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Book Description
 
Jude Macknight is gone forever, and I can finally start my new life with Dustin Brannon. But it's not so easy to move on. 

When I close my eyes at night, I still see Jude's face. And sometimes, I swear I feel his presence. When will he stop haunting me? And when will I stop waiting for the other shoe to drop? 

This is the breathtaking conclusion to the His Agenda serial.
**WARNING: Due to sexual situations and dark adult content, this book is not intended for readers under the age of 18, and anyone who is unable to read books containing the following issues: kidnapping, murder, rape, and extreme abuse.**
 
 



PART I



Chapter One
 
As the Venetian lace veil billowed in the wind behind the bride, she smiled, her slate gray eyes sparkling. 
She leaned her head against her new husband's shoulder and gazed into the camera.
My stomach twisted at the sight of the undiluted happiness written all over her face. 
How long would their romance last? How soon until her husband showed his true colors and she regretted the vows she’d made? How long until their fairytale shattered and fell at their feet, and she turned into the woman I used to be?
It didn't matter. No one wanted the answers to those questions.
“That's stunning,” I said, forcing a smile. I shoved my own painful memories to the back of my mind and did what I was being paid lots of money to do. I removed myself from the picture and took theirs. 
This was my job now. I froze perfect moments while they were still intact. I captured them before they crumbled. I offered my clients something beautiful to hold on to when life left a bitter taste in their mouths.
I took a few more shots and a bittersweet smile spread across my face. “It's a wrap.” I lowered my camera, an expensive present Dustin had given me when I completed my photography course over a year ago. “I got some great shots. I'll send the photos to you by the end of the week.” It was the first time I’d leave a wedding without photographing the reception as well, but one of the bride’s cousins had offered to do it. Perhaps they couldn’t afford to hire a professional photographer for the entire day. 
I had an important lunch appointment with Garrett, Dustin’s brother, anyway. For two years, I had taken my therapy sessions with him seriously.
Garrett called as I was getting into my brown Volkswagen Tiguan—my own car, purchased with my own money. A major step toward becoming self-sufficient, and embracing my freedom. 
“On my way,” I told him, and started the car.
***
Garrett was already waiting for me at a table at Eden, a fancy restaurant partly owned by Kelsey, his and Dustin's sister-in-law. I preferred meeting him outside his practice, as I always felt like I was in an interrogation room there, even when sitting on one of his expensive leather couches.
He rose when I approached the table and kissed me on the cheek. “You look different,” he said, pulling out a chair for me.
I lowered myself into the vintage-inspired padded chair, and touched a strand of my hair. “It’s my hair.” I had always had long hair—hair Jude had loved, hair he had almost pulled out in a rage. It now brushed my shoulders in flattering auburn waves. “I thought chopping it off would help me leave Jude behind.”
Garrett folded his hands and met my gaze across the table. “And is it helping?”
“I really don't know. But it's a step.” I let out a heavy sigh. “I wish I could erase all memories of him… just shut them off.”
“Before we get into that, I think we should order first.”
“Good idea.” I flipped open my glossy menu. We both ordered the crispy duck with potatoes and a soda water.
We made small talk until the food arrived. Once the waiter had left, Garrett said, “I think you should stop forcing it. Stop fighting so hard to let him go. The mind is a powerful thing, and it doesn't enjoy being told what to do.”
I cut into my duck and raised the fork to my mouth. “You mean I should let go in order to actually let go?”
He laughed and took a swig of water. “That's exactly what I mean. Some things cannot be forced. Jude was a huge part of your life. The scars he left behind are deep. You can't expect to get over what happened just like that.”
I put down my fork, ignoring the tingling in my chest. “It's not just like that. Two years is a long time.”
“Not in your case. Give it more time. Stop being so hard on yourself. How are the nightmares?”
“Once a week now.” After Jude died, and after seeing the dead prostitutes in their coffins, I had a nervous breakdown. In the days after I attended each of the women's funerals—from a distance, because I was not welcome—I found it hard to sleep. I saw their faces everywhere, I saw Jude's face in my dreams, smelled his musk cologne mixed with the scents of burning hair and flesh. Dustin finally managed to convince me to see Garrett. I didn't have the energy to fight him on it. I was incapable of coping alone.
“That's a great improvement. You should acknowledge that. You've come a long way from—”
“From the mess I used to be.” The one fear I had was that I'd never get over it, and that Jude would remain a part of me forever, hindering me from moving on. In a way he did stand in my way, but not completely.
“I think you should be damn proud of yourself.”
“I think so too.” I paused. “Garrett, I’ve been doing some thinking. I appreciate what you have done for me the last two years, but I … I want to stop therapy.”
Garrett leaned back in his chair and ran a hand through his blond hair. “Haley, I don’t think this is the right thing to do. If it’s the cost you’re worried about, there’s no need. You’re pretty much family now.” 
When I started therapy with Garrett, he had insisted on doing it for free since I was his brother’s girlfriend. I had refused outright. If Jude had taught me one thing, it was that nothing in life was free. There was always a hidden price to be paid. I knew Garrett wanted to do it from the goodness of his heart, but the third-degree burns on my heart were still raw, and they made it hard for me to believe someone could show me pure kindness and expect nothing in return. 
That was also the reason I insisted on paying Dustin back every penny he had given me when I started my new life—for living expenses and my studies. He had fought me tooth and nail about it, reminding me he had more money than he could ever spend. Eventually he relented, when it occurred to him I needed to do it for my own peace of mind. I was still paying him for the large loan in monthly installments. 
“I need to try and do it on my own. How long can I lean on you?”
“That’s the thing. You’re not leaning on me. What you don’t see is that you are doing it on your own already. I’m only guiding you. You suffered a great trauma—you need all the help you can get.”
“And I appreciate that so much, but maybe I don’t need a guide anymore.”
Garrett nodded and rubbed the side of his clean-shaven face. “Okay, do what you have to do. Remember that I’m here. If you ever need to talk, pick up the phone.”
I nodded, but I hoped it wouldn’t come to that. When I talked to him, I wanted it to be about normal things, not my problems. He’d just have to wait for a desperate call that would never come.
As we ate the rest of our meal, I told him about some of the weddings I’d photographed and a few of the jobs I’d been hired for in the coming weeks. In the end, even if he was no longer my therapist, he still returned to the topic of my nightmares and analyzed them like only a shrink could. 
“The nightmares will take time to go away. Be patient.” He reached for my hand and squeezed it. “I think you will be fine. You are one of the strongest people I have ever met.”
“Thanks, Garrett. That means a lot.” I drained my glass of water and reached in my bag for my purse. “I have to get going. My self-defense class starts in twenty minutes.”
He reached into his coat for his wallet. “You’re still doing that?”
 “I am. It makes me feel good about myself.” Jude might no longer be alive to harm me, but I never wanted to be in a position where I felt helpless again. Jude or no Jude.
“I think that’s great. Doing whatever makes you feel safe and confident is a big step in the right direction.”
I was proud of every decision I had made so far. Soon after Jude died, I toyed with the idea of moving to New York as I had originally planned, to start a new life among strangers. But Serendipity had always been home to me, and in the end, I refused to be pushed out as if I didn’t belong anymore. 
The fact that it was Dustin’s hometown also strengthened my resolve to stay. I wanted to be close to him. With him by my side, I felt strong enough to face my neighbors. People ran their mouths for a while, and then as often happens, they moved on to other gossip about other people. Some even started being polite toward me—not overly friendly, but they began to acknowledge me, and quickly enough, I had customers for my photography business.
 



Chapter Two
 
During my work break at 11 a.m., I walked into my bedroom and a chill instantly ran down my spine when I saw the unmade bed. I rarely forgot to make my bed unless I was in a big rush. 
I gazed at it for a long time, brow furrowed, heart thumping. Could I really have forgotten? Or was my mind playing tricks on me again? As soon as I’d stopped therapy a month ago, my memories had been on a mission to drive me crazy. 
The sound of hip-hop music drifting in through the closed window brought me back to reality. Maybe it wasn’t such a good idea to stop therapy. But how the hell would I learn to stand on my feet when I had a crutch nearby? 
No. I would not call Garrett and ask for a session. I would be fine. All these weird things that were happening were tricks of my imagination. I should have expected my deep-rooted fears to surface now that I didn’t have a shrink to run to.
I took a deep breath, dropped my purse on the armchair, and moved toward the bed. I made it quickly, then opened the window to refresh the stale air that had been gathering in there all morning. 
Before I left the room, I did something that made me feel stupid, but I couldn’t stop myself: I took a photo of the bed. Then I slipped the phone back into my purse and went downstairs to my home office, which doubled as the dining room, where I forgot all about the unmade bed. I got started responding to client requests and editing photos on my laptop, until I was disturbed by the doorbell around 3 p.m. 
When I opened the door, Dustin stood on the front porch with a smile and a pizza box.
“You still haven’t found your key?” I asked, smiling back at him. “Maybe I should have a copy made for you.”
“Sure.” He kissed me and walked into the apartment. I followed him to the living room. “But right now let’s worry about food. I know how you can get carried away with work and forget to eat.”
He was right. I loved my work so much these days that I sometimes went all day without food or sleep. But I at least made sure to always have some mineral water close at hand. 
I pulled off the head scarf I was wearing and ran a hand through my hair. I opened one of the pizza boxes. The aroma made my mouth water and my stomach rumbled. “Pizza is a great idea.”
“I’ll get some plates.” Dustin turned to leave the living room, but I stopped him.
“Let’s eat from the box. We’ll do our best not to make too much of a mess.” 
Dustin was a complete neat freak, whereas I had no problem with a little creative chaos. 
“You expect me to believe that?” He laughed and folded up the sleeves of his chocolate-brown shirt, revealing strong wrists covered by faint hairs. 
I lifted a slice of pizza from the box, the cheese stretching under it like gum, and took a bite. “Mmm… This is so good. Dannie’s?” 
“Oh, yes. Only the best for my lady.”
Dannie’s Oven was two blocks away and one of my favorite pizzeria. Dustin was always thoughtful. He showed me in little ways that he cared. He met my needs both big and small, but never suffocated me in the process. Unlike my relationship with Jude, my relationship with Dustin was comfortable, respectful, and loving. When I needed Dustin to be there, he was. When I needed my space, he gave it to me without complaining. He was one of the biggest reasons I was able to make such great progress in my healing journey.
We ate in comfortable silence, and then we watched the news for a bit. Then Dustin stood, took the boxes to the kitchen, and told me he had to leave for a business meeting. 
He pulled me to his hard body and kissed me. “I’ll be back tonight.” 
He had been traveling so much the past few days we hadn’t had as much time together as we would have liked. Between both our busy schedules, we had to consciously make time for each other. This was the best relationship I had ever had, so messing it up wasn’t an option.
When Dustin was in town, I often made an effort to prepare a romantic night for us. It didn’t even have to be something big. Sometimes it was enough for me to buy us tickets to the movies, or cook a meal we could enjoy indoors before spending the rest of the night making love.
“I miss you already,” I said. “What time will you be here?” 
“Around nine.” He kissed my neck. “Once I step through the door, all phones and computers are off. No work. Just play.”
“I love you, baby.” I tilted my head back, inviting the kisses he planted on my throat. Desire flooded through me. 
Dustin did that to me every time. His touch had the power to drive me crazy. No man had ever made me feel the way he did. Not even Jude during the early stages of our relationship. Dustin was it for me now. I still had a lot of hurdles to overcome before I could give in completely to him, but our future together seemed inevitable. He was my man and I would never let him go.
“There’s more where that came from. See you later.” Releasing me, he disappeared out the door. 
 



Chapter Three
 
“Haley, thank you so much for doing this for my little girl. I appreciate it,” Iris Kellems said, her eyes sparkling with tears.
“It was my pleasure. I wish I could do more.” With a heavy heart, I glanced at the ten-year-old girl lying in the hospital bed. She looked like a skeleton in her princess dress.
“There's nothing more anyone can do,” Iris whispered. “You will be giving us something precious to cherish.”
A knot formed inside my stomach as I watched Summer’s small hands form fists at her sides. How was it possible that in less than a month, she might no longer be alive? She had an inoperable brain tumor that was only diagnosed four months ago.
With not much time for them to spend with their daughter, and needing to hold on to every memory, Iris and her husband, Walter, had contacted me after coming across one of my advertisements in the Serendipity Daily.
Even though most of my assignments revolved around happy times, now and then I agreed to photograph sad moments, attempting to capture the beauty nestled in every tear, in the dark folds of pain. Photographs had a way of making even the ugliest moments beautiful.
When we met, Iris and Walter told me that Summer’s dream when she grew up was to become a model. They wanted her to be one for a day. I could not refuse the opportunity to put a smile on a dying child’s face. I even went as far as offering them my services for free, and they had obviously saved up to buy their daughter the perfect dress—a dream of pink and cream lace and chiffon that made her look like an angel. An angel in pain. 
The week before the shoot, I visited Summer a few times at Serendipity Memorial Hospital. I liked to meet my clients beforehand, to study the angles on their faces that put them in the best light, to find the features that made them unique, since those were the things I focused on during the shoot.
I moved my gaze from Summer and met her mother’s tired brown eyes. “I'll give you a call when I'm done editing the photos.”
“Okay.” Iris gave me a sad smile and went to sit at her daughter's bedside. I glanced at Summer’s innocent face one more time and then slipped out of the room. 
Though the air outside was lighter, my heart was so heavy the only way I could release the tension was to cry. And I did, inside a bathroom stall of the pediatric intensive care unit. I wept as if I were the mother of that dying child. I cried as if I were Summer herself, about to lose a life barely lived.
I jolted when someone knocked on my cubicle. 
“Are you okay in there?”
I wiped my eyes and blew my nose. “I'm fine,” I said, but my voice was too broken to be believed.
“Do you need anything?” The woman on the other side sounded somehow familiar but I couldn't place her voice. Just what I needed, someone I knew seeing me like this.
“No. I'm fine. Thanks.”
“Okay.” The voice sounded unsure, but accepting.
A few moments later, I exited the stall and wiped off the mascara running under my eyes.
As I walked down the hall, I heard the familiar voice again behind me. I spun around and my mouth dropped open.
“Haley? Haley Bradley?.” The woman rushed toward me and engulfed me in a hug while I was still getting used to the surprise of seeing her again.
“Oh my God, Becca,” I said into her shoulder. “It’s been such a long time.”
Becca Pellugrosso stood back and surveyed me, but her smile fell when our eyes met. “I recognized your voice instantly. I waited out here for you because I wanted to make sure I wasn’t mistaken. Are you okay? Looks like you still cry in toilets.” She gave a small laugh.
“I'm fine.” I waved a dismissive hand, remembering the day Becca had found me crying inside the toilet of Allure, and I’d opened up to her about my financial troubles. “I visited a patient. It was… hard.”
Becca nodded. “I know what you mean. I'm sorry.”
She was so beautiful with no makeup on, tall, with skin like porcelain, brown eyes sparkling, and her bright red hair pulled back in a braided bun. I had only ever seen her with heavy makeup and wigs. “You look great,” I said, noticing her scrubs. “Do you work here?” 
“Yep.” She shrugged. “My dream of becoming a doctor didn't pan out in the end.” She smoothed down her scrub top. “This is the next best thing for me. I still get to help people.”
I nodded, full of questions but not wanting to pry. It had been years since we last saw each other. We were both different people now, shaped by life in different ways. I had no idea where she had been. She might not have read about me in the papers, but somehow I doubted it. 
Everyone in town knew, and for months, most turned their backs on me, as they had done when my mother died. The way they saw it, I was responsible for the deaths of the prostitutes. The blood was on my hands as much as Jude’s. I didn’t blame them for thinking that. He killed those women because I left him. I should have stayed, should have made him pay right where I was, inside his mansion. Only then should I have walked away to start afresh.
 “How have you been?” She averted her gaze as soon as she asked the question, and my heart sank. She definitely knew what had happened to me. “I heard—”
“I’m… My life is good. I’m a photographer now.” I pointed to my camera equipment, a sliver of excitement trailing down my spine. I had accomplished something after all. 
“I heard you’re brilliant. Good for you. I’m so happy.” She paused. “We should meet up sometime—catch up, you know.”
“Yeah, we should. I’d like that,” I said, meaning it. It would be nice to meet up with an old friend for a drink, someone who knew me at my worst and still wanted to spend time with me. 
“Great.” She pulled a small notepad and pen from one of her pockets. “Give me your number.”
After another quick hug, we said goodbye. 
As I ate dinner with Dustin a few hours later, Becca made good on her promise to call, and we arranged to meet for coffee at Mel’s Delights the next day. 
“Must be exciting, meeting up with an old friend. How do you know her?” Dustin asked as he cleared the table. He had sent his housekeeper home so we could spend some time alone. 
I gave him a tight smile. I had no reason to be ashamed around him, but I couldn’t help it. Some habits are hard to break. “She worked at Allure with me.” 
Dustin simply nodded, smiled, and came to kiss me on the forehead. “I’m glad you ran into each other.”
 
 



Chapter Four
 
“I have to admit something to you. No, actually, I’d like to apologize,” Becca said, nursing her coffee. I had told her what happened with Jude and she’d looked completely horrified to hear my story firsthand.
“What for?”
“When I read about you… everything in the papers, I felt guilty. If I hadn’t convinced you to, you know… go all the way…”
“It’s not your fault. I was old enough to make my own decisions.”
“But that one decision changed your life forever. Terribly.”
I sipped my hot chocolate, relishing the caramel aftertaste. “It did. But it was still a decision I made all on my own. You were not my babysitter.”
“Still, I felt… I feel sort of responsible.”
“Well, stop feeling that way. If it makes you feel better, I think I’d have run into Jude at some point. He would have found another way to get to me.”
Becca sighed deeply. “I’m so glad you’re alive. It’s really nice to see you again.” She smiled, her teeth sparkling white against her pink lips. “I’m also glad we both got out of Allure. Did you hear it closed down?” She bit into her chocolate cupcake. 
“Yeah, I did.” Jude’s killing spree had left a mark on the whole community. Out of fear, many prostitutes and strippers quit their jobs. Some even left town, leaving businesses that depended on their services to go bankrupt. “I wonder what Bruno does now.”
“I think he does several things.” Becca leaned forward and lowered her voice. “I saw him a few months back working at a gas station. You’d have hardly recognized him.”
“Can he still afford his toupees?”
“Nope. He was bald as an egg. He pretended not to know me.”
 “He did?” I laughed, almost choking on my hot chocolate. “What did you do?”
“I gave him a huge tip. Embarrassed him half to death.” She sighed. “He’s the past. We’re here and we made it through. I hope this won’t be the last time we meet up. I’d love to keep in touch.”
“So would I. I don’t have many friends.”
“Well,” she said, taking my hand in hers, “you have one more now.”
“So do you.” I felt a foreign lightness in my chest. 
After our meeting, I was on cloud nine, as if I was one step closer to becoming whole again. 
Two weeks later, Becca and I met again, and a few more times after that. During one of those times I introduced her to Dustin. 
We started getting together at least once every two weeks for a girls’ night out or in. We rarely talked about the past anymore. We laughed, cried, and had a lot of fun together. For the first time in my life, I had a close friend. Someone besides Dustin I could trust. 
Even though I still had little moments of sadness and fear, my life was finally normal. I only prayed it would remain that way. Jude had made a pessimist out of me. I had become the person who was always waiting for something bad to happen, who found it hard to believe that happiness could be a lasting thing. Or that I even deserved it in the first place.
 



Chapter Five
 
Something had dragged me straight out of the depths of sleep. Behind my closed lids, I was awake, but I couldn’t bring myself to open my eyes. 
Next to me, Dustin stirred and turned to drape an arm around me. It was a hot night, and his body heat didn’t help the problem, but I felt cozy and safe in his arms.
I snuggled closer and enjoyed the feel of his breath on the back of my neck. Then I heard something—a soft swish coming from somewhere in the room. I forced my eyes open. I widened them at the same time that my heart clenched. I blinked several times to make sure I wasn’t seeing things. 
I wasn’t. 
One of the sheer Ripple-Fold drapes lifted, fluttered a few inches away from the window, and fell back into place. The large window was wide open. Despite the heat, my paranoia would never let me sleep with the windows open anymore. Dustin had come to get used to it. 
It was hard to see outside in the darkness, but my skin prickled the way it did when I felt I was being watched. The only way someone would be able to peer through my window was if they climbed a ladder up to the third floor, but despite the implausibility of that scenario, I felt uneasy. 
Holding my breath, I nudged Dustin. He groaned and murmured my name, his voice rusty with sleep. 
“You okay?”
“Did you open the window?” I whispered, barely moving my lips. My eyes were still glued to the open window and the darkness beyond, the darkness I hoped didn’t hide anything—or anyone—sinister.
“I would never do that, sweetheart. You don’t like it,” Dustin whispered back.
I licked my dry lips as my whole body clenched. “It’s open, Dustin.”
Without saying anything more, Dustin released me, and to my horror, climbed out of bed. 
“What are you doing?” I whispered. “Where are you going?”
“To close it.” He approached the window and closed it without looking out. “Maybe we forgot to close it last night.” His voice was louder now. 
I sat up in bed, my heart still thumping. “That’s the problem, Dustin. I never forget to close the windows.” 
It was a ritual of mine to make my rounds through the apartment, checking that all doors and windows were closed and locked. In the two years I’d been living in my apartment, I had never once woken up to an open window. Or forgotten to make my bed, for that matter. 
Dustin stepped into the bathroom and flicked on the light. A soft yellow glow slipped out through the crack of the open door, chasing the darkness from the bedroom, but not my heart. I stayed in bed, my feet pulled up under me, my arms wrapped around my legs.
“Sweetheart, you were wiped out last night,” Dustin said from the bathroom. “And that cocktail you drank really knocked you out. It’s easy not to remember if you closed the window.” 
The toilet flushed and the faucet ran. Dustin returned to the room. “You should stop driving yourself crazy. Jude is gone forever.”
“But these weird things keep happening. I can’t explain them.” I bit my lip. I wanted to believe him, but something inside me hesitated.
“What weird things?” Dustin climbed back under the duvet and so did I. 
I sighed. “Nothing.” I wanted to tell him about the unmade bed, the feeling of being watched, but suddenly it all sounded too ridiculous in my head. It had been two years. If Jude were still alive somehow, he would have shown up sooner. “I’m being paranoid.”
Dustin wrapped his arms around me again, sliding me toward him. “You don’t have to be afraid anymore. This life that you’re living now, Haley? It’s all yours. No one will ever control it again. Go back to sleep, my love.”
I buried my face in the hollow of his neck, breathing him in. I couldn’t tell him that even though I had moved on, even though I had started my life over from scratch and succeeded, I still felt that from the grave, Jude was controlling me. I could never let down my guard completely. My OCD was getting the better of me lately, and the nightmares made it hard to relax. Fortunately, the nightmares only tended to attack me when Dustin was not around. Maybe because I felt safer with him near.
I had put Dustin through so much already. For the sake of our relationship, I had to continue pretending to be fine. I didn’t want my memories of Jude to ruin what we had. Jude was gone. Everything I was seeing was in my head, my subconscious mind sabotaging my happiness. 
“You make it all better.” I kissed his warm neck. As if a light had been switched on, I thought of what Jude had done to those prostitutes, the infinity symbols carved into the hollows of their necks. 
Even after all this time, everything reminded me of him. When would it all end? When would I allow myself to let him go? I wanted to so badly. I wanted it for me. I wanted it for Dustin. He had been patient long enough. He had given me all the time I needed to heal, but I was still holding back. 
Two years was a long time. Time to move on, to take the next step. Dustin was far from the man Jude had been. Dustin would never try to break me. 
“Are you sleeping?” I smiled in the dark.
“You’re clearly not. Do you want to talk about it?”
 “Yes. I’ve been thinking about your offer,” I said.
“My offer? What conclusion have you come to?” 
I pulled back and looked into his face, even if it was too dark to see his expression. 
“The answer is yes. I want us to live together.” I paused. “On one condition.”
Giving up my own space wouldn’t come easy. My two-bedroom apartment had been all mine for two years, the length of time Dustin and I had been officially dating. He'd asked me on several occasions to move into his house with him. When I declined the first time, with the excuse that a mansion reminded me too much of Jude's house, he said we could buy a smaller place that was all ours. I declined that offer too. But the reality was that we spent so many nights together, both at his place and mine, it already felt as if we lived together. We only needed to make it official.
“Whatever you want. Name it.” Dustin pressed his face to mine. 
“You move in with me. Come and stay here.” I was willing to move on from my demons, but this apartment had become my haven and I was hesitant to let it go. “We can take our time looking for a new place of our own.”
He lifted himself up on one elbow. “You know that doesn’t have to take time, right? A few phone calls and we’d have the keys to our own home in a matter of hours or days.”
There were times I forgot the powerful connections Dustin had. He lived such a normal life, far from that of the billionaire he was. Flaunting his wealth and power was not in his DNA. The few times I’d felt the impact of his success were usually when we went away on holiday together. He treated everyone with respect, often tipping staff in hotels and restaurants more than they earned in a month. I loved his generosity. But the man that made my heart race was the normal guy lying next to me, the man who didn’t call a plumber to fix a leaky faucet or a clogged toilet because he preferred to do it himself. 
“I get that. But I need to spend a little more time here first. Let me make you a promise.” I touched his face. “Move in here for six months. Six months and then we can move into a place of our own.”
“You sure you don’t just want to move into my house?”
“No,” I said without hesitation. “Your house is way too big for the two of us.”
“Okay. I’ll take your offer. I’ll move in after my conference in Dubai.” Dustin pulled me close and ran a hand down my back until it reached my butt. He pulled me closer, his erection pushing hard against my stomach. “I think this calls for celebration, don’t you?”
 



Chapter Six
 
Baby photo shoots were my favorites. They could be challenging when a baby wouldn’t stop crying, but they were also full of magic. It only took a gurgle or a gummy smile to bring back the magic of the moment.
As I walked out of a lakeside cottage where I had photographed a one-month-old boy, I glanced at my watch. I was running late. Inside my car, I gave Becca a call and she picked up on the first ring.
“I'll be at your place in five,” she said. “I finished my shift early.” 
“I'll be there in fifteen,” I said. “I'm so sorry. The baby had just woken from his nap and he wasn't in the mood for flashing lights.”
“Can't do anything about that. I'll hang around outside, watching people.”
“Make sure not to stare too long.” I paused as I watched a man cross the street. He was walking in the opposite direction, so I couldn't see his face, but he wore a black suit and his dark brown hair shone in the bright summer sunlight. 
My spine chilled and my throat tightened. My free hand gripped the steering wheel as if it would help me hang on to my sanity.
“Haley, are you there?”
I swallowed hard and moved the phone to my other ear, because my right hand was slippery with sweat. “Yeah… yeah, I'm here.” 
I was seeing things again. Jude couldn’t be alive. No way. What was wrong with me?
“You okay? You were awfully quiet for a moment there.”
The man turned, waving at someone coming from my direction. 
My lungs almost collapsed with relief. It wasn't him. I forced a smile even though my heart was still racing. “I'm okay. I'll see you in a bit.” 
***
“Your mind is fucking with you big time,” Becca said, pouring herself a glass of wine.
I placed my empty box of Chinese takeout on the kitchen table and massaged my temples. “Now that Garrett is no longer helping me through my issues, I think my mind is taking revenge.”
Becca laughed. “You got it. But anyone who went through the shit you did would act the same way. That Jude was one sick bastard.” She took a sip. “When I read about the murders, I almost peed in my pants with relief that I left Allure before he came along.”
I gazed at her for a moment. “I'm so glad you left that business, Becca. Some people never do.”
Becca touched my arm. “After you left, I felt alone somehow. Bruno was beside himself with anger when I gave my notice.”
“I’m so happy we both get to do what we love now.”
She put down her glass and turned to me. “Let's make a pact. Let's promise to never look back. Let's promise to focus on what we have now, how much we have accomplished.”
“You're right.” I took both her hands in mine. “Let's do that. I promise not to let my mind fuck with me anymore.” I laughed. “Time to show it who's boss.”
“That's the spirit, girl.” She clasped her hands. “I promise to try to get rid of the guilt of talking you into going all the way with the clients, and putting you in the line of danger.”
“Yes, you have to let that go.”
“Okay. So, we've made our pact. I guess the only thing left to do is feast on popcorn and watch some movies.” 
We moved to the living room and settled ourselves on the sofa for our girls’ night in. As Becca reached for the remote, I thought I saw a shadow flit past the doorway to the living room. I shook my head, forcing myself to ignore the dread swirling in the pit of my stomach. 
An hour into the romantic comedy I still felt uneasy, and kept glancing at the door and windows every few minutes. 
I could only relax after I snuck away under the pretense of going to the bathroom, and did a quick sweep of the house. I found no one there, nothing suspicious.
I sighed with relief and returned to the living room. 
Jude was six feet under. He could no longer harm me. If only the knots inside my stomach would unravel.
“Dustin and I are going to Stony Creek this weekend,” I told Becca when the credits began to roll. “I have a shoot there and he has some ranch work to do.”
“A billionaire getting his hands dirty. What’s sexier than that?” Becca reached for the popcorn. “How do you feel about going back there?”
“As if I’ll be traveling back in time. But I’ll be fine.”
One thing still made me uneasy. Jude was dead, but his brother, Nolan, was still alive. What if he was hungry for revenge?
But he would never come out of hiding. No way would he risk paying for his brother’s crimes. 
 
 



Chapter Seven
 
“You look serious,” Dustin said. “Didn’t you get any good shots last night?”
I brought my camera closer to his face. “The shots are great.” 
Sunday at Dustin’s ranch in Stony Creek had come to an end and we had just gone to bed.
Last night, I had photographed a small but romantic wedding at a ranch not too far from Dustin’s. It had been a tough decision to accept the assignment. I hadn't been at the ranch for almost two years, avoiding diving straight into the painful memories.
But after talking to Becca, I was more determined than ever to challenge myself, to prove I was strong enough to move on completely. But the knot in my stomach was still tight and unwilling to let go.
I sat up in bed and clicked through the frames. “See, beautiful pictures. But…” I stopped at a particular photo that didn’t belong. “This… I don't remember taking it.”
Dustin kissed my arm. “You must have. You don't let anyone near your precious camera.”
“It's the last photo in the bunch, Dustin. Do you recognize the place?”
Dustin yawned and clasped his hands behind his head. “Sure. The barn.”
“Exactly. When did I have time to go to the barn last night?” 
After the old barn burned down, Dustin had helped build another one in its place. It looked almost identical. He forbade his ranch hands from storing any kinds of flammable products inside. 
I took a walk over there on Friday, when we arrived in town, to prove to myself that I wasn't afraid of the past. But I didn't have my camera with me then. 
“It doesn't make sense.” I looked at the photo again, zooming in.
Dustin took the camera from me and returned it to its bag. When he came back to bed he pulled me to him, nuzzling my neck. 
After a heartbeat he drew back and searched my gaze, held it. “You've been thinking about him a lot lately, haven't you?”
“Yes,” I admitted. “I keep getting this feeling that something’s not right. On one hand I know he's dead and buried, but inside my mind, he's still alive.”
Dustin kissed the top of my head. “It could be because you're back here after—”
“I want to believe that.” I pulled myself up in bed and looked at Dustin. “I want to, but I… I don't know.” I narrowed my gaze. “Jude is dead. But what if it's Nolan? What if he's as sadistic as his brother and he wants revenge for what I did to Jude? What if he wants to make me pay?”
Dustin didn't say anything for a long time, just gazed at me with unreadable eyes. He blinked. “I want to tell you not to worry, but I can't say for sure, since he was never found. I'll phone Cole tomorrow to see if he heard anything from the cops. Or we could call Rimes himself.”
“I think that’s a good idea. It has been a while since we touched base.”
“It has. But it will have to wait until morning. Right now I want you to forget for a moment.” He ran his hand over my thigh. “I have ways to help you do that.”
***
We called Rimes after breakfast, but he wasn't particularly helpful.
“It's as if Nolan disappeared off the face of the Earth. I'm sorry, I wish I had better news for you.”
I told Rimes about the photo and other weird things that had been happening—things I hadn’t even told Dustin about. It made sense to be honest with Rimes in order for him to help me. Luckily, Dustin was on another call with his assistant.
“We'll keep looking. If we find anything, you'll be the first to know. For now, my advice is that you continue living your life.”
“One last question,” I said, twirling a lock of my hair. “Do you think Nolan could be just as evil as his brother?” Can evil be inherited?
Rimes sighed from the other end. “I can't say. But do you really believe anyone can be as evil as your hus—sorry, as Jude Macknight?”
“No, no, I don’t.” I really didn't. Somehow, saying that made me feel better. But only slightly.
***
“You’ve changed so much,” Grace said to me later as I helped her dry the breakfast dishes. “You're not the scared woman I met two years ago. I’m so proud of you.”
I nodded and kissed her lined cheek. “It’s hard to remain the woman I used to be when I’m surrounded by great friends like you.”
Grace laughed and touched my arm. “It would be wonderful if you visited more. I think about you often. But of course I understand why you wanted to stay away for a while.”
I dried the last plate and put it away, then crossed my arms over my chest, looking out through the window at the wide open field. “Not anymore. I love this place. I promise I'll be over more often.”
Grace’s words had struck a chord. I had lied to her, to myself. I had gained a lot of confidence, yes, and I went out and followed my dreams without letting the past get in the way, but inside, in the dark recesses of my mind, I was still the scared woman Jude had broken. 
But maybe I was still brave. I’d read once that being brave meant going out and living in spite of fear. 
 
 
 



Chapter Eight
 
“These are amazing! Thank you so much.” Phyliss Cumberledge studied the glossy photos I had just given her at our table in Mel’s Delights. “No wonder people are raving about your services. You’re a freakin’ genius.”
“I'm glad you like them.” The joy of seeing a client satisfied was the best part of my job.
“Are you kidding?” She continued to flip through the photo book with a grin on her face. I gave one like it to all my clients in addition to individual prints. “I feel like a goddess. I'll definitely hire you again next time I get married.”
I cringed inside, not sure how to respond. She’d only been married to her current husband for barely a month, but word around town was that at nearly forty, Phyliss had already been married four times. It seemed to me she lived for the big day and not marriage itself.
Even though my own failed marriage had left a bitter taste in my mouth, I still believed in the institution. It would be a while before I got married again, but next time, I would make damn sure I went in with my eyes wide open.
“I have to go. Let me know if you need anything else.” I reached into my bag and removed another smaller envelope, which I handed to Phyliss. “The USB stick.” She wrapped her French-manicured fingers around it.
I stood up and picked up my lemon glaze muffin, still amused by what Phyliss had said, and at the same time hoping this marriage would be the one that lasted. But I doubted it. At the wedding, she had been more fascinated by her gown, the décor, and the rock on her finger. Her wealthy—and much older—husband seemed to be nothing more than an accessory.
I left Mel's Delights and drove straight to my self-defense class. Instead of going once a week, like I’d done for six months, I now went twice a week. I loved the feeling of control I got from being able to defend myself. The frequent drills pushed us right off the cliff into the experience of being attacked. Knowing our assailant could show up with no warning was almost as terrifying as the way I had experienced it firsthand. The classes prepared me not only mentally and physically for any surprises, but also showed me that the only way I could be free was by pushing right through the cloud of fear and sting of pain. 
If I were attacked again in real life, I knew fear would throw any lessons learned right out the window. But the one weapon I’d have at my disposal would be my fast reflexes and my will to survive. 
 
 



Chapter Nine
 
A knock on the bathroom door made me jump, sending blood rushing to my head and water splashing everywhere. I sighed with relief when Dustin poked his head through the door. 
“You freaked me out,” I said, still trying to catch my breath. “How did you get in? Did you find your key?”
He shook his head. He was still standing behind the door with only his head poking through. “You left your door unlocked.”
My stomach turned. “I did? How did that happen?” I always checked two or three times to make sure it was locked, but this time I couldn’t remember whether I had. 
“I don’t know. You have to be careful. I’m glad I’m the one who walked through it and not some stranger.”
Strangers aren’t the most dangerous people, I almost said, but stopped myself. I wouldn’t let my forgetfulness taint my joy at seeing Dustin unexpectedly. I’d worry about the door later. “Why are you here anyway? Aren’t you supposed to be on your way to New York?”
He grinned. “I cancelled the meeting. I miss my girl. You know, we haven't seen much of each other since Stony Creek. That was two long weeks ago.” 
Warmth radiated through my chest at his words—the way he said them, the way he looked at me, his eyes glowing with love just for me. 
“Now that you’re here, why are you still standing behind the door? Come in and keep me company. Let's catch up.”
I turned the faucet to warm the bath again. The sudsy water had cooled and I looked forward to relaxing a while longer while Dustin sat on the edge of the tub. 
“I do hope your idea of catching up doesn’t include talking. Because I have other plans.” He opened the bathroom door wider and stepped over the threshold, eliciting a gasp from me—he was completely naked and his erection stood strong, hard, and ready. Desire instantly rushed through me. 
“No.” I giggled. “Talking isn’t what I had in mind at all.”
“I'm glad to hear that.” He strode over to the bath and climbed in behind me, his legs strong and lean as they held me between them. He picked up a sponge and started washing my shoulders and back, kissing those areas after each scrub and rinse. All the while, I felt him harden even more against my back. 
Warm water and ecstasy made me drowsy. Eventually he tossed the sponge out of the bath and slid his arms under my armpits, his hands cupping my breasts. I threw my head back and moaned with pleasure, aching to have him deep inside of me, but Dustin was nothing like Jude. He took foreplay seriously, always taking the time to please me before he made love to me. 
I tried to slide closer to him, pressing my back and butt against his groin. I was in no mood for foreplay today. I wanted him inside me now. 
Using his strong legs for support, I lifted myself a few inches out of the water and positioned myself above his cock. He didn't seem like he was about to fight it. Instead, he cupped my butt with both hands and helped me lower myself onto him until he filled me deeply.
I screamed with pleasure.
As always, our lovemaking was slow, hard, passionate, generous, and breathtaking. Dustin always left me feeling both fulfilled and empty—empty when he was no longer inside me. But also filled with his love, and that love was pure and healthy. Eternal.
As I lay in his arms later that night, the open door weighed on my mind. It wasn’t like me to forget something as important as locking up. I reprimanded myself for being sloppy. Danger lurked in every corner. I didn’t want to attract it into my life again.
 



Chapter Ten
 
“Haley? Haley, wake up.” The female voice was distant and muted. Someone was shaking me. I was too tired to respond, not ready to emerge from the depths of sleep. 
The voice became determined, calling my name louder this time. 
I opened my eyes and blinked several times. The woman’s face came into focus and I frowned. 
“Becca? What?” My tongue felt thick and dry inside my mouth. “Why am I in here? I don't need the bathroom.”
“Good, then let’s get you back to bed.”
Confused, I followed her, trying to form words in my clouded mind.
Becca helped me into bed and climbed in next to me. She looked worried. 
“Becs, what's wrong? Did something happen?” My heart was already starting to race. I was always expecting something bad to happen. 
“Sweetie,” she said in her calm voice. “I think you were sleepwalking.”
I sat up in bed and gazed at her in disbelief. “No. That can’t be. I don't sleepwalk.” 
“I was on my way to get a glass of water when I heard the water running in your bathroom. Since I couldn't sleep, I thought I’d come for a chat.”
Last night Becca and I had gone to a party at one of her friends’ houses and I had insisted she spend the night at my place instead of heading home at 4 a.m. 
I glanced at the bathroom door. “Was I about to have a bath?” Even though my bathroom had both a bathtub and a shower, I preferred baths.
“With very hot water.” She paused. “If I hadn’t stopped you, you would have seriously burned yourself. I found you undressing and you were not responding to me.”
I touched my parted lips with my fingers. “Oh my God. I sleepwalk?”
Becca’s face creased with worry. “Maybe you should ask Dustin if he’s noticed anything. He spends more nights with you.”
“No. I don't want him to think I'm a freak. I’m messed up enough.”
“I don't think he'll think that.” Becca ran a hand through her hair. “Either way, maybe you should see a doctor, to make sure you're okay.” 
That I could do. Maybe a doctor would help me get over my sleepwalking before Dustin found out.
How often had I sleepwalked? Suddenly I recalled the photo I had on my camera at Stony Creek, the one of the barn. Was it possible I took it after all? 
 



Chapter Eleven
 
Two weeks after my sleepwalking episode, I exited my home office and was surprised to find that it was already 2 p.m. As usual, I had been so busy working on post production from the last wedding I shot and catching up on some administrative tasks that I lost track of time. 
My stomach rumbled, reminding me that it needed taking care of. I was not a fan of cooking for myself, so I popped a frozen pizza into the oven. Home-cooked meals were much more fulfilling when shared with someone else. 
Once it was done, I placed my pizza on the kitchen table and went to get a bottle of mineral water from the fridge. I should have been shocked when I saw the piece of red material, but I wasn’t. It was as if at the back of my mind, I had expected something strange to happen again. Something I could not explain. 
I reached for the coral-colored thong that Dustin loved me to wear, nestled between a dish of old chicken casserole and a carton of eggs. Neatly folded, as if it were in its rightful place. 
I wanted to start freaking out again, but now that I was aware of my sleepwalking problem, I assumed I must have put it there. But why the fridge of all places?
I scrunched the underwear inside my fist, switched off the oven, and walked out of the kitchen. To hell with the pizza. My appetite was long gone. 
Before heading back to my office, I threw the thong in the laundry basket in the bathroom. I sat on the basket for a while with my eyes closed, feeling as if the room was closing in on me.
You can get over this, and you will.
The sleepwalking had to be caused by stress and remnants of fear. I needed to relax in order to be able to let go.
I drew in a deep breath and opened my eyes, my eyelids feeling heavy as if from sleep. I removed a notepad and pen from a drawer and wrote down the mantra I had just spoken out loud. 
I wrote the words twenty times, like Garrett had taught me, and closed the notepad, feeling better. I knew it would get easier with time. It had to.
 



Chapter Twelve
 
“Hey, sweetheart.” Rachel kissed me on both cheeks. “Come on in. Is Dustin in some meeting again? That boy never stops, does he?”
“Just a quick one,” I said, handing her the tulips I brought. “He'll be here in ten minutes.”
“These are gorgeous. Thank you so much.” Rachel raised the flowers to her nose.
Dustin’s mother and I had gotten off to a rocky start. It had taken a while for her to forgive me for putting her son in danger, even though Dustin had known perfectly well what he was getting himself into. 
A couple of weeks after Jude died and I moved back to Serendipity, Rachel had sat me down and poured out her heart. She told me I should have walked away from Dustin when I knew I was being hunted down by a murderer.
She understood that I’d needed someone on my side, someone to protect me, but she wished I had convinced him to do that from a distance, not move to his ranch. She had cried when she told me she had feared for her son’s life. Then in the same breath she admitted that she had never seen Dustin more committed to any woman, and that he must really love me.
She was just a mother looking out for her son. It would take a while for the shock to go away, she’d said, but she wanted me to know that she wouldn't stand in our way. She was not one to meddle in her children's relationships. As long as I made Dustin happy, she was happy.
Knowing Jude was gone probably made it easier for Rachel to accept me, or come close to it anyway. She didn't seem like someone who even knew how to hold a grudge.
Rachel led me into the kitchen. Cole was sitting at the table, typing on his laptop. He gazed up and smiled when I entered, then stood and gave me a hug. His skin was tanned and his hair slightly longer than the last time I had seen him.
“I haven't seen you in a while,” he said. “How have you been?”
It had been almost six months. Cole had been busy investigating the murders of two sixteen-year-olds in Chicago.
“You're one busy man, Cole Brannon.” I smiled at him.
Since the Jude incident, which had put Cole on the map, he had been getting assignments right and left.
“And I hear you're one busy lady yourself. I'm so proud of you for leaving that nasty past behind and creating a future for yourself.”
“You two sit in here for a bit,” Rachel interrupted. “I'll go check on the meatloaf. I hope Dustin will be here soon. I can’t handle another child of mine cancelling the one dinner we have together as a family every month.”
I was honored to be attending the monthly Brannon dinner. Rachel had started inviting me a year ago. Before then, the wounds were probably too raw. At first I asked myself if she wanted me there, or if I was invited because Dustin refused to come without me. 
But the first night I attended, she pulled me aside and told me I was welcome in her home and she was happy I was doing all right. Now, I never missed a family dinner. Even though Dustin and I were not married and I had no idea when and if we'd ever be, I felt like a part of the Brannon clan. I appreciated Dustin and his whole family for embracing me into their hearts, since I had no family of my own to speak of.
I sat on one of the beige couches in the living room, and Cole poured me a glass of Rachel's homemade lemonade.
“How are you doing, really?” he asked, getting serious. “Some people never recover from the kind of trauma you went through.”
I took a sip of my drink. My tongue welcomed the sweet and sour tastes, accompanied by gentle coolness. It was delicious. “I'm fine. I take it one day at a time.”
“That's the only way you can do it, I guess.”
“True.” I didn’t tell him that even though from the outside it seemed I was coping, inside I was as much of a mess as I'd been the day I saw the coffins of the women Jude had killed because of me. I couldn't tell him I feared I might never heal, that no matter what, I would spend the rest of my life running from the past.
I was grateful when Rachel returned and we talked about how excited she was that Shaun, another of Dustin’s brothers, would be bringing his son to stay for a week while he and his wife, Kelsey, were visiting Ireland to celebrate their wedding anniversary. 
She was showing me some photos of little Carmine that Kelsey had sent her when Dustin showed up.
“Sorry I’m late, Mom. I promise it won't happen again.” He kissed his mother on the cheek and she laughed.
“You say that every time, honey.”
Dustin hugged Cole and looked back at Rachel. “And you forgive me every time.”
Rachel ruffled Dustin’s hair as if he were still a small boy. “Work is taking over your lives. That's why I insist on these family dinners.” She picked up a basket that lay at her feet and extended it toward all of us. We knew what we had to do. 
I removed my phone from my bag and dropped it inside. Cole checked some messages on his before doing the same, followed by Dustin, who was typically unable to go five minutes without his phone.
We had already started dinner when Shaun showed up with Carmine. Rachel was too distracted by her four-year-old grandson to care about the rest of us, so we carried on with pleasant conversation. 
When dinner was over, Dustin and I went for a short walk down the road to enjoy the balmy evening air. 
He pulled me close to him as we walked. “Do you know how lucky I am to have you?”
I leaned into him. “No, but I do know how lucky I am to have you.”
He stopped walking and turned me to face him. “I know I work a lot. But I'm going to take some time off soon. I promise to take you to an exotic place where no phones are allowed.”
“There's such a place in this day and age? Apart from your mom’s house, of course.” I laughed and kissed him. 
“I'll find one.” He held me tight and pressed his head to mine. “As you know, in a week and a half, I’ll be going to that conference in Dubai. I’ll be gone for three weeks. When I get back, I'll take time off to spend with you. You choose when. Then after that we’ll move in together.”
I was used to Dustin traveling, but I never wanted him to go away for too long. On the other hand, maybe some time alone would give me the opportunity to sort out my sleepwalking issues. 
“I'll miss you so much,” I said, leaning in for another kiss. 
 



Chapter Thirteen
 
I poured myself a cup of green tea and sat on the couch to read a romance novel. Since perusing some of Grace’s novels in Stony Creek, I found I actually enjoyed reading love stories. I made sure to take some time out of my busy schedule to read even a book or two a month. When I did the wedding shoot in Stony Creek, Grace had given me a box full of old novels to keep me occupied for a while, and I’d bought a few of my own as well.
Now that Jude was out of the picture, I was starting to believe in love and romance again—the healthy kind, without one person holding power over the other. 
Dustin went to Stony Creek for a few days, as he had a lot to take care of there before his long trip to Dubai. I decided to take the weekend off to run some errands and catch up on overdo chores. I also wanted to use the downtime to relax and reflect. 
Four days ago, I did as Becca suggested and went to see a doctor. She ran some tests that revealed that I was in excellent physical health. She also suggested I return to therapy. I nodded in agreement, even though I had no intention of sitting on a shrink’s couch again. 
I was at an interesting part of the romance story when I heard thumping noises coming from the outside corridor near the elevator. I ignored the noise for a while, but it started getting to me, so much so that I found it hard to focus. With a sigh, I went to the front door and opened it a few inches. 
The corridor was empty apart from five or six boxes stacked on top of each other near the elevator. Probably deliveries for an eighty-something-year-old woman two doors down who rarely stepped out of her apartment. I’d seen her only once or twice from a distance. But she got a lot of things delivered to her home, including groceries.
I hardy mingled with my neighbors, apart from a hello here and there at the front door or when we met inside the elevator. Most of them were college students who were new in town. Some hadn’t been in Serendipity long enough to know who I was, and they were more interested in their friends and parties anyway. That was fine by me, and it was actually the exact reason I had chosen this apartment. The parties could be loud at times, especially on weekends, but it was a small price to pay for anonymity.
As I moved to close my door again, the rusty elevator doors slid open and my elderly neighbor walked out, carrying a basket. 
I closed the door, leaving only a slit open. I peered out, hoping she wouldn’t see me as she passed the door.
“Hi, dear,” a voice said, and I jumped. She was standing right in front of my door. I was caught red-handed. The only thing I could do now was open the door wider and show my face. She was already peering through the slit, and I smelled her minty breath.
“Hi… hmmm…” I opened the latch and then the door. “Good afternoon.”
“What a beautiful girl you are. I don’t think we’ve ever been introduced. I’m Mary Lou.”
I swallowed hard, my cheeks hot with shame. “I’m Haley.” I reached out my hand and she shook it. Hers was warm and soft. 
“Nice to meet you, Haley. A lovely name for a lovely girl. I don’t see you around much.” She smiled. She had about five teeth inside her mouth, and those few were stained and crooked.
She lifted the striped dish towel covering whatever was in her basket. She took out a flower and handed it to me. “I’m having a small dinner party for my nephew. These always make wonderful centerpieces, especially when combined with roses. But I don’t mind giving you one. Have a beautiful day.”
She left me rooted to the floor, my breath coming in quick gasps and my body cold all over. I dropped my gaze to look at the flower in my hand. A pure white calla lily. Could it be a coincidence? How would the old lady know I had a connection with calla lilies? And why would she give one to me, a stranger?
I peeked my head out again in time to see her enter her apartment. 
I went back into mine and shut the door, leaning against it for support, my breath still bated. When I was able to feel my body again, I rushed to the kitchen and tossed the flower into the trash bin. I couldn’t do this to myself again. I refused to let a flower control my life. Calla lilies were everywhere. It had been two damn years. I had to get rid of my fear of them, and of a dead man.
Staying at home for the rest of the day would lead to more worrying, so I gave Becca a call. She only had to work the night shift and was free to meet up for lunch. 
When I told her about the flower, she shrugged it off as coincidence. After lunch, she even told me to face my fears by buying myself a bouquet of calla lilies to take home. 
I followed her advice. It was one of the hardest things I’d ever had to do.
 



Chapter Fourteen
 
Dustin walked out of the huge marble bath, a towel wrapped around his waist, looking hotter than ever. We’d just had sex, but my insides were melting again. I couldn’t get enough of him. How could anyone, with him looking like he’d walked off a movie set? 
“Have you decided yet whether we should go?” he asked.
I threw myself back against the pillows and forced myself to focus on his question. “You really think it’s a good idea for me to be there?”
Today, the first day of summer, was bittersweet for me. It was the same day I’d followed Leon to the Devine Resorts Hotel, the day that had changed my life forever. But to the residents of Serendipity, it was a special day. At midnight, almost everyone would be at Serendipity Lake to throw rose petals on the water, some on foot and others in boats. They believed they were releasing their wishes and desires of love to the universe. 
Last year, I didn’t go. Dustin had instead flown me to his beach house in Martha’s Vineyard. We’d spent the weekend curled up on the couch, watching movie after movie to distract me, until I fell asleep in his arms and he took me to bed. I didn’t want to be at the festival, surrounded by the people who judged me and blamed me for the many deaths that shook the town.
The Rose Petal Festival wasn’t a completely happy day for Dustin either. A few years ago, his brother Shaun had been shot right by the lake in front of his family and they almost lost him. But Dustin said he was ready to attend the event again this year, as a way to leave the past behind and prove to fate that it didn’t hold all the cards.
Dustin sat next to me on the bed, smelling of shampoo and toothpaste. “I think you should go. Many people have moved on to other stories now. It will be packed. They might not even notice we’re there.”
“There’s always someone to notice. It’s a happy event and some might not think I deserve to enjoy it.”
“It’s not for them to decide. You have as much right to be there as anyone else.”
I rested my head on my arm and bit my lip. It was so much easier to keep a distance. I had gotten used to some people still giving me funny looks. “And there are some people who kind of like me, right?”
“And the ones who don’t, do not matter.” He tucked a stray lock of my hair behind my ear. “Tell you what. We can take one of my boats. We’ll sail as far away from prying eyes as possible. We’ll throw our petals on the water in peace and no one will be there to judge us.”
“Judge me, you mean?”
He shook his head, meeting my gaze. His eyes were filled with love for me. Sometimes I wondered what I’d done to deserve him, especially after everything I had put him through. Would any other man have stuck with me through all the mess I’d made of my life? I doubted it. Now he was asking me in not so many words to allow us to move on—to live our lives, to enjoy our time together. How could I say no?
“I think that’s a sweet and romantic idea. Let’s take a boat out. I’d like that very much.” I got out of bed. “I better head to Patty’s Petals then, before all the flowers are gone.”
“Get back into bed and relax. It’s all taken care of. I’ve ordered a few blooms from out of town. My girl doesn’t stand in line for flowers.”
I smiled wide. He must have known I was going to say yes. No matter how much he gave me, he never made me feel guilty for taking it. His love and his heart were free for me. I knew deep down that I’d never have to pay him back for making me feel loved. Our relationship was a breath of fresh air, and tonight would be wonderful. Who cared what everybody else thought of me? The only person whose opinion mattered was Dustin.
“I can’t go back to bed. I have to meet some clients for lunch.” I kissed him hard on the lips. “You are the most wonderful boyfriend ever.”
“Another wedding?”
“A double wedding that will take place in Tennessee in four months.”
“What do you mean by a double wedding?” Dustin threw down the towel and walked buck naked into his walk-in wardrobe. I stared openly at his lean, well-defined body before I turned to head to the bathroom.
“Twins getting married to another set of twins. Should be fun,” I said over my shoulder. 
“Sounds like loads of work.” Dustin was back in the room carrying a pair of jeans and several shirts.
“They’re willing to pay well for it.”
“They better. Your work is amazing.”
I often showed my work to Dustin before handing it over to my clients. He was always willing to look at the final photos and give me his opinion, and never had anything negative to say about them. He was so impressed that he often carried my business cards around to hand over to his business partners looking for a photographer. Since most of the people he rubbed shoulders with were loaded, I always made good money off them, and in turn they recommended me to their own friends and relatives. Quiet months were rare for me these days.
Dustin was the perfect partner. He didn’t want me to remain the small person Jude had made me. He wanted me to be the best I could be. And being my best for Dustin helped me see past the weak person I had once been and embrace the strong woman I had become. 
 



Chapter Fifteen
 
Before heading over to the lake, we had a late dinner at the Lux Hotel restaurant. It was a somber event; my mind was running wild with thoughts of my past.
How would my life have turned out if I hadn’t agreed to have sex with a client that night? Which course would I be on now if I had not chosen to work for Bruno at all? Would I still have ended up here, with Dustin? Would Jude still have found me and destroyed my life? 
So many unanswered questions. In the end, I forced myself to shut off the spotlight shining on the past and focus on Dustin and our romantic night ahead. 
“You hardly ate anything. Are you okay?” he asked, sipping his water.
I smiled and looked down at my full plate. “I’m just not hungry. I ate a big meal at my meeting.”
He leaned forward and took my hands. “I can tell when you’re lying, you know.”
I sighed and squeezed his hands. “You know me too well.” I paused and looked around the almost empty restaurant. Many people were already at the lake. “It’s hard not to think about it.”
“It will always be hard. Just live your life. One day it will be less painful.” He winked. “Take it one step at a time. Start with being here with me.”
“I am. I promise. No more talk of the past. At least not tonight.” 
This was exactly why I couldn’t tell Dustin about all the weird things that had been happening around me in the past few weeks. His tone of voice told me everything. He wanted to be there for me, to help me heal, but he also wanted us to move on from the pain. I was finding it hard to let go of that pain and all my fears, but I couldn’t tell him that. I didn’t want him to worry, didn’t want to put our lives on hold.  
Still, something was eating at me. I had no idea what. It was more than pain, more than fear. It was a deep-rooted dread that something was not right, the kind of knot in the stomach that never goes away, no matter what. Even after two years, I was still waiting for the other shoe to drop. 
“We better get going. We only have two hours before the sprinkling of the petals.” I lifted my napkin from my lap and placed it on the table.
“I think you’re right.” Dustin’s gaze moved from my eyes to my breasts. “Have I told you how fuckin’ sexy you look tonight?”
“About a hundred times.” I often preferred my comfortable jeans and t-shirts, but tonight I’d wanted to look nice for him. 
I wore a peach lace cocktail dress with a plunging neckline that didn’t leave much to the imagination. He had bought the dress for me when he’d traveled to Milan last year. Instead of heels, I wore cute matching ballerinas, to make walking around at the lake a little easier. 
“Well, you better get used to it because you’re going to hear it a hundred more times.” He waved for the waiter and paid for our meal. Even though Dustin was a billionaire, I still felt bad for wasting my food, so I asked for a to-go box. Dustin raised an eyebrow but didn’t say anything. 
The waiter bowed to Dustin as we left. As we were about to step out of the rotating doors of the hotel, Dustin pulled me back into the lobby and told me to wait as he talked to one of the receptionists. 
“I want to show you something,” he said when he returned to me. He took my arm and led me to the elevators.
“Dustin, we’ll be late. Your mother is waiting for us to pick her up.”
“Two hours is a long time. If we’re late, we’ll just take the jet there. Of course, it would be almost impossible to find a place to land.” He laughed and wrapped a hand around my waist, pulling me close to his side. 
“You’re a silly man. What do you want to show me anyway?”
The elevator arrived and he guided me inside. “You’ll see soon enough.” 
The doors slid shut and the buttons of the individual floors flashed green one after the other, and then the elevator stopped. It took a moment for me to realize that Dustin was the one who had halted it.
He reached into his pocket and pulled out a key. “I booked us a room for ten minutes, but I can’t wait to get there. You’re too hot. I need to have you right this minute. If you’ll have me.”
“Oh my God. You are insatiable, Mr. Brannon.” Even as I said the words, I was kissing him hard on the lips. 
Within moments he was pulling my dress up my legs and pushing my lacy panties down my thighs. My breath caught in my throat and my pulse raced as he pushed me against the cool mirrors of the elevator wall. Somewhere in my mind I prayed no one would notice the elevator had stopped and do something about it. This moment, this breathtaking moment with Dustin, had to be explored. It was the first time we would be making love outside the bedroom, and oh God, I couldn’t wait.
My knees were trembling, my breathing was ragged, my insides melting as he explored my mouth with his tongue, pushed my legs apart, and swept me off the ground. My juices were already flowing when I wrapped my legs around him. Before I could take my next breath, he entered me, pushing deeper and deeper until I screamed into his shoulder. He pushed even deeper and harder until I felt I would burst into flames. 
I came first, and then he followed, groaning deep inside his throat while still sliding his hard, smooth cock in and out. Then he withdrew and brushed my lips with a kiss. 
With a mischievous grin on his face, he zipped up his pants, then pulled my panties up and my dress down. He even tidied my hair, then his. 
“Don’t say a word,” he said and pushed a button. The elevator moved again but we were heading back down. I couldn’t stop giggling as he handed the key back to the receptionist, telling him we’d had a change of plans. 
“That was amazing, by the way,” he said as he started the car. “We should do it again sometime.”
“I agree.” With one sexy move, Dustin had yet again sent my fears and worries packing. The only thing I felt right now was the throbbing between my legs as I remembered the feel of him. It was amazing how good my life could be, even with a dark cloud over my head.
***
The festival was more fun than I had expected. The people scattered along the banks of Serendipity Lake were having too much fun to care about me being there—at least, that was how it seemed. Parents played with their kids, older people sat on folding chairs enjoying their drinks, teenagers ate burgers and hot dogs while sitting on picnic blankets and gazing at the water.
Rachel had brought a picnic basket and blanket, choosing not to join us on Dustin’s boat. She wanted to catch up with some friends.
As Dustin and I strolled barefoot along the bank, holding hands, I felt like I belonged to a community again. When someone passed us and said hello, I didn’t question their motives, didn’t ask if they were being sincere. I let my hair down and let myself enjoy the night with the man I loved. 
The edges of the small white boat were decorated with blooms and in the middle stood two white buckets filled with fresh red and white rose petals. They smelled like heaven. 
Dustin helped me into the boat and we sat on white padded seats. 
“This is so beautiful,” I said, eyeing the champagne. I had been opposed to drinking alcohol for a long time, but lately I enjoyed a glass of wine or champagne now and then. I had long decided that one glass wouldn’t turn me into the alcoholic my mother had been.
“I’m glad you like it.” Dustin kissed me and held my face between his hands for a moment. “I’m so proud of you. And man, am I proud to call you my girl.”
“Thank you. I love you.” 
When the clock struck midnight, we were out in the middle of the lake. Together we threw our petals overboard along with everyone else on shore and in their own boats. People cheered and music played, and happiness permeated the air and seeped into my bones. 
I felt joy, love, freedom. I prayed the feeling would stay with me for as long as possible, that it would follow me into the new day, the next week, the next month, and maybe longer. I didn’t want to let it go. I would clutch on to the happiness that had landed in my lap, even when I didn’t believe I deserved it. Even when I knew it wouldn’t last.
 



Chapter Sixteen
 
I drove down Cedar Street with the country music station at high volume, on my way home from a quick meal with Becca—at the Serendipity Memorial cafeteria—before she started her night shift. 
Feeling free and happy, I opened the window and filled my lungs with fresh summer air. I felt alive again, as if the weight of my problems had rolled off my shoulders. I was never one to sing along to the radio, but this time I did. I didn’t care that my singing voice was like nails on a blackboard, at least to my own ears. I sang anyway. 
When I glanced in the rearview mirror I caught sight of a police car behind me, its lights flashing. I frowned as sirens filled the air. Were they headed somewhere else, or were they pulling me over? I glanced at the road ahead and then behind. At this time of night, it was clear of other cars. 
I wasn’t doing anything wrong. I was not speeding, not drunk, and not even driving too slow—if that could even be a problem. My only crime was being happy for the first time in a while. I smiled as I slowed down. To be honest, being happy had seemed like a crime in the past few years. As soon as I even attempted to feel it, it was snatched away and I was punished somehow. But tonight, no one would taint my mood. I would hold on to these good feelings no matter what came my way. 
The police car neared the rear of my car and I got the message. I was the one on their radar.
I shook my head as I slowed down even more and brought the car to a halt on the shoulder. The police car stopped behind mine and the door opened. 
I watched in the rearview mirror as the cop walked in slow strides toward my car. He was tall and seemed to be well built underneath his uniform. I had always found uniforms sexy on men. I should ask Dustin to try one on for fun one of these days. 
Sand and gravel crunched under the cop’s boots as he got closer. 
He lowered himself to my open window and my breath froze in my lungs. My heart almost exploded and beads of sweat popped up on my forehead. 
I tried to scream, to move, to drive, but the sudden coldness that hit my core at the sight of him froze both my body and mind. 
“Have you missed me?” Jude said in that low, dangerous voice. Underneath his cap his eyes were intense and triumphant. He looked groomed and distinguished, the way he had looked the day I saw him for the first time. The hair that peeked from underneath the cap seemed slightly lighter than I remembered, but the gun-metal blue of his eyes, his strong jaw, and his full lips were unmistakable. The musk in his cologne caused the same reaction in me as always—disgust and fear. It was him, no doubt about it. But surely this couldn’t be real. How could he be alive when he had died two years ago? He had burned to death! How was it even possible? Was I going crazy?
“Get out,” he said, his face contorting with anger. “Did you think you would get away with misbehaving for this long? Time for your punishment.”
When I didn’t move—I couldn’t—he reached for the handle himself and yanked the door open. 
Then he reached into the car and gripped my forearm. The strength to fight returned to me in bursts. I fought him tooth and nail, kicking and yanking, scratching at his skin, but he was too strong for me. Before I knew it, I was out of the car and flat on my back on the gravel, the small stones drilling into my skin through the thin fabric of my satin top. 
As I continued to fight him, he slapped me hard across the face and threw himself on top of me, pinning me down by the arms. 
Then he reached down to unzip his pants and I opened my mouth and screamed. I slammed my eyes shut, wishing it would all turn out to be a bad dream when I opened them again.
In that moment something changed. I felt lighter, and the pain in my back disappeared. I no longer heard sirens or smelled his cologne. 
My eyes flew open. I was in bed. I sobbed and sobbed, relief soaking through me. Jude was dead and gone. He could no longer hurt me. Even as that reality settled into my mind, I continued crying into my pillow, the ache inside my chest bleeding and raw again. It was just a nightmare, but it had felt so real. My heart was still thumping and the sensation of his hand on my forearm remained with me. 
After crying for at least an hour, I got out of bed and took a long, hot shower. Then I sat on the edge of my bed for a long time, staring into space. 3 a.m. was too early to get started with my day, but going back to sleep was not an option. Not tonight. Nor was calling Dustin to seek comfort. I didn’t want to worry him when he was so far away in Dubai. 
But there was no way I’d be able to shake off the nightmare unless I talked to someone about it. Feeling guilty for disturbing her at work, I tried Becca. 
“We’re friends, you can call me anytime. If I don’t pick up, I’ll call you back. I was about to have my break, anyway. What’s up? Your voice sounds strained.”
I sighed. “I dreamed of Jude.”
“And it’s normal for you to do that. Your subconscious is still hung up on him.”
“I know. It’s just that… this time it felt too real.” I ran a hand through my damp hair and glanced at the window to make sure it was still closed. “It was so different from the other times.”
I told her what had happened in the dream and heard an intake of breath on her end.
“Haley, I’m so sorry, sweetie. But remember this: Jude is dead. He’s been dead for two years. He will not come back.”
“I know,” I said, biting my bottom lip. “I wish my mind could believe that too.”
“Did you ever get closure? Real closure? I mean, were you at his funeral or something like that?”
I shook my head as if she could see me. “I told them to do whatever they needed to do with his remains. I never wanted to have anything to do with him again.”
“Well, that’s it.” There was a hint of triumph in Becca’s voice. “You need closure, sweetie. I’m not saying it will solve all your problems, but it’s worth a try.”
“I don’t know how I can get that closure. Garrett once told me to write a letter to him and burn it. You know, telling him how deeply he had hurt me. He said I might let him go that way, and release the negative emotions.”
“Did it help?”
“It did in the moment I burned the letter. The relief only lasted a few hours, though.”
“Why not try something else?”
“I have no idea what.”
“Dearest, I have to go and check on a patient. I’m sorry. Think of a few ideas. I’ll call you after my shift so you can run them by me.”
“I will. Thanks so much, Becca. Talk to you later.”
After hanging up, I took a pad and paper and started jotting down a few things. I managed to come up with five ideas, some of them ridiculous, but it helped knowing there were options that could help me let go of Jude.
I folded up the paper, put it in my purse, and instead of going back to bed, I switched on the TV and watched a nice comedy. I fell asleep before it ended. 
I was awoken by Becca’s phone call. She was pleased with some of the ideas, but one in particular. 
“I know it’s scary, and you will probably be subjecting yourself to a lot of pain, but maybe you need to face the pain in order to let it go.”
“Maybe.” I decided I would do it. “I’ll make the call.”
Later that day, I laughed at myself. I had ditched Garrett because I wanted to do it on my own, but in truth I wasn’t doing it alone. Instead of him, I was leaning on Becca. But in a way, it helped to be leaning on someone who knew me on a deeper level, and who had seen my deepest, darkest scars. Someone who wasn’t Dustin.
Taking the healing steps would not only be good for me. I was doing it for Dustin, and for everyone else who came into contact with me. It would prevent me from scarring the relationships I formed with other people. 
Damn you, Jude. Go to hell already. 
 



Chapter Seventeen
 
My heart pounded and sweat pooled between the steering wheel and my palms.
Before leaving the apartment, I had called Dustin in Dubai, but he was having lunch with an investor and couldn’t talk. All I could say was that I had a last-minute shoot out of town and I’d be spending the night. I hated lying to him, but I couldn’t give him the opportunity to try and talk me out of what had to be done.
To give myself a few moments to calm down, I leaned against the headrest and closed my eyes. 
Please God, let this be what I need. Give me the strength I need to get through this.
After Jude died, I started going to church. It helped to remind myself there was a higher power out there watching over me. Relying on my own personal strength was too freakin’ scary. Given that most of the wedding shoots I was booked for fell either on a Saturday or Sunday, I didn’t attend church as much as I liked, but I had learned how to talk to God from my own home.
I blew out a slow breath and started the car with shaking hands. I had to stop several times on the way with the pretense of getting something to eat or for a bathroom break, but the truth was, I needed to get out of the car and walk around a bit, to shake off some of the anxiety. Halfway to my destination, I almost turned back, but a call from Becca changed all that. 
 “You can do this,” she said. “You’re almost there. I think if you turn back now, you’ll be harder on yourself for not going through with it.”
I gazed at my own eyes in the cracked and smudged mirror of the small gas station bathroom. The green in them looked dull and dark shadows framed them.
“Do you plan on telling Dustin at all? Or did you already?”
“Maybe I will, maybe I won’t. I haven’t decided yet. I don’t want to worry him at the moment. The conference in Dubai is a big deal. I want him to focus on that.”
“You do know you have to open up to him sometime about your struggles, right? Especially the sleepwalking. He’s bound to notice sooner or later.”
To keep him from finding out, I had taken steps to reduce the number of times we spent the night together. Often I was the one who offered to sleep at his place instead of him coming to mine. That way I could leave and go to my apartment before I fell asleep.
“I’ll tell him soon. Just not yet.”
“Okay,” Becca said. “I have to get back to work. You do what you have to do. Call me when you get there… or if you need to talk.”
We hung up and I got back in the car. Less than an hour later, when the sun was gliding higher in the sky, I drove into Madison, through its streets, toward the house I thought I’d never see again. 
Madison on its own left a bitter taste in my mouth. It was the place where I had suffered the most, the setting for all the torture Jude had inflicted on me. In an inexplicable way, I felt as if Madison had somehow let me down at the time I needed it most. 
For two years I’d turned my back on Madison, even rejecting photo shoot assignments that required me to be here. I knew sooner or later I’d find myself right back where it all started. I thought it would be much later, when my wounds had healed and the scars had faded. 
The mansion was as powerful and intimidating as Jude had been. The place I’d once thought could be my home now looked like a monster raging up into the sky. This place had offered me shelter and then snatched it away. This mansion, with its majestic windows, lush gardens, and pillars was more than a house. It was Jude, in brick and mortar.
I spotted the realtor’s car before I saw him: a small BMW standing in the place Nolan used to park Jude’s car. The courtyard, empty of luxury cars, looked bare and abandoned. 
A stocky man with a goatee and small eyes emerged from the back of the house just as I climbed out of my car, the warmth of the sun spilling onto my head and shoulders. 
“Miss Bradley,” he said, rushing toward me. He bounced more than he walked. “I’m so glad you could make it.” 
I ran the palm of my right hand along the sides of my jeans to wipe off the sweat before shaking his.
“Mr. Loyd, thank you for being available to show me the property at such short notice.”
I had been following the sale of the house for months now out of sheer curiosity. The realtor’s number had been in my phone for several weeks but I had yet to call it until today.
“I’m leaving for Mallorca in a few hours. Taking the wife on vacation. You were lucky to catch me.”
He gave me a once-over and then his gaze returned to my face. He smiled, clearly pleased with what he saw. 
I had made an effort to look casual, but at the same time as if I had the money to afford a mansion like this. Thanks to my new black jeans, a white, collarless Armani shirt, a sleek Gucci bag, and metallic thong sandals, I was the picture of understated elegance. Around my neck I wore a diamond necklace from Stalford Jewelers—the gift I had bought myself when I got my first big check from shooting a celebrity wedding in New York. 
“I’ll need at least half an hour in the house, if you don’t mind. I like to get the feel of a house first… imagine living in it.”
“Of course.” He shifted from one foot to the other. “I have at least an hour to spare. Take your time.”
I understood why he was nervous. The house had been on the market for two years. The people who had bought it from Jude before he died had moved out as soon as they found out about the crimes committed inside the place they called home. It must have been a shock when Leon’s body was dug out of the garden that now looked so serene and undisturbed. 
For a moment, I wondered if Mr. Loyd knew who I was, whether he’d seen me in the papers. Hopefully not. I looked different from the woman I was two years ago, with shorter, darker hair, and less fear in my eyes. The photos that had made their rounds in the press had been of a terrified woman whose internal scars were visible on her face. To some extent, I was still that woman, but the scars were a lot less visible now. 
“I’d appreciate that. It’s a beautiful house. Can you tell me why the previous owners left, and why no one has bought it yet?”
He sucked in a breath and I felt bad for putting him on the spot. It was clearly a question he typically avoided, but surely I wasn’t the first person to ask. Why did I even ask him, when I had more answers than he did? Did I want to see if he would lie?
He cleared his throat and pulled the keys from his pocket. “The previous owners moved abroad… hmmm… and well, the price tag on the house is quite high. Most people can’t afford it.”
A lie. He wanted to get this house sold as soon as possible. But I wouldn’t be buying it, of course. I’d come here for closure. I wanted to step back into the past to make peace with it, in the hopes my monsters would let me go for good.
“I see.” I kept my tone emotionless, my eyes fixed on his face. “Can I have some time in the house alone now?” I asked as soon as we entered.
“Of course.” Relief poured over his features. “I’ll be in my car in case you have any more questions.” He said the last word almost in a whisper. Questions were not welcome, it seemed.
I smiled and nodded. “I will.”
He bounced off to his car, unable to get away fast enough from any more possible questions.
When he left, I stepped further into the house. After all this time, the chill was still there—the sudden drop in temperature I used to feel every time I entered. 
My feet were leaden as I moved forward, my heart beating so hard I thought I might pass out. I was cold but I was still sweating, and a headache was creeping up on me. 
I managed to get as far as the flight of stairs, where I lowered myself onto the last step with my head in my hands, feeling as though something was wrapped around my lungs, squeezing them, cutting off my air supply. I tried to stand again, but my knees were too weak, and shadows of black danced in front of my eyes. If I walked up the stairs in this condition, I wouldn’t make it to the top without collapsing. 
I stayed seated for a while, then finally stood. I took my time, climbing one step at a time, holding tight to the banister. With each step I remembered my past here. The many times I had climbed these stairs on the way to our bedroom, praying that Jude would be asleep, that he wouldn’t want to have sex with me, to rape me, to torture me another night. I remembered the day he had dragged me up these stairs when he’d brought me back from Serendipity. I remembered limping up and down the stairs, in too much pain to walk normally after he had hurt me in the worst possible ways. 
I reached the landing and took small steps past many closed doors, toward what used to be our bedroom. My hand trembled as I pushed the wooden door open. The room was empty, but when I walked around it, I heard my own screams, his evil laughter, and his groans of pleasure as he pushed himself into me. I halted in the center of the master bathroom and closed my eyes as if I could block out the horror that way. But the sounds got louder inside my head.
Then, amidst all the noise, I heard footsteps coming from the stairs. My heart almost exploded as I spun around, feeling him, hearing him, fearing him. On trembling knees, I walked out of the bathroom in time to see the bedroom door open. I almost collapsed with relief when I saw Loyd standing there, a confused expression on his face.
“Are you okay, Miss Bradley? I heard screams.”
I blinked several times, confused. Had I been screaming out loud? 
“Yes,” I said, avoiding his eyes. “Yes, I’m fine.” I looked up again and forced a smile even as a wave of hot humiliation swept through me. Did he see the horror mirrored in my eyes? Could he hear my heart thumping? 
“Erm… Do you want me to show you the rest of the house?”
“Actually”—I cleared my throat—“I knew the previous owners. I visited once. They showed me around.”
He lifted an eyebrow, looking both surprised and relieved. “Is that so? I thought…”
“We lost touch. I wondered why they had left.” I paused. “I want to see a few other rooms. I’ll give myself a tour.”
“That’s fine. I’ll be downstairs.”
There was only one other room I wanted to see. I held my breath as I went down the stairs and approached the room that used to be Jude’s office. The closer I came, the weaker my knees became. 
At the door, I halted and touched the cool doorknob.
“This is it,” I whispered and opened the door.
The room, empty of furniture, looked much bigger than I remembered. I crossed it and approached the wall that interested me, ran the palm of my hand along it, then pushed against it. It budged and gave way. Did the realtor even know this room existed? 
I stepped inside until I was right in the middle. It, too, was bare. The photos on the walls were gone. 
I took a deep breath. “I will no longer let you scare me. Jude Macknight, this is where I leave you.” I blinked back tears and then turned to leave. 
The realtor was disappointed when I told him I didn’t want to buy the house after all. But he lightened up when I assured him I would refer the offer to my wealthy friends. 
My drive back to Serendipity was permeated by an eerie calm. I had done it. I had willingly come face-to-face with the past and walked out alive. 
 



Chapter Eighteen
 
Dustin was back from Dubai and I planned to prepare a romantic evening with a home-cooked meal. He would be moving in next week, so we needed to celebrate. Also, it was kind of an anniversary for us. For the past two years, we had celebrated the day we became a couple back in high school. 
Around eight, I went to my bedroom to shower and change. Dustin would be here at nine. Forget cooking. I would order in instead. I slipped into a red and black mesh babydoll lingerie dress with a matching G-string, and went downstairs in search of one of the takeaway restaurant brochures I kept in the kitchen drawers. I opted for a fancy new Italian restaurant.
I reached for the house phone that hung on the wall. I hadn’t seen my cell phone since the morning. God knew where I had left it.
As I dialed the number of the restaurant, I heard the faint sound of a key turning in the lock. My heart leapt. I had missed Dustin so much. He must have found his key. 
But damn, he was early. I had planned to be spread out on the couch, looking all sexy, with candles everywhere, when he arrived. My gaze flitted across the kitchen, searching for a nice spot to lean against or even lie on. No problem. I had to make it work where I was. I’d just hop up onto the kitchen island and rest my feet on the stools, one on each. He would get a perfect view of the goods. 
I heard his approaching footsteps.
I snapped up the kitchen towel that stood on the island, attempting to get it out of the way. 
When I turned, my whole body froze. My mouth fell open at the same time the towel fluttered to the floor. My hand flew to my throat as I gasped for air. 
“Honey, I’m home.” A smile split his face.
He looked different, almost unrecognizable. Half his face was smooth and looked the way I remembered, but the other half was bumpy and smudged and the eye on that side looked to be bulging out of the socket. No eyelashes in sight. His face looked as if it belonged to two different people.
My own eyes felt like they were about to pop out of my face and my heart hurt with each heartbeat. 
He grinned. “Sorry I didn’t call. I thought it would be better to surprise you.” His gaze traveled down the length of my body. “Looks like you’re all ready for me.”
He walked further into the room and I skirted around the island, my legs shaking, knees almost knocking against each other. “No.” I shook my head first slowly and then vigorously, my hair sticking to the sweat on my forehead. “No, you can’t…”
“Be alive?” He looked down at his body, opened the top button of his black shirt. “This is all me, darling. I’m back. Did you miss me?”
I reached for the nearest thing I could get my hands on—a pan—but before I could hurl it at him, he lunged for it and tossed it across the floor where it clanked to a halt. 
In the silence following the clatter of the pan, I heard the sound of the other shoe dropping.
 



Chapter Nineteen
 
Blood rushed to my head in a whoosh. I was so dizzy, I couldn’t hold myself upright. I collapsed to the floor, keeping my eyes on his. How could Jude be alive? How could he have survived the stabbing, the fire, the explosion? How could he possibly be standing in front of me?
 “You’re not real.” The words were separated by ragged breaths.
He laughed, the sound raw and angry. “You thought I wouldn’t survive, didn’t you? You thought it was all over and you could start a new life with that home wrecker, Brannon.”
I swallowed hard, wanting to respond, but my lips were trembling too hard. 
“You can’t get rid of me, sweetheart. Didn’t you get my letter?” He was nearing me now and my body screamed for escape, but I couldn’t move. I was glued to the floor by fear. “The letter I sent you two years ago, with a key to my childhood home? Remember that?”
Oh my God. The note we all thought he had written before he died had been sent by a living, breathing Jude. He had been alive all along.
“How did you…?” It didn’t matter at this point, but I had to ask, and I had to keep the conversation going to stop him from communicating with me in other ways. 
He stopped approaching me and pulled out one of the kitchen stools. He sat and laid the knife I hadn’t seen he was holding on his thigh. His damaged face looked disfigured as he smiled again. “I have a better question you can ask me. Whose remains did they find in the fire? Aren’t you more interested in knowing who died in my place? The cops did find a body in the barn.”
“No…no it can’t be.” He didn’t need to tell me the answer because it hit me like a brick. “Nolan?” No wonder the cops couldn’t locate him. They were searching for a dead man. 
“He was a great brother. Useful till the end. I do miss him sometimes. But sacrifices had to be made for love.” He laughed for a long time, so hard his shoulders shook. Then he stopped as if a button had been pressed. His face hardened. 
“You know what kept me alive, Haley? I knew you didn’t really want me gone. You love me; you’re just denying yourself the truth. Your love kept me alive.”
“Never,” I spat, the words shaking my whole body. “I wanted you dead.” Tears heated up my eyes. “You’re worse than a monster. And you’re delusional. You deserve to burn in hell.”
He rose and charged toward me, his eyes blazing, then dropped to his knees in front of me and wrapped his hands around my throat, squeezing hard. I strained for breath as he dug his thumbs into the hollow of my neck. I clutched at his hands and raised my pleading eyes to his. His gaze bore right into mine, but I found no mercy there, only anger and disappointment. And hate. How was it possible for him to love me and hate me at the same time? 
I tried to talk, but only choking sounds came out. I lost my strength and my hands fell from his and dropped to my sides. My vision blurred. The only part of me left fighting was my mind as I felt the life slipping out of me. When I thought my end had come and my eyes drifted shut, he let go, shoving me back against the wall behind me. 
I opened my mouth wide and air whooshed into my lungs. I clutched my raw neck, which pulsated beneath my fingers, and gasped for more air, unable to get enough.
He watched with lowered eyes.
“I didn’t stay alive for this shit. Don’t mess with me.” He moved closer again and I shrank back with fear. “I know it’s too late for a life together, but I want what you denied me last time. I’m fully functional, baby.” He grinned. “You sucked at stabbing, by the way. You got the thigh instead of the masterpiece.” Even as he smiled, I detected the twitch in his jaw. He was furious. “I’m here to show you I can still fuck your brains out. I want your pussy for the last time, and then I’ll kill you and kill myself. Maybe we’re not meant to be together in this life. We’ll spend eternity together instead.”
While I was still trying to digest his words, he lunged for me again and started tearing at my clothes, grabbing my nightdress on both sides and ripping it open so my breasts spilled out.
His words had rendered me weak. I was unable to do anything but cry as he freed my whole upper body and then pulled my legs to him, my back sliding onto the floor. But when he wrapped his hands around my hips and drew me closer, I got enough strength to resist him pulling down my G-string. 
“Don’t,” I croaked. “Please don’t.” I reached down and hooked my index fingers into the elastic of my panties. As he tried to yank them down, I did my best to yank them up. The material was surprisingly strong for such a flimsy thing.
“Stop being a bitch.” He slapped me so hard across the face that my head snapped to the side. I reeled for a heartbeat and then a scream burst out of my lungs. It gave me the energy shot I needed to start to writhe and thrash around, trying as hard as I could to stop him from getting what he wanted. 
He stopped but kept his hands tight on my thighs. “I guess you like it the hard way. Let’s have it your way, pussy cat.”
He fell over me, the weight of his body crushing me, his breath hot against my neck, as he reached down to open his jeans.
He won’t, I repeated inside my head. Someone will hear my screams. Dustin. Dustin was on his way. He would arrive any moment. He didn’t have a key, but he would hear my screams and break the door down or call for help. I screamed louder, fought harder. 
He stopped fumbling with his pants and clapped a hand over my mouth, pressed his mouth to my ear. “This is going to happen, whether you want it or not. You might as well enjoy it.” 
It was almost impossible for me to move. He grabbed the kitchen towel I’d dropped earlier and stuffed it into my mouth so deep I gagged as it scratched my throat. He shifted and removed something from his pocket. Something that let out a metallic sound. The handcuffs flashed before my eyes for a moment before he pulled my arms above my head, and then I felt the metal cool against my skin. My heart almost burst when I heard them click shut.
“That’s better.” He kissed my cheek. “I brought those in case you chose to disobey me.”
He reached for his crotch again and I trembled as tears slid down my cheeks and pooled into my ears. I jerked my head from side to side, unable to believe I had come full circle. That he was going to do this to me again, when I’d thought it was all over. 
He shoved my legs apart and pressed his lips hard against mine—too hard, his teeth hurting me. Then he pushed into me. 
Just like that, the new world and life I had created for myself, the future I had hoped for, collapsed. 
 



PART II



Chapter Twenty 
Jude
 
It was all worth it. Everything he'd endured the last two years boiled down to this one moment of watching the fear swirling like a hurricane in her green eyes.
She’d fucked with him; now he was fucking her. She had to know, had to know that no one messed with Jude Macknight and got away with it. Not even love stood in the way of revenge.
It had brought him both pleasure and pain to watch her for the past months. He’d been studying her every move. He knew when she ate, when she slept, when she took a shit. He'd punched walls when he'd seen her inside Dustin Brannon's arms. The fury of betrayal had almost caused him to reveal himself sooner. But he was a patient man. He planned everything to the last detail. He had planned to walk into her life, not rush in like a moron. He was Jude Macknight, a powerful man. He took what he wanted when he wanted it.
He drove deeper into her, traveling the familiar tunnel of her pussy, the pussy he had made love to even from a distance. He had fucked a lot of women in the last few months, women who looked a lot like Haley. Fucking and killing had become an art he had mastered.
But the bitches had never touched him the way Haley had; they never reached into his soul. They had been mere pawns in his game, stepping stones to his ultimate destination.
Now he was here with his wife once again. She should have known she would never outrun him and his love for her. He was a man of his word. He had meant it when he’d promised her forever. Now the time had come. They had a few hours together in this life, and then it would all be over.
Till death do us part. 
He didn’t really agree with that phrase, not anymore. He no longer believed death would part him and Haley. There was another world waiting for them on the other side. They would be together for eternity. Death would only be the beginning.
 
 



Chapter Twenty-One
Haley
 
As he tore me apart, every inch of my body screamed. 
I tried to kick, but he was too strong for me. He always had been. I tried to bite his lip, but his mouth was too firmly pressed against mine. I screamed inside my throat, jerked my hands above my head. As usual, my pain only turned him on.
Exhausted and out of breath, I stopped moving and lay helpless, praying he would stop soon. That I would still be alive when he did. 
As he pushed harder into me, I felt as if I was fading away, merging with the air around me, transforming into nothing but particles, and then into nothing at all. 
I thought I had reclaimed my life. But Jude was showing me now that my life had never, ever belonged to me. It was his to take whenever he wanted. 
I closed my eyes and cried so hard I almost couldn’t breathe. The kitchen towel inside my mouth didn’t help.
He shuddered and collapsed on top of me, breathing hard and sweating all over me. Bile rose in my throat but I swallowed it down again. When he rolled off me, I lay there lifeless, like a doll. 
“Damn,” he said under his breath, “that was better than I imagined it would be after all this time. You still have it.” He pulled the rag out of my mouth and laid the palm of his hand on my cheek. “I wanted it to end here, tonight, to just kill us both and move on to another world, but I liked this. I think we should spend a little more time on Earth.”
“You won’t get away with this.” I wet my dry lips. I figured I might as well say what was on my mind. What did I have to lose? In this moment, some part of me wanted him to finish me off. At this point death would be better than what I had endured, what I might have to endure for the rest of my life. “Dustin.” I swallowed my tears. “Dustin is on his way. You will pay for this.”
“No one will come for you, sweetheart. I run your life, remember? As far as everyone is concerned, you’re out of town. You’ll be shooting a wedding in Texas tomorrow, one you had forgotten about. You won’t be back until Sunday evening. I sent all the necessary messages with your phone.”
I gasped and fresh tears filled my eyes. “You have my phone.” It was not a question.
“That’s right, my love. I needed to have you all to myself. I will be the last man you’ll ever be with—your husband, as it should be. Now let’s pretend we’re on our second honeymoon.”
 



Chapter Twenty-Two
Haley
 
Jude raised himself onto his elbow and kissed my neck. I didn’t budge, simply stared up at the ceiling. He drew back and looked down at me. 
“I don’t like you like this.” His voice was low and tortured. “I can smell him on you.” He meant Dustin. 
I said nothing. 
“Don’t you hear me?” His voice hardened.
I swallowed the sob inside my throat. “What do you want me to do?”
He got to his feet, towering over me as he zipped up his pants. “Get up.”
I stayed put and looked away. Angered by my disobedience, he grabbed me by the arm and yanked me to my feet. My legs had no strength so I sank back down. That didn’t deter him. He tightened his strong fingers around my arm and dragged me across the floor. I had a choice: be dragged around or force myself to stand. 
Groaning with pain that raged everywhere in my body, I attempted to get to my feet, even if he was moving too fast and I kept stumbling. I gritted my teeth when the handcuffs rubbed against the skin of my wrists.
Before we reached the door to the kitchen, I spotted the maple block displaying its gleaming kitchen knives. If my hands hadn’t been handcuffed, it would have been within arm’s reach. A vision of myself reaching for one of the knives and jamming it into his neck flashed before me. The desire to stab him and watch him suffer a slow death burned like liquid fire through my veins. My hopes crashed when he pulled me through the door in the direction of my bedroom. He knew my place. He’d been here, God knew how many times. 
In the moment my foot hit a standing vase and it crashed to the wooden floor and shattered, it all became clear to me. All those times I’d thought I was being paranoid—the weird things that had happened around me, the unmade bed, the panties inside the fridge—I was right. I had told myself I was being silly, but my instincts were correct.
He slammed the door of the room shut, pulled me to my feet, and shoved me onto the bed. My wrists screamed with pain. While I lay on the bed, he strode to the door and locked it, tossing the key into his pocket. He returned to me before I had a chance to collect myself, to think of a way to get away from him.
With a crease between his brows, he focused on the job at hand. He sliced off the rest of my clothes first. I cried out when the cold blade touched my boiling skin. 
Once I was fully naked, I attempted to curl up into the fetal position as a way to protect myself, or maybe guard whatever was left of my dignity. 
“I’m your husband. No need to be self-conscious.” He swept his gaze over my body. “You’re still so damn sexy. But you need to be washed. I don’t want any traces of him on you.”
I whimpered when he grabbed my hair, as he used to do in the life I had been trying to forget. It sent needle-like pain spreading across my scalp. A pain I remembered all too well. 
He didn’t let go until we were in the bathroom. He opened the glass shower door and threw me inside. Tears flowed as I cowered on the floor, trying to back away from him as best I could. Even though I never could. Not as long as I was alive.
He reached for the showerhead and turned on the faucet. The shock of cool water hit my skin and I shrank back. 
“Not good enough.” He fumbled with the faucet some more and then the jet of water changed from cool to warm, to hot, to scalding. He aimed it at my face. 
“Stop,” I begged. “Jude… please don’t.” I writhed and kicked and rubbed myself against the shower floor as the water scalded my skin, the heat penetrating my body and driving me nuts with pain. 
“See how it feels to be burned?” His lips spread into a wide grin. He pointed the shower at my head. Water poured over my hair and dripped into my eyes and mouth. I spit some of it out.
No matter how much I begged, how loud I screamed, he didn’t stop. My skin felt as if it were melting off my flesh. Jude laughed almost as loud as I screamed. When I reached the point when I could no longer bear it, the water suddenly turned off, leaving only steam rising from the floor and from my screaming skin. 
“Perfect.” He hung up the shower head. “Now you’re all mine again.” He grabbed my arm and I winced. Every touch would hurt from now on.
“Don’t worry,” he said. “I’m an expert at burns. The pain you feel right now will be gone in a few hours. But you deserve it, Haley. You deserve to be punished for everything you’ve done. I warned you so many times.”
He dragged me back into the room and dried my body with a towel. Thank God I had purchased extra soft towels. But still, the pain was excruciating. When I was dry, he produced a small white bottle from his back pocket and rubbed its contents over me. It looked like a lotion. Whatever it was gave me instant relief and I ached for it, every drop.
“Better, my love?” He placed the bottle next to the bed and looked at me, unexpected tenderness in his eyes.
I nodded, if only to protect myself. 
“Good girl. Now you behave and we’ll have a wonderful weekend together. I have secrets I need to tell you. One secret, actually. A big one that will blow your mind.”
My eyes grew wide as my mind scrambled to find meaning in his words. I opened my mouth to speak but nothing came out.
“Patience,” he said and unzipped his pants again. “Right now you look so sexy. I have to fuck you again.”
This time he used one of my scarves to bind my ankles and another to stuff into my mouth. Given his weight, the handcuffs, and my bound ankles, I had no chance of moving. I did the only thing I could. I shriveled up inside. 
 
 



Chapter Twenty-Three
Haley
 
My whole body was shaking by the time Jude finished with me and untied the scarf at my ankles. He dressed me in one of my strapless evening gowns. He said he wanted me to look good for him. Although the pain from the hot shower had diminished, my skin still ached when he touched me. 
After he’d dressed me, he put makeup on me—he had experience from making up the corpses—and then led me down to the kitchen. 
He pushed me down onto a stool and tied my ankles to its legs. He opened the handcuffs for a moment only to handcuff me again behind my back. He tied the scarf he had bound my ankles with earlier over my mouth.
Then he opened cupboards and drawers, removing pots and pans. He knew where everything was.
“I miss eating together. Remember the wonderful restaurants I used to take you to? I cannot believe you threw all that away.” He switched on the stove. “But that’s all in the past now.” He pulled out a cutting board and used his own knife to chop onions. As he worked with his back turned to me, I swept my gaze around the room in search of something to help me out of this situation. 
The first thing I noticed was that the block of knives was gone, as well as other sharp objects that were normally in easy reach. My heart started to race. I was alone with this man, with no idea how long he was going to keep me handcuffed, and no way to hurt him. This time he was not underestimating me. He had taken every possible measure to make sure I wouldn’t fight him. 
Dustin wouldn’t even come and save me now. Even if he did, he had no key. My instincts told me the key Jude had was the one Dustin had lost.
He scraped the onions into an oiled pan and the sizzle filled the room. He didn’t open the window to let the food smells out. Was he worried I would scream with my mouth covered? He didn’t want to take any chances, it seemed. 
He was humming now as he used a wooden spoon to stir in the pan. He had the burned side of his face to me. If I’d seen him somewhere else from this angle, I would never have recognized him. He looked exactly like the monster he was. 
“I like your apartment,” he said, and started boiling water in my spaghetti pot. I couldn’t help wondering how often he’d snuck in. Did he come when I was out? When I was in? While I slept? Was he watching when Dustin came over? Did he watch us making love? He was a sick bastard. I wouldn’t put it past him. The thought of him lurking around my apartment, in the shadows, made me sick to my stomach.
He washed his hands and turned to face me while he dried them with a kitchen towel. “This is boring. I feel like I’m talking to myself. Why won’t you say anything?”
I moved my eyes from side to side, trying to communicate to him that I would talk if he hadn’t covered my mouth with my damn scarf. But he knew that. He was just torturing me.
“Oh.” He smacked his forehead. “I guess the scarf isn’t needed. Let me remove it.” He stepped around the kitchen island to come to me. I started screaming from deep inside my throat and writhing, because I never knew what he would do to me when he came near. But he did what he said he was coming to do. He untied the scarf and folded it up, pushed it into his pocket. I stopped screaming.
“That’s better.” He returned to the pot and put spaghetti into the boiling water. Seeing him cook was a surprise. I’d never seen him cook even one meal before. He’d had the money to pay people to prepare food for him, but I had also suspected that maybe he didn’t know how to cook at all. 
“Go on,” he said, “talk to me.” He looked at me from the corner of his bulging eye. “Unless you want me to shut your mouth again.”
“No.” I inhaled sharply. I had to talk to him. My mouth might be the only thing that could save me at this point, or at least help delay the inevitable. I was no fool. I had no doubt that this time Jude would do it. This time he wouldn’t let me live, and I was certain he would kill himself as well. His obsession consumed him so much that his life wouldn’t be worth living if I weren’t alive. “Your secret. You said you wanted to tell me—”
“Oh, that.” He shrugged. “It’s not a secret, really. More like a confession. But not yet. I’ll tell you after dinner. It will blow you away.”
He continued cooking as I watched. What was he still hiding inside his dark heart? What could be more shocking than all the things he had already revealed to me? I decided to change the subject. “Where were you the last two years?”
“I spent a year and a half in Germany undergoing treatment. The last six months here.” He turned to give me a smirk.
“Here? In Serendipity?” Six months? He was in town for six months and I didn’t even notice? Maybe by here he meant in the country. 
“I was closer than you think. Just a few doors down.”
My blood went cold and I clasped my fingers together behind my back to hold on to something, I felt as if I was falling. Falling and falling and not hitting the ground. “You…”
He removed the pot from the stove. “That’s right, my love. I was here all along. Thanks to technology and online shopping, I never had to leave the apartment. I did have a bit of help from a friend.”
One question burned in my mind as I fixed my eyes on him. “Why didn’t you just come and get me earlier? Why wait?”
“I wanted to watch you suffer first. I saw you freak out when you found unexplainable things happening around you. Oh, and I wanted to surprise you, of course, to give you a false sense of security, and then bam!” He slammed his fist on the kitchen island, making me jump. “That’s what I’d hoped for. I wanted you to look as scared as you do right now.”
“You wanted to punish me.”
“You deserve to be punished. On occasion I even thought of just surprising you and putting a bullet straight into your head.” He shoved a hand through his hair. It was thinner than I remembered. “One thing you still don’t realize, Haley, is how much I love you. If I didn’t love you as much as I do, you would be dead already.”
I was too shocked to do anything but stare at him with my mouth open and my heart thumping. Here I thought I had started a life, unaware he was controlling that life even during the moments I thought I was healing. I was right when I told Dustin that Jude was immortal and I would never be rid of him. 
“Don’t look so shocked. Try to enjoy yourself. Let’s pretend we’re back in our mansion.” He placed a steaming plate of spaghetti in front of me and poured red sauce over it. As I watched the thick liquid seep into the pasta, I thought of the blood he had lost when I stabbed him in the barn. 
When he turned to get his own food, I asked the most important question. “How… How did you survive?”
“You’re really full of questions, aren’t you?” He filled his plate and came to put it in front of the second stool. He swiveled my stool to face his, then picked up my fork and started to feed me, not caring that the spaghetti was hot as hell. When it burned my tongue, I spat it out, straight at him. 
“Don’t make this difficult. I could make you suffer so much more than this.”
My stomach clenched, but my gaze met his with determination. “I’m not hungry.”
“Fine.” He took away my plate. “If the last thing you want to feel before you die is hunger, it’s fine by me.”
I realized my mistake when he poured the spaghetti and sauce back into the pot. What if this was the only meal I would be getting this weekend? What if he kept me here for days and gave me nothing more to eat? 
He returned to the island, his face expressionless. “Nolan ran into the barn to get me out, but I was already at the door about to escape. I decided then that he would be my sacrifice. I pushed him in.” He took a forkful of spaghetti, blew on it, and shoved it into his mouth. “I got into his car and escaped through a different gate that no one knew about. Because I had put it there.”
“You were hurt… you couldn’t have gotten far.”
“And I didn’t. I parked the car as soon as I got into town. I thought you’d be getting what you wanted. I thought I’d bleed out and die.” He chewed. “An old couple found me leaning against the steering wheel. They asked if I was alright. I asked them to treat me in private after offering them more money than they had ever seen.” He scooped up more spaghetti with his fork. “I stayed with them for one month, told them I was in danger.” He shrugged. “Then it got complicated. They started asking too many questions, so I sent them to heaven. I left the country the same day.”
My heart ached. How could he eat and confess to killing two innocent people who had helped him? How could he do it while enjoying his dinner? How many layers were there to such a monster? 
“What’s your secret?” I asked, not only because I wanted to change the subject, but because I really wanted to know. Would anything he did ever shock me again? 
“I said after dinner,” he said, a hint of impatience in his voice. 
After that I kept my mouth shut while he ate as if he hadn’t had a meal in days. When he was done, he cleared the table and even washed up. 
“I need to go to the bathroom,” I said when he returned to his stool. I craved a moment alone to think and digest everything that had happened. Maybe he would even open the handcuffs for a bit, give me time to stretch my arms. 
“Sure,” he said, as if we were having a normal conversation. He opened the cuffs until I was standing. He cuffed me again, tied my scarf around my mouth, and led me to the front door. 
“Where are you taking me?”
“Say goodbye to your pathetic apartment. We’re going home, baby.”
 
 



Chapter Twenty-Four
Haley
 
He grabbed the back of my head with an iron grip that sent pain shooting to my scalp. Black spots clouded my vision. 
As he unlocked the door and pushed me through it, I felt the sharp prick of his knife on my back. 
“Don't do anything stupid,” he whispered hoarsely into my ear. “I wouldn’t think twice about breaking your neck right now. Instant death.”
I groaned in agreement. Tears flowed down my cheeks. 
He opened the door and loud techno music assaulted my ears. I must have been naïve to think anyone would even hear my screams. Like most nights of the week, and weekends in particular, our apartment building sounded like a disco. I used to like the noise because it made me feel safe, assured me I was not alone. Who would have thought that noise would be the very thing to ensure my death?
Jude poked his head out and peered down the corridor. Seeing no one, he escorted me through it, toward a door just two down from mine. 
“This is where I’ve been living for the past six months.”
He had been so close. Too close. And like last time, I had not even noticed. But how could I? He had been dead, for crying out loud.
The apartment door he led me to was the one belonging to Mary Lou, the old woman who had given me the calla lily a while back. My heart clenched as I thought of the innocent woman, and prayed she hadn’t become one of Jude’s victims. Jude had killed the couple who helped him in Stony Creek. What would stop him from murdering Mary Lou? The thought made me shudder.
“Welcome home,” Jude said and switched on the light. All the blinds were closed. 
As soon as I saw what was inside the room, my whole body went cold and I started to shake. A wave of déjà vu washed over me. 
This place, this apartment just two doors from mine was almost an exact replica of the home I had shared with Jude in Madison. It was decorated with the same furniture and décor, from the couches, cushions, and vases to the curtains. It seemed he had kept all the furniture, perhaps in some storage place somewhere, while he had been abroad.
“I knew you'd like it.” I flinched as he closed the door and turned the key, trapping me yet again. “Looks like home, isn't it? Way too small, but we can make the most of it.”
I swallowed hard as tears coursed down my cheeks. How could history be repeating itself like this? Here I was again, staring pure evil in the face.
He grabbed one of my shoulders and pushed me forward. I tried to shrug him off, but he tightened his grip. “Stop being a bitch,” he said in a low and dangerous voice. “Pull yourself together. I have a surprise for you.”
He led me down a corridor similar to mine. One thing that was different from Jude's mansion were the decorations on the walls. The walls I had lived inside during our marriage had been bare and whitewashed. These had dozens of photos of us together, some of them wedding photos, and some of me on my own. We walked past one that made my breath catch in my throat—a photo of me wearing a moss-green summer dress with a ribbon around the bust, a gift from Dustin last Christmas. That was not the only photo proving that Jude had been stalking me for a while. I had been photographed having dinner, shopping, even at a wedding shoot. My stomach roiled. 
“You always wanted to hang pictures on the walls of our home. I wanted to show you what a changed man I am.” He kissed me on the cheek and his touch, his breath, caused my skin to crawl as if it were covered with insects. “But that’s nothing. I have an even better surprise for you.”
He reached for the door handle of one of the rooms and pushed it open. “Surprise.”
It was the same bed we'd had years ago, the same one we'd made love in as newlyweds, the one he had raped me in when the fairytale had died. Photos were on display in here too. All photos of me naked, each one a perfect shot of me inside my apartment. In one of them I was sleeping in my bed, the sheets only covering a part of my leg. I rarely slept naked, unless Dustin came over and we made love. I loved the feel of his naked body against mine after sex. 
This photo meant Jude must have installed cameras inside my bedroom, that he had watched Dustin and me making love. I soon realized that the cameras had not only been installed in my room, but in most rooms of my apartment. In one of the photos I was taking a shower, and there was another of me sitting on the toilet. The shock to my system was so great, I didn’t even know how to feel anymore. 
The photos covered every surface of the wall above the queen-size bed.
“Do you like it? I knew you would.” He rubbed his hands together and neared me.
I made a move to back out of the doorway, to get away from him, but he grabbed me by the arm and tugged me back inside, slamming the door shut with his foot. “This is where you belong. This is your home.” he pressed his lips to my ear and his breath was hot against my earlobe. “Your home is wherever I am. You hear me?”
I nodded, feeling sick. My stomach hurt at the thought of being locked up in this apartment until he killed me.
As if reading my mind, he moved closer and tucked a lock of my hair behind my ear. “We're not staying here for long. Soon we will leave this world and be together forever. I’m never letting you go again.” He paused. “I’m sorry. I totally forgot you needed the bathroom. So sorry about that.”
He squeezed his fingers tight around my forearm and tugged me in the direction of the bathroom. Unlike the rest of the apartment, it hadn’t been renovated to resemble our old home. In fact, it was in desperate need of a renovation. The only new thing was the small window, which had thick glass and bars.
He used both his hands and body to push me toward the toilet bowl. To my horror, he lifted my dress and slid my panties down my legs. 
“Sit.” He didn’t make a move to leave the bathroom. This reminded me of the day he had forced me to take a pregnancy test when we were married. 
To my relief, he removed the scarf from my mouth. I licked my dry lips while he moved to the door and leaned against it with his arms crossed.
“Give me privacy,” I said in a low, broken voice. 
“What for?” His eyes darkened. “There’s nothing on you I haven’t seen before.”
“Please, Jude. I need a moment alone. It’s uncomfortable… going to the toilet with you in here.”
His eyes bore into mine. “No need to feel uncomfortable. Pee or shit. I’m not going anywhere. We’ve lost enough time together already. I want to spend each second with you.”
“You’re full of shit,” I said, refusing to sit. He could pull my panties down, but he couldn’t force me to do the deed. I still had that power. I hung on to every little bit of power I had left. Thank God I didn’t actually have the urge to pee. I had thought he would take me to my own toilet, inside my apartment, where I could think of a way to escape. But now I was in an unfamiliar place.
When I refused again to pee, he pulled up my panties and dragged me back into the bedroom, where he shoved me onto the bed. I ached between my legs at the thought that he wanted to rape me again.
 



Chapter Twenty-Five
Haley
 
I sat on the bed feeling nothing as Jude moved around the room, sprinkling rose petals everywhere. He went on about wanting to create a romantic atmosphere for us. He’d initially wanted to light candles, but said he could no longer trust me to behave myself around a fire.
My thoughts drifted to Dustin. Was he trying to reach me? What did he think when I didn’t pick up? There was no way he would buy it that I would be unreachable. I wouldn’t leave town without talking to him in person, especially on our anniversary. 
But even if Dustin did suspect something fishy, never in his wildest dreams would he think I was being held hostage next door.
I prayed that something, anything, would happen before Jude killed us both. I didn’t want to die. I didn’t want to have come this far only to lose it all. I didn’t want to never see Dustin again. If I survived this, I would never again hesitate about starting a life with him.
Please, let me survive.
When Jude was done, he reached under the bed and produced a bag. He pulled out a pair of blue pajama pants and changed into them. If someone were able to look through the window, they would have thought we were an ordinary couple getting ready for bed. Or, thanks to the handcuffs, about to have kinky sex. But of course no one would be able to see. The barred windows were shut and the blinds were drawn.
Talk, talk, talk, Haley. That’s the only weapon you have.
He spoke before I could.
“Did you like the flower I asked Mary Lou to deliver to you?”
My head snapped up. “It was you.” I was talking to myself. “You were using Mary Lou.”
“I was. Her Alzheimer's and loneliness made her a great tool. All I had to do was tell her I was her long-lost nephew, the son her brother had turned his back on, and had nowhere to go.” He laughed. “She didn’t even have a brother. I did my research. But for six months we lived like family. Until she started getting in my way.”
“What did you do to Mary Lou? What did you do to her?”
Jude shrugged. “I used her, and when I no longer needed her, I killed her.”
“You’re evil,” I said between clenched teeth.
“And I think a part of you is attracted to that part of me.”
I shook my head and decided to change the subject, trying not to think of Mary Lou’s dead body. “What’s your secret, Jude? You said you’d tell me… after dinner.”
He looked up as if surprised. “Oh yes, that.” He came to sit on the bed next to me. “I guess it’s about time. Let me tell you a bedtime story. Even better, let me show you.” He rose and went to his jeans, which now hung on the back of an armchair. He pulled out his wallet and returned to the bed. 
He flipped the wallet open and pulled out two photos. One was of me and the other of his ex-wife. 
He placed them on the bed between us. I dropped my gaze. Both photos were taken during happier times, when we had both been fooled by Jude’s expressions of love, and trusted him to the point of blindness. Our eyes sparkled and we were both smiling into the camera.
After Jude died—or so I thought—I had thought of the woman who had come before me. I wondered what kind of person she had been, how they had met, and how their life had been before it crashed and burned.
“What do you see?” he asked.
I shrugged. “Me and your ex-wife.” 
“Lacey. Lacey is her name.” He was talking as if she were alive. He picked up the photos and brought them closer to my face. “Look at both your eyes, your smiles. You don’t see it, do you?”
I narrowed my eyes, searching for what he wanted me to see. The longer I gazed at the photos, I felt something, a flicker in the pit of my stomach, a pull inside my gut.
“You feel it, don’t you? It’s okay, you don’t have to deny it.”
“What am I supposed to… to see or feel? What do you want—”
He moved the photos away from me and held them in front of him at arm’s length. “It’s right there. Don’t you see the similarities in your eyes? The same full lips?”
It was no surprise to me that he had picked me because he thought I resembled his first wife. The longer I looked at her photo, the more I saw the similarities. Gazing into her eyes was like looking into my own. He was right; something about her smile reminded me of mine. 
I understood now. Jude had not been obsessed with me after all. He saw his wife in me. He was obsessed with her. “You seem to be attracted to women who look alike.”
“You’re right.” He kissed both photos. “It’s even that much more exciting when they share the same blood.” He flung his hands in the air and let them drop again. “Haley, your sister, Liz, did not drown that day. She did not die.” He looked at me with a triumphant smile. “She was my first wife. Lacey.”
He pulled out more photos. Photos of Liz as a child, the way I remembered her. Liz as a teenager, resembling my mother. Then photos of her all grown up, looking like someone different, a stranger, but still clearly my sister.
 
 



Chapter Twenty-Six
Haley
 
He grinned at me. “I told you it would blow your mind.”
I didn’t know how I felt, but it was more than shock. What stood out most was the numbness that started at the top of my head and ended at my feet. I couldn’t move, and my breath had solidified inside my throat. I sat there gazing at him, my mouth unable to close, my blood cold and pounding loudly in my head. Suddenly everything swept through me at once, building into a wave of nausea that was too powerful for me to hold back. I shot up from the bed and almost tripped on his feet as I burst into the bathroom just in time to throw up in the toilet. Thank God the seat was lifted because my wrists were still handcuffed. 
I threw up until I had nothing left inside me but piercing shock that rocked each one of my nerves. When I was done, throwing up nothing as my body jerked, I saw his hand at my side, offering me a piece of toilet paper. I turned away from it, from him, and used my arm to wipe my mouth instead. 
Then I dropped to my knees and curled up into a ball on the cool floor. I wept. From the pauses in my sobs I heard the toilet being flushed. I didn’t look up. He tried to touch me but I recoiled. So he kicked the top of my head. 
He moved away and I guessed he sat on the bath, sighing with frustration. “Want to know more about your… little sis?”
I didn’t respond, didn’t even know how to at this point. My body didn’t feel like it was my own.
“I’ll tell you anyway. We don’t have much time so I’ll try to cut the long story short.” His voice carried a thread of triumph. “I met Elizabeth in a homeless shelter in Serendipity…back when I had nothing.” He paused for effect. “She was found by a jogger on a Florida beach, and was in a coma for months, unable to tell doctors who she was.”
 “No. You’re lying.” My hands flew to my mouth as my mind transported me back to the day that caused me everything, reminded me of the family holiday that had turned into a nightmare when Liz was washed away by a powerful wave and couldn’t be found for weeks and months. She couldn’t be alive. Jude had to be messing with me yet again. “I don’t believe you.”
“Let me finish and then you can tell me what a big liar you think I am.” He rubbed the burnt side of his face.
“When Elizabeth finally emerged from the coma and was able to speak, she revealed her identity, and your mother was tracked down in Boston. But guess what?” He slapped his forehead as if in surprise. “She was barely able to support one child.”
“You don’t know what you’re talking about,” I retorted, pulling myself to a sitting position. “My mother was not perfect but she loved Liz. She loved us. She would have done anything to get her back. She was devastated when—”
“Poor, poor, Haley. When are you going to remove your rose-tinted glasses? If she was so perfect, why then did Elizabeth grow up in an orphanage? Why did your precious mother not do everything to get her daughter out of that shit hole? Why didn’t she visit her?” He tapped his nose as though thinking hard. “Oh, I know, she chose the booze instead.”
That was the first sign that there could be some kind of truth to what Jude was saying. I had never told him about my mother’s drinking problem. In fact, I had never told him much about my childhood, just enough. But he was an intelligent man. He could have done his research.
“Call me a liar again and I’ll tell you more.”
I looked up, my eyes and nose dripping. “You’re a fucking liar. If Elizabeth were really alive, my mother would have told me. She would have.”
“Except she didn’t, did she? Could it be that she was never sober long enough to even think straight? You know what’s funny? Elizabeth didn’t believe your mother would turn her back on her either. At sixteen, she ran away from the orphanage and followed you and your mother to Serendipity, where you both were by then. Oh, I’m sorry, I meant to keep this short.” He sighed and continued. “Elizabeth found your mother inside her favorite place, a whorehouse. She told Elizabeth she didn’t know who she was and walked away. Can you believe your sweet mother would do that? Maybe it was shame, or maybe she was literally too fucked up.” He roared with laughter, and slapped his knees.
I was trembling now, and anger boiled in my veins, anger at my mother for turning her back on Liz, and for never telling me that she was alive. I was furious with Jude not only for keeping this secret from me, but for murdering my sister. My rage gave me the strength to get up, to lunge for him. Even with handcuffed hands, I punched and clawed at his scarred face, screaming, shouting, swearing. “You bastard!”
“Bitch,” he said through clenched teeth and gripped both my wrists. He brought his face a breath away from mine. “Don’t you dare do that again. Get that?”
I spat into his face. “You are an asshole. You are nothing inside, nothing but scum.”
I felt the slap on my face and my head snapped to the side before I even saw his hand. 
I turned back to face him, feeling the heat in my eyes, daring him to strike me again.
He grinned, pure evil stretching across his face. “Want to know why you didn’t recognize your sister immediately? She was skilled with a makeup brush. See, she resembled your mother too much, the woman who had turned her back on her. She hated that.” He paused. “She ditched the name too, asked me to call her Lacey instead. I worked my ass off to make her dreams of having a family come true.” He shoved me back and my head hit the toilet pot, and I bit my lip to steel myself. “Then she became an ungrateful bitch just like you. How dare she fuck another man, after everything I did for her?” Drops of spit sprayed everywhere with each word. 
He stood and I tightened my whole body, bracing myself for the next blow. His foot landed in my stomach and I gasped with pain. But I was beyond pain at this point, too fueled by anger to stop. He was hurting me physically, but I was intent on hurting him where it hurt most—his ego.
“I’m glad she fucked someone else. You’re a lousy fuck. You never did it for me. Never. I faked so many orgasms.” I smiled up at him, my slapped cheek smarting at the movement. “Dustin, on the other hand—” 
“Shut up, whore. Shut the fuck up.” Another kick in my stomach made me double over and taste blood in my mouth, but still I refused to back off. I would continue until I broke him. 
I raised my gaze again. Through my blurred vision, I watched him pace the small bathroom, gripping the sides of his hair with his eyes squeezed shut. 
“I have a secret too,” I said in a voice that didn’t sound like my own. “Want to know it?”
His eyes snapped open and he stopped moving. 
“I was pregnant. I found out on Dustin’s ranch. It was your baby. I knew then that you’d switched my pills.”
“You liar.” He dropped to his knees and grabbed my chin, turned it upward so I was looking straight into his eyes. He was coming undone. I was getting to him, and it felt so good.
“I’m telling the truth. The baby died before you showed up. You killed it. If I weren’t so afraid of you, maybe you would have been a father by now. Except… I’d have raised the baby with Dustin.”
He pushed me back and got to his feet, leaned his forehead against the closed door. He spun around, dropped to his knees again, and knocked me down, my head missing the toilet this time and hitting the floor with a thud that vibrated inside my skull. My vision started to blur, and then darkness took over. 
 



Chapter Twenty-Seven
Jude
 
Jude was no fool. He knew Haley didn’t love him anymore. The moment she attempted to set him on fire, it was clear. But he loved her and that was enough. He loved her and hated her at the same time. The way she hurt him and shattered their vows was unforgivable. He had to push his love for her aside and punish her for her sins. Both love and the desire for revenge had kept him alive—revenge that had eaten him up inside like hot acid. Also, the thought of Haley fucking another man drove him crazy. Haley would belong to him until death. He’d come back to remind her of that. 
As he watched her lying on the floor, a cocktail of love and hate raged through him, and he saw red. He wanted her and he hated her more than he'd ever hated anyone. Even his father. At least his father had never pretended to love him and then withdrew that love. Haley had played him from the start. Just like Lacey had. As much as it hurt him to cause her pain, she had to pay.
He sucked in a breath through his teeth and lowered himself to her level, studying her closed eyes. With his gaze, he followed the curl of her long lashes, imagining the pool of green behind the lids that had always driven him mad with desire.
His groin strained at the sight of her smooth skin, her full, pink lips, and the curve of her breasts. He craved her just as he had the first time he’d laid eyes on her. He wanted to fuck her even now, knocked out as she was, but he loved watching the fear in her eyes when he entered her, loved feeling her squirm beneath him.
He reached for her throat, encircling her gentle neck with his hand. He could finish her off right now and his job would be done, but he wanted to see her fight for her life. What was revenge without pain? No, he would wait. He'd wait until she woke up and then he would finish what he'd started. For now, he had to have her, or else he would explode. The most important thing was that she was still alive. He’d felt her pulse.
Grinding his teeth together, he ran a finger down her throat, past the hollow in her neck. He paused there a moment, wishing he could carve his infinity mark into her skin. He would, but not yet. He moved on to where the strapless dress started across her chest and pushed down the thin elastic material, all the way until her soft, round breasts were free.
His pulse quickened and his breathing intensified as he pulled the material lower still over her flat stomach, down to her belly button. He lowered his mouth to it and flicked it with his tongue, inhaling her vanilla scent. Then he used both hands to lift her hips and thighs as he moved the dress to her knees and down her endless legs. He slid her thong over her hips.
Satisfied, he sat down and reached into his pants. He was so ready for her.
***
Jude watched Haley’s pretty, broken face fill the television screen, her wild eyes frozen with fear as he took back what belonged to him.
He shifted in bed as he felt himself harden with longing for her yet again. Why was she being such a bitch? He had not expected her to fight this hard. He'd thought that night in the barn would be a one-time thing. He'd thought walking back into her life as if he'd just come home from work would teach her not to mess with him again.
As he watched the video of her writhing beneath him on her kitchen floor, he gripped the bed sheet next to him with his hand, crushing the rose petals he had sprinkled on it earlier, crushing his plans for a romantic evening.
He would leave her in the bathroom for a while. When she awoke, maybe she would come to her senses. It was up to her whether they lived through this weekend or died tonight. 
He could only imagine the headlines when the cops found the dead bodies next week. His return would shock more than Serendipity. It would shock the nation. Every newspaper would have his photo stamped across its front, like last time.
They had called him a monster then. They had believed him to be dead, not knowing he was reading every article he could find on the serial killer that shattered the town of Serendipity. A monster. The thought made him laugh from deep in his belly. Stinking bullshit. They should have done their research. He was far from a monster. What monsters were driven by love?
He muted the TV but kept his gaze fixed on the screen. He leaned back against the pillows and closed his eyes, thinking of Lacey, his first love. His love for her was what had helped him conquer his childhood demons. It had run so deep it both healed and hurt him to the core. And when, like Haley, she had withdrawn her own love and offered it to someone else, she had ripped his heart right out of his chest.
They had promised each other forever and he had kept his end of the bargain. He had loved her more than fuckin' Romeo had loved Juliet. And then she threw it all back in his face. He'd had no choice but to let death part them, as they had promised to each other on their wedding day.
He was no monster. He felt pain. The moment life had left her body, he had never felt more powerful. But after a few weeks, that power had been replaced by an all-consuming pain that had swallowed him whole and pushed him into the sea of depression. The only thing that cured his grief, and numbed the pain, was Lacey’s resurrection in her sister’s body. The joy he’d felt when he found Haley, had been a drug with an everlasting effect. 
Haley had taken him by surprise. He had never anticipated that his love for her would be even deeper than what he’d felt for Lacey. There were times he wondered if he had married the wrong sister first. As his feelings for Haley increased, he knew the answer. Lacey had been his first love, but Haley was his true love. 
He was not willing to live without her. He loved her enough to follow her into the afterlife.
He unmuted the television again. He wanted to hear the sound of himself fucking the woman he loved. 
 



Chapter Twenty-Eight
Haley
 
When I opened my eyes, I saw darkness. It took a moment for my eyes to adjust. Then for me to realize I was naked. What had he done to me while I was out? Did he rape me again? I wanted to cry, but held the tears back. 
I didn’t smell him, didn’t hear him breathing, and didn’t hear any movement. 
Relief and then hope poured through me when I realized I was alone in the bathroom. 
I tried to pull my wrists apart but they were still in the cuffs. I bit my lip to hold back tears, but the thought of my sister being imprisoned and murdered by Jude caused them to break free and course down my cheeks. I pulled myself up and drew my knees to my chest, resting my outstretched arms over them. I buried my face between my arms and allowed myself to weep for my sister, for the chance I had been robbed of to say a proper goodbye to her. 
Then I thought back to a dream I’d had of her when I was at Dustin’s ranch, of her trying to communicate with me at the beach. It seemed she had tried to warn me from the grave. How did he kill her? Did he make her suffer first, like he enjoyed doing to me? I cried harder when I thought of the pain she must have endured at the hands of that monster.
Then I wiped my eyes and swallowed the rest of my tears. Jude was the one who needed to be punished. I was restrained, but I still had to find a way to make him pay for what he’d done to me, and especially for what he’d done to Liz. 
I was exhausted of being under his thumb. He had hurt me in more ways than any person ever could. I refused to let him win. I was glad for this moment alone to think. 
My gaze took in the small, barred window, faint moonlight filtering in along its edges. No chance of escape through it. 
I could scream but I doubted anyone would hear me. They hadn’t heard me yet. The glass panes were too thick and most of the occupants were party animals who seemed allergic to silence. Jude had managed to sneak his way in, made himself part of that community. Besides, if I screamed, Jude would hear me. I registered the sound of the TV at low volume in the bedroom. He would be in the bathroom in an instant if he even suspected I was up to something. 
In spite of my circumstances, I couldn’t help but be proud of myself for standing up to him earlier. It saved me from sleeping next to him right now, being raped over and over through the night. I hoped his intention was to keep me locked in the bathroom all night. I doubted he would want me close after I’d lashed out.
If only I could switch on the light to be able to search the room for anything that could protect me against him. I was positive he had removed whatever could be used as a weapon. But my self-defense instructor had taught me that almost anything could be used as a weapon if I was determined. 
An idea crossed my mind. Feeling a flicker of hope radiating heat inside my chest, I turned my head in the direction of the shower curtain.
***
I was absorbed in my task of gathering any hard objects from around the bathroom when my arm came into contact with something on the basin—a bottle of lotion, maybe. It fell to the floor before I could catch it. The sound it made was loud enough for me to freeze.
Stupid, stupid, stupid, I thought and held my breath, listening. Did he hear?
My heart jumped to my throat as his footsteps approached the door. Damn.
He didn’t open the door immediately. I imagined him pressing his ear to it, listening. Then I thought he started moving away again but at that moment the door burst open and the light was flicked on, blinding me temporarily. 
He found me back where he had left me, in the fetal position. 
“What the fuck are you up to?” His voice was steel-edged.
“I wanted to use the toilet. I dropped something.” 
Jude’s gaze dropped to the place between the toilet and basin and then he pulled something from his pants. He was no longer wearing pajamas. The shiny black thing he’d pulled out and pointed at me was a gun.
“Don’t try to mess with me, Haley. You should know by now what I’m capable of.”
I scrambled from the floor and scooted away from him. “Don’t do this.”
“What?” He came closer and pressed the gun to my temple. “You mean blow your brains out?” He licked his lips. “After all the shit you pulled, I’m rethinking my plan of letting you live a few more hours. I got what I came here for. I fucked you. There’s no need to wait, don’t you think?” I winced as he pressed the gun deeper into my skin. 
I closed my eyes. “I agree,” I said, my voice a broken whisper. “Go ahead. Kill me and kill yourself. I don’t give a fuck anymore. At least the world will be rid of you.” I opened my eyes.
He was quiet for a long time and then shook his head. “No, death would be too easy. You deserve to be punished some more. I know just the thing to make you shut your damn mouth.” He left the room without switching off the light. I didn’t have time to continue with my plan because he was back within seconds, his face creased in a smile.
My heart pounded hard as he turned on the faucet of the bathtub. 
“Don’t worry. It’s not hot. I want to play a game with you.” He reached for what looked like a bottle of bath bubbles and poured half its contents into the water. The aroma of coconut filled the air. He also poured in a whole bottle of oil he’d removed from the cupboard above the basin.
I thought of running out and messing with his plans, but I doubted I would get far.
I screamed and kicked as he lifted me into his arms and dropped me into the water. Pain shot through the arm I landed on.
Then he pulled something black and coiled out of his pocket. A braided leather bull whip.
My blood ran cold and I scrambled to my feet so I could get out of the tub, but I slipped with every move. Jude’s plan was working He wanted to flog me, and he knew I wouldn’t be able to escape with all the oil in the bath. I started bleeding inside before he even touched me.
The whip cracked twice, first in the air, and then in contact with my wet, oily skin. The pain sliced through my flesh and spread through my whole body. It was white-hot, pure, and blinding. Points danced before my eyes, and blood rushed to my brain. I screamed.
He lifted the whip even higher above him. This time it landed across my neck, forming a necklace of pain. An even louder scream ripped through my body, as deafening as the crack of the whip. I attempted to stand, to escape, but each move was a slip that landed me back in the foamy water. Trying to hold myself out of water was a complicated task with my hands bound together.
“This is for cheating on me.” Jude cracked the whip in the air and then raised it again, ready for another round.
Water, foam, snot, and tears mixed on my face as I sobbed. My back, neck, and shoulders were raw, as if they had split wide open and I sat in salt water. I wanted to beg him to stop, to plead with him to let me go. But what was the point? He wouldn’t do it. And the stubborn streak I’d found was still strong.
The whip sliced across my shoulder next, the impact short, sharp, and intense. I slid into the water, my head being swallowed up, and then scrambled out again, sending water splashing everywhere.
I blinked the water from my eyes and cried harder. 
“Maybe now you’ll behave. I had planned for this to be peaceful… romantic… but you had to be a bitch, didn’t you?” He tossed the whip to the side where it landed on top of the toilet. Then he removed the drain stopper from the tub. I heard a gurgle and the water began flowing out of the bath. 
I closed my eyes, wishing I could wrap my arms around me to stop myself from trembling, yearning for comfort only I could give myself.
“Here.” He threw me a towel, but I didn’t pick it up. How did he expect me to dry myself with my wrists handcuffed?
While he waited for me to pick up the towel, I heard something. At first I thought I was imagining it. My mind was so jumbled. But it had to have happened because Jude spun toward the door and then looked back at me, his eyes wild. 
I pulled my gaze from his and bit my lip as I watched a spot of mildew on the wall.
The doorbell rang again, and it sounded louder this time.
“Stay here,” he said, his voice hard. “Don’t do anything stupid.”
He left the bathroom, locking it behind him. I doubted he would open the front door; perhaps he’d peer through the peephole to see who it was. He would be back soon to continue his torture, to kill us both.
 



Chapter Twenty-Nine
Jude
 
Jude cursed silently. Six months, and Mary Lou had not received one visitor. Not one. Now that he needed time alone with his wife, someone had showed up? He walked out of the bathroom and into the bedroom, where he grabbed his gun from underneath the pillow and stomped to the door. He would not be disturbed. Whoever tried would have to die.
He had work to do. Haley had to be taught a lesson and then fucked some more before he was done with her. By the time he was finished, she would wish she’d never been born, and he would have the power she had stolen from him back in the palm of his hand. Her death would be the ultimate prize, his victory. 
He slowed down before he reached the door and pulled himself together, reminding himself he was not the kind of man to rush into things, to make stupid mistakes. He would see who it was before making any rash decisions. 
Gripping the pistol tight in his fist, he leaned forward and gazed into the peephole. He drew back instantly. Fuck. The cops, two of them. One was clearly visible but the other stood too far to the side of the door, with only his shoulder visible. 
Jude glanced behind him, trying to think. Why the fuck were the cops here? He had done everything right up to this point. Could someone have seen him sneak Haley into Mary Lou’s apartment? That wasn’t possible. There had been no one in the hall. Besides, he had messed with the elevators so no one could make it up to the third floor unless they took the stairs, which had a door that creaked so loud when it was opened, the whole floor heard it. He shook his head and peeped back into the hole. Someone was behind one of the cops, a woman with a white head scarf. He squinted, trying to see better, but one of the cops leaned forward and peered into the peephole as well, the curved glass giving him bug eyes. 
Jude drew back and aimed the gun at the door, then dropped his hand.
Don’t be stupid, he told himself. 
If he kept quiet, they might think no one was inside. They would leave and possibly return later. By then it would be over. All they would find would be dead bodies. He would shoot Haley and swallow the pills himself. He had planned to give them both the deadly drug—purchased online—that killed within minutes. He knew it worked. He never left anything to chance, so he’d tested it on a homeless woman on the outskirts of Serendipity. His plan had been for him and Haley to lie in each other’s arms as they drifted into the afterlife. But it seemed she wanted it the hard way. So be it. 
He waited for a while longer, his ear pressed against the door, trying to understand the muffled voices. He heard nothing coherent. He inhaled sharply, wiped the sweat off his brow, and leaned his forehead against the door. Finally the voices muted, then faded and died. As he waited with bated breath, the voices were replaced with the harsh creaking of the door to the staircase. He waited a few beats before looking through the peephole again. When he did, it was just in time to see the heavy metal door on the far end closing shut with a loud bang. He let out a breath. 
The fact that the cops were here meant they were suspicious about something. They would return, possibly with reinforcement. He had not returned to this town only to end up in prison. No one would put Jude Macknight behind bars. No one. He lived life and died on his own terms. 
The clock was ticking. He had to move fast, make changes to his plans. He had no problem with that, but Haley probably would.
 



Chapter Thirty
Haley
 
Even if the person at the door didn’t make it inside to help me, the disturbance itself was a chance, an opportunity to save myself, if I could. 
I tried to move but the pain in my body halted me, almost causing me to scream out again. I couldn’t scream now, because if I did, Jude would certainly walk in and kill me. Especially now that he had been disturbed. 
With the help of the towel to stop me from slipping as I climbed out of the now empty tub, I limped toward the toilet and managed to climb on top, kicking the blood-stained whip out of the way. Raising both my arms, I stood on tiptoes and reached to the top of the shower curtain, holding on to the plastic curtain for support when I almost fell.
With the help of one of the metal curtain rings, I managed to loosen most of the screws holding the curtain rod in place. Though it was old and loose, it was still hard getting it to release from the wall completely. My trembling hands were not helping. As I pulled at it, one of the nails clattered to the shower floor. I paused, holding my breath. My blood was pounding in my ears. No sound came from outside. I guessed Jude was still at the door, waiting for the person to leave.
I tugged some more and the long rod was in my hands. I scrambled off the toilet, wincing with each movement, and stood on one side of the door, waiting for him to return. I’d beat him to death with the rod if I had to.
With each minute that passed, determination surged through my veins, and the will to fight, to live, to destroy Jude once and for all overwhelmed me. It went far beyond the physical pain I was feeling, far beyond my fears of him. When I thought of him I saw red. When I thought of everything he had put me through, I couldn’t let him win. I would not let him kill me. He had taken enough of me already. He would not take my life. 
Finally, I heard the faint thud of his footsteps coming down the corridor. Sweat poured from every inch of my body, which was still shaking, but I pulled my legs apart and planted them firmly on the floor, ready for attack. My earlier fear of him had caused me to forget any attack moves I had learned in my self-defense classes, but I would allow my instinct to lead me. 
“It’s time to say goodbye, Haley. Time for you to die,” he said as he opened the door.
The first thing I saw when he emerged was the gun he was holding out in front of him. 
As soon as I saw his face, I swung the rod upward and allowed it to fall on his head with a thud. He yelped as the gun fell from his hand and went flying into the bedroom.
I tightened my grip on the rod and hit him again and again and again until he crumpled to the floor. I kept hitting him on the head until his blood stained the metal rod. He tried to use his hands to protect his head but he removed them and pulled them against his chest when the rod came crashing down on them as well. 
Then he looked up at me, hate boiling in his eyes, before trying to crawl out of the bathroom. I wasn’t done with him yet. As he moved, leaving blood on the tiles, I hit him everywhere, especially his legs and feet. He would not escape me until I was done with him. With his legs possibly broken from my attacks, he let out a loud grunt and fell face down onto the bedroom carpet. 
I didn’t waste any time. I would not underestimate him. This was my moment to take back everything he had ever taken from me. I almost slipped on the pool of water and blood as I scrambled out of the bathroom and grabbed the gun. I had never held one in my life before. But there was a first time for everything. This would also be the first time I murdered someone. I had no intention of failing.
Jude turned his bloody head to the side. The blood had plastered his hair to his scalp and was now trickling into his eyes. There was so much, it looked almost fake. 
“Don’t…” he said, but the sound was low and hoarse, tortured. 
His begging took me by surprise. When had the tables turned? 
I didn’t trust him one bit. If I let him live, he would kill me. Even if the cops showed up, I could not let them arrest him. He would find a way out of prison. He would find me. Only I could end the madness. 
“Stop begging,” I said, disgusted. “It makes you look pathetic.” I pulled the trigger and shot a bullet into his shoulder. He bounced on the floor from the impact and I jolted back. The little weapon was more powerful than I had anticipated. I collected myself and aimed again. 
To my surprise, Jude raised his head off the floor and he began laughing, his body trembling with mirth, blood covering his white teeth. “You… are… not a killer, Hay… ley.”
“You underestimate me.” I pulled the trigger again and the bullet met his other shoulder. I had wanted to hit his head, but I was a lousy shot. This was just as well, though; I so much enjoyed the marriage of sudden shock and fear in his eyes when he noticed I was serious about killing him.
He stopped laughing and his mouth hung open as he tried to crawl across the floor, his useless legs dragging behind him.
“Stop,” I said with authority. “You son of a bitch. Stop moving.” 
He collapsed, and so did I with tears streaming down my cheeks, my body shaking uncontrollably. Through the blur caused by my tears, I saw him moving and then he reached out to touch my ankle, his hands cool and wet with blood. 
I gulped down my tears and aimed the gun at his head. I closed my eyes and pulled the trigger. And then I did it again. His grip on me loosened. 
My eyes flew open and I broke down as I watched him lying at my feet, face down. 
Still sobbing, I collapsed to the carpet and felt his pulse. Nothing.
Jude was dead. 
All of a sudden my body relaxed and the pain he had inflicted on me with the whip flooded into my body. 
My head jerked up when I heard a crash coming from down the corridor, followed by loud voices, and then hurried footsteps. Moments later, the bedroom door crashed open and Dustin burst in, looking bewildered. First his eyes took in Jude on the floor next to me, and then he dropped to his knees beside me, gathering me into his arms. 
“Jesus, Haley,” he said, his face buried into my hair as I cried harder, clutching his shirt with bloody hands. I felt him shaking in my arms as well. He pulled away and looked into my eyes. “I’m so sorry I didn’t believe you. I thought…”
I nodded, and then I realized what was going on. The room started filling with cops and paramedics. As I became conscious of my nakedness, Dustin pulled a sheet off the bed and draped it around me. As I tightened it around my body, I prayed the paramedics wouldn’t find a pulse on Jude either. I was so ready for it to be over.
 



Chapter Thirty-One
Jude
 
What went wrong? How could this be happening? Jude’s mind raced as Haley struck him again, this time on an ankle. He was in too much pain to determine whether it was the left or right one. But he’d heard the crack that told him she had broken something. The bitch. She still thought she could win this game. A game he had invented. She had no idea. As long as he had a breath in him, he would be the master, her master until the end. He would not be killed by her. He would not die at the hands of anyone. He was the killer. He took life, not the other way around. 
The iron rod slammed onto another part of his leg and he gritted his teeth. She hit him again and again, everywhere, but he held on until he not only felt the pain, he tasted it on his tongue. He still held on to life, even as blood poured into his eyes. And then his body betrayed him. He couldn’t take it any longer, couldn’t take being degraded by her like this. 
He had to do something about it, to snatch some power back so he could use it to finish her off. She was soft at the core. And he still had the power of his words, words that had brought her to her knees more than once. But he was in a vulnerable position. He had to do something that reached her heart faster. He tried begging, but it didn’t get the results he had hoped for. She had no ounce of sympathy left for him. Instead of weakening, she rewarded him with a bullet in the shoulder. He fell face down, his mouth open with shock as he hit the carpeted floor. He tasted more than pain now. He tasted death. But he was still breathing. 
He was never one to give up easily. Using every ounce of energy he had inside his body, which wasn’t much, he lifted his head off the floor and met her eyes, registered the shock of having hurt another human being, her own husband. He started to laugh then, even if it hurt him to do so. He couldn’t help it. How did she think she could kill a man like him? She didn’t have it in her. He told her as much. He had to crush her where she was weakest. He struck her conscience. 
To his horror, it didn’t work this time either. 
Shit, he screamed inwardly when she drove a bullet into his other shoulder. Death was closer now, laughing in his face, taunting him, and calling for him at the same time. He couldn’t die like this, not at the hands of a woman. His true love. But the pain drove him to the brink of insanity. 
A flicker of hope raced through him when he saw her collapse as well. She had reached the point he’d wanted to bring her to. She had lost her murderous streak. He could grab the gun from her now, finish her off and then himself. 
He swallowed the blood lodged inside his throat and pushed himself forward, stuck out an arm, groaning inwardly with the agony that the simple move unleashed. He reached her, his bloody fingers meeting her skin. He didn’t have the energy to lift his gaze, to see what part of her body he touched. He stretched out his fingers to touch more of her, and then a shot rang out and the bubble of pain inside his head exploded. Shit, she had shot him again. 
Now he was falling into a dark place. He was seconds from dying. 
Final, blood-stained words settled into his fractured mind before his eyes drifted shut: I own you, Haley Macknight. I’ll find you in hell.

Then, after one last breath, Jude Macknight became nothing but a memory.
 



Chapter Thirty-Two
Haley
 
Dustin knew I preferred calling to texting. When he got the text about me going out of town, he called right away but was unable to reach me, not even a couple of hours later. He knew then that something was going on. He came over to my place to find out if I was really out of town and found my apartment door unlocked.
“How did you know I was next door?” I asked him as Becca treated the wounds on my back and neck. I flinched at every touch of the antiseptic.
Dustin took my hand and kissed it. “There was an old woman with bandages around her head standing at the door with a cop. She said her name was Mary Lou and that was her apartment.” He paused. “She told the cop that a man was hiding inside and he had hit her on the head with a pan.”
I raised my hand to my mouth. Another person who had suffered because of me. “How… How did she escape him? I can’t imagine Jude letting her live.”
Becca came to stand in front of me and Dustin, her face creased with worry. “I talked to Mary Lou when she came in for us to check her head wound. She said the only thing that saved her was playing dead. He stuffed her into the trunk of a car, but someone managed to hear her crying.”
“Thank God.” I shook my head and looked at Dustin. “I wouldn’t have been able to forgive myself if she’d died.”
“The most important thing is that she’s fine. And it’s all over now.” Dustin shook his head. “Haley, why the hell didn’t you tell me what was going on? You even went to Madison without saying a word. I would have come with you. If that’s what you felt you had to do, I would have supported you.”
From the corner of my eye I saw Becca leave the room to give us time alone. We hadn’t had much of that with all the cops and nurses swarming the room earlier.
“I don’t know.” I bit back tears. “I think… I guess I was scared. I’ve put you through so much already. I didn’t want you to think I was too much of a burden, that it will never end, you know? I was afraid to lose you.”
He placed his hands on both sides of my face and pulled my forehead to his. “Never, you hear that? You can never be a burden to me. I want to be there for you and I don’t care how long it takes until you’re fine and safe. You hiding this from me was dangerous. You should have at least called Rimes. Jude could have killed you… this time.”
I moved my head from between his hands and looked down at my lap. A tear trickled down my cheek. “There’s something else.”
“What is it? What else happened?” There was a slight tremor to his voice.
“Some weeks ago, not long after we got back from Stony Creek, I sleepwalked. Becca slept over at my place that night. She saw me.” I swallowed hard and raised my gaze to his face.
“You sleepwalked? I don’t understand. You’ve never done that before.” Worry set itself in the faint lines on his face.
“No, and I was shocked when I found out.” I sighed. “Well, one of the reasons I didn’t tell you about the weird things that were happening was that I thought maybe I had done some of those things while sleepwalking. I didn’t think Jude had something to do with it.” I shrugged. “I never thought he would be alive, never in my wildest dreams. I did worry sometimes about Nolan still being out there, but…”
“I can’t believe Jude sacrificed his brother like that. Why didn’t they just run off together?”
“Jude wanted me to believe he was dead. He wanted the cops to have a body to prove it. He fooled me yet again.”
This time I’d made sure he was dead. No more surprises. No Jude coming back from the dead, and no Nolan to worry about. 
Dustin took my hands in his and lifted them to his lips. His eyes sparkled. “I love you so much, Haley. I’m so glad you’re okay. And I’m so sorry about your sister.”
“Thank you.” I didn’t want to talk about Liz, didn’t want to think about her. It hurt too much to think about what she had gone through. My only comfort was believing she was in a better place now.
I’d kept one more secret from Dustin. I had told him about the beatings I’d suffered at Jude’s hands, but I didn’t tell him about the rape. I just couldn’t. 
 
 



Chapter Thirty-Three
Haley
 
I grabbed a handful of dirt and tossed it onto Jude's coffin. I had asked to bury him. Not because of any emotional attachment to him or the past we shared, but because I wanted to make sure he was gone for good. I wanted to see him off.
My heart had been hard as I’d looked into his coffin earlier, making sure he was inside. I had felt his pulse after shooting him, but Jude had eluded death in the past. Not this time. 
During the ride to the graveyard in one of Dustin’s limousines, I had not glanced away from the hearse in front of us for one second. Now, along with Jude’s body, I was burying my past. When I thought he'd died last time, I'd still been left with a heaviness in my heart, but now, the weight had lifted. For the first time in a long time, I was truly free.
Maybe I should have been remembering the good times we'd had before everything came crashing down, but I couldn't. All those snippets of good memories had been built on lies. Knowing what he did to my sister, I would never be able to feel pity for him. To show how much I despised him, I wore a cream cocktail dress to his funeral instead of black.
“You okay?” Dustin whispered into my ear, drawing me close.
I looked up at him and smiled. “You know, my father used to tell me that when you forgive, you do it for you, not for the other person.”
“And… do you think you will ever forgive Jude?”
“I'm not talking about him,” I said with conviction. “The person I need to forgive is the old, naïve Haley. For being so blind.” That Haley was being buried with Jude today. Haley Macknight had died so Haley Bradley would have a chance to live.
“What about Jude,” Dustin said. “Can you ever forgive him?”
“The truth is, I don't know. I don't. He took so much from me, but I also know he was a very sick man.” I slipped my hand into Dustin’s and pulled him away from the grave. From beneath a sycamore tree, we watched in silence as more earth was thrown onto Jude's coffin.
I breathed slowly and consciously as I listened to the birds singing in the trees, the sound merging with that of the wind whistling, with the sound of my heart beating.
Through it all, I had to admit that I felt somewhat sad for Jude. He had lost everything because of his obsession. He had been locked inside his own kind of prison. One he never had a chance to escape from. He died inside it.
After his death, Detective Rimes called to tell me that they now knew Jude’s real name. He had been born Terence Pirone, a name that didn’t seem to suit him. No wonder he’d changed it. Jude Macknight seemed like a better name for a monster. 




Chapter Thirty-Four
Haley
 
Dustin brought in more of my boxes from the car, followed by the employees of a local moving company. How could I have accumulated so many belongings in only two years?
In the end I decided to move into Dustin's mansion. Without Jude's shadow hanging over my heart, the idea of starting a life with Dustin had become more exciting. Initially I had planned for us to stay in my apartment for a couple of months, but after what had happened there, it was time to give it up. Since the incident with Jude two months ago, I had been living with Dustin. It was time for me to move in for real.
“I can't believe I didn't want to move in to this place,” I said, throwing open the windows of the downstairs living room. “It's too big, but it still feels like home.”
As more boxes were brought in by men in gray uniforms, Dustin came to stand behind me. He wrapped his arms around my body and rested his mouth on the side of my neck. “You make it home. Whatever you don't like, you can change. This is not my place. It's ours.”
I twisted around in his arms to face him. “You are my home.”

“I have something for you.” He kissed me hard on the mouth. “I'll be right back.” He let me go and started giving instructions to the men. They did what they were told, and ten minutes later, they left and we were alone.
“Come to me.” Dustin sat on one of the plush couches and tapped his thigh. I went to him and he pulled me onto his lap. “I still can't believe I have you back in my life. I hope you'll stay this time around.”
“You know I will.”
He reached into his pocket and produced a small box. I stiffened. Dustin had made several hints about marriage, but I'd brushed them off because I wasn't ready. I loved him, and marrying him would be a dream. But marrying Jude had seemed like a dream too.
“Dustin,” I whispered and bit my lip to hold back tears. “You know I—”
He drew in a breath and opened the box to reveal a sparkling, cushion-cut diamond ring that must have cost a fortune. He took it out of its white satin bed and held it up.
“I know you're not ready for marriage. This doesn't have to be what you don't want it to be. But please wear this ring. For now it's just a promise that when you're ready, one day, you'll start calling it an engagement ring.”
I couldn't help laughing with relief. “So it's more like a pre-engagement ring, then?”
“It's whatever you want to call it. Will you accept it, Haley Bradley? Will you give me your promise?”
“I will.” I kissed him, my heart filled with so much love. “I promise that when I'm ready, you'll be the first to know. I love you, Dustin.” I gave him my left hand.
“I love you, too,” he said as he slipped the cool ring onto my finger. “This is more than I could ever ask for.”
“Are you sure about that?” I drew in a shaky breath and shook my head. “I’m not. I think I want more.”
His eyes lit up. “You mean you…”
I nodded as tears welled up in my eyes. “Change of plans. I want to be your wife, Dustin Brannon.”
He gathered me into his arms and kissed me hard. “You will never regret changing your plans.”
THE END
 
Thank you for reading. If you enjoyed this book please consider writing a review, and recommend it to friends and family.
Do you want more of Jude? Cold Deception (Prequel to the His Agenda Series), will offer you a peek into Jude Macknight’s past life…when he was Terence Pirone. Click here to purchase Cold Deception. Would you like to be notified of Dori Lavelle’s new releases and giveaways? Click here to join her private mailing list.
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