leaving without her is if he kills me first. 
 
    After climbing the grand stairs, I get to the front door of the house, and to be honest, I’m fucking surprised I’ve gotten this far without security coming at me or freaking hounds. Lucien seems like the kind to have attack dogs, though, I’m sure he also likes to be the one doing the attacking. 
 
    I try the handle and upon finding the door locked, I slam my fist down on the hardwood. “Open the fucking door,” I demand, assuming the fucker is waiting just on the other side, but when nothing happens, I bang my fist again. “Give me my fucking girl and we’ll leave peacefully.” 
 
    I wait for a beat and again; nothing. 
 
    I should have known he wasn’t going to play this easily. I guess it’s time for plan B. 
 
    I jog down the stairs and start making my way around the property, glancing into every window, and struggling not to be shocked by the kind of money these people have on display around their home. It’s fucking ridiculous. 
 
    I pass a tennis court and a pool that’s bigger than my fucking house. There’s a huge outdoor entertaining area complete with a cinema and recliners. There's a bar, a fucking kitchen, a basketball court with a seating area, and who can forget the fancy gardens with a maze made out of hedge bushes. 
 
    This shit is seriously insane. I don’t understand the appeal. I mean, sure, I understand wanting to be comfortable and being able to buy nice things for your family, but this is taking it to a whole other level. This is fucking sick. I’m actually kind of embarrassed to say this guy is my biological father. 
 
    I cut through the outdoor cinema to a huge bay window and glance in. The place looks fucking dead inside. A home like this should have staff wandering around everywhere, maids dusting and groundsmen pruning, but nothing. It feels cold and lonely and I’m left wondering if Skylah’s whole life has been like that or if it’s just like this now while Lucien is laying low. 
 
    I look around for some sign of movement, something that tells me that Skylah is here, but there’s nothing. No lights on, no sound, not even a scrap of dirt that suggests someone’s been in here. 
 
    I keep walking. 
 
    “SKY?” I holler. 
 
    I may as well let myself be known. They know I’m here anyway and now they need to know that I’m not about to back out without a fight. “VIRAGO? Where are you?” 
 
    I glance up at the second story. That’s going to be an issue. This isn’t some Romeo and Juliet scene where I have a balcony I can climb. There’s literally nothing. If I want to check the second story, I have to get inside. 
 
    I have to walk out into the grass to keep going and as I glance in the next window from afar, I finally find her. She's sitting at a desk, looking at something to the side of the room. 
 
    “SKYLAH,” I yell. 
 
    Her head whips around and even from here, I see the tears heavy in her eyes. 
 
    Sky flies up off the desk chair and runs to the window, throwing her hands against the glass. She looks fucking terrified. There’s only been one time I’ve seen her looking like that and that was when we were in the middle of the fucking river, struggling to free ourselves. 
 
    Something’s wrong. 
 
    I start running and as she screams, Lucien steps out in front of me, gun held high, aimed right at my chest. 
 
    I come to a startling halt, my hands up and raised as my eyes flick between Lucien and Skylah. As she scrambles to unlatch the window, someone steps in behind her, raising a gun to the back of her head. 
 
    Oh, no, no, no, baby. Don’t you fucking move. 
 
    I need to get her out of here. 
 
    Skylah pauses, not moving a single muscle in her body. We’re at a fucking loss here. I’m more than willing to risk my life to save hers. I would lay my life down for her any fucking day of the week, but I will not put her in harm’s way like this. I fucking refuse. If I knew she would have ended up with a gun at her head, I would have stayed at home. I would have found another way. 
 
    I don’t know what the fuck to do. 
 
    If I move, Lucien won’t hesitate to shoot me. If she moves, she dies and I can guarantee if she gets shot, I’ll end up dead because there’s no way in hell that I’ll have the strength to hold back from trying to kill these motherfuckers myself. 
 
    I meet Skylah’s eyes. They’re so fucking beautiful, so full of love, and the promise of an incredible future, but they’re also fucking terrified. For the first time, I’m starting to believe that I might never see her again. 
 
    All I know is that right now, we’re both fucked. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Fuck. Fuck. FUCK! 
 
    How did we get into this situation? 
 
    Why the hell would he be so stupid? Why did he come here? 
 
    I stand with my hands against the window and a gun trained at the back of my head, silently begging Slade to walk away. If he doesn’t move, if he just stops looking this way and promises to never come back, Lucien just might let him go. 
 
    He needs to let him go. I need him to let Slade go. 
 
    How am I ever supposed to go on knowing that Slade was killed here today? It’s one thing being able to survive knowing that he’s living a full and happy life. I could at least breathe knowing he was living his dreams, having all the babies in the world, and marrying a beautiful supermodel. Him not living at all? I couldn’t survive that. I couldn’t get up every day in a world that he didn’t exist in. I could never forgive myself for bringing him into this. Slade deserves so much better. 
 
    He should have just stayed at home. What did he think was going to happen when he walked in here? He came strutting in, jumping the fence like he’s broken into a million properties and started making his way around the place as though he owned it. 
 
    Maybe he was doing it on purpose, trying to draw Lucien out. If that was his plan, it worked like a fucking charm. Judging by the panic in his eyes though, I can assure you that he hadn't planned this. I’d do anything to throw myself out of this window and run to him, but it’s never going to happen. I’ll be shot before I even get my fingers curled around the latch and Slade would be shot just for the sake of it. After all, there’s nothing quite like letting a loose end get away. 
 
    Keeping his gun held high, Lucien strides toward Slade and fuck, he looks absolutely thrilled to have him in this position. 
 
    He says something and I curse the stupid window for locking out their conversation but as Slade’s eyes come back to mine and his hands interlock behind his head, dread sinks heavily into my stomach. 
 
    ‘I love you,’ Slade mouths, looking as though he’s saying goodbye. I shake my head despite the pain it brings from the gun at the back of it. I need to tell him this isn’t over. Why the fuck does he look like he’s giving up? What’s Lucien saying out there? 
 
    Lucien glances back, clearly knowing I’m watching. After all, he’s the one who wanted me to watch the show on the monitor. He’s probably loving the fact that now I get to see it up close and personal. He grins wickedly and I want nothing more than to steal the gun from the back of my head, knock this fucking guard out and then shoot Lucien right between is eyes. 
 
    What kind of monster has he turned me into? 
 
    Lucien’s head is thrown back in laughter and I watch as he looks back at Slade and indicates with the gun for him to get down on his knees. 
 
    My heart races. 
 
    There’s back and forth conversation and when Slade’s face breaks and his eyes come to me, I know that whatever was said couldn’t have been good.  
 
    Regret flashes in his beautiful eyes. 
 
    No, no. NO. Don’t you dare get on your knees before Lucien Valentine. 
 
    Slade begins lowering himself to his knees and a sob pulls at my throat. “NO,” I scream, slamming my hands against the glass. “Don’t you dare give up. Get up.” 
 
    The guard at my back presses the gun harder against my head and my face is forced into the glass as Slade looks away, his eyes dropping to the ground, filled with shame. 
 
    No. What’s he doing? 
 
    This isn’t right. 
 
    Lucien says something and when Slade refuses to look up or answer, he slams the side of the gun across Slade’s face, sending a mouthful of blood soaring over the grass. 
 
    Lucien yells, spit flying from his mouth as the veins in his neck pulse, but whatever is being said is still ignored by Slade. 
 
    I whimper. I hate seeing him hurt. I’d do anything to race over there and check that he’s alright. He should just play along, give Lucien what he wants until there’s a chance to run. That’s what I do. That’s what I’ve lived by for the past thirteen years, but I know Slade Cruz too well and there’s no way he’s leaving unless he has me in his arms. 
 
    With my head now slammed against the window, my hand on the glass is hidden and I’m able to curl my fingers around the latch. If this shit looks like it’s about to go south, I’ll be throwing myself out of this window at all costs. Slade will not die today. He will not be shot in the garden that I planted when I was eight years old, he will not take his final breath, and he sure as hell will not be leaving me on this earth without him. 
 
    Lucien looks back at me with that same grin and teases me with the gun he holds at my boyfriend. He loves this. He loves the power, he loves how easily he can get to me, he loves that no matter what, I would do anything it takes to keep Slade safe, which is exactly what I did by coming here. 
 
    I’ve never wanted to kick Slade’s ass so bad. He was safe back home. I made sure of that. Lucien was never going to return now that he had what he wanted, and instead of seeing that, Slade walked right back into it, begging for more. Fuck, he wasn’t even begging, it’s more like daring him. What kind of moron walks in here, strutting around like an idiot? My moron, that’s who. The kind of moron who isn’t going to let his girl go without a fight. 
 
    Damn it. I love him so much. 
 
    I should have expected this. I should have stolen a phone or somehow got in contact with him and told him not to come. Instead, I just sulked in Blake’s room for most of the afternoon. How fucking stupid could I be? 
 
    Lucien steps into Slade, and with his eyes still on mine, pummels his fist into Slade’s stomach, winding him and forcing him to topple over. Slade’s face scrunches in pain but he doesn’t cry out, doesn’t grunt, doesn’t give up. 
 
    I’d give anything to be able to hear what’s going on out there. Though, is it really that hard to guess? The only thing that would have Slade willingly drop to his knees before Lucien Valentine is if my life was threatened. There’s no doubt about it. 
 
    He’d give his life for me just as I would do for him. 
 
    Lucien laughs as I fight against the lump in my throat. 
 
    Slade starts getting back to his knees and I silently beg him not to. If he just lays still, Lucien might give up, he might get bored and walk away. He might let him go, but the more he gives him the entertainment he’s craving, the longer this punishment will go on. The big question though, who is this punishment for? Is he punishing me because I ran? Or is he punishing Slade for coming here? Hell, this might not even be about us, this could be punishment for Daniella for having Slade in the first place. 
 
    Lucien walks around Slade in a slow circle, dragging the gun over his shoulders and I watch with bated breath as Lucien talks. 
 
    My fingers tighten around the window latch. I don’t like this. 
 
    Slade’s eyes flash up to mine and in a blink, something changes. The anger and devastation morph into a terrifying horror. He starts to tell me something but as he does, Lucien grins at me and straightens his arm, his eyes darkening with a look that I’ve only ever seen once before. 
 
    Fuck. He’s actually going to shoot him. 
 
    He’s going to kill my Slade just to teach me a lesson. 
 
    My heart thumps wildly and I suck in a breath, scrambling on the window latch. “NOOOO,” I scream and just as I tear the window open, the shot rings out loud, deafening me as the sound vibrates through my bones and right down into my soul. 
 
    I’m too late. Way too fucking late. 
 
    I scream, my voice box shattering as I hardly recognize the sound of my own voice. I throw myself out of the window, keeping my eyes on Slade as his body goes crashing down into the grass. It happens in slow motion. His eyes widen in surprise but it’s quickly replaced with agony. 
 
    His eyes never leave mine. 
 
    I run. 
 
    He’s too far away. I need to get to him. 
 
    Fuck, Slade. No. I love you. You can’t die. We need to grow old together. 
 
    Lucien’s booming laughter echoes through my mind and despite my eyes being locked on Slade’s, I don’t miss the way Lucien wipes the blood splatter off his face and hands. The gun is pocketed and I scream as Lucien walks away. 
 
    Slade lays in the thick grass bleeding and I’ve hardly gotten four steps out the window when a strong arm curls around my waist, hauling me back toward the house. “NO, LET ME GO,” I scream, desperately needing to get to him. I don’t even know where he was shot. In the back? In the head? Fuck, is he bleeding out? Is he struggling to breathe? Is he dying? Is he already dead? 
 
    My fingers dig into the guard’s arm, my nails clawing at his skin, prompting him to hold me tighter and making it nearly impossible to suck in another breath. 
 
    “SLADE,” I cry as I’m pulled away, refusing to tear my eyes off him. “GET UP. YOU HAVE TO GET UP.” 
 
    I don’t know if he doesn’t hear me or if he’s just…dead, but he doesn’t move. Doesn’t twitch, doesn’t blink, just keeps staring. 
 
    Why won’t he move? 
 
    Oh, God, no. 
 
    Tears stream down my face as I struggle against the guards hold. I need to get to Slade. Why doesn’t he understand that? 
 
    Lucien cuts in front of my vision and I try to look around him, refusing to take my eyes off my boyfriend. Lucien looks over my shoulder at the guard as though he doesn’t even see me here, as though he didn’t just tear my world into a million pieces and shatter it. “Take her to her room and lock the door. I want a guard on her door all night. She is not to move, not to eat, not to fucking breathe without someone knowing about it. Got it?” 
 
    The guard nods so forcefully that I feel my whole body rattle. 
 
    Lucien's eyes darken and as his eyes meet mine, he grins, and at that moment, I swear he’s the actual devil sent from hell to destroy me. “Next will be Shaylee, then Blake, Daniella, Emma, and Rain…You fuck up, you lose. Do you understand me?” 
 
    I swallow back fear for the only people I have left in this world while unable to stop picturing the way Slade’s eyes widened in fear. I didn’t even get to tell him that I loved him. 
 
    My whole body slumps against the guard in defeat, but Lucien’s not finished torturing me yet. “No one else has to die, Skylah. Their fates are in your hands.” 
 
    With that, he walks away, and as my heart tears right out of my chest. I’m hauled back into the house, staring at the man who lies lifelessly in the grass, realizing that he’s gone. 
 
    I will never love again. I will never find someone who completes my soul the way that he did, but I don’t want to. I don’t want to love another man, I don’t want to even try. I just want him. I need him, but he’s dead because of me. 
 
    Slade Cruz was my world, and now my world is gone. 
 
    I can feel the fight draining from my body as I realize that I suddenly have nothing to live for. Keeping my family in Aston Creek safe is all that matters now. I allow the guard to drag me away and lock me in my room. Here is where I'll live each day as a blur, knowing that my actions killed the man I love. I will never know happiness again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    Slade 
 
      
 
    Agony pulses through my body. 
 
    I’ve never felt anything like it. Is this the kind of torture that Sky had to put up with while also drowning, trying to free herself, and then having her rib broken with resuscitation? Fuck, she’s more of a survivor than I could have ever known. 
 
    This is easily the worst thing I’ve ever felt in my life. It fucking burns like someone just stabbed me with a flaming sword and left it in there to burn me from within. 
 
    I lay in the thick grass, willing myself to move. I need to get the fuck up before Lucien decides to come and finish the job. His words ring in my ears louder than the echoing of the gunshot. 
 
    ‘This is the only time you will ever find an advantage in being my blood. Next time I see you, this bullet will be through your eyes, but know, if you ever come here again, I will kill her.’ 
 
    He didn’t even give me a chance to run before he shot me. What kind of person shoots their own fucking son in the back? It’s as though he was putting on a show for Sky and judging by the way she screamed…the way I still hear her screaming from up inside this big fucking mansion, I know she thinks I’m gone. That cuts me more than this fucking bullet did. 
 
    I feel it lodged into my back and the thought of getting someone to fish it out is making me feel fucking sick. Where am I even going to find someone in this fucked-up town who will be willing to help me? I’m the fucking enemy here. If any of the rich bastards around here catch me running through the streets with a gunshot wound, they’re going to assume I was either trying to steal something or I was just caught screwing someone’s daughter. 
 
    I start trying to peel myself out of the grass while the sounds of Skylah’s cries tear me apart. I need to let her know that I’ll be alright. I need to get to her. 
 
    I get my arm under me while trying to keep as still as possible. Each slight movement is agonizing. I’ve never felt so fucking pathetic. I’ve always prided myself on being strong, never giving up, and never backing down in the face of a fight, but the second that gun appeared at the back of Skylah’s head, I knew I’d do anything to save her, even if it meant laying down my life. 
 
    Getting on my knees before Lucien Valentine was fucking humiliating but I’d do it again. 
 
    She thinks I’m dead. 
 
    God, that hurts. She must be in her own version of hell right now. All I want to do is run up there and throw my arms around her. I only saw her three fucking minutes ago and yet I’ve never missed her more. I’d give anything to hold her one more time, tell her I love her and make sure she fights this. She needs to get out. I won’t accept her submitting to him and becoming his pawn. I know she’s stronger than that but now that she thinks I’m gone…fuck, I don’t know what’s going to happen. 
 
    I fight with everything I have just to get to my feet. My hand clutches onto my left shoulder, trying to keep it still and as I start fumbling through the grass to get to the house and get my girl, two guards come at me. 
 
    I put up a fight but I’ve got nothing left and my attempts are pathetic. They drag me out and as I go to scream out Skylah’s name, a fist is pummeled into my jaw to shut me up. 
 
    I have no choice. I have to leave her. At least for now. I will be back and I will be taking her home. If I were to stay and fight this, I don’t doubt that Lucien will come out here and finish me off, just as he promised and what good would I be then? 
 
    It’s the smart, rational option and as much as I hate it, I have no choice. In order to save her, I have to leave her. 
 
    The thought makes me sick and as these bastards drag me back toward the front gates, I stare back at the mansion, wondering if she can see me from the windows, but I doubt it. She’s locked up in her ivory tower like some kind of princess, dying to be freed. 
 
    With each step they drag me, I feel further and further away from her. I’ve failed her again…I’ve been failing her since the very first day she showed up in Aston Creek. She deserves so much better than this, better than me. She’s a fucking angel and I’m nothing, but right now, I’m all she’s got and she needs me more than ever. 
 
    I will not fail her again. 
 
    I’m thrown through the gates, landing on my chest and desperately trying to protect myself from the pain that follows. My eyes clench as my jaw tightens so hard that I fear I could crack my own damn teeth. Despite how bad it hurts, nothing hurts more than knowing my girl thinks I’m dead. 
 
    The guards walk away with a scoff and it’s as though they think escorting me out of here was below their paygrade. I groan as I raise my head from the polished drive and am thankful my truck is still here. I grab hold of the fender and use it to haul myself up, feeling slightly smug about the pool of blood I’m leaving behind. Then just out of spite, I mess it the fuck up, spreading that shit around and making it a nightmare for the fucker who gets tasked with cleaning it up. 
 
    Digging into my pocket, I grab my keys and reluctantly get into my truck. I can’t take my eyes off the property. The second I drive away, I’ll be officially leaving her behind and it doesn’t sit well with me. I fucking hate it. 
 
    Fuck, just the thought of what he could be doing to her right now haunts me. 
 
    She’s in there hurting… 
 
    Not having the strength to leave her just yet, I find my phone and hit Blake’s number. He answers on the first ring, probably sitting by his phone all afternoon, waiting for my call. “Did you get her? Where is she? Put her on.” 
 
    My gaze drops to my bloodied hand, feeling so fucking ashamed of myself for having to tell him this, especially considering the tone in his voice suggests that he had all the faith in the world that I would get her. He didn’t think giving up was an option for me, and really, I never thought it would be either. 
 
    I feel fucking sick. 
 
    I let out a heavy sigh. “I…I couldn’t man.” 
 
    Blake goes quiet. “She’s still there?” he questions with a whisper. 
 
    “Yeah. He had a fucking gun to the back of her head. I couldn’t risk that.” 
 
    “FUCK. What now? Are we supposed to just leave her? Let her marry some rich douchebag and forget about her?” 
 
    The fuck is wrong with this kid? Does he even know whom he’s speaking to? 
 
    “Fuck, no. Never. She ain’t marrying that sick fuck. I will get her back, but it won’t be today. We just have to play this right. We need a plan or…fuck. I don’t know, we need something but storming in like I just did isn’t the answer. He won’t hesitate to kill her.” 
 
    “I could have told you that. Oh, wait…I fucking did.” 
 
    “Fuck off, Blake. At least I’m here. I fucking tried to get her and now she knows that we’re not leaving her behind…except…” 
 
    “Except what?” 
 
    “She thinks I’m dead.” 
 
    “The fuck? What the hell went down over there?” 
 
    “Lucien shot me in the fucking back and promised that if I show my face around here again, she’ll be next. We need to play this right.” 
 
    Blake groans and the frustration coming out of his tone is as clear as day. “What the fuck are we supposed to do? We’re fucking high school kids and Lucien is at the top of his fucking game. Not to mention that Marcus Mahony is a step above that. Scrap that, he’s ten fucking steps above Lucien. These guys are un-fucking-touchable.” 
 
    I shake my head to myself, lost in my own fear of not knowing. “We’ll work it out,” I promise him. “But for now, you need to tell me where the fuck I can get this damn bullet out of my back without a damn hospital asking questions.” 
 
    “Shit. It didn’t just go through?” 
 
    I glance down at my shoulder despite knowing damn well it didn’t go through as if it had, there’d be a fucking hole in my chest and I’d probably be dead on Lucien’s lawn. “Nah,” I say with a groan, the slight movement being enough to remind me how much fucking pain I’m in. “It’s lodged against the bone. It fucking kills, man. I need someone to fish it out.” 
 
    “Um…” he goes quiet for a moment, thinking over his options. “Your best bet is Lucy Carroway but I don’t have her number anymore. Sky made me throw my phone when we ran.” 
 
    “You know where she lives, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, but she’s not the best with surprises, especially ones in the form of you.” 
 
    “Just tell me her fucking address.” 
 
    Blake sighs. “Shit. She’s going to fucking kill me for this.” 
 
    Blake finally rattles off directions and I end the call without so much of a goodbye. I start my truck and get the fuck out of there before Lucien decides to come and finish the job, making me feel sick with every passing second that I get farther away from my girl. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    Slade 
 
      
 
    Every rumble of the truck and every fucking bump I fly over tear me apart and make it hard to remember where the hell I’m going. 
 
    Blood spills all through my truck and by the time I reach what I think is Lucy’s place, I’m a fucking mess. I pull into the drive and am grateful to find the gate wide open. At least there’s one bit of luck in my otherwise fucked-up day. 
 
    I pull right up to the front door of yet another mansion and pull myself out of the truck. 
 
    Sweat drips down my forehead as I clutch onto my shoulder, desperately trying to ease the pain. 
 
    If this chick isn’t here…fuck. I’ll be in a shitload of trouble. 
 
    I don’t know how I do it, but one minute I’m standing on her drive and the next, I’m at the top of the grand stairs, standing at her front door. Maybe I blacked out while I struggled up here, I don’t know, but honestly, I don’t fucking care. All that matters right now is getting inside and making the pain go away. 
 
    My fist slams against the heavy door and I lean into it as I wait. 
 
    “Come on,” I groan under my breath before pounding on the door again. 
 
    “Alright, I’m coming,” a voice says from the other side as I hear her fiddling with the door handle. “Keep your fucking knickers on.” 
 
    I clench my jaw, not having the patience for her attitude. Hell, I still haven’t seen her face and even then, I know this chick is made from the same cloth as Skylah. But either way, I don’t care for her ramblings. 
 
    The door is pulled wide and as she gets one look at me, her eyes bug out of her head and she steps in front of me, pulling the door closed and blocking my way. “Who the hell are you?” she demands, pressing up to her tippy toes and looking over my shoulder to make sure I’m alone. 
 
    “Are you Lucy?” 
 
    “I asked first.” 
 
    I resist putting her in her place and get on with it, realizing that if I give her what she needs, maybe she’ll do the same for me. “Slade,” cringe, “Cruz.” 
 
    Her brow raises and she gives me that award-winning attitude. “And should that mean something to me?” 
 
    “I’m Skylah’s boyfriend. Are you Lucy?” 
 
    “First off, it’s Luce. Not Lucy, and second, Skylah doesn’t have a boyfriend. I was just talking to her half an hour ago. She would have told me.” 
 
    Shit. She saw her? “How was she? Is she alright? Did he hurt her?” 
 
    “Wait…you know?” 
 
    “Of course I fucking know. I’m her boyfriend.” 
 
    Luce shakes her head as her eyes rake up and down my body. “No offense, but you look like a criminal…and a fucking guilty one at that. I’ve known Skylah since we were kids and if she was going to date a criminal, then she’d at least find one with tatts.” 
 
    I groan and push past her, making her scream as I pass. “I need alcohol.” 
 
    “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” she screeches. “Get out. You’re bleeding all over the fucking floors. My mother is going to kill me.” 
 
    I turn around and groan. “I don’t give a shit about your fucking floors. I have a bullet lodged in my back that I need you to get out before I fucking pass out.” 
 
    Her eyes go big as she shakes her head. “This is way out of my league.” 
 
    “Seriously? I don’t really give a fuck right now. I need to get this bullet out so I can go back there and kill that motherfucker.’ 
 
    Luce looks weary as she watches me. “Lucien did this?” she questions with a look on her face suggesting she really wants my answer to be no and I realize that if she’s known Sky all her life, then she would have known Lucien and probably saw a much different side of him than what Skylah saw. 
 
    I nod. “Shot me right in the back and promised that Skylah would be next if I went back there.” 
 
    She gasps and watches me for a silent moment. “At least go to the pool house so you don’t destroy my home.” She starts walking through the house and I follow her, no doubt leaving a trail of blood behind me. 
 
    “Go out through those doors,” Luce tells me, pointing to the back door and out towards the pool house that is bigger than my home. “I’ll go and get the supplies and meet you there.” 
 
    I nod. “Bring alcohol. Lots of it.” 
 
    Luce walks away and as I turn to face the back door, I let out a low groan. This is fucking killing me. I just have to make it out to the pool house and I’ll be alright, that’s if I don’t pass out, fall into the pool and drown on my way. Right now, there’s probably a greater possibility than actually making it to the pool house. 
 
    After what feels like the longest walk in history, I get to the pool house and push my way through the door. I look longingly at the massive double king-sized bed that’s in the center of the pool house, inviting me in, but I keep going. If I stop…I’ll never get up again. 
 
    I find the bathroom and as I walk in, I finally see the blood staining my shirt. It’s fucking covering me but something about actually seeing it makes it that much worse. I go to tear the shirt over my head and as I raise my arm, my soul tears right out of my body. 
 
    “STOP,” Luce growls from the bathroom door. “You’re going to make it worse. I’ll have to cut it off you.” 
 
    My face scrunches as I lower my arms back down and Luce crosses the bathroom. She hands me a bottle of Vodka and drops a tub of supplies down on the counter. Despite knowing that she’s going to need this for the wound, I tear off the lid before swallowing half the bottle desperately needing something to take the edge off. 
 
    “Hey, stop,” she snaps, grabbing the bottle from my hand and slamming it down on the counter. “I need to pour that over the wound or you’ll end up with a well-deserved infection.” 
 
    Jesus Christ. This chick. 
 
    Without skipping a beat, she digs through the tub of supplies and pulls out a pair of kitchen scissors before hacking at my favorite shirt, but I keep my mouth shut about it. That’s not exactly something I have the right to complain about right now. 
 
    She gets halfway through cutting before her patience wears thin and she tears the rest of the shirt off, being careful not to get blood on her manicured fingers. 
 
    “Shit,” she sighs, looking over the bullet wound as the scraps of material fall to the tiled floor. “This doesn’t look good.” 
 
    I turn around and get my first good look at the gaping hole in the back of my shoulder. “Fuck,” I groan, grabbing the vodka again and taking another swig. “This is going to hurt.” 
 
    “What were you expecting?” she grumbles, talking to herself as she steps in closer to get a good look. “So, you think the bullet is still in there?” 
 
    “Well, it sure as hell didn’t come out.” 
 
    Luce rolls her eyes and pulls up the flashlight app on her phone, shining it into the hole to get a good look around. “I don’t see what Skylah sees in you.” 
 
    “Funny. I don’t see what she sees in you either.” 
 
    “You know, any smart person would be nice to the girl who’s about to go digging in their back for a bullet.” 
 
    “Any smart person wouldn’t get shot in the first place.” 
 
    “Good point,” she grumbles before stepping back and grabbing the tub. “Come on. You’re too tall for me. You’re going to have to lie down on the bed, but let me get some old towels first. That linen cost more than that truck out front.” 
 
    I trudge out of the bathroom, starting to get dizzy as Luce races ahead of me and peels all the linen off the bed. She quickly replaces it with her version of old towels which look practically brand-new. 
 
    I crash down onto the bed with pain shooting through me while also getting a wave of relief. I’d do anything to be able to close my eyes and forget this bullshit right now. I’d be more than happy to go back in time and wake up yesterday morning where everything was right in the world. 
 
    Luce drops down on the bed beside me and leans over my back, trying to get into a good position to do this but quickly realizes that there’s only one way this is going to work. “Sorry,” she says with a cringe. “I’m going to have to sit on your back.” 
 
    Fuck. There was once a time I would have rejoiced in random hot chicks climbing all over me but right now, there’s zero appeal. “Just…do it carefully.” 
 
    She sucks in a breath as though that’s going to make her somehow lighter and climbs up onto my back. I clench my jaw as the movement jostles everything and has me wanting to hurl her across the room, but without her help, I’m fucked. 
 
    “Alright,” she says as she pulls the tub of supplies closer. “This is going to hurt. Are you sure you wouldn’t prefer to be in a hospital?” 
 
    I shake my head. 
 
    “That’s right, you’re probably a criminal.” 
 
    For fuck’s sake. 
 
    Luce lets out a heavy breath and for a moment I wonder if she has the balls to do this when she grabs the vodka and pours it all over the wound, making me jump and clutch onto the mattress as though it’s my only saving grace. Luce has to grab hold of my side just to stay on my back. 
 
    “A little fucking warning would be nice,” I scold. 
 
    “Warnings are for pussies,” she says, righting herself and throwing back a swig of vodka. 
 
    I watch as her hand dives into the tub and comes out with a pair of tweezers and I try to remind myself that I’m the badass, tough motherfucker that Skylah fell in love with. 
 
    Fuck. I’m going to scream like a little bitch. 
 
    I grab a part of the towel and shove it between my teeth to avoid calling her every name under the sun. I clench my eyes and curl my hands into the mattress. “Just do it.” 
 
    Luce leans forward onto her elbows, getting up close and personal with my back. “Ha,” she grunts. “That’s exactly what I said when I lost my virginity.” 
 
    Her hands press down around the wound, pulling and stretching at the skin to see inside. The pain is manageable until I feel a sharp sting of the tweezers pressing into the wound, searching around for the bullet. 
 
    “Oh, fuck,” I groan low, tightening my fists around the mattress and thanking God that Sky isn’t here to witness me being such a little bitch. 
 
    I hear Luce’s heavy breathing, or maybe it’s not heavy, maybe she’s just that damn close that it’s loud as fuck. “Okay,” she finally says as the tweezers pause. “I think I found it but it’s pretty fucking deep in here. Last chance to pull out. I mean, what if I pull this fucker out and you just like…bleed everywhere? I don’t want to be incarcerated for your murder.” 
 
    “It’ll be fine. The second you pull it out, just press something down on it until you can stop the bleeding.” 
 
    “Okay, but I wanted it stated for the record that if you die, this is on Lucien, not me.” 
 
    “Done, now get on with it.” 
 
    The tweezers in my back start moving around and I groan as they latch onto the bullet, at least I hope it’s the bullet. If this chick pulls out something that’s meant to be in there, I’m going to be pissed. 
 
    Luce gives a hard tug and the tweezers slip off the bullet making me groan. “Shit, sorry,” she says, digging them straight back in and adding a little more vodka to the mix. 
 
    She tries again and this time I feel it loosening until finally, it’s wedged out of my back and dropped down on the towel beside me. I can’t help but stare at the little fucker. It’s amazing how something so small can cause so much damage. 
 
    Luce goes crazy with the vodka and presses down, making sure I’m not about to bleed all over her pool house and after she’s convinced that my death isn’t about to be on her conscious, she pulls back. “I think I need to stitch you up a bit.” 
 
    I groan. “Seriously. It’s not enough to get shot. Now you want to poke at me with a fucking needle.” 
 
    “Are you kidding? You just survived a bullet. I think the needle will be fine.” 
 
    Luce gets busy and when she finally presses a bandage over the wound, I feel like my world can come back into perspective. “You know, only a fucking lovestruck idiot would go running in there like you did.” 
 
    “Thanks but Blake beat you to the punch. He’s already given me the ‘I told you so’ bullshit.” 
 
    “Blake?” she questions, her brow raising. “You’re friends with him too? Is he alright?” 
 
    “He’s been better. Lucien did a number on his leg. He’ll be in the hospital for a while.” 
 
    “But what about basketball and the NBA?” 
 
    “Jury is still out on that one.” 
 
    “Shit,” she sighs, pulling herself up off the bed and helping me sit. She dashes into the kitchen and grabs a massive trash bag and starts hauling everything into it before finding the disinfectant and scrubbing the shit out of the place. 
 
    “So, you said you were talking to Skylah earlier today?” I question, watching her move around the pool house. “Does she have a phone you called her on or an email that I don’t know of?” 
 
    “Nah, I went over there,” she says. “Lucien had me ‘helping’ him to find her all this time. If I knew…” she lets out a sigh and gets back on track. “She hasn’t got anything, no phone, no email, no Facebook. She might as well not exist. I’m going to try to get back in there tomorrow and smuggle her a phone but I can’t guarantee that he’ll let me in now that he knows that I know what he did to her.” 
 
    “Shit. You’ll let me know, right?” I say, standing. “If you can get her a phone.” 
 
    “Yeah,” she says with a small nod. “I’ll text you the number.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I nod and start heading for the door. 
 
    Luce grunts at my back. “Where the fuck do you think you’re going?” 
 
    I looked back at her, my brows furrowed. “Umm…home. Where does it look like I’m going?” 
 
    Luce shakes her head. “Don’t be fucking stupid. You’ll stay here tonight. You literally just got shot and Skylah told me you guys are from Aston Creek. I googled that shit and it’s a long fucking drive. I can’t let you drive in your condition, and besides, you drank nearly half a bottle of vodka. If the bullet didn’t kill you, then your driving will.” 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    “Make yourself at home, Cruz,” Luce says, seeing the resignation in my eyes. 
 
    I stride back in and drop my phone, keys, and wallet onto the table. “Fine, but if I’m staying, I’m going to need to eat, and a fucking big juicy steak sounds good right about now.” 
 
    Luce rolls her eyes and continues cleaning up the mess I’ve left behind and despite how shitty I feel about leaving her to do it, I let out a sigh and drop back down onto the edge of the bed. 
 
    There’s something I have to do first, and because Lucien’s bullet didn’t kill me, he just might. 
 
    I press my phone to my ear and wait for my best friend to answer the call, knowing that I’m going to have to explain exactly why I didn’t bring him along on this little death-defying, failed suicide mission. While those answers are clear as hell in my head, he’s not going to understand it when I tell him that I did it for his own safety. 
 
    “Yo, where the fuck have you been?” Damian demands, answering the call after the second ring. 
 
    I let out a heavy sigh. “You sitting down, man? I gotta tell you something.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    Eleven fucking days. 
 
    He’s been gone for eleven days and my whole world has turned upside down. One minute he was here and the next…gone. 
 
    My heart hasn’t been the same since. How am I supposed to go on without him? Slade Cruz was my everything. I was supposed to walk down the aisle to him one day but instead, I’m walking down the aisle to a fucking creep tomorrow. 
 
    You know, I don’t even care anymore. I don’t care about anything. I’m being a good little girl and my family will be safe back home and that’s all that matters. It doesn’t matter what happens to me. It’s not like it could get any worse than having to live with this black hole inside of my heart. 
 
    I haven’t moved from this room since Lucien locked me in here, except for when I’m escorted to the bathroom three times a day. My food is brought to me, my laundry is taken from my door, and my personal trainer is taking it one step further by not only making house calls but making room calls. 
 
    It’s fucking ridiculous. The trainer that is. He tries every day to make me move but why should I bother when I have nothing to live for? Slade is gone and I’m not going to spend my days trying to make my body just right to fit the specifications of another man. No, fuck that. I’d rather gouge out my own eyes. 
 
    Every day since Slade was… 
 
    Every day has been hard. I’d give anything to see him, if only for a second. God, I’d give it all up for him. Why couldn’t he have taken me with him? I would have preferred to be shot then we could have spent the rest of eternity together but he left me here. I’m so mad at him. Why did he have to die? Why couldn’t he have just stayed home in Aston Creek and lived a full and happy life? He would have gone to the NBA and been a star but now he’s just some high school kid who is going to be a story that people tell their kids one day. 
 
    He was so much more than that. He deserved so much more. 
 
    How could I let this happen? Maybe if I’d gotten away from the guard sooner or if I’d tried to leave instead of spending those wasted hours in Blake’s old bedroom. I could have run then and found Slade along the way. If I knew he was coming for me…shit. 
 
    The ‘what ifs’ have plagued me for eleven days but I’ve stopped crying about them now, not because they don’t tear me apart but because they’ve already drained all of my energy. I literally don’t have anything else to give. The only reason I haven’t joined Slade on the other side is because Shay and Blake need me. Besides, one day, I’m going to be watching Blake on my TV running up and down the court in the NBA because I know he’s going to beat this. His leg is going to get better and Shay is going to be there by his side every step of the way, making sure he keeps his head on straight. 
 
    I’m hoping that after this sham of a wedding tomorrow, Marcus will be a little more lenient on the rules. I doubt he’s going to keep me locked up like Lucien and Maria are now. I’ll be able to find a phone then and who knows, maybe one day I’ll feel safe enough to run but until I can guarantee that my friends and family won’t be harmed due to my actions, then here is where I’ll be. 
 
    Slade would be so upset to know that I’ve given up. I bet he’s been looking down on me, shaking that glorious head of his. I can only imagine what he’d say. ‘I didn’t fall in love with a quitter.’ He’d probably finish that up with a nice, stinging smack on my ass before reminding me all night long why he loved me. 
 
    Loved. Past tense. 
 
    Fuck. The tears start pouring. 
 
    I guess I had the energy to cry after all. 
 
    The door rattles and I whip my head toward it while wiping the tears off my face. 
 
    It’s him. It has to be. 
 
    Lucien hasn’t come anywhere near me over the past eleven days. I guess that’s my one silver lining in all of this. Maybe Slade is looking out for me from above, though it could also have something to do with the fact that Maria has been hounding me about dress fittings and table settings. She even forced me to learn a fucking wedding dance which I honestly can’t say that I remember. 
 
    If I’m not locked in my room, eating my scheduled meal or performing crunches and burpees for the trainer, Maria is hounding me and I honestly couldn’t care because if I’m with Maria, I’m not with Lucien. She has a nasty habit of slapping me but over the last few days, she’s been avoiding my face. 
 
    As much as I hate her for the role she played in destroying my family and bringing me and Blake into this hell, she’s the only saving grace I have from her rapist husband. I almost hate when our time is over as I become vulnerable again, alone and waiting for the monster. 
 
    To tell the truth, part of me kind of wants Lucien to come. Because of him, Slade is dead. Because of him, Blake’s in the hospital. Because of him, I was shot, drowned, and raped. He will not get away with this and I cannot wait for him to try me again because this time, he will not walk out of here with his life. 
 
    I knew he would come one of these nights and to be honest, I really thought he would have tried something by now, if not every night. You know, try to get the most out of me before I’m gone, but he hasn’t been here, which means tonight is his last night, his last shot to take what he thinks he’s owed and I can guarantee that he will not pass this up. 
 
    The door handle lowers and as the door begins to creep open, my hand curls around the wooden stake that I’ve been saving for this very moment. I’d be a little more comfortable with my knife but in hard times, you use what you can get your hands on. For me, it was the chair that sits in front of my vanity. I flipped the fucker over and beat the living shit out of it until the wooden leg finally snapped off. 
 
    I spent three days carving it against the side of my bed frame and turning it into a weapon. I can’t wait to lodge it into Lucien’s chest but to be perfectly honest, I’m torn. I don’t know if I want to slam it into his chest and watch the life drain from his eyes or if I want to stab it through his back the same way he had done to Slade. 
 
    As the door creaks open and light from the hallway begins to brighten my room, Lucien steps into view. My fingers tighten on the stake, turning my knuckles white as an odd sense of joy filters through me. 
 
    Finally. 
 
    It will all be over. 
 
    Lucien has never been welcome in my room until now. 
 
    I’m going to enjoy this but no matter how good it will feel, it will never bring back Slade. I’ve been fighting with myself over this decision for eleven days. Do I kill him or do I allow him to live? If Lucien were to live, it would mean a lifetime of running and looking over my shoulder. It would mean that every other woman in this world is at risk as well as my family. It would mean that he would get to enjoy a life that he doesn't deserve. Yet if Lucien were to die, it would mean that I win…but it would also mean that I’d be taking a life and I’m not sure how that would affect my soul afterward. 
 
    Would Slade be proud of me for taking his life or would he want me to take the high road and save myself from the heaviness it will bring me? 
 
    Decisions, decisions. 
 
    Lucien walks deeper into the room and as he watches me, his eyes become hooded, He licks his lips as though he’s about to devour the sweetest treat and a shiver runs down my spine. He’s so fucking gross. 
 
    My questions are answered. I know exactly what Slade would want me to do and fuck it, I’m going to do it. 
 
    My hand starts to pull out from under the blanket but I keep my weapon hidden. I don’t want to alert him and screw up my only shot. 
 
    I keep my eyes on him, tracking his every move, his every step, every breath. He will not get away with this again and I don’t care if it means that I have to spend the rest of my life rotting in a prison cell. Hell, I’ll probably find a few girls in there I can relate to. Maybe it’ll be great for my soul. Hell, I’ll call it a vacation. 
 
    Lucien steps up to the end of my bed and just as he goes to reach for his pants, the door flies open and Maria stands in the doorway, her eyes wide and focused heavily on her husband. 
 
    I narrow my eyes at her as she watches him. Something is off here. Her timing…it’s too precise. She came in and disrupted him the day I returned and now again. It’s almost as though…no. No, I refuse to believe that she knows because if she did, surely, she would have done something about it. 
 
    But…the way she is watching him with fury in her eyes is suggesting that she knows exactly what’s been going on. 
 
    “Lucien,” she beams, clapping her hands together as I hastily slam my hand back under the blankets, not wanting to get sprung with a weapon. “How lovely of you to come and wish Skylah good night on the eve of her wedding.” 
 
    Lucien’s hand discreetly moves to his side. “Of course,” he says with a nod, smiling at his wife as though he’s the innocent man he’s always claimed to be. “She’s been my little girl for so long. I’m looking forward to walking her down the aisle tomorrow.” 
 
    Maria beams and I realize that it’s fake as shit but she’s desperate to hold up her act. She doesn’t want her world crumbling down around her and she’ll do whatever it takes to hold onto it. 
 
    “Well then,” Maria says, turning her gaze on me and narrowing her eyes as though she blames me for her husband’s appalling behavior. Though, if that’s true, it would explain why she’s so desperate to marry me off and get me away from him, and if they happen to get their pockets lined in the process, then even better. “We should let her rest. She needs to be up at the crack of dawn for hair and makeup. Dark circles under her eyes for the ceremony would be a bad look.” 
 
    Lucien’s jaw tightens but as his wife stands imposing at the door, refusing to give in, he nods. “Yes, good idea,” he says darkly. “We should leave her.” 
 
    Maria steps out of the doorway, making room for Lucien but he doesn’t move right away. He hovers, waiting to see if Maria will leave so he can play out his sick fantasies, but after a long-drawn-out minute, his feet start taking him to the door. He steps out and Maria glares at me one last time before slamming the door with a hard thud. 
 
    A breath leaves me. 
 
    That was a close call. 
 
    I throw myself out of my bed and race across the room as disappointment fills me. I start pushing my dresser in front of the door. 
 
    I’ve survived another night but at the same time, Lucien is still walking these halls. If only Maria had kept away for thirty seconds more, I would have had my shot to take him out. 
 
    But I will. It might not be tonight or even tomorrow, but one day, I’m going to kill Lucien Valentine. When I do, it will be for Slade and for all his victims like me and Daniella who have had to look over our shoulders all these years. His death will be for all the people he has wronged, but most importantly, for all the girls who he will no doubt hurt in the future. 
 
    Never again will he hurt another girl. 
 
    With the dresser securely blocking my door, I make my way back to my bed. It’s one thing being awake with a stake in my hand but being able to sleep is a whole other issue. 
 
    I glance back at the door before sliding down between the sheets and just like every other night, the second my head hits the pillows, thoughts of Slade swarm my mind. I cry into the pillow until the exhaustion finally claims me. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Lucien’s fingers dig into my arm as he slowly walks me down the aisle. “Smile for your guests,” he demands, spitting the words through his teeth while keeping his voice low. He stands tall, acting like the respectable, important man all these people assume him to be. 
 
    I hold back tears as I look anywhere but at Marcus at the other end. When I first stepped out onto the aisle, I met his eyes and he looked at me like a tiger ready to devour his last meal. This is going to be my life now. 
 
    This is fucking sick. 
 
    The music plays as the guests stand around me but I don’t hear any of it, just the loud thumping in my ears and the voice inside my head telling me that I need to run, but running comes with its very own set of consequences. Lucien made sure of that this morning when he strapped an electric shock band around my thigh and slipped the controller into his pocket. If I run, I’ll be shocked and go down like a sack of shit. I won’t even get two steps. There’s also the threat of Lucien going after the people I love and I can’t risk that which is exactly why I keep putting one foot in front of the other. 
 
    It’s a joke that this sham is happening in a fucking church but it’s not like we could have the biggest wedding of the year anywhere else. Maria would be the laughing stock and she’d rather die than have the world know that she didn’t do this how the rest of her country club bitches would have done. 
 
    My knees shake. I don’t want to be here. 
 
    I want to go home, collapse into Shaylee’s arms, and cry for days on end. Hell, maybe I shouldn’t go home. They probably don’t even know that Slade is gone and I’ll have to be the one to break the news. Fuck, that’s going to suck. 
 
    This news is going to kill them. Having to tell Daniella that her son was shot and murdered in cold blood. Emma and Rain…fuck. Damian? He’ll be crushed. Gone will be the light-hearted, sarcastic best friend. He’ll be nothing but a shell of the man he once was. 
 
    The tears fill my eyes and Lucien tightens his grip on my arm. “Pull yourself together.” 
 
    I let out a deep breath, blinking back the tears before they get a chance to fall and leave streaks in my makeup. I can only imagine what Maria would have to say about that. Hopefully, the guests would just assume I was overwhelmed with happiness, but still, a woman like myself who was raised with such high standards should have learned how to control her emotions. This is simply unacceptable. I guess all I have to say about that is Maria was right to demand the make-up artist to use waterproof mascara, otherwise, I’d be a mess by the end of the day. 
 
    I plaster on a fake smile, trying hard to keep myself strong. I can do this. I have to do this. 
 
    The farther we get down the aisle, the smaller my steps become, desperate to delay the inevitable, but if I was smart, I’d have run down the aisle and gotten it over and done with. The longer it takes, the worse I’m making it for myself. 
 
    We get to the top of the aisle when I finally see a familiar face. 
 
    Lucy Carroway. 
 
    Thank fuck. 
 
    She sits in the second row with tears heavy in her eyes and her mother's hand on her thigh. To anyone else, it would appear as a loving gesture, but I know better. Her mother is holding her in place, ensuring she doesn’t do anything stupid. 
 
    We’d both be dead by the time we reached the end of the aisle, but maybe it would be worth it. Not Luce though, she still has so much to live for. She’s going to go so far in life and it's going to be incredible to watch. Besides, I need her to stick around because with me now living in hell, I need someone to live through and keep me going. Without Slade, I’ve got nothing to live for. 
 
    I know the pain of missing him might ease one day, but so far, I’ve been missing my mom and dad for thirteen years and it still aches. I doubt it will be any different with Slade. 
 
    Luce desperately tries to blink back tears and the more she looks at me, the harder it gets to keep moving. She goes to mouth something and I tear my eyes away. I can’t. No matter what she says, if it’s words of encouragement or telling me to run, I’m going to break. 
 
    I can’t handle it. This is too much. 
 
    I’m about to marry against my will. Slade would be devastated…disappointed. He would say that I’m better than this shit. He would tell me to run and never look back. He would tell me not only to survive but to thrive. 
 
    Damn him. What does it matter? He’s gone now. 
 
    I step up in front of my future husband and as if handing me over like a proud father, Lucien puts my hand in Marcus’. It’s clammy and warm and I don’t miss Lucien’s low warning as he nods to Marcus and steps back. “Hold her tight.” 
 
    Marcus’s grip instantly doubles to the point of pain and I hold back a loud gasp, trying my hardest to appear as though I want to be here but judging by the faces of the people in the crowd, they know this isn’t right. 
 
    They see the fear in my eyes and I see the sorrow and devastation shining back in theirs, but not one of them will do a damn thing about it because I can guarantee that Lucien has all of them on a tight leash. People in this town aren’t good people. They’re rich and entitled which gives them the sense that they can do whatever the fuck they want. They’re just like Lucien. Some of them worse, some of them not so bad, but no matter what, they all have secrets, secrets that Lucien makes it his business to know. 
 
    The music begins to soften until it completely disappears and as it does, the priest steps up between me and Marcus. 
 
    He looks out at the wedding guests. “Please, take your seats.” 
 
    There’s the usual rumble as the guests drop down onto their asses, getting comfortable and shuffling around in their ridiculous, over-the-top suits and dresses. Ankles are crossed with knees tilted, children are shushed, while husbands pretend that their mistresses aren’t sitting two rows behind. 
 
    I swallow hard. This is it. 
 
    Maria lets out a blissful, loud sigh, drawing all the attention to the proud mother of the bride. I can practically hear all the eyes rolling. She’s so fucking desperate for approval, praise, and attention. How was my luck so bad to have ended up with her? 
 
    The priest gets started, reciting passages from the bible and describing the meaning of marriage and love but with every word he speaks, I die a little more inside. 
 
    Before I have a chance to stop them, the tears start falling and within the blink of an eye, Marcus’ hand snakes out and slaps across my face. I gasp in horror. I wasn’t expecting that. Maybe from Maria or Lucien, but not from Marcus…I mean, not right here at least. I don’t doubt he would have punished me behind closed doors. It was a ballsy move, especially in front of all these people. 
 
    Gasps are heard throughout the church and the priest takes a step toward me, clutching onto my arm as if to pull me away, but I hold my ground. 
 
    Whispers are heard throughout the pews and even Luce has the balls to fly to her feet. “Hey,” she demands, making Marcus’ head whip around to her. “Don’t you fucking touch her, scumbag.” 
 
    Luce’s father instantly curls his fingers around her arm and pulls her down so hard that she crashes back into the pew, nearly falling to the ground. 
 
    Marcus grins at their performance and turns back to the priest. “Continue.” 
 
    The priest flashes his eyes to me. He doesn’t want to do this. He knows this is wrong, he knows I’m being forced, but more importantly, he doesn’t want to sin in the house of his father. Maybe if he knew that I was already lost to the big man upstairs, it might make it easier for him. 
 
    Seeing his reluctance, Lucien stands from his seat in the very front row and clears his throat. The priest stares at him and as Lucien raises a smug brow, the priest releases my arm and positions himself between us. 
 
    There goes my last hope. Not even God can save me now. 
 
    I zone out, spending every second staring at Marcus’ chest and forcing myself not to cry. If I meet his eyes, I’m fucked. If I meet Luce’s, I’m screwed and if I meet Lucien’s or Maria’s, I might just murder someone in the middle of a church. Or at least, I’ll try to. Lucien would probably electrocute me before I got the chance. 
 
    The priest's voice rings out loud and clear, much louder than at any wedding I’ve ever been to before. “Does anybody have a reason why these two people should not be wed?” 
 
    My head whips around, begging at least one person to stand up and save me from a life of torture, but not one person speaks up. I look back at Luce and I see her desperation as she also looks around, but seeing that the guests are going to allow this atrocity to continue, determination has her ready to make a move. 
 
    She meets my eyes and I shake my head. ‘Don’t,’ I mouth, silently begging her not to. She and I both know what will happen to her if she was to ruin this for Maria and Lucien. Hell, even her father has a tight grip on her. He’s practically sitting on her lap, holding her down while her mother, on her other side, still keeps her hand firmly on her thigh. 
 
    Defeat claims her and I watch the pain enter her eyes. There’s nothing she can do without paying for it with her life. ‘I’m sorry.’ 
 
    Marcus tugs hard on my hand and my head whips up to him to see a heavy scowl as he prompts me to pay attention. 
 
    “Alright, then we shall continue with the vows.” 
 
    Maria lets out a shaky breath of relief, nearly inaudible to the rest of the guests and I realize this was the one moment she was waiting for, the moment that could make or break this wedding. 
 
    My reluctance has Marcus tightening his grip on my hand and I bite down on my lip, stopping myself from screaming out as he practically breaks the bones in my hand. When he finally loosens his grip, I turn to the priest, unable to look at Marcus as I speak. 
 
    “Repeat after me, dear,” the priest murmurs, waiting for me to nod. “I, Skylah Rochelle Valentine, take thee, Marcus Donald Mahony, to be my husband from this day forward.” 
 
    I cringe at the sound of that name. That’s not my name. It’s the one Lucien had my name changed to. I am not a Valentine. I am a Daniels. Always have been and always will be…it’s not like I’m ever going to be a Cruz. That dream died right along with Slade. 
 
    I don’t know how Lucien did it, but I can assure you that it was done illegally and somehow done without raising alarms of who Blake and I were. It’s bullshit. Shaylee had the name change applications filed before we even finished moving in with her, yet those papers somehow seem to have disappeared. 
 
    I keep my eyes on the priest, unable to keep going. Marcus squeezes my hand again, not bold enough to hit me again right before I’m supposed to say my vows but when a zap travels up my leg and nearly paralyzes me, I cave like a little bitch, 
 
    My whole body crumbles and Marcus holds me up as I turn to look at him with tears swelling in my eyes, my voice coming out as barely a whisper. “I, Skylah Rochelle Valentine, take thee, Marcus Donald Mahony, to be my husband from this day forward.” 
 
    “For better, for worse, for richer or poorer.” 
 
    I let out a shaky breath. “For better, for worse, for richer or poorer.” 
 
    The priest continues, looking sick. “In sickness and in health. To love and to cherish. Till death do us part.” 
 
    Shit. How am I supposed to say that? a light zapping returns in my leg and I suck it up. I can get through this. “In sickness and in health. To love and to cherish. Till death do us part.” 
 
    “According to God’s holy ordinance and thereto, I pledge myself to you.” 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    “According to God’s holy ordinance and thereto, I pledge myself to you.” 
 
    Marcus grins wide. It’s too fucking late now. 
 
    He practically races through his vows and within seconds, he jams the massive diamond on my finger, practically putting his own on himself. 
 
    The priest nods, looking just to Marcus, his head hung in guilt. “You may kiss your wife.” 
 
    My eyes go wide. No. I can’t kiss another man. Please, don’t take this away from me too. Is it not enough that I’ve already lost Slade? 
 
    Marcus couldn’t give a shit about what I think, doesn’t care about the pleading in my eyes, doesn’t care that my soul is crushed. I’m supposed to be the man’s wife but I shouldn’t be fooled into thinking that’s going to change anything. 
 
    He grabs my face and slams his lips down on mine. 
 
    I’ve been lucky that he’s never actually kissed me before, only touched after begging him not to. He forces his tongue inside my mouth and I hold back vomit as my face scrunches in disgust. His hands move to my waist and squeeze hard, forcing me to participate. 
 
    I taste his stale cigarettes and my tears as they stream down my face and rush into my open mouth. 
 
    I sold my soul to the devil. How could I have done this? 
 
    My will to fight is gone, my life is gone, my friends and family…I doubt I’ll ever see them again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    “NOOOOOO,” I hear screamed from outside the church, moments before a loud crash. I tear my face off Marcus and stare toward the back of the room along with every other guest in the church. 
 
    There was a strange familiarity in the voice, like a tortured desperation that reminds me so much of… 
 
    Shaylee barges through the doors, running full speed ahead with Damian right on her heels. I suck in a sharp, shocked breath, wide-eyed. Two guards race for them as Lucien stands in outrage. 
 
    No, no, no, no, no. If they get them, they’re going to hurt them. 
 
    “LEAVE HER ALONE,” I scream as a guard goes for Shay while Damian’s fist begins flying. He can handle himself, but Shay…I don’t know. She’s five foot nothing, weighs about as much as a feather, and can be tossed around like a ragdoll. She shouldn’t have come. This is too dangerous for her. 
 
    I start to run for her but an electric shock has me crumbling to the ground in agony. 
 
    She keeps running, full steam ahead and just when the guards are about to grab her, I realize that it’s not just Shay and Damian. It’s so much more. 
 
    My eyes bug out of my head, suddenly not caring about the electric charge pulsing through my body. Slade rushes out protectively in front of Shay, meeting the guards with his heavy, capable fist. 
 
    What am I seeing? He’s alive? 
 
    Joy spreads through me as heavy sobs pull from deep within. 
 
    He’s alive and not only that, he’s here for me. 
 
    Marcus races out in front of me, standing before me like some kind of protector, but we all know the truth, he’s not protecting his new wife from a threat. He’s protecting his property from being stolen back to its rightful owner. 
 
    I desperately try to look around him as the guests get to their feet, but not one of them jumps in to help either party. 
 
    I just need to put my eyes on Slade, just one more time. 
 
    He’s fucking alive. Really alive. I know I'm all shades of fucked-up right now but I know what I’m seeing. All six feet and two glorious inches of him, every strong bit of muscle, every hair on his head. It’s all here, imposing and fucking pissed. 
 
    He’s taking me home. 
 
    Slade holds off the guards with Damian, but it’s clear there’s something wrong. He looks like he’s in pain. He’s favoring one side and I wonder if it has something to do with being shot. 
 
    More guards come for them as Shaylee practically climbs over the pews to get around. She breaks free of the crowd and sprints down the aisle as I struggle to get to my feet with the electrical current pulsing through my body. 
 
    I can do this. I’m strong enough. 
 
    Luce gets to her feet, stands on her seat, and launches herself off the pew, her father struggling to grab hold of her as her small little body crashes hard into Marcus and sends them flying into the guests on the opposite side. 
 
    With no one in her way, Shay drops down to me, grabbing my hands and desperately trying to get me to my feet. “Come on,” she demands in a panic, grabbing my arm and trying to haul me up as Luce struggles to keep Marcus down. 
 
    “I…I can’t,” I cry as the electrical voltage is busted up. 
 
    I scream out in pain and Slade’s head whips in my direction, those beautiful eyes on mine, but it’s a distraction that neither of us can afford. 
 
    The guard grabs him as another nails him in the jaw, sending him flying back into the guests, but a little punch isn’t going to discourage him. Slade isn’t a quitter. He never has been. 
 
    Damian is right there at his side, and together, they don’t dare give up. They keep fighting for what’s right. 
 
    How could I have doubted Slade? How could I have believed that he was gone? If I’d known he was still alive, I would have been able to find the strength to fight. I would have found a way to run and I would have done it knowing I left Lucien’s dead body behind. 
 
    Shaylee gets me to my feet and practically has to carry my full weight as I cry out, but right now, the pain is nothing, I’m just glad to have her arm around me with the promise of going home. 
 
    “Oh, no you don’t,” Maria screams, grabbing hold of this ridiculous dress and trying to haul me back. 
 
    Shaylee stops and spins back to her, knowing exactly who this woman is and what kind of role she had in her sister’s death. Now really isn’t the time, but Shaylee isn’t going to let this opportunity slip through her fingers. 
 
    She releases me and I instantly fall into the lap of a guest that I don’t know. He tries to right me but I come down hard on him. The guests around scramble for me, despite not wanting to get involved. When you see a bride go down, your natural reaction is to help. 
 
    Shaylee goes at Maria with her claws out but when I think she’s about to gouge out an eye, her claws turn into strong fists and I silently celebrate as she nails the bitch in the face. 
 
    Being lost in the guests, I start ripping the dress up. “Get it off me,” I beg of anyone who will listen, desperately trying to get the electrical band off my thigh. 
 
    They scramble to help me as Lucien finally gets himself involved but when Marcus grabs Luce and throws her clear across the church slamming her back into the wooden pew, her father gets to his feet and goes for him. 
 
    Luce’s dad may be a top businessman with a bad reputation. He may be hard on his daughters and an absolute dick, but when someone touches one of his babies and makes her hurt, he’s out for blood. 
 
    He cuts in front of Lucien and it gives me just a moment longer to tear this bullshit from my leg. I pull this ridiculous veil out of my hair and throw it to the ground, not giving a shit that the diamonds on it cost Maria fifty grand. Actually, if I was smart, I’d take it with me and let Shaylee pawn it for cash. But that’s dirty money and I don’t want anything to do with it. 
 
    Shay gets Maria down on the ground and I laugh at how Lucien doesn’t even help her out, instead, he’s still coming for me. 
 
    Slade breaks through the guards and runs for me while Damian desperately tries to hold them off. 
 
    I throw myself to my feet and run. 
 
    His hand curls around mine as Shay leaves Maria and races toward us. His hand is so damn warm, so full of life and love. Blood from his knuckles spreads all over my hand and dress but I couldn’t give a shit. This dress is going in a dumpster the second I get out of here. 
 
    We’re all going to have to get new identities and move to Antarctica, but it’s so worth it. I don’t even care that I might have to leave my new friends behind. I know the pain of what it’s like to lose somebody you know and I won’t do it again. 
 
    Now we just have to get out of here. 
 
    The guards scramble and start coming for us as Lucien and more of his men come in from behind. 
 
    “Are you good?” Slade demands, pulling hard on my arm and bringing me right into his side, right where I belong. 
 
    “Never been better.” 
 
    “We don’t have time to play catch-ups,” Shay says. “We have to go.” 
 
    We start racing back up the aisle, collecting Damian on the way. All we have to do is break out through the door and we’ll be free, but then come the guns which I’m sure will be aimed at our backs. 
 
    Lucien steps on the long train of this stupid dress and my body is instantly hauled back. Slade pulls but I’m trapped and the second of hesitation gives the guards a moment to catch up. Before they were just doing their job, but now they’re pissed. 
 
    They go for Slade and Damian first as they’re the biggest threat while leaving just one guard to grab Shaylee. He wraps his hands around her, locking her arms by her sides. He lifts and her legs instantly kick out, but it’s no use. This man is huge and Shaylee is tiny like me. 
 
    He starts taking her to the exit while I scramble for freedom, listening to Shaylee’s cries of protest. 
 
    Lucien grabs me and starts to pull me back and I claw my nails against his arms, desperate to get to Slade as the guards crowd the boys. There’s too many of them. They can’t fight them all off. They’re incredible fighters, but against all those trained guards and taking Slade’s healing bullet wound…fuck. It’s like taking a knife to a gunfight. 
 
    Shay is pushed through the door and Damian is slammed down to the floor while Slade is tackled into a headlock. 
 
    Lucien drags me back and I scream. “SLADE.” 
 
    “Just hold on, Virago,” he calls back as they start to drag him out, hauling Damian right along with him. “I’m coming for you. Fight. Don’t fucking give up, do you hear me?” 
 
    Within seconds, Slade disappears and I’m pulled into a side room with the door slamming behind us. 
 
    Chaos erupts outside of the room and not a moment later, Marcus walks in, disheveled, and bloodied with a pissed off Maria at his side. I’m pushed down into a chair as Marcus strides forward, stalking me like some kind of predator. 
 
    His hand slaps hard across my face making my teeth cut into the inside of my cheek. “If they ever come back, I’ll fucking kill them.” 
 
    I spit a mouthful of blood onto the floor, grinning as half of it stains my dress. “Just fucking try me,” I tell him, grinning like a fool knowing that no matter what, they’re coming for me. 
 
    My will has returned with a vengeance and this time, I won’t fail. This time, I’m exactly where I want to be. 
 
    The love of my life is alive and I’ll be damned if I ever let him down again. I might be married to this motherfucker, but I will always belong to Slade Cruz and it’s only a matter of time before he takes me home. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    I sit at the bridal table, glaring across the room at my new husband. He’s such a pig. I know he’s a rich prick, but couldn’t Lucien have picked someone a little more…classy? Maybe someone with style, rugged good looks? Hell, maybe even someone who isn’t going to make me hurl when his disgusting morning breath hits me at six am every day for the rest of my life? 
 
    Rest of my life? What the fuck am I talking about? I’m getting out of here. The rest of my life is going to be spent by Slade’s extremely alive side while helping other women get out of abusive homes. Screw going to college and becoming an art major. I want to do something more. I want to make changes in people’s lives and be that person I wish I had when I needed out. 
 
    I want to make a difference. I’m positive that I’m not the only woman out there who’s suffered at the hands of a man. No one deserves this. No one should feel as though they need to be watching over their shoulder, waiting to see if today is going to be their last day. I won’t stand for it anymore. 
 
    I’ve got some work to do. I barely even know how to help myself let alone others, but I’m going to figure it out. I’m going to dedicate my life to it. 
 
    I glance out at the guests. This is such a joke, but right now, it’s nearly impossible to wipe the smile off my face. For the first time in twelve days, I’m freaking ecstatic. I don’t even care that I’m at my own damn funeral…wait. I mean wedding. All that matters to me is that Slade is alive and that he came for me. 
 
    Just seeing his face was enough to light the fire within me, but when his skin touched mine…holy hell. That was enough to make me soar. 
 
    I will not give up. If Slade can survive, then so can I. 
 
    A chuckle pulls from within my throat and I don’t even bother to hold it back. I can only imagine what Maria would be thinking right now. On one hand, she’d be thrilled that there’s a smile on my face and that for the first time all day, I actually appear to be happy about all of this. But on the other hand, she’s not too stupid to figure out that this happiness is for Slade and I’m sure she realizes that it means I’m ready to put up a fight. 
 
    I guess she’s not the one who needs to be concerned about that anymore. I’m not Lucien’s or Maria’s problem now. I’m Marcus’. 
 
    A louder chuckle comes out. Marcus doesn’t know what the fuck he’s in for. I will not submit, I will not surrender, and I sure as hell will not be sticking around. 
 
    If I could, I’d already be out that door but since Slade and Shaylee’s little intervention, the security at this place has tripled and they’re all on edge. I’m sure the security has been told that it was an attempted kidnapping…if only they knew. I’m sure the majority of the guards would turn a blind eye and let me slip out if they knew what fresh hell I was about to endure, but then, they’re on either Marcus’ or Lucien’s payroll and money talks. It always talks. 
 
    I feel a familiar gaze piercing into the side of my face and I turn to find Luce, desperate for my attention. I hold up a finger and check the room. Lucien is laughing with a bunch of other rich dickheads who probably have girls in their basements, Maria is drunk and boasting about her wedding with her country club bitches, while Marcus is seen through the back windows, sucking on the end of a cigar. 
 
    Perfect. 
 
    I glance back at Luce and nod. 
 
    She instantly gets up and starts making her way over here but just as she’s about to reach the bridal table, a guard steps in front of her and blocks her way. 
 
    “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” Luce demands, scowling up at the guy who looks like he must have spent a lifetime playing college football and then followed that up with a buffet of steroids every day for breakfast. 
 
    “The bride is not currently seeing guests.” 
 
    My brows shoot up and so do I. “Who the hell do you think you are speaking for me?” I growl at his back, making the guard spin around. “It’s my fucking wedding and I’ll see who I want when I want.” 
 
    “Excuse me, Mrs. Mahony, but your husband has requested that you have a few moments to yourself to catch up with the events of the day. Weddings can be overwhelming.” 
 
    “Overwhelming would be my fist in your face,” I tell him, realizing that this guard is one of Marcus’ and not Lucien’s, meaning that by default, he’s now mine too. “Just remember whose payroll you’re now on.” 
 
    His back seems to straighten and I watch as he tries to hold his ground, confused by what actions he should take. I square my jaw in a challenge, letting him know that I’m the real MVP here. “Let her pass or find out first-hand what it would be like to have me as your enemy, and believe me, it’s not something you want. Just think about it. If I can get a guy like Marcus Mahony to marry me, imagine what else I could do.” 
 
    The guard swallows, standing there as he considers his options, and then finally he bows out. “My apologies, Mrs. Mahony,” he says, nodding his head and waving Luce past him before folding back into the side of the room to where he should be seen and not heard. 
 
    Luce strides past him with her head held high as though she’s some kind of tough bitch who can’t be fucked with. “Woah,” she says, stepping around the bridal table and dropping down into Marcus’ vacated seat. “Who are you and what have you done to my best friend? What was that? Where did you learn to be such a bitch, Mrs. Mahony?” 
 
    “Call me that one more time and I swear you’ll be drinking soup out of a straw for the rest of your life.” 
 
    She laughs. “I can’t work out if slumming it in Aston Creek with guys like Slade turned you into this hard version of yourself, or if it was all the other shit.” 
 
    “All the other shit,” I tell her. “And believe me, there’s certainly no slumming in Aston Creek. That’s my home and I love it.” 
 
    “Yeah,” she scoffs. “I can see why. Do all the guys look like him or are you just special?” 
 
    I grin wide, thinking of Damian. “Both. I’m special as all hell and they all look like him, but mine is the best by far, like so far. He’s…he’s amazing.” 
 
    Luce’s eyes go wide. “Oh, no. You’re in love with him, aren’t you?” 
 
    I laugh. “Yeah, I am.” 
 
    “You realize he looks like a criminal, right? I mean, he showed up on my doorstep and I nearly died. I-” 
 
    “Wait,” I cut her off. “What do you mean he showed up on your doorstep?” 
 
    Luce cringes. “Sorry, I just sort of jumped ahead, didn’t I?” I nod and she thankfully continues. “After he was shot, he came to my place. I think he must have called Blake and asked him where he could go. He was trying to avoid hospitals so he could go back and get you sooner and assuming I’m probably one of the only people who would have helped him, Blake gave him my address. He showed up with blood everywhere and just barged into my home, not giving a shit about getting all his blood on it. I swear, it’s been nearly two weeks and I keep finding drops everywhere. I had to rearrange the cushions on the sofa to hide a blood-stain until a replacement could come. Mom nearly killed me.” 
 
    I can’t help the grin on my face, able to picture the moment with 100% clarity. Slade would have busted down the doors, demanded she stitched him back up and then left with his head held high while leaving a big mess behind. 
 
    God, I love him so damn much. 
 
    “How was he when he first showed up?” 
 
    She shakes her head. “I’m not going to lie,” she warns. “It wasn’t good. He’d lost a lot of blood. I’m no medical expert or anything, but I’m pretty sure he was close to passing out, but that could have been from either the pain or blood loss. He looked really dizzy and just getting him to sit his stubborn ass down so I could take care of him was a whole new challenge. I had to sit on his back and fish the bullet out of him. It was disgusting.” 
 
    My heart breaks. I hate hearing about his pain, but it’s a hell of a better option than hearing about his death. If he felt pain, that means he’s still alive, so I’ll welcome it with open arms. 
 
    “In other news,” she says with a soft laugh. “He’s fucking hilarious when he’s drunk on vodka.” 
 
    “What?” I laugh as confusion begins to baffle me. “You got him drunk? I don’t think I’ve ever seen him drunk.” 
 
    “Hey, I didn’t get him drunk,” she defends, throwing her hands up in innocence. “I had the vodka there to clean out the gunshot wound and the stupid fucker kept drinking it to numb the pain. I don’t think it worked though. Pulling that bullet out of his back wasn’t pretty.” 
 
    I lean in and pull her into a tight hug. “Thank you,” I whisper, thinking of her softer side; the one that doesn’t handle gruesome very well. “I know that couldn’t have been easy.” 
 
    “It wasn’t,” she agrees. “It’s not every day some gangster looking dude shows up on your doorstep with a bullet hole in his back.” 
 
    “You realize he’s not a criminal, right?” 
 
    “Whatever you say,” she says with a grin, pulling back and looking at me. Her expression softens and it’s quickly replaced with a heaviness that I’m not prepared for. “We tried,” she whispers. “Every day we’ve been trying to get in there to get you out, but we got nowhere. I’ve been trying to smuggle you a phone as well, but it’s impossible. It’s like Fort Knox. Slade and Damian have practically been living in my pool house just so they can be close if you need them. I’ve even met Shaylee and Nessa a few times too. I swear, between the two boys, they’ve been shot at three times. They’re fucking lucky that they’re not dead. That’s why there’s been so much security during this whole joke of a wedding. They were expecting them.” 
 
    My mouth drops as I listen to her recap of the past twelve days. They’ve been shot at three times? This is fucking ridiculous, but despite the shock coursing through my body, I find something settling within me. Ever since seeing Slade’s face in the church, I’ve been wondering why he never came back. Don’t get me wrong, him coming back time and time again with Damian is simply moronic, but it’s a sign that he’s not giving up and that’s all I need to keep me going. 
 
    I was a fool to assume I’d lost him. I should have known that not even a bullet would be able to stop Slade Cruz. 
 
    Luce reaches out and takes my hand in hers. “I’m so sorry,” she tells me. “I tried to stop it. We both did but there’s nothing I could do. Lucien came to me yesterday and warned that if I said anything during the ceremony or tried to screw things up, he was going to hurt my mom and dad, and I just…” 
 
    “Hey,” I say as her eyes begin to fill with tears. “Stop. This is on me. I don’t want you trying to involve yourself or trying to save me. I would never forgive myself if you or your family was to get hurt because of this.” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “No. This is my fight, all I need you to do is be waiting on the other side when I finally get out of this mess.” 
 
    “You know I will be.” 
 
    I nod. “I don’t doubt you for one second.” 
 
    Luce gives me a warm smile before her eyes start flicking around the room. “I, um…kind of have something for you,” she says lowering her voice. “I just don’t know how to give it to you without causing some kind of shootout.” 
 
    My brows furrow as I watch her, checking the positions of all the guards around. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    A sly grin spreads across her face. “Slade kind of strapped your dad’s knife to my thigh as a plan B. You know, just in case he couldn’t get you out of the church. He wanted you to have something to help you from the inside while we’re trying on the outside.” 
 
    My eyes bug out of my head. “You have my knife?” 
 
    She nods. “Yeah, it makes me feel like some kind of badass assassin. I love it, but I don’t know how to get it to you without looking too obvious. I mean, just having it strapped there is about as far as my assassin skills go.” 
 
    I hold back a laugh, trying not to draw any extra attention to us, as let’s face it. I really want that knife. In fact, I don’t just want it, I need it. 
 
    “Okay,” I tell her. “I have a plan but you’re not going to like it and you’ll most likely get yourself kicked out.” 
 
    “Seriously?” she grins. “I tackled the groom to the ground and my daddy punched him yet we’re still here. Trust me, I could burn this place to the ground and still be offered desert.” 
 
    “Good point,” I laugh, shaking my head. This is all Maria. Lucien and Marcus would have thrown them out but seeing an empty space at a table would have driven Maria to insanity. “So, I’m going to need you to start gagging and then pretend to throw up in the ice bucket under the table.” 
 
    “What?” she shrieks, horrified. 
 
    “If you’re throwing up under the table, your hands will be able to do whatever they want.” 
 
    Understanding crosses her features and not a second later her bottom lip pouts out and her hand falls to her stomach. “Shit, Sky. I don’t feel too good. I think the crab was bad.” 
 
    A few people at close tables start looking at Luce in disgust while others begin pushing their plates away. Her hand goes to her mouth as her eyes bug out. “Oh, no,” she gasps, reaching for the wine bucket. She grabs the wine and hastily drops it on the table before emptying the ice out, making sure to create the biggest mess possible. 
 
    Ice spills over the edge of the table and slides far and wide over the dance floor. Water drenches the table cloth and destroys Maria’s precious table setting. I hold back from howling with laughter, even more so when the mess has my glass of red wine spilling all over my dress. 
 
    Luce’s head falls under the table as people start rushing in to help fix the situation. “Make it quick. We only have a few seconds,” I tell her under my breath, acting horrified by the red wine on my dress and the hurling girl beside me. 
 
    Maria screams blue murder and runs. 
 
    I hastily start making a show of cleaning up the table while all sorts of disgusting noises come from Luce under it. I feel her hand slip under my dress but with so much material to get through, she ends up strapping the knife to my ankle and making all sorts of relief settle my racing heart. 
 
    Luckily everyone remains on the opposite side of the table, reaching over to help me clean up as Luce straightens in her seat, putting on a great sick act. 
 
    She steals a napkin and puts on a show of wiping her face before dumping it in the empty ice bucket to cover the fact that there’s absolutely nothing in it. 
 
    Luce’s mom comes shuffling in, looking embarrassed by the mess. “Oh, honey,” she says, grabbing Luce’s arm and pulling her to her feet. “You look dreadful. Are you alright?” 
 
    Maria gapes in horror. “Is she alright?” she shrieks. “She just destroyed a two hundred-thousand-dollar dress. You will be paying for that.” 
 
    “No,” Luce says, her brows pulling down and her hand on her stomach. “You fed your guests bad crab. We shouldn’t have to pay for your mistake. We should talk to the media. This whole wedding has been a fiasco. First, there was the scuffle in the church and now this.” 
 
    Fuck, yeah. Go, Luce! 
 
    Her mom raises her chin, completely agreeing with her daughter. “Lucy is right. You should be ashamed. What an embarrassment.” She puts her arm around her daughter and starts pulling her away. “Come on, dear. Let’s get you to a doctor. These people have poisoned you.” 
 
    I don’t think I have ever experienced such a beautiful takedown of Maria Valentine in my life. That was a moment I plan on cherishing until my dying days. 
 
    It sucks that Luce is now gone and that I have Maria trying to play the doting parent in front of her friends, fixing my dress as best she can, but I don’t even care because Luce has left me with the best gift ever; a fighting chance. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    Marcus walks through the door of his ridiculously big mansion. I mean, Maria and Lucien’s place is a fucking joke with its size, but this is three times as big. This place screams ‘I’m an arrogant asshole’ and now the arrogant asshole’s house is mine. 
 
    “Hurry up,” Marcus scowls as I dawdle in behind him, so exhausted from the massive day. My whole body aches but I know the excitement has only just begun. He’s going to insist on touching me tonight. After all, he just signed on the dotted line and paid a lot of money for me. He’s going to want to reap the rewards. 
 
    It’s going to be fun putting my trusty knife to good use. I wonder if mom and dad would be proud? Hell, I know Blake and Slade would be. 
 
    I follow him in through the massive front doors as a driver takes off in his Ferrari, probably to go and park it in the garage which no doubt houses hundreds of expensive cars. 
 
    We walk in through a massive foyer and I roll my eyes at the double staircase that wraps around both sides of the foyer. This is insane and while it might be impressive, it smells like desperation, pain, and money. 
 
    The house is in pristine order with maids shuffling around, even at three in the morning. There isn’t a dust mite in sight and as we’re noticed, they instantly stop their work, turn and bow their heads. 
 
    What kind of weird fuckery is this? Who gets their maids to bow to them? 
 
    What have I just gotten myself into? 
 
    Marcus walks ahead, not waiting for me to catch up, just expecting that I’m running along like a good little wifey. “Right, starting first thing in the morning, you’ll be meeting your assistant. She will set you up with your schedule and fill you in on your appointments.” 
 
    Okay…that one got me. 
 
    “Appointments?” 
 
    “Yes. There will be events in which you will be attending in my place, you will have your hair done every two weeks, a beauty appointment, trainer, and dietician. I will also be setting you up with my doctor and getting you on suitable birth control. You will also have a meeting with a stylist tomorrow. Those clothes Maria sent over are disastrous. My wife will not be seen in low-quality clothes.” 
 
    My brow raises. Low quality? Maria only wears the best of the best. I doubt that she’s ever stepped foot into Target, actually, she probably wouldn’t even know what Target is. I’d hate to think what Marcus’ version of good quality costs, but what does it matter? He won’t be dressing me up like some kind of doll. I’ll be wearing my ripped jeans and tank like I always do. Hell, maybe I’ll even surprise him and throw on a leather jacket. 
 
    “Apart from these appointments, which will be chaperoned by your assistant and my bodyguards, you will be reading up on the latest politics and keeping yourself educated on world issues. This will be done within the walls of my home. At no point are you to step outside of the property gates without my approval. You may venture outside with your trainer or use the pool for exercise. However, the indoor lap pool would be better suited. If you would like to use the swimming facilities, it will be done with modesty. No bikinis or scantily clad clothes. I will not tolerate my staff ogling your body. That is mine.” 
 
    Well, shit. I was just about to say that the deal wasn’t all that bad until he had to go and throw in that possessive bullshit. I might technically be married to him, but I am certainly not his. Hell, I bet there are some chicks out there who would willingly marry this guy to reap the benefits of his wealth and possessions, but not me. I prefer my freedom. 
 
    “During the day, I work. I start at 7 am and finish at 6 pm. I sometimes work here, sometimes at the office. During these hours, you are not permitted to disturb me. If you need something, you contact your assistant. The only time you are to disturb me during work hours is if you are gravely ill or injured to the point of hospitalization, in which case I need to hold a press conference.” 
 
    The fuck? 
 
    “If I am working from home, you are not to enter my office and there will be silence throughout the house. Breaking these rules will result in punishment. Is that understood?” 
 
    I go to answer with a grunted ‘yes’ but he continues before I get a chance. 
 
    “Dinner is at 8 pm in the dining room unless we are entertaining, in that case, we will eat in the grand hall. I assume Maria and Lucien will be stopping by regularly to keep up appearances but I will put an end to that. I cannot stand that woman.” 
 
    Well, I guess I can’t complain about that, but what does it matter? I don’t plan on being here long enough to be hosting dinners parties with my rapist and the woman who ordered my parents’ death. 
 
    “At 10 pm, you will shower for ten minutes, wash and shampoo with the products provided. Your hair will be blow-dried by 10:30 and you will put on the lingerie and perfume which will be laid out for you on the counter.” 
 
    No, no, no…this is not how this bullshit is going to go. I’m not his little housewife who he gets to dress up and fuck every night. Hell, I wouldn’t even play housewife for Slade, unless it was some kind of kinky fantasy. He gets me the way I am. I have too much ambition to spend my days locked up in Marcus’ little rape dungeon. 
 
    “As soon as you are ready, you will enter my bedroom and wait for me. I might already be there or you could be waiting an hour or four but you will not leave my room until I tell you. I will then fuck you anyway I see fit. For how long I want and in which way I want. You will scream my name; you will moan and tell me how fucking much you love it. You will either be a dirty little slut or a sweet princess. Whatever I tell you, you do. Is that understood?” 
 
    Hell to the fucking no. 
 
    “When I am finished with you, you will leave my bed and clean yourself in the hallway bathroom. You may then go to your own room and sleep until your assistant wakes you at 6.” 
 
    Marcus starts making his way up the grand staircase and I glare at his back. “Are you about done with your demands?” 
 
    He whips around so fucking fast that I don’t even get a chance to step up onto the bottom step before his hand is at my throat and my back slammed against the wall. “Listen here you little bitch,” he growls, getting right in my face as I struggle to breathe. “You’re mine now and you will do everything I ask of you. You will behave, you will smile and be polite, you will listen when you’re spoken to and you will act when asked to move.” 
 
    My eyes turn to slits. 
 
    “Why me? You could have any random whore you wanted to come and live in your fucked-up mansion with your bullshit rules. You could have picked one out of some poor town who would have sucked your dick with a smile on her face. Why choose the one that doesn’t want to be here? The one who isn’t impressed by your money, cars, or lifestyle?” 
 
    His eyes narrow as his grip tightens on my throat, allowing me only the slightest bit of oxygen. “That’s none of your goddamn business. Now get your ass upstairs and showered. We have a marriage to consummate and I won’t be touching you until you’ve washed this joke of a day off your body.” 
 
    I keep staring, not daring to move. 
 
    Marcus pulls me back off the wall before slamming me back into it even harder. “I told you to move,” he roars as the staff scatters around as though they can’t see the rich, arrogant pig abusing his new wife, the wife who is still wearing a wine-stained monstrosity. “We can do this the hard way or the easy way, but either way, it’s happening. Make your decision, Skylah, and make it quick because I am not a patient man.” 
 
    I swallow hard but with his hand wrapped around my throat, choosing what’s right is a lot harder than it ought to be. His fingers begin to tighten and I reluctantly give in. He won’t hesitate to completely block off my airway until I’m passing out and I’m sure that will leave me waking up to find him already on top of me. I can’t have that. 
 
    I will never again allow a man to take from me something that isn’t his. I need to play this smart. 
 
    I nod my head and his eyes narrow further, silently considering if he should trust me or not, but wanting to make this transition as easy as possible, he releases his grip on my throat and steps back. “Fourth door on the right. You will shower and dress in the silk robe. The lingerie will come once the stylist has a chance to take your measurements.” 
 
    My eyes drop to the stairs and without another word, I start climbing them, trying to put a little distance between me and Marcus, but considering it’s past three in the morning, I doubt he has anywhere else to be other than his bedroom. 
 
    I get to the top and turn to the right only to find a long as fuck hallway and looking behind me, there’s one exactly the same. It’s going to take me forever to figure out this place. I’ve never understood why rich people buy homes like this. There’s no way in hell Marcus could have a use for every single room in this house. It’s not possible. He said there was an indoor lap pool and I don’t doubt there’s probably a squash court because rich pricks like Marcus are into the sort of shit. There’s probably a room just for his cigars, shoes, and suits. 
 
    After walking forever and reaching the fourth door, I push through to a lavish bathroom with marble everything. It’s insane. I’ve never seen anything like it, not even Maria’s personal bathroom is like this. 
 
    I step through and close the door behind me, making sure to lock the door. I double-check it and take a good look around, checking for anything out of place. If I’m about to strip off in here, I don’t want to do it with an audience or on camera. 
 
    Confident that I’m truly alone, I walk over to the vanity and look up in the mirror. I’m a fucking mess. Today has been huge with all sorts of emotions rushing through me. I’ve never been so exhausted in my life. 
 
    I’m still torn on whether today has been a good day or a bad one. Obviously, there’s the whole marrying Marcus which is the biggest downfall ever, but then, learning that Slade is alive…well, fuck, nothing could ever be greater than that. I got to touch him, feeling his hand in mine, his voice wrapping around me like a caress. I thought those small blessings that I always took advantage of were gone forever. But never again, I’ll never take advantage of that. Every touch will be cherished, every kiss, every hug, I’ll remember every single one because they’re all so damn important to me. 
 
    I pinch the top of my finger and pull these ridiculous gloves off my arms. They’re so fucking stupid. I look like an idiot in them. The veil was lost back at the church but I’m sure it’s neatly folded inside Maria’s handbag, either that or one of her country club bitches stuffed it in her bra along with her fake titties. 
 
    I start pulling pins from my hair and cringe at the makeup plastered on my face. I’m no stranger to makeup but this is absurd. I look one hundred years old, it’s all caked on and thick and the wrong color for my skin. The makeup artist went for a smokey eye and this morning it looked mostly alright, but after the day from hell, I now look like a raccoon. 
 
    Turning around, I get a good look at the back of the dress. How the hell am I going to get out of this? If I was wearing anything else, I’d do my best to keep my clothes on, but I need to get out of this thing. It’s hard to breathe, hard to move, and certainly will be hard to fight. That point was proven in the church. 
 
    If I want a fighting chance to avoid being raped tonight, then I need to have something on that I can move in and unfortunately, my only option is the silk robe hanging on the back of the door. At least I can tie it up and try to keep myself decent. 
 
    I start pulling at this stupid corset back. Maria made sure to do it up as tight as my body could possibly allow. I wonder how she’ll feel about me finding a pair of scissors and cutting myself out of it. For a brief moment, I consider finding one of the staff to help me undress but then I run the risk of her seeing the knife at my ankle and confiscating it. I haven’t earned their loyalty yet but it’s something I’m going to have to start working on. I don’t know how long I’m going to be here and if it’s longer than I’m hoping, I need to get some friends on my side. 
 
    After ten grueling minutes, I finally get out of this ridiculous dress and peel off the white lacy lingerie Maria had forced me into this morning. 
 
    As much as I shouldn’t be getting naked in here, I can’t resist the promise of how a good shower would make me feel. I don’t want to admit it, but I bet Marcus has the best showers in the country. He’d have the best products, the best towels, the best…the best everything. I wonder how he’s going to feel when he realizes that he has a less than perfect wife who won’t conform to what he wants. Damn, that’s going to play out like a little TV mini-series. 
 
    I stand under the shower for apparently way too long as Marcus’ fist slams into the door. “Hurry up,” he roars through the door. I turn the tap on full blast, hoping the sound of the water crashing against my scalp can somewhat dull the sound of him outside my door. 
 
    When my hands are thoroughly pruney, I reluctantly get out. I’m only delaying the inevitable. I have to get this over and done with. I have to be strong. 
 
    I can do this. 
 
    I dry myself up and run the towel through my dripping hair. Screw him and his rules. It’s close to 4 am. I sure as hell won’t be blow drying my hair and spritzing some weird perfume over my body. I’d rather make a run for it, steal someone’s phone and call Slade with the address to come and pick me up. 
 
    I wonder what happened to him and Shay after they were kicked out of the ceremony. There were too many witnesses for something tragic to happen. Hopefully, they were just thrown out and left to leave peacefully. 
 
    I couldn’t honestly believe that, could I? I should do myself a favor and try to remember who these people are. 
 
    Wanting to know what I’m really up against, I pull the robe on and tie it with a double knot. I scramble through the mess of material left on the floor and pull out the knife. I consider strapping it to my leg like Luce had it but I need easy access and decide on keeping it in the palm of my hand. 
 
    I hesitantly open the door and peer out. The hallway is clear and I let out a shaky breath. Maybe I can make a run for it after all. 
 
    I step out into the hallway and get three steps before Marcus is at my back. He grabs my arm and starts pulling me toward a closed door. “Too long,” he growls, clearly pissed off with my antics. 
 
    The door is thrown open and I’m pulled into a big, modern room that has a floor to ceiling window which overlooks the front of the property. Marcus’ fingers bite into my arms, stinging with each forceful tug. He keeps his gaze forward and I’m lucky as one look down would have his eyes on my knife, and I’m not ready to give that one up yet. 
 
    “You will learn that I’m not one for games, Skylah,” he spits. “When I give you ten minutes to shower, I mean ten minutes. I’m a man of my word.” 
 
    I roll my eyes. I’ve heard that bullshit before. 
 
    He continues to tug me toward his massive bed. “I was willing to take my time and make this a little exciting, but now I’m tired. It’s going to be a quick and hard fuck that you’ll be sorry for in the morning.” 
 
    Shit. 
 
    Marcus pulls me in and grabs my shoulders, turning us so I feel the bed at the back of my knees. My heart races in my chest. I can’t do this again. I won’t have another entitled, arrogant asshole take advantage of me. I’m better than this. I may technically be his wife, but that doesn’t mean that I’m going to play wifey. 
 
    This shit ends here. 
 
    My blade flicks out and within a blink of an eye, it’s pushed up against his throat. Marcus’ eyes go wide as he rears back, trying to pull away from my sharp blade. “Get your filthy hands off me,” I demand, watching his jaw clench in anger. 
 
    “Put the knife down,” he spits, standing as still as a statue and making me grin. When it was Slade against the tip of my knife, he didn’t back down. He stood tall and proud, where this little bitch is desperate to move away, proving just how cowardly he is. 
 
    I repeat myself. “Get your dirty as fuck hands off me.” 
 
    “Or what?” he laughs. “You wouldn’t do it. You’ve had four years to fight back and you’ve never even tried, and you know why? Because you love it.” 
 
    I raise a brow, letting him see the wicked torture in my eyes that the last four years have caused me. “You don’t think I’ll do it?” I question. “Think again.” 
 
    I flick my wrist and the sharp blade sails across his throat, cutting a shallow groove, not deep enough to cause any real damage, but enough to sting like a mother fucking bitch, enough to have Damian high-fiving me while Slade spanked my ass for a job well done. 
 
    His eyes go wide as he throws his hand to his throat. “Fuck,” he roars, rushing across the room and grabbing an old shirt. He holds it to his throat and I watch as he panics over a little paper cut. 
 
    “You’re going to pay for that,” he warns me. 
 
    I let out a frustrated groan. “Fuck me,” I grumble, dropping down to the bed and teasing him with the knife in my hand. “You big shots really need to come up with some new scare tactics. Do you know how many times Lucien has used that line on me? It’s getting really old.” 
 
    “He clearly never got through to you. When I’m through with you…” 
 
    “What? What could you possibly do to make me conform? Hit me? Well, guess what? Lucien beat you to that? You could shoot me,” I say, drawing up the bottom of the robe to show my scar, “but Lucien beat you to that one too. Which only leaves throwing me down on the bed and raping me until I bleed.” I suck in a sarcastic breath and cringe. “Sorry…that option has been tested and tried and guess what? It didn’t work.” 
 
    Marcus narrows his eyes. “You’re lying,” he growls, unsure of himself. “Your virginity was part of the deal.” 
 
    I laugh. “How could you be so naive? Do you honestly think Lucien would raise me for thirteen years and not expect something in return? You saw the way he would watch you touching me. As if he could resist trying it for himself. You got fucked over while I just got fucked.” 
 
    Marcus strides over to me only stopping when I throw myself to my feet and hold out the knife that he now knows I won’t hesitate to use. “If I find out you’re lying…” 
 
    “Call him,” I suggest with a smug grin. “Ask him for yourself how he stole my virginity in my bedroom, took what was rightfully yours, and laughed about it, laughed at you.” 
 
    His jaw clenches again and I hold in my laughter, loving the lie. I mean, Lucien certainly raped me but he didn’t get the pleasure of taking my virginity. I made sure of that, but Marcus doesn’t need to know that. 
 
    Fire burns in his eyes. He’s furious and I love how he’s a puppet on a string, so easy to manipulate. 
 
    “Ask yourself,” I whisper, leaning in and pressing the tip of the knife to his chest, warning him not to move. “Why do you think I ran six months ago? What could have been so bad to make a little girl run from her home? He tore through me, stole my virginity in the blink of an eye.” 
 
    Marcus steps back before turning and storming over to the side of his room. He grabs a bottle of whiskey and takes a shot before his anger gets the best of him and he launches the bottle against the wall, watching it shatter into a million pieces. 
 
    “FUCK,” he growls, grabbing another and throwing that too, having an expensive little tantrum. 
 
    He strides back over to me, this time not giving a shit about the knife as he grabs my wrist and storms toward the door, pulling me along. 
 
    I struggle to keep up with his long strides, especially as he races back down the stairs. I stumble behind him, but he’s relentless, not for a second releasing his grip. I fall down the last few steps on my knees but he drags me along until I’m able to scramble to my feet. 
 
    Within seconds, he’s pushing through the internal garage door and throwing me against an Aston Martin. His hand slaps hard across my face and before I have a second to react, the door is opened and I’m thrown in. 
 
    Marcus drops down into the driver’s seat and doesn’t even wait until the garage door is completely opened before hitting the gas and flying up the longest driveway I’ve ever seen. 
 
    We get onto the main road with Marcus grumbling to himself and within the space of twenty minutes, we’re pulling into an all too familiar driveway, that has my chest sinking. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    The gate opens for Marcus’ Aston Martin and without wasting a second, he flies down Lucien’s driveway, making sure to mark it up with his fancy-ass tires. 
 
    This isn’t good. I was all for fucking around and angering him, but coming back here, no. I never wanted to step foot onto this property again. I thought marrying Marcus meant the end of Maria and Lucien for me. Sure, there would have been the occasional business meeting that would have seen Lucien in Marcus’ home, but this…I can’t. 
 
    Marcus comes to a screeching stop at the top of the driveway and instantly leans over me. He tears open the glove compartment and shoves his hand in, fishing around until he pulls out a small revolver. 
 
    My eyes widen as I tighten my grip on the knife. Shit is about to go down. 
 
    “Out,” he spits. 
 
    Seeing as though you don’t take a knife to a gunfight, I clamber out of the Aston Martin and hurry toward the front entrance. There are far too many stairs for me to manage in my exhausted state but it’s no issue for Marcus as he grabs my wrist and pulls me along, not caring when I trip over my sore feet. 
 
    His fist thumps loudly against the hardwood of the door. Once. Twice. Three times, but he’ll never get an answer. Maria and Lucien’s room is way over the other end. There would have been an alert that we entered through the gate but with how exhausting the day has been, they would have slept through it. I can guarantee that they have absolutely no idea that we’re here. 
 
    I’m torn. Marcus wants to go all out at Lucien with a gun and I’m kind of excited about that, but what happens if that gun is turned on me afterward. I’m used goods. He doesn’t want me now. Am I a loose end that he needs to deal with? Should I just start running in a zig-zag, hoping he has a shitty aim? 
 
    Fuck. I don’t know. 
 
    I have my knife and I know where at least fifty percent of the guns are hidden in this house, that’s assuming they haven’t been moved in the past six months. My bedroom was completely overhauled to minimize the accessibility to anything that could be used as a weapon so it’s possible everything else was too. 
 
    Coming to the realization that I need to know the outcome of this, I let out a sigh and nod to the third pillar. “The second brick from the bottom is loose. There’s a spare key,” I tell him, officially becoming an accomplice of this shit. 
 
    Marcus doesn’t waste a second and finds the key before jamming it into the lock with such ferocity that the whole door rattles on its hinges. I hash in the alarm code and a second later, he throws the door open and instantly hollers through the big house, his voice echoing off every wall. “GET YOUR GOOD FOR NOTHING, SLIMY ASS DOWN HERE, LUCIEN VALENTINE.” 
 
    There’s a noise and some banging coming from upstairs before Lucien’s face appears over the railing. “What is all the commotion?” he roars, pissed to have been woken. His facial expression turns to curiosity as he realizes who stands in his home before caution overtakes. 
 
    “Your office. Now,” Marcus demands, grabbing my wrist and pulling me along. 
 
    I let out a shaky breath. 
 
    I need Blake. This is his world too and he’ll know best what I should do. This is way out of my league. I’ve gotten myself into a big fucking mess and now I’m fucked. 
 
    Marcus barges through Lucien’s office door and pushes me toward the desk as he helps himself to Lucien’s rum, grabbing the bottle and not giving a shit about the mess he makes while trying to put it into a glass. 
 
    Lucien strides in moments later and I don’t miss the gun in his hand. 
 
    Fuck. This is not a place I want to be. He must have seen the revolver Marcus walked in here with and from the look in his eyes and the way his sharp glare comes to me, he knows exactly what this is about. 
 
    Fuck, fuck, fuckity, fuck. I can’t be here. 
 
    Marcus turns to Lucien and strides toward him, probably feeling invincible with that gun in his hand. Lucien’s hand stays by his side, smart enough not to escalate this if it doesn’t need to be. 
 
    Marcus lashes out, curling his hand into a tight fist and hitting Lucien with a devastating uppercut, sending him doubling over as Marcus spits through his teeth. “You took what was mine.” 
 
    “I took nothing. She’s a liar.” 
 
    Marcus’ glare slices toward me as I step around Lucien’s desk, ready to duck for cover if a bullet was to come flying this way. I’ve already been shot once before and I don’t plan on having to suffer through that again. 
 
    Despite Marcus’ lethal stare, I cut my gaze back at Lucien. “That’s bullshit,” I growl. “Do the words ‘I need to take you before it’s too late’ ring a bell? You remember, they’re the exact words you said to me right before you raped me.” 
 
    “You’re a liar,” he spits, panicking as he looks back at Marcus. “You couldn’t possibly believe this shit? I told you, she ran away because she found that she had family.” 
 
    “I didn’t know I had family until I got to the police station and they searched our names, our real names.” 
 
    “Real names?” Marcus demands. 
 
    I grin. “That’s right. I’m not legally a Valentine. Blake and I weren’t adopted by these psychopaths. Maria had my parents killed by Anton Mathers and we were taken.” 
 
    “I don’t give a shit about your sob story,” Marcus spits. “I want to know if the name on the wedding papers is your real name?” 
 
    Lucien is quick to jump in. “Yes, of course, it is. I had it changed to Valentine when she was a kid. The papers are legal and so is your marriage.” 
 
    “Fuck,” Marcus yells. “I don’t fucking want her now. Not after you’ve touched her. She’s broken…used. I was promised a virgin. You fucked me over. Four fucking years of waiting and you fucked me at the last minute.” 
 
    “Please. She was no virgin, were you, you little slut?” Lucien scoffs, shooting a foul glare my way before turning back to Marcus. “What does it matter anyway? You didn’t want her because of her virginity, you wanted her because she looked like your first wife. That hasn’t changed.” 
 
    Shit. How fucking perfect for me. I look like the guy’s dead wife. No wonder he wants to force me into certain clothing, schedules, and perfume. He’s trying to recreate her using me. That’s so fucking wrong. 
 
    Marcus growls, stepping into Lucien. “Don’t you fucking talk about her,” he spits, turning his gaze back to me. “Were you a virgin or not?” 
 
    This is getting way too out of hand but with his anger focused on Lucien, I do what I can to keep it there. 
 
    I force tears to my eyes. When in doubt, bring on the waterworks. “I was,” I cry, looking to Marcus. “He made me bleed. It hurt so bad. I had to run because I knew he’d do it again. He was going to make the most of the last six months and get what he thought he was owed.” 
 
    Marcus’ eyes turn to a deadly stare as they slice back toward Lucien and with their attention currently occupied, I grin to myself. Fucking perfect. The tears worked like a fucking charm. 
 
    As if forgetting the gun in his hand, Marcus swings at him again but Lucien is prepared and instantly fights back. The two of them are thrown around the room, crashing into bookshelves and the security monitors against the wall. 
 
    Lucien’s bar is destroyed and I watch with wide eyes, terrified that I’ll be next. 
 
    Fists fly as loud grunts are heard around the room. A gun is dropped but from here I can’t tell whose it is.  
 
    I have to get out of here, but how? Their fight is a mess. It’s nothing like the fights I usually see. It’s sloppy and weak; rich boy fighting. Slade and Damian had to grow up protecting themselves and their friends, but people like Lucien and Marcus, their way of fighting is usually dealt with by throwing money at people. 
 
    It quickly gets out of control and knowing that someone is going to get hurt, has me creeping back around the desk, ready to get out of here. 
 
    If Marcus was to go down, Lucien will come for me and if Lucien was to go down, Marcus will probably come for me too, but the good news is that it sounds like he’s up for a trip to his divorce lawyer. 
 
    I start creeping to the door, trying to avoid being hit or elbowed in the face when the gun sounds quickly followed by the glass window behind me shattering into a million pieces. The three of us pause and for a moment, there’s complete silence. 
 
    Neither of them had expected that. The gun is in Marcus’ hand and from the astonishment on his face, it was an accident, and realizing this, the fists start flying once again. 
 
    I make a break for it. I’m not sticking around a second longer. 
 
    I bolt for the door, narrowly avoiding being rammed into by Lucien’s back as Marcus shoves him hard. “Get the fuck back here,” Marcus roars before I hear more grunting and groaning followed by a bang and then the sound of a heavy body dropping to the ground. 
 
    Fuck. I start sprinting. 
 
    I reach the stairs when a hand curls around my elbow and my body is jolted back with a hard yank. I’m shoved up against the wall with Marcus pushing into me. “You fucking knew and let this sham marriage go ahead,” he spits. “You’re just as fucking bad as they are.’ 
 
    “I weighed up my options and went with the one that gave me a better chance at survival. I’m nothing like them. I’m a fucking survivor.” 
 
    He shakes his head, a promise deep in his eyes. “Not tonight, you’re not.” 
 
    His hand tightens on my arm while his body presses harder against mine, keeping me pinned. He reaches for the top of his pants and throws the gun to the floor, freeing it so he can unzip them while nuzzling his face into my neck and breathing me in. “I’ll be visiting my lawyer first thing in the morning and getting this shit annulled, but I won’t be leaving empty-handed. You’ve all fucked me over and now it’s my turn to get what I’m owed.” 
 
    His dick is pulled out of his pants and I feel his hand moving up and down his length, making himself hard. I try to scream out and push him off but his hand is pressed against my face, covering my nose and making it impossible to breathe. 
 
    Fuck. This is not a situation I want to be in. 
 
    The silk robe is pushed up as he tries to force my legs apart, but it won’t be happening. Not now, not tonight, and especially not again. 
 
    My fist pumps around the knife and I struggle with what to do. I’ve dreamt of watching this knife sink into Lucien’s body, I’ve imagined the look on his face, and relished in the thought of watching him drown in his own blood. I’ve prepared for it and know that despite the darkness that will cloud my soul, I’ll be okay, but can I take someone else’s life? 
 
    Do I have what it takes to sink the blade through his chest? Do I have the strength to allow that kind of torture into my mind? What happens after? Do I have nightmares about what I’ve done or do I sleep peacefully knowing another monster is gone from this world? 
 
    Knowing how this is going to go if I don’t act now, I put the thoughts to the back of my mind. No matter what the consequences, nothing could be worse than having another man force himself on me. In fact, I think I’d even welcome the dreams and the heaviness on my soul because I know with Slade in my life, standing by my side, I’m going to be okay. 
 
    With that resolve, I suck it up. 
 
    I quickly begin to run out of oxygen and I know that if I don’t act now, I’m screwed…literally. 
 
    Marcus gets my leg up over his hip and as his hand reaches between my legs, my blade soars. 
 
    My knife is jammed up under his ribcage, so deep I feel his stomach against my skin. 
 
    I suck in a breath as his eyes go wide. 
 
    Holy fuck, I just stabbed a man. What have I done? 
 
    I stand like a statue as Marcus stumbles away from me, my father’s knife protruding from his stomach. 
 
    Blood instantly begins to soak his white dress shirt as we gape at each other. Him in shock and me absolutely terrified of the monster I’ve just become. 
 
    I stabbed a man. 
 
    I got my knife and I slammed it into his body. 
 
    He was right, I am just as bad as them. 
 
    Marcus stumbles a few more steps, his breath coming in jagged, rough gasps as I hear a gurgling in the back of his throat. He begins to choke on his own blood as tears stream down my face. 
 
    He’s going to die. 
 
    I just killed a man. 
 
    “Help,” he begs as he falls to his knees, reaching for me with weak, pathetic attempts but I don’t dare move. I can’t, no matter how hard I try. I need to save him. I need to know that I haven’t just sentenced a man to death. He might have been a monster who was only second away from raping me, but I’m not God. I’m not a judge standing before a full courthouse. Who am I to decide if Marcus Mahony should live or die? 
 
    What have I done? 
 
    The tears continue streaming down my face, soaking into the silk robe and probably destroying it. 
 
    My hands shake at my sides. 
 
    I’m a murderer. 
 
    Marcus begins to give up as his body collapses to the floor, the knife pointing right at me like a sign to the rest of the world pointing me out as his murderer. 
 
    I have to do something. I go to make my way to him when a loud booming laugh echoes down the hallway, making my head snap up as Marcus groans and gurgles on his own blood. “My, oh my,” Lucien bellows. “How the tables have turned.” 
 
    He steps up beside me and looks down at the struggling man before crouching down with a sick smirk. His eyes roam up and down Marcus’ body, taking in the blood staining the polished, hardwood floors which Maria had redone two years ago. “Well, shit, Marcus,” Lucien laughs. “You’re destroying my wife’s prized floors.” 
 
    He reaches over and curls his hand around the knife. “Here, let me give you a hand with that.” Marcus’ eyes go wide as Lucien savagely twists the blade before yanking it out and wiping the blood on his pant leg. 
 
    Lucien shakes his head as Marcus’ eyes grow heavy, quickly losing his battle. I don’t doubt that Lucien understands why I did it, after all, the guy’s lifeless dick is staring up at us. He straightens up and turns to look at me as Marcus takes his final breath, completely bleeding out before me. 
 
    “I didn’t think you had it in you, princess,” Lucien beams as though this is some kind of proud father moment. He takes my hand and presses the knife into it as I stare at him in horror, absolutely disgusted with myself for my actions. “You know, I’m even going to let you keep this. You deserve it.” 
 
    I look down at the knife that used to remind me of my father’s protectiveness but now all I see is the blood on my hands. “What did I do?” I whisper. 
 
    Lucien squeezes my shoulder, not fazed at all by the dead man in the hallway. “Oh, don’t worry about him,” Lucien tells me. “You just handled a very big problem for me, and for that, I won’t even tell the police how he died.” 
 
    “What? I…” 
 
    “Do you understand what this means?” he questions, his eyes shimmering with a wicked excitement. 
 
    I shake my head, not understanding a damn thing. 
 
    “You’re still his wife and with the ‘legalities’ of your nuptials, no prenup was put in place. It’s all yours, Skylah, every last cent is yours and because of that… You’re. Mine.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    My old bedroom door is slammed behind me as the panic begins to rise. How is it possible that in the space of 24 hours, I leave a rapist to be married to another one, only to kill him and be returned to the OG rapist with millions of dollars and a promise to never see the light of day? 
 
    This is so fucked up. 
 
    I killed a man and have millions of dollars which Lucien is going to take from me. Hell, if he doesn’t kill me, hoping that what’s mine will go to him, he’ll either tell the cops what I did and have me sent to prison or keep me locked up as his sex slave and steal it all to build an even bigger empire. 
 
    Though, what’s even more fucked up is that he gave me my knife back as some kind of reward. What kind of maniac does that? He must have been too overwhelmed with joy to realize what the hell he was doing. 
 
    Lucien said he was going to bed and come morning, we’re going to discuss how this is going to work, but whatever his sick plans are, I know I’m not going to like it. 
 
    I bet this was part of his plan all along. Kill off the millionaire and take all of his assets, businesses, and pride. Hell, I wouldn’t be surprised if he wrote this shit into the fine print of their ‘marry off Skylah’ contract. 
 
    It’s after five in the morning and I’m fucking exhausted. All I want to do is climb into bed and pretend this night never happened. Hell, I want to pretend this whole lifetime never happened, but without that, I wouldn’t remember the good, and fuck, over the last six months there has been so much good. 
 
    Knowing sleep is never going to come, I start rifling through my closet and pull on some decent clothes, not once letting the knife slip from my hand. Who knows when I’m going to need this thing? It’s been my lifesaver so many times before but right now, it feels so heavy in my hand. 
 
    It’s stained with Marcus’ blood and I fear it’s something I’ll never be able to put behind me. I’m not glad that I did it, but I’m relieved that he’s dead. I’m sure that makes me a bad person. 
 
    I find some comfortable clothes which are rare in this hell hole and drop down against the wall, refusing to sleep in that bed. Back in Aston Creek, my closet was filled with nothing but comfortable clothing, but here, it’s a different story. 
 
    I stare at the door, unable to clear my mind. 
 
    It was my eighteenth birthday and instead of celebrating, I killed a man. 
 
    I have to get out of here. This place is turning me into someone I don’t recognize and that scares me more than the memory of what I just did. 
 
    I look down at the knife and spin it between my fingers. Usually, when I can’t sleep, I draw but I’m only just now realizing how long it’s been. I’d give anything to be able to lose myself in my art. It used to be an escape, somewhere I could go to remember my parents and daydream about Slade, but now I’m not so sure. Maybe now it’s just a way to try and pretend the real world doesn’t exist. 
 
    What am I going to do? If I stay here any longer, I know I’ll be next on the hit list. Lucien can’t resist that kind of money. Combined with what he already has, it will launch him into billionaire status and a man like Lucien with that kind of power is a man I don’t want to know. 
 
    Having me stick around is just another obstacle for him to jump over to get what he wants, but unfortunately for him, he’s going to have to wait until everything is finalized. It hasn’t even been twenty-four hours since saying ‘I do.’ Not to mention, the world doesn’t even know he’s dead yet, but I’m sure they will have their suspicions. There are probably laws in place to prevent this kind of shit, but I don’t know. People would claim it was a scam and any judge would agree with them. It’s never going to happen and when it doesn’t, Lucien will find a way to blame it on me 
 
    I have to get out of here, but how? 
 
    I’m well and truly locked in here, but if I was in Blake’s room, I’d be able to jump out of the window and at least fall into the grass below. Out of my window is an entertaining system that would surely see my death in the form of a wicked electrocution if I were to jump. Don’t get me wrong, sometimes I wonder if death is the easy option, but now that I know Slade is alive, there’s nothing I want more than to be in his arms. 
 
    The knife continues spinning between my fingers when I look down at it. How could I be so stupid? The solution is right in front of my face. I’ve run before. I can do it again. 
 
    Flying from my window is instant death, but Blake’s window is my way out and if I can’t go through the door to get there, then I’ll make my own fucking door. 
 
    I spin around on the floor and glance up at the massive wall before me. Blake’s bedroom is on the other side of this wall and I don’t care what it takes to get through it, I’m doing it. 
 
    Lucien and Maria are both in bed, right over the other end of the house and after a day like today, I’m sure they’ll be sleeping like the living dead. But despite that, I won’t be making a damn noise. 
 
    I fly to my feet, my will to fight even stronger than the moment I saw Slade’s face. I’m going home and I’m going home tonight. Nothing will stop me. I don’t even care if I have to run the whole way there. I’ll be returning to Aston Creek to Shaylee’s loving smile, Daniella’s warm hugs, Damian’s sarcastic comments, and Nessa’s snappy attitude. I’ll be heading straight for the hospital to check on Blake while Slade stands by my side, promising to never let me out of his sight again. 
 
    Fuck, I can just imagine it. I’ve never wanted anything so bad in my life. 
 
    Without wasting another second, I press the tip of my trusty knife against the drywall and shove it in. It’s not exactly the easiest thing to do. It takes a lot of strength to break through this shit. I’d just stab it straight through if I wasn’t so terrified of making a sound, but I am and I won’t risk it. 
 
    If Lucien catches me trying to break out of here, I’m done for. Too much is at stake and now that I’ve seen that vision in my head of my friends and family, I’ll be stopping at nothing to get it. I don’t care what I have to do to get there, as long as I get there in the end. To me, that’s all that matters. 
 
    With the knife protruding from the wall, I push it down, trying to slice right through it, but it’s a challenge. My hands turn red, but I’m not giving up. I want this too bad. 
 
    I somehow manage to get it to the bottom before giving it a hard tug and releasing it from the wall. I spend the next ten minutes trying to make another one and then finally, I start to get somewhere.  
 
    I cut out a hole just big enough for me to squeeze through and am thankful that I’ve found a piece of wall that doesn’t have a thick piece of wood through it. I start working on the other side, scrunching up my face at the smell of the old insulation inside the walls. 
 
    Half an hour later, I step through the wall into Blake’s room, knowing he’ll get a kick out of this. I glance around. I love this room, but now’s not the time for a trip down memory lane. 
 
    I go straight for the window, tucking the knife into my pocket. I slide the window open, cringing at the chilly bite in the air as I step up onto the ledge. 
 
    I have one shot at this. 
 
    My heart races as I look down. It’s now or never. 
 
    That resolve pulses through my veins and clenching my eyes, I jump, landing in the grass with a hard thud. My ankle twists under the pressure and I fall to my knees, cringing with the pain as I cradle my ankle. 
 
    Tear spring to my eyes, making me feel like a weak bitch. 
 
    What am I doing sitting in the manicured grass crying about a sore ankle? I’m out. I need to run before they realize I’m gone. I need to put as much distance between me and this place as possible. 
 
    With that thought, I get to my feet and run, doing my best to ignore the pain. Hell, I was so fucking focused on getting out of there that I didn’t even bother with shoes or a hoodie. My feet are going to get scratched up within seconds but what are a few scratches when your life is on the line? 
 
    I don’t stop. Not when I get to the main gate, not when I pass Luce’s home, and not when I reach the outskirts of town. 
 
    I can’t risk staying here. My head is telling me to turn back and go to Luce’s place to where I can have a warm shower and sleep in a bed that hopefully smells like Slade, but my gut is telling me to keep running. 
 
    Luce’s home is going to be the first place Lucien looks and as much as I don’t want to bring that down on her, I have no choice. She’ll understand and after tearing her place apart, he’ll realize that she doesn’t know where I am. He’ll leave her alone and if he doesn’t, she has her father who will take care of her. 
 
    As for me, I’m just going to keep running until I can’t physically keep moving. I have to. 
 
    Hours pass by the time I reach an old gas station at least ten miles out of town. It looks like the kind of place junkies come to get their fix but I honestly couldn’t give a shit. An armed man could come at me right now and I’d probably tell him to go and get fucked. I’ve faced worse than this shit. Hell, I could handle a place like this in my sleep. 
 
    I drop down onto the pavement and look at my feet. They’ve been aching since I first passed Luce’s house. I rub my hand over them to find them all cut up and bloodied. I didn’t realize how bad they were getting. My only focus was to keep going, but now with the sun over the horizon, the damage is clear. 
 
    I don’t think I can physically keep going like this. 
 
    I need help. 
 
    I spy a payphone across the road and my eyes instantly well with tears of happiness. My head falls into my hands and I sit there for at least ten minutes crying while desperately trying to find the energy to get up off the dirty ground and search for some damn coins to make the stupid thing work. 
 
    I wipe my tears on the back of my arms. I’m so close. I can’t fail now. 
 
    Forcing myself to my feet, I cringe with the pain and start searching around the empty gas station. Cars are starting to pass on the road, getting ready for their busy days, blissfully unaware of the evil that surrounds them. 
 
    I find a quarter and after a minute, I find another. I could keep searching but I don’t have the patience. It’s just going to have to be a quick call. 
 
    I start crossing the road and get honked at by the busy drivers who have to slow as I pass in front, though I’m sure if they knew that I spent my night becoming a murderer on the run, they’d rethink their choices. 
 
    The cars finally pass and when I reach the payphone, I quickly start loading it up with my quarters. I hash in the one number I have memorized and as the phone starts ringing, I sink down to the ground with the phone glued to my ear, crying for the promise of freedom. 
 
    “Hello,” comes a groggy voice, clearly my call waking him. 
 
    “Blake,” I say, my voice sounding alien to my ears. “I need your help.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
    Slade 
 
      
 
    I sit up in bed staring at the wall just as I’ve been doing all fucking night. It’s just after eight in the morning and I haven’t been able to stop thinking about what last night meant for Skylah. 
 
    She’s fucking married to a rich prick who would have tried taking advantage of her the second he could. He’s been waiting four years to take her and I can guarantee that he wouldn’t have waited a second longer. 
 
    The moment Skylah walked through the doors of his big ass home, she would have been raped while I was sitting here in my fucking bed not able to do a goddamn thing about it. 
 
    It makes me sick. How could these people be so fucking wrong? She’s a beautiful woman who deserves to be treated like a fucking queen. Why can’t they see that? All they see her for is a sexy as sin body with a pair of tits that needs to be dominated. They don’t see her kind heart, the compassion in her soul, or the way she desperately needs to be treasured. 
 
    Yesterday was a fucking joke. I don’t know what I was thinking barging into that wedding with Shay and Damian but it was my last chance at getting her back. We’ve tried everything over the last twelve days to the point that I nearly got my best friend killed. 
 
    I’m fucking surprised the security guards let us go yesterday. Don’t get me wrong, Shay had to watch as Damian and I were ‘punished’ for destroying the ceremony, but after a thorough ass-kicking, they tossed us out as they had a wedding reception to attend. 
 
    Shay drove us back while Damian and I groaned from the backseat of my truck. We got home just after 9 pm and rather than making his way to his own place, Damian instantly crashed on the couch. I sat up with mom holding a packet of frozen peas to my face while she tried telling me that it was all going to be alright. 
 
    I don’t see how it is though. Skylah is married to that fucking dick. He’s never going to let her out of his sight. If I thought trying to free her from Lucien’s mansion was hard, then this is simply impossible. I wouldn’t be surprised if the fucker had her chained to the bed. 
 
    My phone rings on my bedside table and I stare down at it. The only name I want to see appearing on the screen is Skylah’s but that’s never going to happen. She doesn’t even have a fucking phone anymore. 
 
    Blake’s name flashes up at me and I let out a heavy sigh. I was supposed to call him last night to let him know how it went but I didn’t have the strength to tell him that I failed…again. I don’t want to talk to him right now, but this is his sister. He deserves to know that she’s now married and slipping farther and farther away. 
 
    I hit the answer and press the phone to my ear. “Hey, man,” I sigh. “I’m sorry-” 
 
    “You’vegottogoback,” he rushes out. “She got out. She fucking got out.” 
 
    I sit up out of bed before throwing myself to my feet. “WHAT?” I demand, hoping I heard him correctly as I reach for my keys. “What do you mean she got out? Where is she?” 
 
    “I don’t know. She said she’s at a gas station about ten miles out of town, hiding by a fucking pay phone. She ran all fucking night, man. I don’t know what’s going on or what happened, but she didn’t sound right. You have to go and get her.” 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    I grab my shoes and throw them under my arm, not having a second to sit down and put them on. I race from my room and start heading for the door. “I’m on my way.” 
 
    “She has a plan,” he tells me. “I don’t know what it is but she said to bring back up.” 
 
    “What the fuck is that supposed to mean? What is she going to do?” 
 
    “I don’t fucking know, but she said she wants to end this. She’s not coming back home until it’s done.” 
 
    “Fuck. Alright. I’ll call you when I’ve got her,” I tell him, ending the call and jamming it deep into the pocket of my sweatpants. 
 
    What my fucking girl wants she gets. 
 
    Finding Damian sprawled out of the couch, I grab his shoes and hoodie and throw them down on his back. “Get the fuck up, man. We’ve got her.” 
 
    Damian shoots off the couch as though he wasn’t just in a deep sleep. His eyes are wild and desperate as he looks back at me. “The fuck? We got her?” 
 
    I nod and start heading for the door with Damian on my heels, shoving his things into his pockets and racing behind me. We get out to my truck and just before Damian goes to open the passenger side door, I stop him. “She’s not coming home until she ends this. I don’t know what she has planned but this is Skylah we’re talking about, you know this could get fucked up.” 
 
    “You said the words yourself, man. This is Skylah we’re talking about. I’m in and don’t fucking try to talk me out of this again.” 
 
    With that, he tears open the door and climbs up into my truck. I rush around to the driver’s side and in seconds, my truck is rumbling to life and I hit the gas, more than ready to go and get my girl. 
 
    We get three seconds into our trip when I slam on the brakes outside Skylah’s home. “What the fuck are you doing?” Damian roars as I throw open the door and scramble out. 
 
    “Wait here.” 
 
    I rush to the front door and reach up to the top of the door frame for the spare key. Shaylee stopped keeping it here when the Lucien threat became all too real but put it straight back when Skylah went missing, wanting her to have access to her home at all costs. 
 
    I throw the door open and find Shaylee gawking at me from the kitchen. “What’s happened?” she demands as I race through the house to Skylah’s bedroom. 
 
    I don’t waste time stopping to explain and begin rifling through Skylah’s things. “What happened?” Shaylee demands, now at the bedroom door. 
 
    “She’s coming home,” I tell her, searching high and low. 
 
    “I’ll get my things. 
 
    “No,” I rush out as my hand curls around the little piece of paper that I’ve been desperately searching for. “We’re ending this and Skylah would never forgive me for bringing you along. This shit is about to get fucked-up.” 
 
    Understanding dawns in her eyes as she steps back out of my way. “Bring my girl home.” 
 
    I nod before rushing past her and back through the open door. “I’m not leaving without her.” 
 
    I get back to my truck and fly up through the door before hitting the gas once again. I see the curiosity in Damian’s eyes but he doesn’t get a chance to say a single word before my phone is in my hand and I’m madly hashing in the number written on the piece of paper. 
 
    I put the phone to my ear as I race through the streets of Aston Creek, desperately trying to get out of here. 
 
    “Hello,” the voice says after the second ring. 
 
    “Is this Rivers?” 
 
    “Who the fuck is this?” 
 
    “Slade Cruz, my girl is Skylah Daniels.” 
 
    His tone changes as if instantly understanding the desperation in my tone. “What do you need?” 
 
    “It ain’t going to be easy,” I warn him. “But if you truly want to redeem yourself and make up for the shit you’ve done to her, then you’ll get in your fucking car and start driving.” 
 
    “Done.” 
 
    Rivers ends the call and I hand my phone to Damian, telling him to message him with the details of where to meet us. Within seconds, Rivers confirms that he’ll be there. 
 
    I let out a breath. I don’t know what’s about to go down but knowing we have the extra back up goes a long way in settling something within me. These guys aren’t the kind to just hand her over willingly and if she managed to get out, then I can guarantee that they’re coming after her and will stop at nothing to get her. 
 
    We need to be prepared and the more guys on our side who are willing to give up everything for her, the better. 
 
    For eight hours straight, I speed through towns, red lights, and break every traffic law known to man until I’m a few miles out of the town she so wrongly called home for too many years. 
 
    She’s got to be around here somewhere. 
 
    We’ve searched every gas station in the area and are just pulling up to the last one when I see the payphone across the street. 
 
    “This has to be it,” I tell Damian, pulling into the gas station and hitting the brakes, hard enough to leave two thick black lines on the road. 
 
    He sits up straighter, frantically looking around and trying to find her. “I don’t see her, man,” he says, panicked. 
 
    “She has to be here. I feel it.” 
 
    I get out of my Dodge RAM and start searching when I remember that Blake had said something about her hiding out by the payphone. 
 
    I spin round and start jogging across the road. I don’t see her but there are many places she could be hiding around here. It’s been eight hours since that call. She could be anywhere. “VIRAGO? WHERE THE FUCK ARE YOU?” I call out, feeling it in my gut that she’s here. “Sky? Baby, come on.” 
 
    “Slade?” 
 
    A broken sob is heard behind me and I spin around to find my girl standing before me with tears streaming down her beautiful face. She looks fucking exhausted but it doesn’t stop her from running at me with everything she’s got. 
 
    I race toward her, desperately needing to feel her in my arms. 
 
    Skylah’s body crashes into mine as her arms are thrown around me. I curl her into my chest holding her tight as she begins sobbing into my shirt, fisting her hands into the material as though she’s desperately trying to forget something. 
 
    I glance up over her head to see the very moment Damian realizes that I’ve got her. His body sags, his hands on his knees, breathing deeply as the relief courses through him. 
 
    My arms curl more securely around Skylah and I pick her up as we stand in the center of the road. I take her back over to the gas station as she continues crying into my chest and Damian is quick to meet us halfway. 
 
    He steps into us, quickly wrapping his arms around her while she refuses to let go of me. “You’re safe now, Skylah,” he promises her, making her shake her head into my chest, not believing him for a second, and she’d be right. She ran once before and look what that got her. Running a second time is not going to end well for any of us, but we have to give it a shot. 
 
    Damian releases her and I take her over to my truck, sitting in the open passenger side with my girl curled in my arms. 
 
    Needing time to just cry it out, Damian goes into the gas station and purchases painkillers, water, food, and some first aid supplies for her feet. It looks as though she left in such a hurry that she didn’t even have time to find shoes. Considering this was all after celebrating her wedding, she’d be absolutely exhausted. 
 
    Her tears finally start to dry after half an hour of sobbing and just as she straightens on my lap and raises her head to explain what the fuck happened, an old Firebird comes screeching into the lot beside us. 
 
    Skylah’s head whips around in a panic until the guy gets out of the car and she sees his familiar face. 
 
    Rivers stands before us and I see the confusion on Skylah’s face. He’s the last person she expected to see here today, but she doesn’t say a damn word about it, just nods, grateful that he’s here at all, accepting any help we can get. 
 
    Just when I think we can start working out what the fuck we’re going to do, the passenger door of the Firebird pushes open and another guy gets out. He’s covered in tatts and looks to be about the same age as Rivers. The guy even has my girl gawking for a second. “I hope it’s cool that I brought my boy, Noah,” Rivers grumbles, meeting my eyes over the top of Skylah’s head. “You can trust him.” 
 
    I look back at Noah, trying to figure out if I can trust Rivers’ word. I’ve never met this guy and while he looks like the kind of guy to rob your house and steal your girl, there’s also something in his eyes, something that tells me that he’d go to the end of the world for Rivers and if Rivers needs him to help him here today, then he’ll give his absolute all and that’s all I can ask for. 
 
    I nod, letting him know that I’m cool with this and he nods right back before making his way around the Firebird to stand with our group, but there’s something strange about the way both Noah and Rivers hover around us. They’re not just standing here, waiting to hear what’s about to go down, they’re protecting her. 
 
    Their backs are never completely turned, their eyes constantly searching for a threat, and they stand with military precision, strong and lethal, ready to act at a moment’s notice. 
 
    These guys have seen bad shit in their lives and what’s more, they’re now standing on the other side, stronger than ever. These are the kind of guys I want standing at my girl’s back. 
 
    I run my knuckles down Skylah’s back. “It’s time, Virago,” I murmur. “We need to end this but we can’t do it unless we know what the fuck has been going down.” 
 
    One last tear falls from her eye and as she raises her chin to meet my eyes, she falters. “I…” her voice cracks and I watch as she struggles to find the words. “I killed him.” 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    Damian steps into her back as I repeat what she just said in my head. 
 
    ‘I killed him.’ 
 
    “What do you mean you killed him?” Damian questions as I search her eyes. “What the fuck happened last night? Who did you kill?” 
 
    Rivers and Noah both shuffle in on high alert, ready, and prepared for any threat, only now just realizing what kind of bullshit they just agreed to involve themselves in. 
 
    “Marcus,” she whispers, not moving her eyes from mine. “He found out that Lucien screwed him over and he dragged me back there and they got into a fight. They had their guns out and flailing around and when a gunshot went off, I just…I ran.” 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    “Marcus came after me. He knocked Lucien out and then grabbed me. He said because I wasn’t a virgin anymore that he didn’t want me. I was used and dirty and that he was going to talk to his lawyers about getting the marriage annulled…” 
 
    I search her eyes, wondering how this could have possibly gone from giving her exactly what she wanted into killing the guy. 
 
    Tears continue falling, her fingers fisting into my shirt. “He said that because he had been screwed over, that he should get something in return.” 
 
    My world shatters as I grab her shoulders, forcing her to keep her eyes on mine. “Did he touch you?” 
 
    She shakes her head. “He tried…but he didn’t get that far.” 
 
    “What happened, Virago?” 
 
    She cries. “He pulled my robe up and got my leg…” She swallows, forcing herself to continue. “I didn’t want to do it, but I knew what would have happened if I didn’t. He was going to hurt me, just like Lucien did.” 
 
    I see Noah hang his head as he listens but I tune it out. Right here, it’s just me and Skylah. “His hand was going down and I just…I just did it. I stabbed him with my knife.” 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    My arms wrap around her and I crush her into my chest, hating this torture she’s feeling in her soul. She fucking killed a man and while he more than deserved it, it’s bound to leave a scar, a fucking nasty one at that. 
 
    She continues, sniffling against me. “He was in shock and was staring at me like he couldn’t believe I’d just stabbed him and then before I knew it he was on his knees. He tried to reach for me and was asking for help, but I couldn’t move. I just stood there watching him slowly die. But…” 
 
    Skylah shakes her head and I realize there’s still so much more to her story. “What is it, babe?” I murmur softly, rubbing my hand up and down her back. 
 
    “Lucien came out,” she says, swallowing hard. “He was laughing and proud of me for hurting him. He bent down and I thought maybe he was going to help him, but he grabbed the knife and twisted it so hard. Marcus didn’t stand a chance and died, choking on his own blood. Then Lucien yanked out the knife and handed it back to me like it was some kind of trophy.” 
 
    Fuck. Fuck. FUCK. 
 
    Skylah raises her chin, keeping those beautiful eyes on me. “I’m still married to him,” she tells me as though there’s something I’m missing. She waits for a beat, hoping I figure it out but there’s already too much going through my head to even start trying to work out what’s going on here. 
 
    Rivers clear his throat, understanding this world a shitload better than I do. “Is this Marcus Mahony you’re referring to?” Skylah nods and he lets out a breath as Noah scrunches his face, obviously having heard of these guys before. “I’m assuming there was some sort of deal organizing this wedding and because of the legalities of it, I can assume there was no prenup, meaning if he’s dead, his millions are now her millions, making her the perfect target for Lucien Valentine.” 
 
    Skylah nods, meeting my eyes once again. “He wants me now more than ever.” 
 
    Damian’s hand slams down over the hood of my truck. “FUCK,” he roars, throwing his hands to his head and pacing back and forth. “When is this shit going to end?” 
 
    “It won’t,” Noah says. “Guys like this don’t stop until they win. They’re not like you and me. They have the funds to get away with whatever the fuck they want and they won’t stop until they get it.” 
 
    “He’s right,” Skylah whispers. “We either fight and win or we lose and suffer.” 
 
    I drop my forehead to hers, knowing there’s no way I can convince her to get in my truck and let me drive her home. “Have I ever told you the meaning of virago?” I murmur, keeping our conversation to ourselves. 
 
    Her brows furrow in confusion, wondering why I’m bringing up her nickname at a time like this. “It’s a violent, bad-tempered woman, just like me.” 
 
    I shake my head, letting a grin pull at my lips. “While all that about you is true, the original meaning of the term virago is a female warrior, a woman with heroic qualities, strength, and courage…a woman just like you. That very first time I called you virago, that’s the meaning I was referring to. I’ve always seen you that way. So, if this is what you want to do, and you’re ready, then I’m right by your side.” 
 
    Her eyes close moments before she brushes her lips over mine. “I love you,” she tells me. 
 
    “I know,” I whisper. “I fucking love you too.” 
 
    She nods, opening her eyes again. “Then let’s do this. Let’s end it.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    I direct Slade to park in the blind spot of Lucien’s ridiculously over-the-top security system. I can’t believe we’re actually going to go through with this, but I need to put an end to it. I refuse to spend the rest of my life looking over my shoulder. 
 
    Slade glances over at me as Rivers’ Firebird comes to a stop behind us. “Last chance?” he questions, always wanting to give me another option. He hates that I’m doing this, not because of what will result from it, but more because of what kind of effect it might have on me. 
 
    “We’re doing this,” I tell him, knowing that no matter what decision I make here tonight, he’ll be standing right by my side, supporting me the whole way. 
 
    Slade nods. “Right, then let’s go.” 
 
    I swing open the passenger’s side door of his Dodge RAM and jump down, stumbling forward as the pain in my feet is too much for me to handle. Damian is there and catches me with his strong hand around my upper arm. “You good?” he murmurs, looking up at the massive gate that surrounds the mansion, making it some sort of fortress. 
 
    “Yeah,” I say with a small cringe, trying to hide just how much pain I’m in, but it’s nothing I can’t handle. I’ve been, raped, shot, drowned, and even killed a man. What’s a few scratched on bruised feet? 
 
    Rivers and Noah get out of the Firebird and meet Slade around the back of his truck. Damian and I walk over to meet them and we all start hauling shit out and pulling backpacks up our arms. 
 
    Slade meets my eyes at least four times while we grab our shit, waiting for me to break and preparing himself to jump in like my knight in shining armor, more than ready to curl me into his chest and take me home. He wants me as far away from this shit as possible. Hell, had we decided to go straight home and skip tonight, I’m sure he would have packed me a bag, got us both false identities, and ran, leaving it all behind, but he knows I wouldn’t be able to do it. I couldn’t leave Shay and Blake like that just like he wouldn’t have the heart to leave his family. 
 
    On some level, he knows that this is our only option. It’s not just me and my family at stake anymore. Maria and Lucian Valentine are a threat to his family, our friends, our homes, and our future. 
 
    With everything we need, Slade steps in beside me as we walk the fifteen steps to the gate. It’s fucking massive. I’ve always known it was big but I can’t say I’ve ever stood under it like this, trying to work out how to get over it. 
 
    Rivers looks around at our small group. “You all know what to do?” he questions as though this is one of his marine missions. Rivers meets each of our eyes, making sure we’re all on board and not liable to fuck this up. After all, we don’t intend on getting caught tonight and one fuck up could have us all behind bars. 
 
    Rivers waits until we’ve all confirmed that we know our parts and with that, he looks up at the top of the gate. “Let’s go.” 
 
    Slade is the first to move, dumping his things at the bottom of the black gate and backing up a few steps. I watch him with wide eyes. I know he said he’s done this before but no…he couldn’t have. This gate is fucking huge. It’s not possible. 
 
    He strides forward, picking up incredible speed in such a short amount of time before launching himself up into the air. I gawk, unable to look away. He’s fucking amazing. I swear, there’s nothing this man can’t do. 
 
    His hands reach the top of the gate and with impressive strength, he hauls himself up to the top. Slade gets to his feet and turns to look back down at me, chuckling as he sees the disbelief on his face. “You didn’t think I could do it, did you?” 
 
    I shrug my shoulders as Noah moves in beside me and grabs Slade’s forgotten bags. “I mean, I had my doubts,” I say with a grin, reveling in the lighthearted banter that has me able to forget the heaviness if only for a slight moment. 
 
    Slade rolls his eyes as Noah launches the bags up at him. He catches them effortlessly and slips the bags onto his back as Noah turns back to me, interlocking his fingers and leaning down, preparing to propel me up to Slade. 
 
    Well, shit. This is either going to be a shitload of fun or an absolute tragedy. Let’s hope for fun. After all, he is propelling me up to the man I’m crazy about and in my book, that’s always a positive. 
 
    I step into Noah and put my foot up into his hands and Damian comes to my back, ready to catch me if I was to fall. “You ready?” Noah murmurs. 
 
    I nod. “Yeah, just do it.” 
 
    “Okay. 1…2…” 
 
    As the number three comes out of his mouth, I push up off the ground with everything I have as Noah throws me up into the sky. Slade catches my hands and easily pulls me up to my feet beside him. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I breathe, holding tightly onto his arm. I mean, I’ve never been afraid of heights, but I’m open to changing my mind.  
 
    With Slade needing to catch bags that are tossed up here, I sit down on the edge, gripping the thick gate and hoping I don’t fall. 
 
    Over the next two minutes, the guys start helping each other up and soon enough, the five of us are staring up at the big mansion which no doubt, still has a body lying in the hallway outside Lucien’s office. 
 
    Slade drops down into the grass below, landing in a low crouch and I watch in awe as the other three do the same thing. My brow raises and I peer over the edge. There’s no fucking way. I’d rather live for the rest of eternity up here than jump all the way down there. Though, wasn’t it less than twenty-four hours that I jumped down from Blake’s second-story window? It’s amazing how a little fear can motivate a person. 
 
    “Come on, Virago. I’ll catch you.” 
 
    I put the thoughts of my twisted ankle and impending doom to the back of my mind and close my eyes. I trust him completely. There’s no way in hell Slade would allow me to fall. 
 
    Feeling better about the situation, I stop wasting time and step off the gate. I quickly drop to the ground and just as promised, Slade catches me and steadies me on my feet. “Good?” 
 
    I look up and meet the eyes that I’ve missed so damn much over the past two weeks. “Good.” 
 
    His eyes soften and he reluctantly releases my waist. He turns to face the boys, pulling his phone out of his pocket. “Alright,” he says, lighting up the screen and glancing down at the time. “It’s 2:23 am. We have seven minutes to get into position. You all remember where to go once you’re inside? Rivers and Noah, you guys are taking the south side, and we’re on the north.” 
 
    Damian nods as Noah and Rivers grunt their confirmation. “Good. We meet back at the top of the driveway at 2:45. Don’t be late.” 
 
    We all nod and as we go to run toward the house, Rivers calls out, his eyes staring into mine. “Hey, don’t try to be a hero, okay? That’s how people get hurt.” 
 
    “Got it,” I tell him just seconds before Slade tugs on my hand, pulling me along. 
 
    Rivers and Noah break off to the south, aiming for the back staff entrance while we head to the north which will give us access by the pool. 
 
    We run and to be honest, most of it is spent with Slade and Damian having to pull me along. The property is huge and it takes nearly the whole seven minutes to get to the house. I’ve never noticed how long it would actually take to run this before. Growing up, if I needed to get around the property, I would take the golf cart. There’s only ever been twice where I’ve run out of here and both times there was too much desperation coursing through my veins to notice how long it took. This time, my head is screwed on straight and I have my boys with me. 
 
    We reach the back entrance with a minute to spare and I lean up against the side of the house, trying to catch my breath. Once we’re in there, we’re going to have to be quiet. I don’t want to get sprung before we get a shot at ending this. 
 
    I watch the clock and the second it hits 2:30 am, I hash in the alarm code, making it possible for us all to get in. The little red dot beeps three times and I hold my breath, hoping to God that the code hasn’t changed. It finally turns green and relief sails through me. 
 
    “We’re good,” I say, grabbing the handle and pushing the door open.  
 
    We sneak in and I try to ignore the way Damian looks around the house as though he’s in some kind of fairytale, absolutely mesmerized by the sheer size of it. These guys wouldn't have seen anything like this in Aston Creek, only ever in movies, and that’s if they were ever watching the movie. I’m assuming guys like Slade and Damian are more inclined to use a movie as an excuse to get their freak on. 
 
    We make our way through the main part of the house and I lead them to the stairs, having complete trust that Rivers and Noah are doing their part. Shit is going to go down and while this is all going to be on me, I don’t want any innocents getting hurt during this. 
 
    We walk through the great hall when Damian stops and stares up at the statue of Maria. “The fuck is this?” he whispers. “What kind of rich bitch has a statue of herself inside their home?” 
 
    I roll my eyes. “You’d be surprised.” 
 
    Damian shakes his head then steps up to the statue, roaming his eyes over every inch. “Is this thing to scale?” he questions, looking over the statue’s tits. 
 
    I nod. “Uh-huh. The nose isn’t though. Maria wanted it smaller but she’s already had three surgeries on it and the doctors wouldn’t operate on it anymore. So, she admires this nose every day rather than looking in the mirror at her own.” 
 
    “Welcome to the sad, sad lives of the rich and famous,” Damian murmurs, stepping into the statue and having a good feel of its titties. “Damn. These have got to be fake.” 
 
    “They are.” 
 
    “Can we get a move on?” Slade demands. ‘We’re going to run out of time if you insist on feeling up every statue in the house. I’m sure there’s probably one of Lucien’s cock if you want to find that.” 
 
    “It’s in the master bathroom,” I confirm. 
 
    Damian gawks, looking back at me. “For real?” 
 
    “Unfortunately.” 
 
    His eye catches something over my shoulder and he grins wide as Slade and I turn around to see what he’s found. Damian cuts through between us until he’s standing at the side of the room, staring down at a bowl of the most expensive jewelry he’s ever seen. 
 
    His eyes light up like Christmas morning and I let out a low groan. Maria likes to meet with her jewelers in the great hall as it has the best lighting in the house and from the looks of it, she must have met with them today and the staff has neglected to put her priceless things away. I’m sure someone’s going to lose their job over that, but it’s not my problem to think about. 
 
    I see the devilish plan inside of Damian’s mind as he picks up a diamond necklace and dangles it between his fingers. “Nessa would really like this,” he says, glancing back at me and Slade, knowing that what he’s thinking is bad and waiting for one of us to tell him that we’re not going to hold it against him. 
 
    I roll my eyes. “Just take it. She has at least forty of those. She won’t even notice that one is missing.” 
 
    Damian silently fists pumps the sky. “Fuck, yeah,” he says with a wide grin, trying to keep quiet. 
 
    The diamond necklace is slipped inside his pocket and I hope to God that Rivers and Noah are also taking advantage of their little roam around this mansion but something tells me that they have a little more self-control than Damian Wilder. 
 
    Getting back on track, we sneak up the stairs and along the landing until we get to Blake’s room. I throw open the doors and barge through with the guys on my heels. I start searching through his closet for a bag and the second I find it, I toss it to the boys who start grabbing all of Blake’s shit, beginning with all his signed basketball jerseys and filling it up, knowing that we'll never get a chance to see this stuff again. 
 
    Damian goes for Blake’s watches and cufflinks, things that would get us mugged in Aston creek and tosses them in until the bag is full. Once I’ve gone through and found all his sentimental things, Slade and I walk out, leaving Damian behind. 
 
    I lead him down to my room and let out a deep breath as I reach the handle. “Is this your room?” he murmurs. “The place where…” 
 
    “Yeah,” I say, reading his thoughts. The place where Lucien raped me. 
 
    Slade nods and grabs the handle over the top of my hand and helps me push the door open. “You can do this.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I agree, stepping into the room. “Let's get this over and done with.” 
 
    Slade follows me in and takes a quick look around. “Is there anything you want to keep?” 
 
    I shake my head. “None of it.” 
 
    He nods and not a second later, he dumps the bag on my bed and starts pulling out one of the many aluminum cans of petrol. He uncaps it and goes to start pouring when I stop him with a hand on his arm. “I want to do it.” 
 
    Slade meets my eyes, looking weary. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I say, reaching for the jerry can. “I’ve never been so sure.” 
 
    Slade passes it over and realizing that we’re quickly running out of time, I start dousing my room in petrol, cringing as the smell burns my nose. 
 
    After thoroughly drenching the room, we move onto the bathroom, the media room, and all the living spaces except for Lucien and Maria’s bedroom. After all, we’re not murderers here. Well, at least Damian and Slade aren’t murderers. I don’t know about Noah, but it isn't exactly something that Rivers and I want to do again. 
 
    Tonight is about stealing everything from them just as they did to me. They took my parents, my home, and thirteen years of my life. Lucien stole my innocence and Maria took everything else. I know there’s a lot I will never be able to get back, but tonight, I can make a stand. From tonight onwards, they will know to never fuck with me again. 
 
    We meet Damian at the bottom of the stairs and together, we race out the front door, meeting Noah and Rivers halfway up the drive. We all stop to look back at the mansion, looking so peaceful and calm in the night. 
 
    Rivers pulls out a little device from his pocket and hands it to me. “All you have to do is push the little red button and it’s all over.” 
 
    “All over?” I confirm. 
 
    “It’ll light up like the fourth of July.” 
 
    I let out a breath as Slade’s fingers slip into mine. I hold the button up. “Alright then,” I say, unable to take my eyes off the mansion that holds so many horrendous and toxic memories. “Let’s watch this sucker burn.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    There’s a loud boom and within seconds, an orange glow begins appearing in every single window of the mansion, rapidly getting more vibrant by the second. Flames begin licking up the walls and soon enough, they spread throughout the whole house. 
 
    I can’t tear my eyes away. “Did you get the staff out?” I question Rivers and Noah who stand beside us, looking at their handiwork. Rivers with a satisfied smirk while Noah looks pretty pissed off with himself. He was telling us earlier that he works as a fireman so I bet following through with this wouldn’t have been easy for him, but he wasn’t backing down. I guess we just have to be lucky that we have him on our team to help if things were to go south. 
 
    “Yep, they’re all safe and off the property,” Rivers tells us. 
 
    “How’d you get them out?” Slade questions. “You didn’t tell them what we were doing?” 
 
    “Fuck, no.” Rivers shakes his head. “I may or may not have impersonated a police officer and said there was an explosive found on the second floor. They ran out of there quicker than Noah fell for my sister.” 
 
    I raise a brow. With the tone in Rivers’ voice, I feel as though there’s a story to be heard there, but seeing as though the property I grew up in is currently going up in flames, I might wait to hear the story another time. 
 
    I hear windows shattering and moments later, thick black smoke starts billowing out of the house. “Come on,” Slade says, tugging on my arm as we see the flames completely taking over the lower level. “It’s time to go.” 
 
    I shake my head. “No. I’m not leaving. I want them to see me. They need to know it was me who took it all away from them.” 
 
    “Sky,” he begs. 
 
    “No. I’m staying. You can go and wait in your Dodge if you want, but I’m not moving until they know what I did.” 
 
    Slade watches me for a long moment, his eyes narrowing as he tries to see through me, but I’m a closed book. No one in, no one out. After what feels like a lifetime, he finally nods and steps back beside me. “Okay,” he murmurs. “We wait.” 
 
    The five of us stand in silence, listening and watching as the flames grow wildly and out of control, and as I take it all in, I feel as though this fire is a symbol of my life. Ever since I was four years old, my life has been dictated by someone else, it’s been a mess of pain, terror, and sadness and now it’s time to take it all back. 
 
    I deserve to find happiness and what’s more, I deserve peace. I’m done fighting. I don’t want to do this anymore so this has to be it. I’m too exhausted to keep going. I’m not saying that I’m giving up. If Lucien were to keep coming for me, then I’d find the strength, I’d borrow it from somewhere until it’s over. I just don’t want to have to keep fighting. I never should have had to in the first place. 
 
    The flames soar high into the sky and my fingers start twitching. Where the hell are they? They should be running out of here, desperate to save themselves. 
 
    “Someone’s bound to notice the smoke and call the cops soon,” Damian warns, saying what we’re all thinking but not wanting to say. 
 
    This needs to hurry up. It’s one thing getting busted for this, but I don’t want the boys getting in trouble too. 
 
    I nod and turn to Rivers and Noah. “You guys don’t have to stick around for this. This shit is on me, I’ve already dragged you in enough.” 
 
    Rivers shakes his head. “I’m not going anywhere,” he promises. “I’m part of the reason you ended up here in the first place. I want to make sure you get out and that this is really over.” 
 
    I give him a warm smile and nod. “Thank you,” I whisper, hating that I’m allowing my emotions to get the best of me. Now isn’t exactly a great moment to have a sob fest over my new connection with the kid who murdered my mother. 
 
    Jesus. I really am fucked up. 
 
    There’s another bang that has my head whipping back toward the house. I have no idea what must have exploded but knowing Lucien, it could be a number of things. Hell, I know he has illegal fireworks in the basement and a shitload of things worse than that. I wouldn’t even be surprised if there are actually explosives inside that house somewhere. 
 
    Noah starts to get fidgety and I can see he’s ready to bail. It wouldn’t be great for his career if he was to get caught here. I’m about to tell him and Rivers to get going again when the garage door of the mansion opens and Lucien’s SUV comes barreling out of it. 
 
    I grin. 
 
    “Showtime.” 
 
    The SUV comes flying up the driveway, desperate to get away from the fire. It’s roaring toward us but we stand as one, not one of one flinching at the threat. As the SUV’s headlights shine upon us, the driver hits the brakes, bringing the SUV to a screeching halt. 
 
    There’s silence for a beat as everyone calms their racing hearts and then it’s on. 
 
    The passenger door flies open with the mansion burning behind it. “You did this, you little bitch?” Maria shrieks, throwing herself out of the SUV and flying toward me in her silk nightdress that showcases her big, fake bouncing tits which are demanding to be strapped down in one hell of a supportive bra. 
 
    Her hand flies out and for a moment I expect Slade to step in my way, but he knows I need to be the one to handle this. She’s so fucking predictable. My hand snaps up and like lightning, I catch her wrist between my fingers. “You’re damn right, I did it.” 
 
    Before she can even squeal, shriek, or scream, I shoot my other hand out in a tight fist and punch her right in her fake as shit nose. A satisfying crunch sent blood spurting in every direction. Shay had gotten her at the wedding and now this…fuck, I’d hate to see her nose afterward. 
 
    Damian howls with laughter as satisfaction soars through me. 
 
    Fuck, that felt good. 
 
    I bounce on my toes ready to go again but the bitch stays down. Damn it, I was hoping for a little more action out of her. One thing is for sure, with the doctors refusing to touch her nose again, she’s going to be stuck with however it heals from this. I wonder what her country club bitches would think of that. 
 
    Slade’s posture tightens and I glance up to see Lucien storming toward us with two guards at his back. If it were just me, Slade and Damian, I’m sure the guards would try to take us out, but they're outnumbered and thankfully hold back. “What is the meaning of this?” Lucien roars, waving back at the crumbling empire he had built from a lifetime of deceit and dirty money. 
 
    I grin wide as the adrenalin from punching Maria pumps through my veins. “I had to draw you out somehow,” I tease. 
 
    “You burned my fucking house down.” 
 
    My eyes bug out of my head, enjoying playing with him. “Oh, shit. Did I?” I peer around his shoulder at the burning house and cringe. “Damn. It seems I did.” 
 
    “You’re going to pay for this. Mark my word, princess. You and all of your friends are going to pay.” 
 
    I shake my head. “You see, that’s where you’re wrong,” I tell him as Maria wails while trying to scramble to her feet, giving up when one of Lucien’s guards carelessly grabs her upper arm and hauls her up. “This is the end of the road for you. From now on, it’s over.” 
 
    Lucien bellows out an obnoxious laugh. “It’s only just begun. You thought your life was shit now, just wait and see what I’ll do to you now.” 
 
    “There’s nothing left for you to do,” I yell, only calming myself when Slade presses a hand to my lower back. “You sick fuckers had my parents killed! You kidnapped me and Blake, raped me, threw us off a fucking bridge, attacked Blake, and shot both me and Slade. Fuck, you even married me off against my will by threatening electrocution! But guess what? I’m still here.” I step toward him, loving how the four boys instantly step with me like some kind of force. “You can’t break me, Lucien. It’s over.” 
 
    Lucien’s guards glance at each other, both with a weary unsure look in their eyes. “He raped you?” One of them questions, looking over Lucien’s shoulder at me. 
 
    I nod. “Six months ago. I was still seventeen and then he tried it again the night he brought me back here,” I say, knowing both of these guys were there when he dragged me back inside his mansion. “And the night before the wedding.” 
 
    “Please,” Lucien scoffs, rolling his eyes. “It wasn’t rape. You enjoyed it.” 
 
    Fury takes over and my fist snaps out once again but this time it doesn’t exactly have the same devastating effect. “You call beating me enjoyable? Was I loving it when I screamed for you to stop? What about when I tried to kick you away? That’s not fucking foreplay, Lucien. That’s a kid begging a fucking grown-ass man not to touch her. I wasn’t a virgin but you were that fucking rough that you left me bleeding and scared. Is that the result of something enjoyable? You fucking raped me, just like you raped Daniella in high school and again when she finally went to the police.” 
 
    Lucien’s eyes narrow and I watch as his jaw clenches, realizing something has been said that shouldn’t have been. The guard takes a step back from Lucien, anger pulsing in his eyes. “My kid sister was raped by a rich, entitled prick like you.” 
 
    Hurt sails through me at what his sister would have gone through but I don’t have a second to be upset for him. After all, the guard must be blind to not notice all the other shit going on around here. He’s fine with kidnapping, shooting, and murder but draws the line at rape? What the fuck is wrong with this guy? Either way, he just stepped back from Lucien, and right now, I couldn’t have asked for anything more. 
 
    As usual, Maria has a way of drawing the attention back to herself as she gasps loudly, looking at Lucien in disgust. “Daniella Pierce?” she demands, skipping over the guard's comment while looking between me and her filthy husband. “Rochelle’s best friend? You had sex with her?” 
 
    “Raped,” Slade growls. “He didn’t have sex with my mom. He raped her.” 
 
    I raise my chin. “He didn’t just rape her, he got her pregnant. The one very thing he wouldn’t dare do with you.” 
 
    Maria’s eyes bug out of her head as she glares at Lucien. “She’s lying. Tell me she’s lying.” 
 
    Slade laughs. “I’m standing right here, lady. You can check my DNA if you want.” 
 
    Fury blazes in her eyes and as if forgetting about the blood pouring from her nose, she strides up to Lucien and slaps him so damn hard that his face rebounds off her hand and snaps around. “My father always said I was too good for you.” 
 
    Lucien growls and shoves his hands against her shoulder, sending her flying back into the guard. “Get off me, you whore,” he demands. “Don’t act so high and mighty. I know you were screwing the pool boy. Why do you think he suddenly stopped working two weeks ago? That’s right,” he says with an evil smirk playing on his lips. “I fucking slit his throat and watched him die. You’re lucky it wasn’t you. Believe me, I sat up at night watching you sleep, trying to convince myself not to kill you too.” 
 
    Maria’s eyes bug out of her head as I suck in a gasp. That’s another life that’s on me. I was the one who told Lucien about Maria’s affair and now the pool boy is dead. How fucking messed up is this going to get? 
 
    Maria pushes off the guard and races back at him. “Me? I’m the whore for sleeping with the pool boy? What about you? Why do you think I had to sleep with him? You were too busy raping teenage girls every night. Tell me, Lucien, how many have there been over the years? One hundred? Two hundred? When is this shit going to end?” She waves her hand back at her burning home. “Look what kind of mess your filthy little dick has got us in now. That’s my fucking home burning to the ground. My home. I paid for that. I worked my ass off for that so you can act like some big-time businessman, and you’ve gone and fucked it all up again. You’re a fraud. Is this why we had to leave Aston Creek nineteen years ago?” 
 
    I watch the show with my mouth gaping open. Did she just guess that he’s raped at least one hundred girls, maybe two hundred? What the fuck is going on here? He’s worse than I thought. 
 
    I want to ask about Maria claiming that all the money is hers and that she’s the one who bought this home but I’m far too hung up on that number; two hundred teenage girls. 
 
    What the actual fuck? 
 
    Lucien doesn’t respond but the answers are clear in his eyes. Maria shakes her head, beyond furious. She steps into him, lowering her voice. “Just tell me one thing,” she growls, flicking her gaze back to me. “Why her? Why touch the one girl that could ruin it all?” 
 
    I go to move forward, desperate to hear the answer to that but Slade’s hand curls into the back of my shirt, forcing me back. Lucien’s gaze cuts over to me and darkens, making chills run down my spine. His tongue travels over his bottom lip and as if forgetting where he is and that his wife is standing before him with their house burning behind them, desire enters his gaze. 
 
    Slade growls, his hand in my shirt curling into a fist and hurting my back but now I think it’s me holding him back instead of the other way around. “Because it was mine to take,” he finally tells her. “I raised her, I paid for her, I gave her a home to live in. It was mine.” 
 
    Maria hits him again. “Don’t you fucking lie to me. I know there’s more to it than that. Why did you do it?” 
 
    Lucien’s eyes flash and his control slips, his words coming out louder than I’ve ever heard. “Isn’t it clear?” he yells, questioning his wife, unable to stop staring at me. “She looks just like her.” 
 
    “Looks like who?” Maria spits. 
 
    “Rochelle. She looks like Rochelle.” 
 
    I suck in a gasp as Maria screams and launches herself toward the other guard at Lucien’s back and within the blink of an eye, she has his gun in her hand, trained at her husband's chest, breathing heavily. “What did you just say?” she demands. 
 
    Lucien’s eyes go wide, his hands flying up as he tries to back away. He knows he fucked up. This whole thing started over Maria’s jealousy for my mom. How stupid could he be to admit that? 
 
    Slade grabs me and hauls me behind his back as Rivers, Noah, and Damian step into his sides, blocking the gap so I can’t get around. All I can do is peer around Slade’s arm, unable to take my eyes off the crazy playing out in front of me. 
 
    “Put the gun down, Maria,” Lucien warns, trying to calm his deranged wife. 
 
    She steps closer, making the guards flinch. “You raped the girl I raised because she looks like Rochelle Fucking Daniels?” 
 
    Lucien swallows hard, trying to calm the situation but his wife has finally lost it and looks like a fucking psychopath. “Calm down, Maria. Let’s go somewhere and discuss this rationally.” 
 
    “Yes or fucking no?” she demands, waving the gun and making him jump. 
 
    “No. Okay, no. I didn’t. I lied. That’s not why. Rochelle is a nobody…” 
 
    Maria grins. “You’re a liar, Lucien,” she says shaking her head ever so slightly as a strange calmness comes over her. “Enjoy rotting in hell.” 
 
    BANG! 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    My eyes bug out of my head as Lucien’s body crashes to the ground, his hands desperately clutching at his chest as Maria screams in horror, shocked by what she’s just done. 
 
    “NOOO,” she shrieks in a panic, rushing down to Lucien’s side as the one guard who was willing to remain loyal throws his arms around her waist and tries to haul her back, wanting to get away from the scene so he can claim she has an alibi when the police come searching. The amount of times I’ve had to lie about Maria’s and Lucien’s whereabouts is just ridiculous. I wonder how many of my lies have saved them from jail time. 
 
    Blood pours from Lucien’s chest and I know that if he doesn’t get help quickly, he’s going to bleed out, yet I don’t see anyone rushing in to save him. I never intended for tonight to end like this, but I have no complaints. 
 
    If Lucien dies here, then so do all my problems. I might have made a point in burning down their mansion, burning down the house that is home to all the nastiness in the world, all the bad memories, and horrible crimes acted against me, but as long as Marcus’ money is coming my way, I was forever going to be hunted by Lucien Valentine. 
 
    I was a fool to assume it would end here tonight, but how could I have seen this? How the hell would someone guess that a crazed wife would pull a gun on her mobster husband over a little jealousy from twenty years ago? Maria might have put an end to her own problems tonight, but in doing so, she’s also put a stop to mine and created a shitload more of her own. 
 
    I will not go down for this. If the cops come asking questions, they will know who pulled that gun even if it means admitting my involvement tonight. 
 
    Maria gets pulled to the back of the SUV while kicking and screaming to get back to her dying husband, but at this point, I can’t tell if it’s to kill him quicker or if she wants to try and save him. Judging from the crazed look in her eyes I’d dare say she wants him dead, but no, that shit is mine tonight. 
 
    If Maria got the pleasure of being the one to shoot him, then I at least deserve to watch him die. 
 
    Yep, okay…I think it’s about time that I admit how fucked-up I’ve become. 
 
    What kind of eighteen-year-old girl willingly wants to stand above someone and watch the life drain out of them? Last night I killed a man and tonight I’m going to watch another die. 
 
    I’m so seriously fucked up. I should get a medal. 
 
    I never used to be this way. There was once a time that I was a good girl, filled with innocence and love. That seems like a lifetime ago. It’s certainly not the woman I am now. I’m hard, untrusting, and cold, and the only time I feel anything like the girl I used to be is when Slade is there, trying to remind me that I’m better than all of this. 
 
    The boys stare in horror, watching as the devil is finally brought down. The guards haul ass, knowing that cops will be here soon, yet I find myself unable to move. Within seconds, the door is slammed on Maria and the SUV is pulling away, the tires screeching against the drive. 
 
    Disappointment floods me. I wanted her to suffer and I wanted it to be at my hands, but losing her home and knowing that it was me who took it is going to have to be enough. Without her mansion, she’s a nobody. No one is going to take her in and nobody is going to offer her a shoulder to cry on. She’s alone. 
 
    I’d be a fool not to assume that she won’t build herself back up and when she does, she’s going to be worse than she’s ever been, but she’ll leave me alone. This fight is between me and Lucien, while hers was wrongly with my mom. 
 
    The headlights disappear from sight, leaving us in the flickering glow of the flames that slowly lap at the sides of this hell hole. There's just enough light left for me to watch the life drain from Lucien’s eyes. 
 
    I’ve imagined this day for years. I’ve thought of all the million ways a man could die and I’ve pictured myself doing each and every one, yet there’s something oddly soothing about this. The burden of killing him isn’t on my hands and right now, I don’t know if I should be happy or sad about it, all that matters is that it’s over. 
 
    I step out from behind Slade and start making my way toward the man who lays struggling on the polished driveway. Slade catches my hand and as I glance back at him, he shakes his head. “What are you doing?” he murmurs, trying to keep this private but in the dead of night, his voice practically soars through the breeze. 
 
    Slade pulls back on my hand, trying to bring me back to him but I tug it free and drop my gaze, unable to meet his eyes. “I have to,” I tell him, knowing that he’ll never quite understand while wishing I could somehow sound a little stronger. 
 
    I see him wanting to fight me on this, desperately wanting to grab hold of me, throw me over his shoulder, and drag me back to his truck, not letting me out until we’re in the safety of Aston Creek, but he knows it’s not going to happen. 
 
    Seeing his hesitation, Rivers’ hand falls to Slade’s shoulder. “Let her go, man. I know you don’t like this but in order for her to move on, she needs to face this straight on. She needs the closure to make peace with herself.” 
 
    Slade shakes his head, still not wanting to let this happen but he pulls back, allowing me to go against his better judgment. I nod, giving him my silent thanks and letting him know that I can handle this. I’m strong enough, at least, I hope I am. 
 
    I pull away and as I turn to face Lucien, I feel all the emotions from over the last thirteen years creeping up on me. 
 
    I can do this. I can face my demon. 
 
    I make my way toward Lucien, my eyes trailing over the puddle of blood beneath him that runs down the drive back toward the burning house. I can’t help but think back over the past thirteen years of neglect, pain, and suffering all caused at this man’s hands. 
 
    Blake and I didn’t deserve the life we had. While it may have been showered with money and privilege, it wasn’t the life that was ever intended for us. We were supposed to be raised just outside of Haven Falls with our parents who loved and adored us. We might have had everything we ever needed with Maria and Lucien, but with our parents, we would have had the world. 
 
    My eyes trail back over his chest, taking in the way that he’s clutching at it, his hands both covered in blood. Knowing that staring at the spilled blood isn’t going to be good for my mental health, I cut my eyes back to meet his. 
 
    Lucien stares at me, pain on his face, and fear heavy in his eyes. “Please,” he begs with a whisper, struggling to get the word out. 
 
    He has to be fooling himself if he thinks I’m about to get down on my hands and knees and save his life. If this were any other time, he’d have never dreamed of uttering that one word but I guess desperation makes us do things we never thought we were capable of. Last night, desperation had me killing a man and jumping from a second-story window, and tonight, it has me watching the life slowly drain out of a monster. 
 
    I don’t doubt that I’m going to need therapy after this, but that knowledge doesn’t hold me back. I have to see this through. 
 
    I crouch down, hovering above him where I know he can see me. “I win,” I tell him, firm and confident. “You will never hurt me or any other woman again and when I walk away from here tonight, you’ll be gone and I’ll never think of you again. But you, do you know where you’re going? Because there’s a special place in hell for people like you and I can promise you, the devil is going to have you regretting every decision you ever made. I hope you burn down there, I hope you suffer, and I hope your world is so full of pain that you spend eternity in the worst kind of agony.” 
 
    He doesn’t move, doesn’t talk but I see the understanding and fear in his eyes. He knows I’m right and he knows exactly where he’s going. “You’re done.” 
 
    Lucien’s hand snaps out and his fingers pathetically attempt to grip my ankle. “Help…me…” 
 
    I hear a scuffle behind me but I don’t dare look back. I do not doubt that it’s Slade desperate to get to me and crush Lucien’s wrist for having the audacity to touch me. 
 
    I ignore the boys, knowing they’d have Slade under control and look down at my bloodied ankle before staring back at Lucien. “I will never help you. Understand me, Lucien,” I murmur into the night. “You will die here tonight.” 
 
    He swallows hard and as I watch him, I spare a thought for Blake. He wanted revenge so badly. My hand falls to the back pocket of my jeans and I pull out my knife, twisting it between my fingers as I contemplate just how much damage I can do to my soul in one night. 
 
    I could crush his leg like he did to Blake, give him that last few minutes of agony before he dies. Maybe I could cut off his penis for all the young women he’s hurt, or maybe I could simply slice my knife along his throat and end it right now. 
 
    I know Blake would get a kick out of me crushing his leg, but what do I get? That’s not going to help me heal in any sort of way, it might make me feel better for all of three seconds, but when looking at the big picture, it’s enough just to know he’s gone. 
 
    How much of myself do I have to sacrifice for this man? 
 
    I won’t do it anymore. 
 
    Blake will be okay. I know he declared that he wants revenge but that was just speaking out of anger. He’s not a petty guy like I am. He’s bigger than that. Blake’s head is screwed on correctly and I refuse to bring him down to my level. He might hate that he didn’t get a chance to punish Lucien the way that he saw fit, but he’ll also be able to move on and heal in peace knowing that he’ll never have to look over his shoulder again. 
 
    Lucien’s hand falls away from my ankle as his eyes grow heavy. It won’t be long now. Maybe another thirty seconds or so and the bastard will begin his descent into hell. 
 
    I rise out of my crouch and take the bottom of my shirt in my hand and begin rubbing my fingerprints off my knife as Slade, Damian, Rivers, and Noah all step in around me. Slade’s hand falls to my waist and he looks down at his father. “I’ll see you in hell,” he mutters just moments before I toss my knife down against Lucien’s chest. 
 
    From now on, I don’t need it. 
 
    My fight is over. 
 
    That knife once used to bring me protection and a link to my father, those traits are gone now and all that’s left is blood. I’ll find another way to connect with my dad. 
 
    “Come on,” Slade murmurs. “The police are on their way.” 
 
    I nod, listening out and sure enough, the sirens are heard in the distance. Slade’s hand finds mine and as we go to step away, I watch as Lucien takes his final breath, ending it once and for all. 
 
    My eyes close as Slade pulls me away with the boys at my back. The closure tears through my body like a drug and for the first time in thirteen years I finally feel free. 
 
    My head falls upon Slade’s chest as we walk straight out the front gate. “It’s over,” I murmur. “It’s finally over.” 
 
    Slade presses a soft kiss to my forehead as the boys walk silently behind us. “It is,” he promises, holding me tighter as his words swell within my chest, lighting me up and filling me with joy. “Now let me take you home where you belong.” 
 
    I’ve never heard sweeter words. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    I grab hold of the door handle and gently push it open. “Oh,” Blake’s cheerful voice rumbles from inside the hospital room. “So, you were serious about that sponge bath.” 
 
    Eww. Gross. 
 
    I choke back vomit and throw the door the rest of the way. “Are you fucking kidding me? Is that what you’ve been up to since I’ve been away?” 
 
    “SKYLAH!” His eyes bug out of his head as he tries to scramble out of his bed but fails as his broken, heavy leg keeps him glued to the bed. “Get your stupid ass over here.” 
 
    I laugh as I bound toward my baby brother and throw my arms around him. He holds me tight, his head smooshed into my hair. “Fuck, you smell like a bonfire!” he says, trying to aim his face away from my body. “I missed you. How could you be so stupid?” 
 
    “Me stupid?” I demand. “Are you not the idiot who gave Slade the address?” 
 
    “I’m not apologizing for that. I’d rather have you than him,” he says, glancing up over my shoulder and looking at Slade. “No offense.” 
 
    “None taken,” comes rumbling from the door. 
 
    I try my best to ignore Blake’s comments and focus on the fact that I have him in my arms. I really did miss this little turd. Emotions start to well up inside me and before I know it, Blake is desperately trying to push me away. “Eww, are you crying on me?” 
 
    “Shut up and hug me, dipshit.” 
 
    Blake groans but I know he secretly loves it. He’d never actually admit it though, but because today is special and I’m finally free, he’ll let me do whatever the hell I want. 
 
    When I finally pull back, I look down at Blake’s leg. “How are you feeling? Has there been much progress in the last two weeks?” 
 
    Blake gapes at me as though I just asked him to lick Damian’s asshole. “Are you kidding?” 
 
    My brows furrow in confusion. “Umm…no? I want to know what the doctor has said.” 
 
    “You disappear for two weeks to live with your rapist, there was some kind of showdown where Slade got shot, you got your dumb-ass hitched to a millionaire and then call me with some shit about running away and needing back-up for a shady plan you refused to talk about.” 
 
    I cringe and fall back into the seat by his bed, narrowing my eyes at him. “Right…so, you actually wanted to know about all of that?” 
 
    “Um…yes. Are you fucking insane? Of course, I need to know.” 
 
    I groan and lean back, wondering where the hell to start, “Do you want the long version where I explain exactly how I killed Marcus Mahony and how Maria ended up shooting Lucien, or do you want the short one where I skip over all of that shit.” 
 
    “Are you fucking kidding me?” he gapes. “You killed him?” 
 
    I press my lips into a tight line and nod, looking down at the hands that don’t seem like my own anymore. “Yeah, I did.” 
 
    “Shit, Sky,” he whispers, throwing back his blanket and patting the side of his bed beside him. “Come here.” 
 
    Relief settles through me as I fly out of my seat and curl in beside my brother. I was so worried he would hate me or be scared of the person I am now, but he accepts me and loves me just the way I am, the way that he’s always done. 
 
    I go over my recap of the last two weeks and by the end of it, there are tears in my eyes and a whole lot of emotions that I have no idea how to even understand, but as Blake hugs me tighter and reminds me that no matter what kind of stupid bullshit I get myself involved in he’ll always love me, I feel somewhat at ease. 
 
    “You did what you had to do,” he tells me, squeezing my arm. “If you didn’t, we’d spend forever looking over our shoulders and watching our backs. That’s no way to live, Skylah. You’ve opened our world to a better future, one we were never going to get, one you fought for, and for that, I will always be grateful. I don’t care that Lucien’s leg didn’t get crushed and I don’t care that I never got a chance to get revenge, all that matter is that it’s over and that both Marcus and Lucien are now rotting in hell, right where they belong.” 
 
    I squish my face into his chest, sniffling as I wipe my tears on his shirt. “I was worried you were going to hate me.” 
 
    He scoffs as though I’m ridiculous. “I always knew you were an idiot, but you’re a bigger idiot for thinking I could ever hate you.” 
 
    “You mean that?” 
 
    “Which part? The idiot part or the hating you part? Because I meant them both.” 
 
    I roll my eyes as I feel my world finally starting to right itself. I’m sure it’s going to take a while to forget all the bullshit that has plagued our lives for the past thirteen years but now we finally have a chance to move on. Today is the starting point for the rest of our lives and I couldn’t be happier. We’re finally going to have it all. 
 
    “So, were you ever going to tell me what the doctor said?” I ask, needing to think about something else. 
 
    Blake shuffles around in his bed and pushes me off him so he can pull the blanket back and show me his leg. “Look at it,” he boasts, proud of how far he’s come. “I get to go home next week, but the pins will stay for a while longer. The doctor thinks I should be able to make a full recovery.” 
 
    My eyes widen as I practically scramble to the end of the bed to get a close-up look of his leg. “Are you serious?” I squeal, amazed by his recovery so far. “That’s incredible.” 
 
    “Yeah, apart from worrying about you, everything else has been alright here. Though, I still haven’t figured out which of you fuckers told Kathleen that I was in the hospital. She hasn’t left me the fuck alone.” 
 
    I think back to the party the night Lucien showed up and I can’t help but feel that it was such a long time ago when in reality, it was only two weeks ago. So much has happened since then. I laugh as I recall the moment. “You can thank Damian and his loud mouth for that. He let it slip at that party.” 
 
    Blake shakes his head, pressing his lips into a tight line. “I should have known,” he murmurs. “But speaking of that party, Roman Westbrock is doing alright. He’s a few doors down. His friends are here all the time, loud and obnoxious just as expected, but at least he’s not dead.” 
 
    Well, shit. To be completely honest, I kind of forgot about Roman during all of this, yet I’m relieved as it’s one less life that Lucien was able to take. I don’t know how Roman’s life is going to change from here or if he’s the kind of guy who’ll let it slide off him like water off a duck’s back, but at least he has a shot at life and that’s all that matters. 
 
    It’s only 11 am but after the last few days I’ve had, my exhaustion quickly creeps up on me as a yawn rips out of my body. “Come on,” Slade says. “Let me take you home to rest. You can come back tomorrow and bug your brother then, but to be honest, with him coming home next week, he might need the few extra days of peace before he’s bombarded with all things Skylah.” 
 
    “Yeah, good point,” Blake mutters. “And besides, you’re going to ruin my game. I’ve got this thing going with one of the nurses and she’s going to be put off by my sister hanging around all the time.” 
 
    My mouth drops as I stare at my brother. “First off, you little turd, you have no game. She probably just feels sorry for the NBA hopeful who can’t scratch his own ass right now. And second, does she know you’re still a baby? You’re only seventeen.” 
 
    He grins. “She might have forgotten to check my birthday and is assuming I’m nineteen, but it’s fine. She’s a student. She’s twenty-one.” 
 
    “For fuck’s sake,” I groan, getting up and meeting Slade by the door. “You’re going to get that poor girl arrested.” 
 
    Blake shrugs. “She’d like that. She has daddy issues.” 
 
    Slade groans and curls his arm around my waist, pulling me toward the door. “Alright, we’re out,” he tells Blake. “I’ll bring her around again tomorrow and you two can fight over who has the biggest dick.” 
 
    I scoff. “Please, that’s not even a fight worth having. We both know I do.” 
 
    Slade groans and pushes me out the door, closing it behind him so Blake doesn’t have to listen to the repetitive sounds of the hospital. 
 
    We get about four steps down the hallway when a nurse with a big set of tits and a nasty grin on her face starts heading for Blake’s door. I watch her pass and look back over my shoulder, hoping this chick isn’t heading for Blake’s door but as she stops and reaches the handle, I see red. “HE’S SEVENTEEN,” I call at her back. 
 
    She looks my way but Slade is quick to grab me and force my attention back in front of me. “You’re such a cock-block.” 
 
    I roll my eyes. “Whatever, the kid probably can’t even use it at the moment.” 
 
    “Trust me,” Slade says with a groan. “He can. He told me all about it. I swear Blake and Damian are way too open about the shit they get up to. If they weren’t at each other’s throats all the time, they’d be the perfect bitch couple.” 
 
    A shiver runs down my back at the thought of my little brother spending unnecessary time with Damian Wilder. It could only mean horrible things. 
 
    We get out to the parking lot and within moments, Slade is driving me back home. It’s only a few minutes’ drive but it feels like it takes forever and by the time he’s pulling into my empty driveway, I’m nearly asleep in the front seat. 
 
    Seeing my home has a spark lighting within me and I swing open the passenger side door before racing for my front door with tears of joy in my eyes. I never thought I’d see this place again. I never thought I’d see Slade or Blake, and I sure as hell didn’t think I’d be seeing Shaylee. 
 
    I’m so damn grateful to have them all in my life, loving me so fiercely and protectively. They’re everything I could want in a family. 
 
    Slade pulls a front door key from his pocket and I don’t even bother wondering how he got that as before I have a second to think about it, the door is open and the smell of home rushes in and smacks me in the face. 
 
    My overwhelming emotions have Slade picking me up and physically taking me inside my home as putting one foot in front of another is just too much for me to handle. 
 
    He takes me in and I resist saying hello to my couch, my kitchen, the dining table, and the bathroom which has given me so many beautifully perfect showers. It takes me all of three seconds to figure out that Shaylee isn’t home but it’s a weekday. She’d be at work, most likely stressing about where the hell I am, but she’ll be home tonight and when she is, it’s time to party. 
 
    Slade walks through to my bedroom and practically collapses down on to my bed. My head hits the pillow and exhaustion takes over me. There’s nothing I've dreamed about more than being home in my own bed. 
 
    This is my happiness right here and the fact that Slade is here with his strong, loving arms wrapped around me just makes it that much better. 
 
    His forehead falls to mine and he brushes his lips over mine, making me feel things I haven’t felt for so long. “You have no idea how happy I am to have you home.” 
 
    “Trust me, I think I know,” I tell him. “I never want to leave this place again.” 
 
    He pulls me into him and I keep going until I’m lying on top of him, my hair splayed out over his chest and my knees on either side of his hips. “I missed you so much,” I murmur, struggling to keep my voice from breaking as I listen to the heavy, rhythmic thump of his heartbeat. 
 
    Slade’s hand curls around my face and he lifts my chin so that he can see my eyes. “Come here,” he murmurs, grabbing my ass and hoisting me up his body so that my face hovers right above his. “I don’t think I can last a second longer without your lips on mine.” 
 
    A smile pulls at my lips. Who am I to make the man wait? 
 
    I lower my face to his, unable to look away from his smoldering eyes. I’ve missed this connection, his touch, his love and I need it so damn bad. He’s kissed me a few times since finding me at that gas station, but it was always with an audience and always for reassurance that I was okay. 
 
    This is more. So much more and has me wanting to sleep when I’m dead. 
 
    I bring my lips down on his and our connection is like a burning light growing within my soul. Nothing could possibly be better than this. I feel the love so deep that I’m torn between seeing this moment through and turning into an emotional wreck and sobbing in his arms while telling him over and over again just how much I love him. 
 
    Slade’s fingers weave through mine as I kiss him deeply. 
 
    Needing. 
 
    Wanting. 
 
    Craving. 
 
    I squeeze his hands and as if needing to take control, he pulls free from my grasp and curls his hand around my waist. He throws me down, rolling us so he hovers above me, not taking his lips from mine for even a second. 
 
    My hand curls around the back of his neck and I hold him to me needing his touch all over my body. His lips trail down my neck and I groan as the sensitive skin tickles with his touch. 
 
    It’s too fucking perfect, I can’t handle it. I want to scream, I want to groan, I want to reach inside of my chest, tear out my heart and hand it to him on a silver platter because I know that from now until forever, it belongs to him, every little piece of me. My head, my heart, my soul. 
 
    Slade slips his hand under my shirt, his fingers skimming over my skin and making me suck in a breath. It’s only been two weeks without him but there’s something so pure, so new that makes it feels like the first time. 
 
    My shirt is pushed up over my head and within moments, he reaches around me to unclasp my bra. I pull it off my arms and the second my breasts are exposed, Slade drops his head, sucking a nipple into his mouth as he lightly pinches the other, rolling it between his fingers. 
 
    My back arches up into him. I need more, so much more. 
 
    Screw the foreplay, we have the rest of our lives to touch, tease, and torment each other. Right now, I need to feel him inside of me, I need him to take me until I pass out, I need him to destroy me until I can’t even remember my own name. 
 
    I need him to take away the pain, the memories, and the bloodshed, and replace it with the love I know he has. 
 
    I peel his shirt over his head and make quick work of his sweatpants and before I know it, my legs are wrapped around his hips. Slade’s lips come back to mine. “I love you so goddamn much,” he murmurs as he lines himself up with my entrance. 
 
    My lips brush over his as my arms curl around his strong, sculptured back, feeling his muscles roll with every little movement. “I love you too,” I whisper, tightening my legs around him and drawing him in. 
 
    Unable to wait a second longer, Slade pushes up into me, both of us groaning as the pleasure is almost too much to handle. 
 
    His lips never leave mine and as he finally starts to move, the world dissolves around me and I forget it all. All that exists at this moment is me and Slade and the way he sets my body on fire, the way he loves me, and the way I can’t ever live without him. 
 
    He makes love to me, refusing to stop until I’m screaming his name and coming around him, my nails digging into his back with my legs clenched tightly around his hips. 
 
    Slade falls back to the bed beside me and instantly pulls me into his chest, his lips pressing against my forehead. We lay in content silence, filled with nothing but love as his fingers trail up and down my back until I’m falling into a deep, and much-needed sleep. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    A loud bang has my head snapping up off Slade’s chest and glancing around in panic as my heart threatens to beat right out of my chest. Apparently, loud noises are going to be my new downfall. Fucking perfect. 
 
    Slade’s arm tightens around me, rubbing over my lower back. “It’s just Shay,” he murmurs. “You’re alright. 
 
    I collapse back down onto him in relief as I let out a low breath and try to calm my racing heart. I wipe my hand over my eyes, noticing that Slade’s been watching the game with the TV turned down. “How long was I asleep?” I ask, feeling sorry for the poor guy. He must be bored out of his mind. 
 
    He shrugs, glancing over at his phone and lighting up the screen to see the time. “Maybe five or six hours,” he tells me. “You were snoring. It was pretty fucking cute.” 
 
    I nail him in the chest. “I don’t snore,” I tell him, pushing up onto my hand, trying to catch my bearings. I knew I was tired but I didn’t realize I was that tired, though the thought of being able to race out of my room and wrap my arms around Shay is too good. There’s no way I’ll be sleeping through that. 
 
    I clamber off the bed, accidentally kneeing Slade in the junk, and as bad as I feel about it, it does the trick of getting him out of bed too. 
 
    “Holy shit, Virago,” he groans through clenched teeth, trying to get to his feet. 
 
    I press my lips into a tight line, desperately trying not to laugh at his expense. “I’m sorry,” I say, having to face away as my eyes start filling with tears of laughter. 
 
    “Yeah, right,” he grumbles under his breath, breathing heavily and trying to right himself. “I swear, I just lost one of my balls up inside my body.” 
 
    I turn, unable to resist him. “I really am sorry,” I tell him. “I promise, I’ll make up for it.” 
 
    “You better.” 
 
    I wink and turn away, too excited to see Shay. I start running for my bedroom door but don’t get far before Slade’s hand is smacking down on my ass, making the perfect sound while also stinging my backside in the best possible way. 
 
    “Virago, put some fucking clothes on.” 
 
    I glance down. “Shit.” 
 
    Slade’s shirt is the first thing I see and I pull it over my head, grinning as it drops to below my knees. This’ll do. 
 
    Grabbing hold of the door, I throw it open and race out of it, my heart pumping wildly in my chest. Excitement creeps up on me and as I run up the hallway, I can barely contain myself. 
 
    I break out into the living room to see Shaylee hauling in bags upon bags of groceries in through the open doorway. I laugh, knowing she’d rather bruise her wrists from heavy grocery bags than make two separate trips. 
 
    Hearing my laugher, Shay’s head whips in my direction. She comes to a startling stop as her mouth drops open. The grocery bags tumble to the ground, glasses breaking and eggs cracking but she couldn’t give a shit as she hauls herself over the groceries and runs at me. 
 
    We collide in the middle, arms thrown around each other as she crushes her face into my neck. “Oh, my sweet girl. You have no idea how happy I am to see you.” 
 
    “Believe me, I know,” I murmur holding her tight. 
 
    My shoulder and neck start getting wet from her tears and I hold back a laugh, absolutely loving this bittersweet moment. 
 
    There is nothing better than being home, safe in the comfort of the people I love with my demons now behind me. The only things in my future are going to be bright and exciting. Never again will there be darkness, only light, love, and peace. 
 
    Shay eventually pulls back and wipes her eyes on the back of her sleeve. “Come on,” she says, taking my hands and dragging me toward the kitchen. “You must be hungry. Screw making dinner, I’ll order us a pizza.” 
 
    Within fifteen minutes, the pizza delivery guy is knocking at the door and Slade gets up to go and get it while Shay has me repeat for the third time exactly how Maria shot her husband. Now, I was relieved when Lucien died, but the look on Shay’s face knowing he can’t fuck with me or Blake anymore is absolute joy. Don’t get me wrong, if this was anyone else who had lost their life, she’d be devastated. She doesn’t like hearing about death and pain, but when it’s Lucien, she welcomes it. She’s moments away from requesting a reenactment. 
 
    Slade comes back with the pizza and we drop down onto the couch which I’m sure is exactly where we’ll stay until one of us is falling asleep. Shay tries to tell Slade that he should drop in at home for ten minutes just to let his mom know that he’s alive and that I’m okay, but she’s got to be kidding herself if she thinks Slade is about to walk out this door anytime soon. Shay settles for a phone call and within ten minutes, Daniella is dropping down on the couch beside me with Emma and Rain running around the house, eating all the pizza. 
 
    It’s perfect. I couldn’t ask for a better moment. 
 
    This is the kind of shit I live for. 
 
    It gets past 9 pm and the girls are falling asleep on the couch when Daniella decides it’s time to take them home to bed. They disappear out the door and while Shay gets up to clean up after them, Slade turns to me with a strange hesitation in his eyes. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I ask, on edge. 
 
    He cringes, resting his palm against my thigh. “It’s not exactly a bad thing, it’s pretty fucking good actually, I just didn’t know when the right time to bring it up with you was, but the longer I wait, the more pissed you’ll be.” 
 
    “Spit it out, Cruz.” 
 
    He lets out a sigh and leans back into the couch, grabbing me and pulling me up onto his lap. “While you were gone, I heard from the coach of Lakeside University basketball team. He wanted to personally offer me a position on the team for next season.” 
 
    My eyes bug out of my head. “That’s incredible,” I grin, practically jumping up and down on his lap. “That’s exactly what you’ve been working for.” 
 
    “Yeah, it is,” he says, his eyes not exactly showing the level of enthusiasm that I would have expected. 
 
    I grab his head and force his eyes back to mine. “What’s wrong? This is what you wanted.” 
 
    His lips pull into a tight line before he lets out a gentle sigh. “Lakeside is an hour away, Sky. I won’t be living down the street or sleeping in your bed every night. We’ll be away from each other for four years.” 
 
    I shake my head. “It’s an hour away. It’s not the end of the world. I don’t have to cross any borders to get to you, I don’t have to get on a plane or a train, I just have to drive for a little bit and catch up on my audiobooks. It’s going to be great. I’m going to come and watch all your games.” 
 
    “Well…maybe.” 
 
    My brows furrow, not liking his tone. “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “I haven’t exactly accepted yet.” 
 
    My eyes bug out of my head as I pull back to look at this moron properly. “Are you kidding me? What the hell, Cruz? Why not?” 
 
    “I’ve sort of had some other things on my mind lately,” he says with a scoff. 
 
    “You’re an idiot,” I say, throwing myself off his lap and grabbing his phone off the coffee table. 
 
    “What are you doing?” he yells as I bound down the hallway to my bedroom and lock the door behind me. I start furiously scrolling through his contacts as I feel his heavy fist on the door behind me. “Skylah. Give me my phone. What are you doing?” 
 
    I grin as my eyes scan over the name of the coach I’ve heard so much about when watching all the Lakeside games on ESPN with Slade. There’s no doubt in my mind that this is the right move for Slade. So many players from Lakeside get signed to the NBA and the one thing they all have in common is this coach. 
 
    He has to do this. 
 
    I press down on Coach Phillips’ number and hold the phone to my ear while grabbing the door handle. It rings three times before the coach's voice comes through the line. “Phillips.” 
 
    I tear the door open and throw the phone at Slade. “It’s your new coach. Say hello.” 
 
    Slade’s eyes bug out of his head as he grabs the phone and jams it against his ear. “Uh…hello,” he says. “Yeah, this is Slade Cruz.” 
 
    Slade scrunches up his face and gives me a look that says the second he’s finished on this call, I better run, but all I can do is grin, especially as I hear Slade tell the coach that he accepts his offer and will be joining them at Lakeside. 
 
    I squeal, jumping up and down and as he finishes his call, I throw myself up into his arms. He only just catches me as he tries to slip his phone back into his pocket to where it will be safe from me making calls on his behalf. The smile on his face blows me the fuck away. 
 
    “You’re really sure about this?” I question, wrapping my legs around his waist as he walks back toward the couch. “You’re officially on a college team?” 
 
    He nods, pressing his lips to mine for a brief second. “It’s too fucking late now,” he laughs. “I just told the best fucking coach in the league that I’m on his team. I’d be fucking stupid to go back on that.” 
 
    I shake my head, unable to wipe the smile off my face. “I can’t believe you waited this long to accept.” 
 
    “I had to know you were okay,” he murmurs. “How would I have played knowing you were there, married to that man with Lucien breathing down your back?” 
 
    “You would have sucked it up because you know that’s what I would have wanted for you, but it doesn’t matter now. Everything worked out for the best. We’re all safe now and you’re free to go and be the NBA star you were always meant to be.” 
 
    “But what about you?” he questions, pushing hair back off my face to see my eyes better. “What are you going to do? Don’t get me wrong, I love you and think you’re incredible, but I doubt the school is going to have much to say on your grades. You might only just scrape by. You missed a lot of exams.” 
 
    I shake my head, smiling softly, realizing I still haven’t shared this with him. “You don’t have to worry about me,” I tell him. “I’ve been doing some thinking. I don’t want to go to college and even if I did, it’s too late for me…” 
 
    “It’s not too late,” he says. “You could do your senior year again, bring your grades back up and go to college after that. Maybe you could apply to Lakeside and we could be together there.” 
 
    “As tempting as that sounds, no. That’s not what I want to do.” 
 
    Slade’s eyes narrow as I see Shay step into the kitchen entryway, leaning up against the wall, wanting to hear what I have to say. I give her a beaming smile, knowing that what I’m about to tell her is going to make her proud. 
 
    I look back at Slade. “I’m not even going to pretend that I know how to make this happen or where to even begin, but I want to use the money that’s coming from Marcus and dedicate it to building women’s shelters and rescues all over the country. I don’t want anyone else to have to suffer through what I went through at the hands of a man and I want to offer them somewhere safe that they can go to start rebuilding their lives. I don’t know, maybe we can work together with the government and offer these women new identities, work with the police and give them intel on women who need to be rescued from dangerous situations. We can offer counseling, somewhere safe to move onto when they’re ready, protection…I don’t know. There’s so much I have to research, but that’s where I’m at. That’s what I want to do with my life.” 
 
    Slade grins and before I can even suck in a breath, he crushes his lips against mine, kissing me deeply. “You’re so fucking incredible,” he murmurs. “Most people would break after all the shit you’ve been through, but you’ve come out so much stronger and ready to stick it to all the evil fuckers in the world.” 
 
    “What good am I if I don’t at least try?” I question. “If I sit back and do nothing while letting other women suffer when there’s a way that I can help them, then that makes me just as bad as Lucien and Marcus. I want to be good; I want to do better.” 
 
    “You are,” he murmurs, kissing me again. “And I’m going to be there the whole way, right by your side. Anything you need, I’ll make it happen.” 
 
    I smile down at him as Shay comes up to the back of the couch, leaning over it to squeeze my shoulder. “I’m so proud of you, Sky,” she whispers. “Your parents would be so amazed by the woman you’ve become.” Tears spring from my eyes as she continues. “This is a huge thing you’re wanting to take on and I don’t doubt that at times it’s going to be incredibly hard, but if anyone can do it, it’s you.” 
 
    “You really think?” 
 
    “I know, sweetheart. Look how much you’ve already accomplished,” she boasts with a proud, momma-bear smile. “Just tell me when you’re ready to get started and I’ll help you set up some meetings and get this thing off the ground. You’re going to make an incredible name for yourself and this time, it’s not going to be as Lucien Valentine’s adopted daughter or the socialite wife of Marcus Mahoney. You're Skylah Daniels, daughter of Rochelle and Jacob, a survivor and natural-born leader.” 
 
    I beam up at her and launch myself off Slade’s lap and over the back of the couch, barreling into Shaylee’s arms. “Thank you,” I tell her. “I really needed to hear that.” 
 
    “I know, sweetheart, and don’t you worry, I’ll say it over and over again until the words finally begin to sink in.” I laugh into her and she pulls back with a smug grin. “I can only imagine what Blake is going to say about all of this. He’s going to have you on a pedestal.” 
 
    “As he should,” I tease. “That’s exactly where I belong.” 
 
    Slade rolls his eyes and curls his arm around my waist before hauling me back over the couch and into his lap. 
 
    “Alright,” Shaylee says, walking around the couch and dropping down beside us. She looks up at me, meeting my eyes. “While we’re all talking and being honest, there’s something I wanted to bring up with you.” 
 
    My brows furrow at the hesitation in her tone. “What is it?” 
 
    She lets out a shaky breath. “I’ve been doing some thinking…soul searching if you may, and with both you and Blake out of the house, I’ve realized how damn lonely it is.” She reaches out and takes my hands, giving them a gentle squeeze. “Honey, sixteen years ago, I stood in a church in front of my friends and family, in front of your parents and before God and I made vows to my husband. I know this might be hard for you, but I miss him. He’s the love of my life and my heart hurts every day without him.” 
 
    Tears fall from her eyes and I see just how torn she is about this decision. 
 
    “This is your home too,” she continues. “So, I would never do anything that would make you feel uncomfortable here, but I’d like to invite Ben back into my life. I’m still so mad and hurt by what he did, but apart from those things, he’s always been an incredible husband and soulmate. We could start off slow, maybe dating like we did back in high school to see if I can somehow move on from what he did…” 
 
    “Shay,” I say, cutting her off. “It’s okay. You don’t need my permission to see your husband. This is your home and I’ve been so blessed that you were willing to take us in. Seriously, I don’t know where Blake and I would be if we never found you. Ben is a part of who you are, and yeah, I’m probably going to be really pissed and hurt by what he did for a long time to come, but he’s your other half and if you want to try again with him then I think you should go for it.” 
 
    I glance at Slade, feeling his gaze already on me, knowing that I wouldn’t be able to live without him. Letting out a heavy sigh, I look back to Shay. “I don’t know how I would cope had that been me and Slade, but I think when it’s the man you love, you have to fight for all it’s worth because, at the end of the day, he’s your everything and the man who’ll stand by your side through thick and thin.” 
 
    Shaylee nods. “He is.” 
 
    I give her a warm smile. “Then if that’s what he means to you, I’ll find it in myself to try.” 
 
    Shay pulls me in and wraps me in her warm arms. “That’s so much more than I could ever ask for. Thank you, my sweet girl. I know we’re going to be okay.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    My bedroom door swings open and I find Nessa staring at me from the open doorway, her mouth dropped open and her pretty head shaking. “Ummm…no,” she says, taking one look at me still curled up in bed. “I don’t think so.” 
 
    I reach over to my phone and light up the screen. 10 am. Ugh. It’s way too early for a Nessa invasion. I grab the TV remote and launch it across the room, missing her by miles. “Get lost,” I grumble, dropping my head back to my pillow and pulling the blanket high over my face. 
 
    “Do you realize what time it is? Are you seriously planning on wasting the day in bed?” she asks, walking deeper into my room. “I get that you weren’t going to go to school today, but I figured you’d at least…I don’t know, do something.” 
 
    “I am doing something.” 
 
    “Lying in bed till midday and then binging on Netflix until you pass out doesn’t count.” 
 
    “Bullshit, of course it counts.” 
 
    Nessa squeezes herself into my bed and wraps me in her arms. “It doesn’t and you know it,” she murmurs, putting her cold legs against mine. “I missed you.” 
 
    “I know you did,” I grin, hoping she’s getting a face full of morning breath. “What’s not to miss? I’m pretty fucking awesome.” 
 
    “You’re such a turd, but you’re a turd who has her whole day planned out.” 
 
    I groan, not liking the sound of that, but she continues anyway. “Damian kind of filled me in on everything that has gone down over the past few weeks. I hope that’s okay, but I thought maybe you could use a girls’ day today, so I booked us a hair appointment, nails, massage, all of that. I wanted you to feel normal again.” 
 
    I scrunch up my face, unable to crush her spirits by telling her what a shitty idea it would be. I guess shitty is taking it a bit too far. It’s just not my idea of fun. I’d prefer to sit by the basketball court with a joint and my sketchpad but because she’s put in so much effort making appointments and she looks so damn excited, I cave like a little bitch. 
 
    “Fine, but I’m not coloring my hair. Just a trim…maybe.” 
 
    “Yeah, just a little trim, some layers, and a few highlights. It’ll be perfect.” 
 
    I groan and throw the blanket back, knowing I’m going to come out of today looking like one of those little show poodles that rich ladies like to show off. “Fine,” I tell her, hating the feel of the chilly morning air against my skin. “You can put highlights in my hair but I’m drawing the line at a cut. Slade likes to curl his hands around it.” 
 
    Nessa gets up and makes her way over to my closet. “I really didn’t need to know the dirty little ins and outs of your fuck-fests with Slade,” she says, beginning to rummage through my closet. 
 
    “Yeah, you’re right. A horny bitch like you would get jealous. I’m sure you’re getting below satisfactory from Damian, but on the other hand, maybe I should be telling you all about it. You know, give you something to live for.” 
 
    A pair of ripped jeans fly across the room and smacks me in the face. “I’ll have you know that Damian and I have absolutely zero complaints when it comes to our compatibility in the bedroom. In fact, to me, he’s better than Slade. He reads me like a fucking book. You’re the one missing out sweetcheeks.” 
 
    I shake my head, slipping off my pajama shorts and replacing them with my jeans. “Yeah…I really doubt that.” 
 
    A shirt is tossed at me and before I know it, I’m allowing Nessa to drag me out of the house, claiming we’re going to miss our nail appointment. 
 
    She drives like a maniac and fifteen minutes later, I’m sitting in front of some woman with my hands on the table, feeling all sorts of refreshed. I have to admit, at first, I wasn’t ready to face the crowds but seeing as though the crowds in which I don’t want to face are currently in school, it’s not as bad as I thought. I’d even go that extra step and admit that sitting here getting my nails done is kind of relaxing and has me feeling somewhat normal. 
 
    I don’t have the heart to tell Nessa that Maria had me get my hair and nails done only three days ago but considering the fresh hell I’ve put myself through since the wedding, I’m sure I’ve probably chipped away all the nail polish and my hair is screaming for attention. 
 
    That massage though…I’m not going to lie, I’m looking forward to that. 
 
    Five hours later, my nails are perfect, my hair looks like sunshine, and I’m only seconds away from asking the masseur to give me a happy ending. I don’t know what it is about massages, but they get me hot every single time. 
 
    I wonder where Slade is. He could surely help a girl out right now. 
 
    Nessa confiscated my phone this morning, claiming I’m not able to completely relax if I’m worried about the boys and Blake in the hospital. While she’s partially correct, after having that access to them stolen from me, not having my phone has been giving me a little anxiety. 
 
    Our massages finish and as we stand in the luxurious bathroom, getting redressed, I can’t help but look up at the time. A smile rips across my face and quickly turns into a cringe as I look back at Nessa. “As much as I’m loving our girls’ day, would it be completely awful if we stopped by the school to catch the boys game? We can totally ditch them again after, but I haven’t seen them play in so long…” 
 
    Relief has her shoulders sagging. “Oh, thank God,” she says. “I thought you’d never ask. I love you, girl, but I was really hoping you cut this girl bullshit early so we could see the game.” 
 
    “What the hell?” I laugh, gawking at her. “This whole girls’ day was your idea.” 
 
    “I know. I just wanted you to feel like a normal human again. I figured you’d let me take you to get your nails done and maybe endure watching me get my hair done, but you’ve played along like a good little girl all day so I didn’t say anything and just enjoyed it. I figured you would have bailed ages ago.” 
 
    “What?” I choke on a laugh. “I did want to bail ages ago but I didn’t want to hurt your feelings. You put so much effort into this.” 
 
    She cringes as she pulls her shirt over her head. “Yeah…so, I didn’t put all that much effort into it. I hijacked all my mom’s appointments for the day. This was supposed to be her girls’ day. It was all set up so I figured, why the hell not?” 
 
    My mouth drops as I fasten the button of my jeans and reach for my bag. “Your poor mom,” I gasp. “I feel bad now. We’ll have to make it up to her. If I knew they were her appointments, I never would have allowed you to drag me along to them.” 
 
    Nessa scoffs. “Don’t feel sorry for her. She took advantage of the missed appointments and took her girls out to a Botox party instead. Trust me, she’s in her element, sipping on cocktails through straws because she can’t move her face.” 
 
    I shake my head, hating how much that reminds me of Maria. Rolling my eyes, I scoop my bag up from the bench and throw it over my shoulder, trying to cover up the fact that her comments made me flash into the past. “Come on. We should go otherwise we’ll miss the start.” 
 
    Nessa’s eyes bug out of her head. “Shit. If Damian caught me walking in late to one of his games, he’d probably call a time-out just so he could demand answers while the whole crowd watched on.” 
 
    “You’re probably right,” I laugh. “But you knew that when you agreed to be his girlfriend.” 
 
    “Damn it,” she groans, grabbing her things and following me out the door. 
 
    We get out to her car and as she drops down beside me and hits the gas, I start rifling through her bag until I have my phone tucked safely in my hands. Her bag is tossed into the backseat while I check over my messages. 
 
    Slade – You doing okay? 
 
    Slade – Yo, Virago? You alive? 
 
    Slade – Fuck, babe. Don’t make me come over there. 
 
    Damian – Dude! Just send the guy a fucking message before I have to sedate his stupid ass. 
 
    Well…shit. 
 
    I get busy hashing out a text. 
 
    Skylah – Chill out, bruhhh! Nessa hijacked my Netflix and chill day. I’ve suffered through a girls’ day instead. We’re on our way to your game. Love you…Oh, Nessa stole my phone by the way so you can blame her for my radio silence. Not me. 
 
    Slade – For fuck’s sake! About time! See you soon. 
 
    Slade – Oh, um… FYI, your bedroom window might be a little broken but for the record, it was Damian who put the idea in my head. I’ll get that fixed after the game! 
 
    Damian – I had nothing to do with your fucking bedroom window! 
 
    I laugh and read the texts out to Nessa, realizing the boys must be fucking around in the locker room together. I start hashing out a reply to both of them. 
 
    Skylah – You’re both morons! We’ll be there in ten with the foam fingers, air horns, and smoke bombs. I’ve always wanted to do a nudie run at a game as well…I’m thinking tonight is my night! 
 
    Damian – Fuck yeah! I’ll have my camera waiting. 
 
    Slade – If you take your fucking clothes off for the whole school to see I’m going to spank your ass right there on the court. 
 
    Skylah – Promise you’ll make it sting? 
 
    Slade – Fuck me! 
 
    Slade – See you soon, babe. Love you too. 
 
    I smile down at my phone. No matter what the circumstances, he always has a way of making my world so much brighter. 
 
    By the time I slip my phone back into my bag, Nessa is pulling into the student parking lot of Aston Creek High. I look up at the school before me. It all seems so trivial. Going to school and sitting in the classroom day in and day out when there’s so much going on in the world. 
 
    While my life has always been dictated by someone else, I never quite understood just how bad it could be until the past two weeks happened. Hell, if the faculty of this school knew that over the past two days I had killed a man in cold blood, burned down a multi-million dollar mansion, and watched a woman shoot down her husband only to stand above him and watch the fucker die, they’d march me straight back out and make sure I never returned. 
 
    Nessa and I clamber out of her car and make our way up to the busy gymnasium. People are piling in. There are only a few more games left of the season and the crowds are anxious to see how it’s all going to play out. 
 
    I usually like to arrive at a game a little earlier to get good seats and as I walk through the door and see the packed stands, I’m reminded of that. There are people everywhere. It’s crazy. Random girls wear my man’s jersey with his number on the back. There are even a few girls wearing my brother’s number, which is honestly kind of weird. I guess if he’s going to make it to the top that's probably something I should start getting used to now. 
 
    I’m sure the masses have all heard about Slade’s acceptance into Lakeside and I’m sure a shitload of the guys on his team are stinging with jealousy. 
 
    Slade deserves it and watching him run up and down the court is proof of that. 
 
    As we walk deeper into the gymnasium I notice something; for the first time in my life, there are no eyes on me. There are no whispers or snide comments, and no bitches trying to bring me down. There are no questions about where I’ve been for the past two weeks or someone calling me a slut. I have no doubt my wedding photo would have been blasted on every television across the globe, and Maria would have been the one to leak it. Marcus Mahony was one of the world’s most eligible bachelors, yet no one here seems to be even the slightest bit curious. 
 
    My gut tells me Slade and Damian had something to do with that yet something has me turning to Nessa with my brows drawn. “Why the hell aren’t they all bugging me about it?” 
 
    She raises a cocky brow and gives me a smug grin. “Because you, my skank ass friend, have finally earned their respect. They all know where you were and that somehow, you got yourself out of an impossible situation. From now on, they’re going to leave you the hell alone. Before, you fought to have that respect, but now you don’t need to. Every last person in the gymnasium knows who you are and what you’re capable of and they’ve finally learned that you’re not someone to be fucked with.” 
 
    Nessa glances up and nods across the gymnasium at Kathleen who now stands tall before the rest of the cheerleaders as their new captain. “Their arch-nemesis has just walked through the door and not even they are going to say anything. There are only a few weeks left of school and you’ve finally conquered as queen.” 
 
    My lips press into a tight line. “I was queen the second I walked in here.” 
 
    “True,” she says. “But a lot of people only saw you in that position because of your fucked-up relationship with Slade and then you got together so they just kept you on the pedestal, but now they see it as your rightful throne.” 
 
    I shake my head. “Why is it that you always want what you can’t have but when you get it, it’s never what you think it’s going to be?” 
 
    “That’s just the way the world works,” she tells me. “Now, sit your ass down. We have a game to watch.” 
 
    We find some seats and within thirty seconds of getting comfortable, the boys come running out onto the court. 
 
    Slade stops in the middle, the ball in his hand bouncing up and down and it’s as if he doesn’t even know he’s doing it. 
 
    I can’t believe this is going to be one of his last high school games. I’m really going to miss this uniform and the way his shorts hang dangerously low on his hips, threatening to fall down the second he launches himself up into the sky. 
 
    I wonder if he’ll let me keep his jersey. That shit would be comfortable as hell to sleep in and I bet he’d get a kick out of seeing me in it. Actually, I wonder if he’ll bring it home tonight…a clean version though. I’m sure he has a spare. I’m so down for putting it on and doing whatever the fuck he wants to do in it, but not if it’s dripping with sweat and smells like a dirty asshole. 
 
    I’ve never understood those women who are attracted to sweaty men. Don’t get me wrong, I love the way it looks….but the smell? Fuck, I just can’t handle it. Blake would purposefully come and smother me after one of his games growing up just so he could wipe his sweat and smell off on me and watch me squirm as I screamed for freedom. Growing up with Blake certainly had its good times. 
 
    Slade’s eyes come to mine from the court and within the blink of an eye, he abandons the ball, leaving it slowly bouncing in the center of the court. He races toward me. 
 
    My lips pull up into a wide grin as his coach hollers out his name. Slade takes the stairs of the bleachers two at a time before squishing past all the people in my row. 
 
    “Dramatic much?” Nessa grumbles beside me, watching his performance with a shake of her head as though it’s embarrassing just to be associated with the guy. 
 
    I laugh and not a second later, he’s here, wrapping me in his warm arms. “You had me worried, Virago.’ 
 
    “Did you really destroy my bedroom window?” 
 
    “Destroy is a strong word. I’d say temporarily out of action.” He leans into my neck and brushes his lips over my skin. His voice lowers, for only me to hear. “I’ll destroy that sweet pussy though.” 
 
    My knees go weak and for a slight moment, Slade has to hold me up. 
 
    I’m about to give him specific instructions on how I’d like my pussy destroyed when a commotion down on the court has my attention pulling away from Slade. I glance down past Slade’s shoulder to see Damian pushing his way up through the bleachers on his way to Nessa, but he’s not taking the stairs like Slade had, he’s going straight through the crowd and being as irritatingly obnoxious and infuriatingly painful as possible. 
 
    Nessa groans and sinks down into her seat, ducking her head in embarrassment. “Please tell me he tripped and fell?” 
 
    I shake my head, watching Damian get closer and closer. “Nope. He’s still coming.” 
 
    “Shit. Sometimes I really hate that guy.” 
 
    “Yeah, but you can’t help but love him.” 
 
    “Shut up. He doesn’t need to know that.” 
 
    Damian drops down from the seat in front of us, landing right in front of Nessa. “Too fucking bad, Hera,” he grins wide, reaching down and scooping her into his arms. “I’ve known since day one that you were in love with me.” 
 
    Nessa’s eyes bug out of her head. “You did not.” 
 
    “Are you denying it?” he grins, way too smug for his own good. 
 
    Her eyes drop away. “I mean…no…” 
 
    “Good, because I fucking love you too, now hurry up and kiss me so I can remind all these fuckers that you’re mine.” 
 
    Nessa rolls her eyes. “You’re such an arrogant assho-” 
 
    Damian’s lips crush down on hers and I laugh watching them together. They only got together the night Lucien showed up and watching them as a couple is something I’ve been craving since I first wanted them to get together. They’re the sweetest but absolutely lethal. One of their fights would have the world burning to ashes around them. 
 
    Damian pulls back from her with wide eyes. “I almost forgot,” he says, digging into his pocket with an excited grin. “I got you something.” 
 
    He pulls his hand out and dangling from his fingers is the diamond necklace he stole from Maria’s great hall. I laugh as Nessa’s eyes go wide. I’d forgotten that Damian had taken that. 
 
    “What the hell?” Nessa shrieks, grabbing the necklace and studying it closely, instantly able to tell this thing is the real deal and realizing that a high school senior from Aston Creek would never be able to afford something like this. “Where did you get this?” 
 
    Damian bounces his brows and lowers his voice, still so very proud of himself. “I kind of took it from Maria Valentine’s personal little stash before we burned the place down.” Nessa’s face drops as she shoves the necklace into Damian’s chest. “What? It was going to be destroyed in the fire anyway. Technically, I saved it, not stole it.” 
 
    Her face scrunches in disgust. “You stole me a dead guy’s wife’s diamond necklace? That’s so wrong.” 
 
    Damian’s face falls as he thinks it over. “Shit,” he says, realizing that she’s right. “I didn’t think of it that way.” 
 
    Nessa laughs and pushes up onto her tippy toes so she can kiss him. “Why am I not surprised?” she murmurs. “You should see if you can get it changed into something for your mom. You know how she loves her jewelry.” 
 
    “That’s not a bad idea.” 
 
    “CRUZ AND WILDER. GET YOUR ASSES DOWN HERE. NOW!” 
 
    Slade cringes and glances down at the court to see his coach fuming as he stares up here. He meets my eyes. “Duty calls,” he says with a slight shrug, leaning into me and kissing me once again. 
 
    “Bring me home a win,” I tell him. 
 
    “You know I will.” 
 
    He winks and like lightning, he’s down on the court where the referee is calling for them to get the game started. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    It’s been two weeks since Slade found me at that gas station and they’ve been the best two weeks of my life. You know, if you don’t count the whole Lucien thing. That was kind of a buzzkill, but being home and being free is like nothing I’ve ever experienced before. Well, I guess that’s not exactly true. There were four incredible years I got before my parents were killed where I had the world at my feet. But I was too young to know any better. 
 
    Now, I’m really living. 
 
    I have never enjoyed life like the way that I am now. The chip on my shoulder seems to have vanished, but don’t worry, I’ve been holding onto my award-winning attitude and sarcasm with both hands. I don’t think I could ever part with them. 
 
    It’s as though I’m seeing the world through new eyes. All the evil and badness has disappeared and I’m left with nothing but happiness. I’ve been able to draw again, and fuck, I’ve been running out of canvases like crazy. 
 
    I was caught drawing on Shaylee’s dining table the other day. She wasn’t too impressed until she realized it was a drawing of her with my mom, both happy and loving life. Shay insisted that I finish the drawing and since then has been asking about painting a clear sealer over the table so she can keep the drawing forever. 
 
    Shay and I hop out of Slade’s Dodge as Damian pulls up behind us in his Mustang with Nessa. 
 
    I glance through the back window at Blake and let out a breath. 
 
    This is going to be interesting. 
 
    Slade jumps down from the driver’s seat as I open the back door and take in my brother with his leg stretched out across the back seat. Getting him in here was one thing, now getting him out is going to be a whole other drama. 
 
    Slade comes in behind me, looking over the top of my head at Blake as Damian appears at the other back door, opening it to get a good view of the show. “How do you want to do this?” Slade murmurs, unclear whether he’s talking to Blake or Damian. Hell, maybe it’s both or maybe he’s just thinking out loud. 
 
    Blake shakes his head. “I don’t want to do this. I’m cool here. Just bring me a pillow and a blanket. I’ll be alright.” 
 
    “Don’t be such a baby,” I tell him with a smirk, knowing it’s the right kind of motivation he needs to suck it up and help us to get his ass inside. 
 
    Blake groans and looks back at Damian with a cringe, weighing up all his options. He turns back to Slade. “I don’t want that fucker touching me. He’ll probably try and shove a finger up my ass while I can’t move.” 
 
    Damian leans into Blake, grinning while bouncing his brows, teasing my brother in the best possible way he knows how. “Well, that’s just a risk you’re going to have to take. Shay, Sky, and Nessa are too fucking small to help carry your big ass inside. Maybe if you laid off the jellos in the hospital, we wouldn’t be in this situation.” 
 
    Blake’s elbow flies back into Damian’s chest and the grunt that comes sailing out of his mouth is enough to satisfy all of our ears. “Fuck off,” Blake says, looking to me. “Did you invite him or did he just show up and attach himself to your boyfriend’s dick like a leech?” 
 
    “Leech,” I confirm, getting an off-putting image in my head. 
 
    Slade groans. “All of you shut the fuck up so we can get this over and done with.” 
 
    Blake rolls his eyes, not wanting to do this but he knows just as well as the rest of us that the quicker he gets it over and done with, the quicker he can rest and forget about the pain. 
 
    The smirk finally falls off Damian’s face as he steps in closer to my brother and looks up at Slade. “I think it’s just going to be easier if we carry him while Sky stabilizes his foot.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s what I was thinking. We’re going to have to scoot him back off the seat and Skylah will have to be there ready to grab his leg so it doesn’t fall to the ground.” Slade presses his lips together, still thinking over the plan. “Maybe we should get Nessa to try and lift his foot off the seat as we slide him out so it’s not dragging along the seat. If the anchor pins get caught on something…” 
 
    Blake goes white and groans under his breath as his life flashes before his eyes. “Fuck me.” 
 
    Damian nods and turns to Nessa. “Are you cool with that?” She nods and he looks back to me and Slade. “Alright, let’s do this.” 
 
    Slade and I hurry around to the other side of the truck as Shaylee races ahead to unlock the front door. Nessa switches spots with us and as we get into position, she climbs up into the truck and curls her hands under Blake’s leg, being careful to avoid the pins. 
 
    This is going to be a shit show. 
 
    If the boys drop Blake, his leg is fucked. 
 
    If I don’t catch his foot, his leg is fucked. 
 
    If Nessa gets caught on one of the pins, his leg is fucked. 
 
    This whole damn thing is fucked. 
 
    We all have to move as one. 
 
    Fuck me. Why did we have to insist on going without the wheelchair? The boys were too fucking stubborn and thought we could handle it. After all, the space from the curb to the front door isn’t all that far. 
 
    Yeah…they really didn’t think this through. None of us did. 
 
    I bet they’re regretting that decision now, though, we would have still had the same situation trying to get him from the truck down into the wheelchair. Either way, it would have been a pain in the ass. 
 
    I guess Blake is just lucky that a good part of his leg has started to heal. If we attempted this weeks ago, we would have been up shit creek without a paddle. Don’t get me wrong, it’s not as though he’s unable to do anything for himself. He could help out a bit with scooting back and helping to hold up his leg, but it takes a lot out of him and just the smallest thing could push him over the edge. 
 
    Blake suggested to his special sponge bath nurse that he wanted to attempt getting out of bed a few days ago…let’s just say the woman lost her job pretty fucking quickly when she was caught trying to help him conquer the world. I nearly had a freaking heart attack. It’s shit like that which is going to cost him his future. He needs to play this smart, we all do. 
 
    Eyes start darting around, waiting for someone to tell us to go as Blake sits with his eyes clenched. 
 
    “What the fuck are you waiting for?” Blake grumbles. “Get it over and done with. 
 
    That gets the boys moving. 
 
    Slade and Damian step right into the open back door of the Dodge RAM as Nessa begins to raise his leg. I stand off to the side, preparing to jump straight in when they start to move him back. 
 
    Blake sucks in a sharp breath through his teeth and my heart breaks for him. There’s nothing I hate more than seeing this little turd in pain. 
 
    The boys lift him and soon enough, everything starts moving. Blake isn’t exactly light and with all his extra pieces, I’m sure it only makes it worse. They’re going to want to make this fast. 
 
    The boys step back with Blake’s arms over each of their shoulders while Nessa guides his foot through the backseat of the Dodge. As soon as the boys have cleared enough space, I step in and take his leg from Nessa. 
 
    We start walking toward the house and I try not to meet Blake’s eyes. If I look up at him right now, I’m going to break. 
 
    “Nessa, honey, would you run ahead and make sure there’s space cleared on the couch?” Shaylee calls from the door as Nessa jumps down from the back of Slade’s Dodge. 
 
    She runs around us, flying past Shaylee and getting busy inside as we walk at a snail’s pace, being so damn careful not to jostle him. I mean, what if he was to fall and the anchor pins got caught on something? 
 
    Shivers run down my spine as I hear Slade’s low voice cutting through my mind. “Focus, Virago.” 
 
    I swallow back. He’s right. I don’t have the luxury to be thinking about the what ifs. I need to focus on getting this heavy mother effer from the curb to the house. I have one simple job. I can’t mess it up. 
 
    We get to the front porch and as the boys step up onto the first step of the porch, Blake lets out a shallow grunt, making both Slade and Damian cringe. 
 
    “You’re nearly there,” Shaylee encourages Blake as we slowly pass her holding the door open for us. “You’re going to be just fine.” 
 
    We get into the house and spin ourselves around to get Blake onto the couch at the right angle. Here he will be able to see through to the dining room and down the hallway while watching TV. This is probably the closest to the bathroom we could get him without making the tub into a bed. Though, that’s another challenge we’re yet to figure out. 
 
    Blake’s been given a pair of crutches to use, but there’s no way in hell he’s ready for them. To be completely honest, I’m almost certain that Blake lied to the doctor and said he wasn’t feeling as much pain. I wouldn’t be surprised; Blake has a hero complex and doesn’t like to be told no. 
 
    The next few weeks will be interesting for sure. I hope he enjoys pissing into a bottle because I would be carrying his heavy ass to the bathroom every few hours and holding him up while he pees. I’ll have to limit his water supply. 
 
    We get him down and comfortable and Shaylee is quick to start fussing around, grabbing all his blankets and pillows from his room, making sure he has everything he needs. Even his PlayStation gets brought out here. 
 
    I guess the swamp rat will be living on the couch for the foreseeable future. I hope he’s comfortable. Oh well, even if he’s not, he’s going to be happy because being uncomfortable at home is a million times better than being comfortable in the hospital. 
 
    We all drop down on the couches around him, trying our best to make him feel at home. Well, most of us are. Slade is lounged back, playing on his phone while Damian sits with Nessa on his lap, checking that he’s doing okay after all his heavy lifting. 
 
    Okay, so when I said we were all helping him to feel at home, what I really meant was that just Shay and I were helping. 
 
    I look over at Blake and realize that for the past few weeks, all he’s eaten is hospital food. My eyes bug out of my head. The poor kid must be starving for a good meal. “Are you hungry?” I ask. “What do you want? Pizza, Chinese, something home-cooked? Anything you want…” 
 
    “Jesus,” he grumbles under his breath. “I should have fucking psychopaths crush my legs all the time if this is the kind of treatment I’ll be getting.” 
 
    “Oh, look at that,” I tease. “The offer just fell off the table.” 
 
    “Bullshit,” Blake says. “You wouldn’t do your baby brother dirty like that.” 
 
    I roll my eyes. He’s right and he knows it. 
 
    I get up off the couch and start making my way to the kitchen to get all the take out menus I know he’s going to insist on studying. I can’t wipe the smile off my face. I’m absolutely in love with life at the moment. I have my brother back home, I have Slade, my best friends are coupling up. Not to mention that Lucien and Marcus are gone, Maria is off somewhere licking her wounds, while Shay is making progress with her relationship with Ben. 
 
    I don’t know how we all survived this wicked bullshit but we did and we’ve come out the other end so much stronger. Hell, Slade came out with an offer to play at Lakeside University. 
 
    “Where are you going?” Nessa calls out, cutting through my thoughts and making me silently want to hate on her for destroying my little private moment of happiness. 
 
    “Kitchen,” I call back. 
 
    “Oh, so was that offer of food for everyone or just for Blake? Because I could do with a drink. We could start slow with a few cocktails and then hit the hard stuff.” 
 
    I look back at her. “You are not getting wasted here tonight. Go back to your own place and get fucked-up there.” 
 
    Nessa rolls her eyes. “You’re such a party pooper.” 
 
    I ignore her as I step through to the kitchen. She has a point. Blake is home. We should be celebrating, maybe not getting drunk but we should at least have a drink or two. Besides, it’s a Sunday afternoon. What’s the harm? 
 
    I reach up above the fridge and rifle around until I find the stack of takeout menus. Half of these menus have changed at least a dozen times while the other half are for businesses that closed down years ago, yet Bake refuses to throw out the menu and always insists on scanning over it. I never claim the kid was normal… 
 
    Reaching up to the cupboard, I find a few cocktail glasses and smirk to myself when I pull down enough for the boys. If Nessa and I are celebrating with pretty, pink cocktails, then so are the boys. 
 
    Laughter comes from the living room and I smile to myself as I go to find the cocktail ingredients. I push up onto my tippy toes, wanting to reach the bottle of Malibu at the top when someone presses into my back. 
 
    For the shortest moment, I think it’s Slade but the body is all wrong and considering the oversized breasts pressing into the back of my shoulders, I’d dare say I was wrong. 
 
    The overwhelming perfume hits me before the cold, metal blade at my throat does. “Make any sudden movements and I’ll end you right now.” 
 
    Maria. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 24 
 
      
 
    The knife pinches heavily against my neck as my body freezes. One wrong move from me and I’m a goner. 
 
    I thought all this bullshit was over. 
 
    How fucking naive. 
 
    “You won’t get away with this,” I growl low, keeping my voice down as to not alert anyone in the other room. I can only imagine how Shay would react to this and I can assure that her panic would have me dead. 
 
    The knife presses in harder and I feel the blade beginning to cut my skin. “I already have, princess,” she spits, mocking Lucien’s dirty little nickname for me. 
 
    I keep my mouth closed. 
 
    The only way to get out of this is by playing it smart and antagonizing the crazy woman with a knife who recently flipped out and shot her husband isn’t exactly a sure-fire way to make that happen. 
 
    I’m fucked. This woman is bat-shit crazy. 
 
    Maria had my parents killed, kidnapped us as babies, turned a blind eye to Lucien raping teens for who the hell knows how long, married me off to a millionaire rapist, and then finally lost it and killed her husband. 
 
    This isn’t a situation I want to be in. Not now, not ever. 
 
    My heart rate increases by the second, tripling when Maria leans into me, putting her face in beside mine as I stare at the cupboard. With the rapid way my pulse is racing, if she was to slit my throat, I’d bleed out in seconds. “You took my husband away,” Maria claims. “You need to make up for your sins.” 
 
    Okay…I’ll bite. I know I shouldn't play into her twisted little game, but if she’s going to kill me, then I’ll be screaming out the truth until my final seconds. 
 
    “My sins? Are you insane? You’re the crazy one here. You were the one who stole the gun and you were the one to pull the trigger.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have done that if you hadn’t lured us out. You burned down my home. You took everything away from me. I have nowhere to go, my father hates me since marrying Lucien, I have no real friends. You owe me my life back.” 
 
    “And what about my life?” 
 
    Maria scoffs. “I gave you an incredible life. You had everything with me, anything you wanted you got at the snap of your fingers. You had a life of privilege. You lived in a mansion, had expensive cars, designer clothes, loving parents, and friends. I even gave you the biggest wedding this world has ever seen. You never would have had that with Rochelle.” 
 
    She spits my mother’s name like it’s filth on her tongue and I clench my jaw, struggling not to do something stupid that would cost me my life. 
 
    “Not once did I ask for any of that. I didn’t want it. You never asked me what I wanted because you knew my answer was to go home, to have my parents back, and live here in Aston Creek. You wanted that ridiculous wedding, I didn’t. It was an embarrassment.” 
 
    The knife cuts and I feel a trickle of blood run down my throat. “Watch what you say, princess,” she growls. “You had the world at your feet but you’re an ungrateful little bitch, just like your mother was.” 
 
    “My mother was amazing,” I demand, not caring if I was to go down like this. I would die any day defending my parents to trash like this. “You’re delusional, you’re a murderer, and you’re a trashy bitch.” 
 
    “She was not amazing,” Maria seethes, struggling to keep her voice low. “She was a slut, the popular girl who no one was good enough for. She thought she could get everyone, thought she had it all, but I showed her, and now because of you, I’ve lost everything. Without Lucien, the girls at the country club won’t even look at me. I’m a social outcast because of your actions.” 
 
    “No. You’re a desperate, try-hard and it’s not because of me. You’ve always been that way though, only now, you’re letting the rest of the world see it. Though I’d be careful if I were you, you’re letting your crazy show.” 
 
    “VIRAGO? What’s taking so long?” 
 
    Maria’s back stiffens at Slade’s voice and I chuckle. “Oh, there’s your late husband’s bastard son. Should I call him in? Let him know that step-mother-dearest has come for a visit?” 
 
    “Say a damn word and your life will be over,” she says, curling her arm around my waist and starting to pull me toward the back door. “You’re coming with me.” 
 
    “You clearly haven’t thought this through,” I laugh, desperately trying to keep her from getting me out of the house. “Honestly, I’m a little disappointed. You’d think being Anton Mathers’ cousin, you’d be a little better at this. Let me help you out, there’s a buzzer on the back door. You try to take me through it, they’ll know straight away and if I don’t respond to Slade in the next three seconds, he’ll be in here and I can guarantee that when he sees you, he won’t hesitate to kill you.” 
 
    Maria grins wickedly. “Well then, I guess it’s time to see whose reflexes are faster. Can he get to me quicker than my blade can slice across your neck?” 
 
    Well, shit. That’s not exactly the response I was hoping for. 
 
    I press my lips together, not wanting to make this any worse than I already have but something has Maria pausing and looking out toward the kitchen entrance. I bet she hears the seconds ticking inside her head. 
 
    She has a choice to make and I don’t know if it’s her conscience that has her reconsidering or if it’s the knowledge that when she opens the door, she’s going to have every person in the other room coming for her. 
 
    Could she kill the child she raised? I don’t know. I sure as hell didn’t think she was capable of killing her husband, but we’ve all done surprising things over the last few days. 
 
    A frustrated groan is pulled from deep inside her chest and I feel it vibrating against my back. Maria releases the pressure of the knife on my neck and gives me a hard shove, pushing me toward the living room. 
 
    I don’t know what kind of game she’s playing. There’s no way my family in the next room is about to allow her to waltz out the front door with me. Slade would sooner die than let me go again. 
 
    If this was my game and I was the crazy woman with the knife, I would have simply gotten my hostage to un-boobytrap the back door and be out of there in seconds. What can I say? Maria has always had a flair for the dramatics. Hell, if there’s attention to be had and it’s not on Maria, then she’ll have a problem with it. 
 
    I grin while trying not to walk too fast. After all, she didn’t completely take the knife away. It’s still there and extremely life-threatening. I’m still feeling the burn from the small cut she gave me and it’s not nice. It stings like a bitch. 
 
    The second we step into the living room, Maria’s voice rings out loud and clear. “I want to see everyone’s hands.” 
 
    Blake’s head is the first to whip my way, instantly recognizing the voice. His eyes go wide. He hasn’t seen this woman for nearly seven months, and when he did see her last, she was a doting parent, giving him everything he ever wanted. 
 
    Slade is next to react. He instantly flies to his feet and goes to rush toward me but Maria tightens her hold on me; a silent warning that he needs to take her threat seriously. 
 
    He comes to an instant standstill, the panic clear on his face. 
 
    Shay stands, keeping her hands clearly visible as Nessa and Damian do the same with caution. Shay’s eyes darken in a way that I’ve never seen before, her voice low and demanding. “Take your hands off my niece before I take your hands off your body.” 
 
    Maria laughs. “Don’t use that tone on me. I’m the one who’ll be making the demands around here.” 
 
    Shaylee is backed into a corner. With the knife at my throat and the knowledge of how easily she shot her husband, there’s nothing she can do. She won’t risk it. 
 
    I meet Slade’s eyes, silently begging him to get me out of this situation, but the helplessness reflected in his own is making my hopes plummet. If I were anyone else, he’d take a risk in trying to free me, but he won’t play with my life. All it would take is one quick flick of her wrist and I’ll be dead. 
 
    Slade shakes his head; a message telling me not to do anything stupid. I don’t doubt a million different game plans are flying through his mind and he’s desperately searching for a way to free me, but for now, it’s a waiting game. 
 
    Blake straightens on the couch, trying to turn himself to face Maria but from where he’s sitting with his leg up, it’s not easily done. “What do you think you’re doing?” 
 
    Maria’s head whips around, her eyes wide as she looks at my brother. “Blake?” she whispers in a tone that suggests he’s the only reason she’s living. I sense her behind me, scanning over Blake’s body from head to toe. She sucks in a sharp gasp, clearly taking in the pins that are currently holding his leg together. “Tell me you’ll still be able to play? I need you in the NBA.” 
 
    Blake narrows his eyes at her. “Are you fucking kidding me? You have a knife at my sister’s throat and you’re worried about the NBA.” 
 
    “Of course I am,” she says with a heavy sigh as though her reasoning is crystal clear. “Your sister is the reason I lost everything. You understand, don’t you? I need you to come back home. I’ll look after you and get you all the best doctors. It won’t be like it was before but we’ll build it all back up and then when you get signed to the NBA, they’ll all come crawling back. You’ll see.” 
 
    Blake’s mouth drops, gawking at her as though she’s finally lost her mind. 
 
    I try not to laugh but it’s nearly impossible. She’s fucking crazy if she thinks Blake’s about to go back with her to a burned down mansion so she can use him to climb back up her precious social ladder. 
 
    The laugh gets the best of me and it bubbles up my throat, earning me a sharp glare from Slade as Maria jostles me, warning me to shut the hell up. 
 
    Blake shakes his head. “I’m not going anywhere with you. Your husband did this to me.” 
 
    She shakes her head, pushing me toward Blake. “But didn’t you hear? Lucien is gone now. He’s dead. You have nothing to worry about. You can come home.” 
 
    “I’m not going anywhere with you, Maria,” he repeats. “Look at yourself. You shot and murdered your husband in cold blood and now you’re holding my sister hostage with a knife.” 
 
    She scoffs in my ear. “You make it sound so bad.” My body gets shaken. “This is nothing. Lucien had to die and really, it was all Skylah’s fault. This here is just a little necessary evil to get a point across. I need you to come home with me. Come and get in my SUV and I’ll let Skylah go. I promise.” 
 
    Indecision flashes in Blake’s eyes and I narrow my eyes at him, lowering my voice into a deep, warning growl. “You move a fucking inch and I’ll kill you myself, Blake.” 
 
    Blake’s eyes come back to mine and I see him considering it, but it’s not like he can do anything about it. The guy can’t even move enough to scratch his own ass. He won’t be going anywhere tonight. 
 
    There’s a loud knock at the door and everyone holds their breath. Maria glares at every single person standing around the room, warning them that if they were to even move a muscle that they’ll be seeing the last of me. 
 
    My eyes flick toward the door, impatiently listening to the loud silence. 
 
    There’s a short wait with tensions rising high. I watch as Damian grips Nessa’s hand. She wants to do something, she wants to help me but he won’t let her risk it. 
 
    My heart thumps heavily in my chest as Slade stares at me, not once taking his eyes off me. He knows I want to do something, call for help or make a run for it, but he refuses to allow me to gamble with my life like that. 
 
    I wonder if I slammed my elbow back into her stomach if she’d drop the knife or if her natural reaction to pull in on herself would have the knife slicing deeply across my throat? 
 
    She wouldn’t care if I died tonight, she wouldn’t miss me if I was to pass on to a better place, and she wouldn’t even blink an eye if I was to bleed out at her feet. 
 
    The knock sounds again, this time heavier and more demanding. There’s a short pause before a loud booming voice comes through the wooden door, almost as though the guy is leaning into it. “Skylah Mahony? This is officer Lucock. Please answer the door. I am very aware that you are home.” 
 
    My eyes bug out of my head as Maria tightens her hold on me. “Who called the cops?” she whisper yells, spitting the words through clenched teeth. 
 
    Everyone’s hands move higher, making it clear that no one has a phone. This is pure coincidence with perfect timing. In fact, timing is never good like this, especially when it has something to do with me. This has to be a sign from above. This has got to be my mom and dad looking out for me and Blake. I’m sure of it. 
 
    “Mrs. Mahony? The lights are on and there are four cars outside your home. Please open the door before I am left with no other option but to use force. We need to speak about the fire at the Valentine's mansion. We have some unfortunate news regarding your new husband.” 
 
    Damian meets Slade’s eyes and Slade shakes his head. 
 
    I’ve never felt tension like this before. 
 
    The silence is killing me. I could hear a pin drop. 
 
    There’s a noise on the other side of the door before a shadow passes in front of the window. The shadow steps in closer and soon enough, officer Lucock is pressing his face right up against the glass and peering in. 
 
    His eyes widen in shock as he takes in the scene before him. 
 
    I meet his eyes over Slade’s shoulders, silently sending up a ‘thanks’ to mom and dad. ‘Help,’ I mouth, trying not to move an inch. 
 
    Officer Lucock nods and looks slightly to the left, taking in Maria’s face. I don’t know what he’s seeing there but I know it couldn’t be good as her fingernails bite into my arm. There’s no way the officer is just going to walk away now. He’s coming and there’s going to be a showdown. Maria knows it just as well as the rest of us do. 
 
    I watch as officer Lucock grabs hold of the radio on his uniform and speaks into it before he moves out of sight. I can’t help but look back at Slade as another voice sounds. “We’re coming in.” 
 
    There’s a loud bang that makes me jump as has Maria desperately trying to drag me back toward the kitchen. Slade steps as she does, not allowing the distance to grow between us. 
 
    There’s a fire in his eyes. He’s worked out his plan. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 25 
 
      
 
    There’s another bang followed by another and not a second later, Shaylee’s wooden door splinters as it’s broken off its hinges. Officer Lucock and his colleague comes storming into my home, guns out, and pointed right at Maria. One directed at her head, the other at her chest, but it just so happens that for a clean shot at her chest, it would have to go through mine first. 
 
    Maria’s not stupid. She knows they’re not going to shoot at me. Though, if they knew the kinds of things I’d done over the past few weeks, maybe it’s in their best interest to take me out. 
 
    Is my life ever going to be normal? I thought I was finally in the clear and now this? This is complete bullshit. Maybe Slade should go and find a girl who doesn’t attract drama like a magnet. Who am I kidding? Slade would still take me even if I was the devil himself. Love’s a funny thing. 
 
    “Put the knife down,” Lucock warns, inching in closer to us. 
 
    I feel Maria shake her head, her face hitting the side of mine. “I can’t do that.” 
 
    “You need to let Skylah go and then we can talk about helping you.” 
 
    “Helping me?” she scoffs. “You’re not going to help me. No one is. That’s why I’m helping myself. My husband is dead and my home is gone because of this little bitch. She’s sucked the life out of me for thirteen years just like her mom did and now I’m finally putting an end to it.” 
 
    “I can’t let you do that,” Lucock says as the other cop takes a discreet step to the side, giving himself an even better shot at Maria. 
 
    Maria shakes me violently and my throat presses harder against the knife. “She killed my husband,” Maria screeches as Slade pushes in closer. 
 
    “You killed him,” Slade spits, unable to keep his mouth shut. “You aimed the gun and shot him through the chest.” 
 
    Maria’s wicked gaze slices to him. “I may have pulled the trigger but this little slut killed him. If she didn’t look so much like her mother…” 
 
    Slade scoffs. “You’re blaming Skylah for looking like someone that she shares her DNA with? Sounds like you should be blaming your husband for being a sick fuck who thought he could stick his dick wherever the fuck he felt like it.” 
 
    “He didn’t do it on purpose,” she yells. “He was sick. He couldn’t help it.” 
 
    Slade raises an amused brow, the look on his face making it perfectly clear what he thinks of that. Hell, the same look is mimicked on every face in the room, even the cops. A rapist isn’t sick. They’re just fucked up human beings who do and take whatever the hell they want with no regard for anyone but themselves. 
 
    Slade steps forward, ignoring the way the cop warns him against it. “Lucien Valentine was nothing but an entitled rich prick who took advantage of teenage girls. Face it,” he laughs, low and deadly. “He just enjoyed getting his rocks off inside young, tight pussies, not old dried up ones like yours.” 
 
    Maria harrumphs, not knowing how to deal with a guy like Slade. People always conform to what she wants. They know better than to challenge her. She’s had practice dealing with me but when it’s coming from someone else, it always throws her off. 
 
    Slade takes another step and Maria backs herself against the wall. “You want to feel the knife against my throat, don’t you?” he says, getting even closer and making her breath catch in her throat. “You want to slice it across my neck and feel the red-hot blood seep out over your knife and hand. I remind you of him. I’m proof of the life that he refused to give you. Did he tell you he couldn’t have children? Is that why you arranged to have Rochelle and Jacob killed and take their kids?” 
 
    Maria’s hands begin to shake. “Get away. You don’t know anything.” 
 
    Damian starts moving in, pushing Nessa into Shay to make sure she doesn’t try anything stupid. But let’s face it, Damian will always, always have Slade’s back. If Slade jumps, Damian jumps. There’s no way he’ll be sitting this one out. Besides, Damian seems like the kind of guy who would want to boast about saving the girl. He’s not going to let this opportunity slip between his fingers. 
 
    Having no other option, the cops begin to move in and I know without a doubt that this is either going to end with Maria dead or being carted off in handcuffs. She just openly admitted that she knew about her husband raping young women and that she was the one to pull the trigger. Not to mention, her reaction was proof enough that she knows something about my parents' murders. They’re not about to let her go. 
 
    Slade is so close that with his long arm span, he could just reach out and grab me. It’s making Maria more nervous than I’ve ever seen her but it also makes her vulnerable. Her senses are off and her emotions wild. 
 
    Slade is baiting her and it’s working like a charm, the fact that she’s admitting her crimes in front of these two cops is just an added bonus. 
 
    Slade’s eyes come to mine and I read him like a book. The cops have thrown her off and the second that happened, his game plan fell into place. She’s not in control anymore. She’s scared and because of that, Slade did what he does best and proved why he’s the feared king of Aston Creek. 
 
    We’re only going to get one shot at this. 
 
    With Maria’s eyes dancing around from Slade to Damian, to the cops and back again, she doesn’t notice my hand slowly raising from my side. I bring it up just under her wrist, hovering it close but not touching her. If she sees me trying to make a move, she won’t hesitate. 
 
    This has to be fast, precise, and reckless. Even the slightest hesitation, could have either me or Slade getting hurt. 
 
    His eyes come back to mine and seeing my hand in place, he gives one firm, fast, nod and I don’t hesitate. 
 
    We move at exactly the same time. 
 
    My hand flies up to her wrist, grabbing hold and throwing it away from my body as hard as I can. Her hand flies out toward Slade, freeing me so I can throw myself to the floor, tearing my arm out of her tight grip. 
 
    Maria’s shocked gasp sails through the silent house as Slade dives for her and not a second later, Damian comes racing in, scrambling to get to me. 
 
    He grabs my wrist and gives me a hard tug, sending me sliding across the floor before protectively throwing himself down on top of me. 
 
    I push Damian off as best I can and flip myself onto my back, desperately needing to see Slade. I catch him just as his heavy body drags Maria down to the ground, crushing her beneath him as the cops race to his aid. 
 
    Slade groans low and my eyes bug out of my head. 
 
    Is he hurt? 
 
    It happened too quickly. 
 
    Shay and Nessa are at my side, someone tugging at my arms as someone presses a soothing hand to my throat. I don’t spare them a second, needing to make sure Slade is alright. 
 
    I pull out of their grip and scramble across the floor to get to him. Damian’s hand curls around my upper arm, holding me back as my heart races wildly in my chest. 
 
    The cops are at his side, one pulling him up off Maria as the other grabs the handcuffs from the back of his belt. The second Slade is cleared off Maria, the cop drops down, instantly flipping her onto her stomach and slamming a knee down into her back and making her shriek in protest. 
 
    She’s cuffed within moments and the second Slade is properly on his feet, he turns, desperately searching for me. 
 
    His hand goes to his waist and I let out a loud gasp as blood begins seeping through his white shirt and staining his hands, the knife lying carelessly on Shaylee’s living room floor. 
 
    Damian releases his grip and I run. 
 
    My body crashes into Slade’s and I look up, meeting his eyes as his other hand catches me, steadying me before curling protectively around me. Tears fill my eyes. “You’re hurt.” 
 
    He shakes his head, dropping his forehead to mine as he lets out a deep, relieved sigh. “I’m so fucking glad you’re okay, Virago. Are you alright? Let me see your throat. Are you hurt anywhere else?” 
 
    “Slade,” I cry, needing to repeat myself, annoyed that he isn’t listening. “You’re hurt. She stabbed you.” 
 
    “I know, baby. It’s fine. Just a flesh wound. I’m okay.” 
 
    I let out a breath. If it was anything more, he would have said so. I stay curled into his chest for another minute, listening to the sounds as the cops pull Maria up to her feet and begin reciting her rights. 
 
    One drags her to the door while the other stays behind and the second she’s cleared the threshold of my home, I feel as though I can finally start breathing properly. I step back, and grab the hem of Slade’s shirt, gently raising it to see the wound. 
 
    My face tightens into a cringe. “You’re going to need stitches.” 
 
    He nods, curling his hand around the side of my face, his voice low and soothing. “Then we’ll go to the hospital,” he murmurs as Damian, Nessa, and Shaylee crowd around, needing to check on him while Blake watches on with wide eyes from his home on the couch. 
 
    My eyes never leave Slade’s. “That was so freaking stupid,” I tell him, not needing to explain what I’m referring to. He knows. 
 
    A small smile pulls at his lips. “You didn’t think I was going to let us get this close to the end, only to lose you now?” 
 
    I shake my head, knowing there was no way in hell he would ever have let that happen. 
 
    “Whatever it took,” he promises. 
 
    I push up onto my tippy toes and brush my lips over his as Officer Lucock begins talking to Shay. Cops start pulling up outside and within moments, the house is swarming with police, noise, and yellow tape, yet I’ve only got eyes for him. 
 
    “I love you so much,” I whisper against Slade’s lips, finally feeling completely free, closing the last page in the story from hell. 
 
    I feel Slade’s lips pull into a soft smile as his hand presses against my lower back, pulling me back into his chest. “Forever, Skylah. I’m never going to let you go.” 
 
    His words hold so much meaning and it’s reflected in the love shining through his eyes. It’s a promise, a future, and finality. 
 
    Slade Cruz is completely mine, body, heart, and soul. For now until forever. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
    Six Months Later 
 
      
 
    The breeze blows in through the open window of Slade’s Dodge RAM, messing up my hair. I groan and do my best, trying to catch it, but it’s no use. The second I let it go, it’s just going to fly free again. 
 
    I tried to put a little effort in today. I wanted to look nice, but it’s ridiculous. It’s not as though they can actually see me. They’re not going to know that I chose a pair of jeans that don’t have any holes in them. 
 
    I glance back at Blake sitting in the back. He’s been excited about this too. Well, maybe excited isn’t the right word. It’s a strange excitement mixed with a bittersweet sadness. 
 
    We’ve been talking about this ever since Maria was arrested and put away. The whole shitshow that was Maria and Lucien Valentine is finally over and now that we’ve closed the book on that bullshit, it’s finally time to get a proper goodbye. 
 
    This moment was robbed from us as kids and I’m not going to lie, I’m actually a little nervous. I’ve pictured this day so many times. What I would say, how I would feel…I just don’t know. Maybe it’ll fill me with strength or maybe it will tear me down and crush my soul into a million shattered pieces. 
 
    It’s something that we’ll have to wait to find out. 
 
    Blake wanted to wait until he was up and walking again. He wanted to walk in there proud and strong, which is exactly what he’s going to do. He’s defied every single doctor who has looked at him over the past few months. 
 
    They all said he wouldn’t be able to walk so soon, he proved them wrong. They said he wouldn’t be able to run, he proved them wrong. They said he wouldn’t be able to play ball, and because he’s a stubborn asshole, he went ahead and proved them wrong there too. 
 
    The little turd is playing his first game of his senior year next week. He’s not the captain like he’d always dreamed about for his senior year, but with the way he’s bouncing back, he’s still going to be the incredible star I always knew he would be. The fact that he can play is just astounding, so he’s happy. It was a hard few months getting him up and going again, but his determination and strength kept us all going. 
 
    Which brings us right to where we are now. 
 
    Slade brings his Dodge RAM to a stop and I look around him at the cemetery as he watches me. 
 
    My mom and dad are in there. 
 
    We’ve driven the few hours into Haven Falls just for this and I kinda can’t wait while I’m also shitting my pants. Deep down I know they’re bones in a fancy box under the ground, but something inside my soul has me feeling as though this is so much more. This is visiting my parents and it feels so real, it’s as though I can imagine walking through those gates and my parents are just going to be there waiting for me. 
 
    Truth be told, I’ve claimed that I was waiting for Blake to be ready, but it was me too. I needed to wait until all this bullshit with Marcus blew over and as of three weeks ago, it finally did. His body was found in the burned mansion and after close examination of his remains, the police opened a murder investigation. 
 
    Lucien went down for his murder after the security cameras in his office provided the evidence I needed of me bolting out of there during the fight. The footage showed the two men fighting and me breaking free the second I could. 
 
    I was lucky that there was no footage from the hallway outside of Lucien’s office, otherwise, I’d be on trial claiming self-defense. I’m certain that a handful of the cops had suspected that I was guilty, but the evidence against Lucien was too damning. 
 
    The fire though…while there was plenty of evidence showing that I was there, Noah had used his knowledge of fires to make it look like a genuine accident. No one could fault that evidence so all we had to do was wait until it all blew over. 
 
    I couldn’t face my parents today with that storm cloud hanging over me. 
 
    “Are you ready?” Slade murmurs, reaching across the center console and taking my hand, rubbing his thumb over my knuckles. 
 
    I nod as a smile pulls at my lips. “I’ve never been so ready.” 
 
    Blake lets out an excited little chuckle and throws the back door open before jumping down and making me gasp. He’s been running for the past month yet I still get a scare every time I see him on his feet. 
 
    “Hurry up,” he hollers over his shoulder, walking to the gates and not waiting for me. 
 
    I look back at Slade with a wide grin. “The dipshit king has spoken.” 
 
    Slade rolls his eyes and releases my hand so he can open his door. We both jump out and I meet Slade around front before following Blake in. 
 
    We walk in silence, him as light as a feather with not a problem in the world while I feel as though I have the weight of the world resting on my shoulders. This moment is no doubt going to affect Blake and I want to be prepared as I can’t get a read on how this is going to go. I don’t know if this is going to set him back, have him in tears, or have him sitting between their graves, telling them ghost stories about the past thirteen years. 
 
    To be honest, I’m leaning towards the ghost stories. 
 
    As we walk down to their graves, we pass a familiar tatted man and I can’t help but smile. Noah Cage. He walks out with a girl, discreetly nodding to me. I never got a chance to thank him for what he did to help me, but now that I’m here, that’s where I’ll be heading after this. Rivers would have had his baby by now so maybe we’ll make a whole trip of it. 
 
    Noah keeps walking and I’m grateful. A cemetery isn’t exactly the place to catch up with the guy who helped you burn down your rapist’s home. Though, I know the people who usually do shit like that probably are inclined to have creepy meetings in cemeteries. 
 
    Blake stops up ahead and looks down, his body slumping with a heavy sigh and I realize that he must have found them. 
 
    My heart breaks. He looks absolutely shattered. 
 
    Slade holds back as I race toward Blake, hurrying to be by his side. 
 
    I step in beside him and the emotions hit me like a wrecking ball. It all comes flooding back and I find myself latching onto Blake’s hand while he clutches mine all the same. 
 
    We stand there for what could be minutes or hours with Slade standing back, giving us this moment as a family. 
 
    It’s exactly what I needed. 
 
    Blake starts talking, just as I thought he would, telling mom and dad about our lives, the good, the bad, the ugly, and the amazing. As he talks, I feel that weight lifting off me and before I know it, we’re laughing together, sitting in the grass by our parent's headstones, laughing about all the good times growing up. 
 
    Before I know it, the sun is setting and Slade steps in. We must have been here for at least six hours. “Come on,” he tells me, giving me a warm smile as he takes in the happiness on my face. “I called Rivers. He’s invited us for dinner.” 
 
    My brows shoot up in excitement as Blake helps me to my feet. “Really?” 
 
    “Yeah, Virago. He’s invited Noah and his girl, Henley, too. Said we could crash the night if we wanted. Then you guys can come back here in the morning and spend all day if that’s what you need.” 
 
    I look to Blake who nods, not nearly ready to have this moment over. 
 
    “Alright,” I smile, stepping into Slade’s warm arms. “You’ve got yourself a deal.” 
 
    We walk away with Blake trailing behind and my heart feeling as one, all the small little cracks slowly disappearing. 
 
    I miss my parents so damn much, but today has empowered me and I’m walking away feeling as though nothing and no one will ever have the power to hurt me again. 
 
    I’ve finally come full circle. 
 
    For a while, I believed that this shitshow all started and ended with Maria, but I was wrong. This is the moment that proves once and for all, that it started with the love my parents had for me and Blake and that’s exactly how it will always be. 
 
    There is no end, just the rest of our lives living in peace, happiness, and love. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Six Years Later 
 
      
 
    I stare down at the court, screaming for my man as the game cuts into halftime. It’s been an incredible season. It’s his second year in the NBA and to say that he’s kicking ass is an understatement. His name is mentioned on ESPN every two seconds, he’s getting sponsorship requests every other day, and his ego is the size of our fucking huge-ass house that was bought with money that was earned. 
 
    It’s insane. 
 
    I knew this was always going to be his life. It’s what he worked for, what he dreamed about, and I had all the faith in the world that he was going to make it happen, but there’s no way I could have foreseen the incredible fanbase that came along with it. 
 
    He has girls lining up for his autograph after every game, even if it means waiting out in the cold for hours. Every week we have trespassers trying to get into our home, we’ve had to hire bodyguards and have one of the best security systems money can buy. Just yesterday we found a fan hiding in the back of Slade’s SUV. Don’t get me wrong, we love his fans. The majority of the time he can sign their shirt or whatever they’ve got on them, smile for a photo and they’re on their way. Other times, you’ve got to lay down the law. 
 
    The cheerleaders come out to center court and do their thing as Slade’s team takes a quick, well-deserved break. They’re up by six and it’s been an intense game. The opposition is fighting hard. Every time my boys get the ball through the hoop, the other team is quick to challenge them and win back a few points. 
 
    The next two quarters are going to be tough, but I know Slade and his team will pull through. They always do. They earned their reputation for being the best and prove it every time they step out onto the court. 
 
    Damian and Blake fall into a conversation about the players as I glance over at my best friend sitting beside Blake with his fingers laced through hers. Luce’s hand rests on her precious little baby bump as she stares down the man walking up and down the stands with soda, boxes of popcorn, and hotdogs. 
 
    This whole baby bump thing was a bit of a surprise and came from an accidental, drunk one-night stand. Ever since Luce found out that she was pregnant, the two of them have been inseparable, and honestly, I kind of like it. 
 
    They’re perfect together. At eighteen, I never would have admitted that, but now, it’s everything the two of them need. They’re going to be great parents. I can’t wait to corrupt this child with all my devilish ways and laugh as I watch Blake trying to deal with it. 
 
    His life has been just as crazy as I knew it would be. 
 
    Just as he always dreamed, Blake was signed to the NBA. It just so happens to be for the team which is one of Slade’s biggest competitors. Shit has been intense over the last few months between the two of them, their teams went head to head a few weeks ago and unfortunately for Blake, Slade came out with the bragging rights. 
 
    Nessa’s high-pitched laughter erupts and I shoot my gaze over to her to see her looking up at the jumbo screen. 
 
    A smile tears across my face. 
 
    The kiss cam. 
 
    God, I love that thing. I’ve been caught on it far too many times at Blake’s games when I’m sitting in the stands with Slade. He always puts on a show for the cameras and the crowds love it, but today, it’s not me on display. It’s Blake and Damian. 
 
    The two of them have finally realized that they can’t live without each other and have built an indestructible bromance. It’s irritating as all hell. 
 
    Damian’s eyes light up like the fourth of July as Blake looks horrified, knowing the guy beside him far too well. Damian starts leaning in and throwing caution to the wind, Blake shrugs it off and goes for it. 
 
    I gawk in horror. 
 
    Their lips crush together as Damian’s eyes fly open. He hadn’t expected Blake to play along but the crowds are cheering for them so they give it a second longer. 
 
    Slade stares at the screen looking like he’s about to race up here and kick both of their asses. I mean, this is maybe taking the bromance too far. I haven’t had enough to drink to be dealing with this. 
 
    The guys break apart with a laugh as Nessa, Luce, and I stare with our mouths dropped open. Damian licks his lips, batts his eyelashes, and gives Blake a seductive little pout. “I knew you were always into me.” 
 
    Blake bounces his brows, playing into Damian’s little game. “Wait till you see what else this mouth can do.” 
 
    Okay…and now I need another drink. 
 
    I hop up and start making my way down to the court as I consider my options. I could find the bar which the rest of the stadium is queuing at or I could walk an extra two minutes to the VIP bar for the players and their guests. It's bound to be practically empty. 
 
    There’s hardly a decision to make. 
 
    I get to the bottom and start heading for the VIP area. We have a box that we sometimes use that has its own personal bar staff, but for games like this, we like to be in with the action and able to smell the sweat. Well, at least Nessa likes to smell the sweat. She’s batshit crazy like that. 
 
    I cross past Slade with his team and I hardly get three steps past them when they all stand and start crowding me. I scrunch my face up and groan. The whole team is a bunch of shit stirrers. They laugh and chant my name, huddling me within their big bodies and making it impossible to get free. 
 
    The stands of people laugh and cheer, loving to watch their favorite team enjoying themselves. I’m smooshed between them and before I know it, we’re in the middle of the court, and the cheerleaders are gone. 
 
    The lights of the arena cut while a spotlight is shone down on me. The boys begin to step away, creating a circle around me. 
 
    My cheeks flame. What the fuck is going on? 
 
    Their circle gets bigger until it’s just me and Slade in the middle, me gaping as he drops down to one knee. 
 
    The whole crowd gasps, realizing they’re about to witness something incredible. 
 
    He’s not seriously proposing to me on live TV, is he? Shay and Ben are going to be at home shitting their pants. Not to mention Daniella and Slade’s little sisters. They would be losing their minds. Daniella must think he knocked me up. 
 
    A spotlight shines down on Slade and with the lights of the arena out and complete silence, it feels as though it’s only the two of us. 
 
    I walk toward him, stopping just before him and grinning at the way he’s nearly my height, even down on one knee. 
 
    I place my hands on his shoulders, watching the way his eyes dance with delight. He’s teasing me. He knows how much I detest being on display, but he also knows that there would be no better way to do this. 
 
    My thumbs stretch out over his shoulders as his eyes soften, ready to get serious. 
 
    “Virago, you have been my whole world since the day you first walked the halls of Aston Creek High. You came in cocky and far too sure of yourself and not a goddamn thing has changed. We went through hell together and I hate that you had it so much worse, but you came out the other end being the incredible, strong, and compassionate woman you are today.”  
 
    My eyes grow watery as I hear Nessa and Luce up in the stands blubbering like babies. Slade reaches up and takes my hand from his shoulder, holding it firmly between his own. “You’re everything to me. I fell in love with you the second I laid my eyes on you and every single day since I fall a little bit more. I never want that feeling to end.” 
 
    I lean into him. “Are you sure?” 
 
    Slade grins, his eyes sparkling with emotion. “I’m so damn sure, baby,” he tells me, bringing his hand up to show me a little black velvet box with a shitload of diamonds shining up at me. No ring, just a big diamond swimming in a sea of other various sized diamonds. “I want to marry you, Skylah. I want to wake up every day and be able to call you my wife, I want to live my life with you by my side, I want to watch your tummy grow with our babies and watch those babies grow and call you mommy. I want it all with you. 
 
    “You’ve been such an inspiration to the rest of the world with your shelters and the way you’ve helped abused and battered women, but you haven’t just been inspiring to them, you’ve inspired me every single day to be a better man. Every day I wake up wondering what more I can do, how to better myself, and how to love you more than I did the day before, but that one comes so damn easy. I can’t be without you, Virago. So, what do you say? Will you put on a white dress and let me marry you?” 
 
    Tears fall over my eyes as I look down at him. My words get all choked up and all I’m able to do is nod. 
 
    Slade grins wide, quickly closing the box of diamonds before rushing to his feet and scooping me up in the process. The stands around us erupt into cheers and applause as Slade’s lips crush down on mine. 
 
    He kisses me deeply, giving me the absolute world. 
 
    I feel completely overjoyed. What could possibly be better than this? 
 
    Slade pulls back as my legs dangle below and I find myself grinning like a fool as his teammates jump around us, trying to congratulate their friend. I meet his eyes and laugh as the emotions get too much for me to handle. “Was it just me or was there no ring in that box?” 
 
    He shakes his head. “Nope. No ring,” he tells me before explaining himself. “I wanted to get a huge fucking rock. One that would weigh your whole hand down so every dickhead who walked past you would know you were married to the biggest mother-fucker in the game but Blake vetoed it. He said you’d never actually wear it, and he’s right. I should have known.” 
 
    I nod in agreement. “I don’t need a big ring for the world to know I’m with you,” I tell him with a seductive smirk. “They just need to see the constant satisfaction on my face.” 
 
    Slade’s lips pull up at the side, his eyes hooded and filled with a cheeky darkness that promises I’ll be more than satisfied when we get home tonight. “You’re right,” he tells me. “So, I made an appointment with the jeweler for tomorrow and you can tell him exactly what you want, that way when you look down at your hand, you’ll see what we created, not what someone else determined that you’ll wear.” 
 
    I throw my arms around him as all our friends come bounding down onto the court. “You’re amazing,” I tell him. “I love you so much.” 
 
    “I know, Virago, I love-” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, yeah,” Nessa groans, cutting him off. “He loves you too, now give me my girl. We need to celebrate!” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nine Months Later 
 
      
 
    “Push, Virago.” 
 
    “Tell me to push one more fucking time and I’m going to shove my hand up your ass, cut it off, and then tell you to push the fucking thing back out.” 
 
    Slade gapes at me. I’m not exactly sure this is what he had in mind when he said he wanted to put his babies inside my guts. I bet he was imagining the sweet moments filled with love and joy, not the vomiting, the screaming, and my stretched vagina. 
 
    This is horrendous. 
 
    I had in mind that the second we got married, we’d start trying for a baby. I didn’t realize that the timeline would be pushed forward to the night of our engagement. We got home from his game and he instantly threw me down on the bed to celebrate his win and me agreeing to become his wife. 
 
    An hour later, I was thoroughly satisfied and unknowingly pregnant. 
 
    Fast forward 41 weeks and 6 days and here we are. 
 
    I squeeze down on Slade’s hand as he gapes at me. The contraction tears through my body as the doctor stands between my legs, staring at the small human trying to make a daring escape. 
 
    Small human? I think not. I’m either giving birth to a small horse or a five-year-old. This baby is huge. Whether it’s a girl or a boy, it’s going to be tall just like its daddy. 
 
    I guess we’ll have another NBA or WNBA star on our hands. 
 
    I feel as though I’m on the verge of passing out when the head finally comes out. “Good work, Skylah,” the doctor commends as she gets busy checking over our baby and making sure the cord isn’t wrapped around its neck. “Take a few calming breaths and then in a moment, we’re going to get the rest of this baby out. Okay? You’ve got this. You’ve done incredible so far.” 
 
    I nod, unable to focus on forming words. 
 
    Slade ducks down and goes to press a kiss to my forehead but I raise my chin and catch his lips on mine. “She’s right,” he whispers, cupping my cheek in his big hand. “You’re doing incredible. It won’t be much longer and you can relax with our baby in your arms.” 
 
    His words are the best kind of motivation to convince me to continue tearing my body in half. 
 
    The next contraction comes on and the doctor nods. “Alright, Skylah. Let’s go.” 
 
    Within moments our baby comes out screaming and is laid down on my chest. Tears spring to my eyes. “Congratulations,” the doctor says. “You’ve got a healthy baby boy.” 
 
    My heart fills with a love I never knew I was capable of, so strong, protective, and fierce as I hold my baby boy in my arms. 
 
    Slade stares down at us in awe as I beam up at him. “We did good,” he says, protectively placing his hand over mine along our son’s back. 
 
    “We did.” 
 
    He ducks down and presses a warm kiss to my forehead. “Fuck, I love you,” he tells me. “I can’t wait to marry you and give you my name.” 
 
    “Three more months,” I promise, adjusting our baby in my arms so that I see his precious little face better. 
 
    “Does he have a name?” The doctor asks as she begins cleaning up the mess of blood and guts around her. 
 
    I look up at Slade completely unsure. We’ve been playing with a few names for both a boy or a girl and none of them ever stuck. “Yeah,” he tells her, blowing me the fuck away. “This is Jacob Blake Cruz.” 
 
    Tears instantly stream down my face as Slade meets my eyes, the emotions far too great for me to handle. “You want to name him after my father and brother?” I question, hoping this isn’t some sick trick or that he’s going to change his mind. 
 
    “I do,” he tells me, a smile slowly spreading wide across his handsome face. “Nothing would make me happier.” 
 
    I stare up at him, unable to find the words to express how happy I am. I try my best to shuffle over in the bed, making room for him to come and join us as a family. 
 
    Slade drops down beside me, being careful not to rock the bed too much, knowing how much pain my lady bits are in. His arm falls around my back, right where it belongs and he pulls me into his chest. 
 
    He presses his lips to my temple, kissing me softly as he looks down at Jacob Cruz and just like that, my world is complete. 
 
    So full, precious, and filled with love, and despite all the pain I’ve had to suffer through, I know it was all worth it because it brought me right here to this moment where all I know in my world is love. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Thanks for reading! 
 
    If you enjoyed reading this book as much as I enjoyed writing it, please leave a review. 
 
    www.amazon.com/dp/B087G3R5N5 
 
      
 
    For more information on The Aston Creek High Series, find me on Facebook or Instagram – 
 
    www.facebook.com/sheridananneauthor 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Need More? 
 
      
 
    Check out the Haven Falls series. 
 
      
 
    Untouchable – Haven Falls (Book 1) 
 
    www.amazon.com/gp/product/B07SFB19Z7/ 
 
      
 
    It’s official… 
 
    I’m the biggest loser in Haven Falls… FML! 
 
    Things couldn’t possibly get worse from here. 
 
    Everyone leaves me. My mom, my friends… Kaylah. It’s like the curse of Henley Bronx. Forever alone, and that’s no exaggeration. I’m all I’ve got in this world. Just me, myself, and I… and my goldfish, Frog. 
 
    Who would have thought that throwing a bowl of spaghetti Bolognese all over the school bad boy would change it all? I sure as hell didn’t. If anything, I was expecting a very different outcome. 
 
    Noah Cage. What can I say? He’s the pack leader. He stormed in, tattooed up with muscles for days, desperate to prove he’s not like the rest. He saved me while sweeping me right off my feet, but really… I think I saved him too. 
 
    He wormed his way in and brought love, happiness, and friendship with him and now the thought of losing him tears me apart, but if my track record is anything to go by, he’ll leave me, just like everyone else. It’s inevitable. 
 
    I’d give anything for Noah Cage to prove me wrong. 
 
      
 
    Will the Henley Bronx curse return once again to take away my only happiness or do I finally have what it takes to turn this bad boy my way? 
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