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  BOOK DESCRIPTION


  


  I cry for the man I used to know, the man I used to love…until his love killed mine.


  My name is Haley Macknight, and I’m dying inside. From the outside my life is every woman’s dream. I’m married to Jude Macknight, a sexy multimillionaire who loves me…too much.


  Once upon a time, I loved him. But that love is dead. Unwilling to let me go, I’ve become his obsession. He will stop at nothing to make sure I remain in a marriage I no longer want, inside my gilded cage.


  Each day I pull away from Jude, I watch him transform into a monster. Before my eyes, he becomes a man I don’t recognize, a dangerous man. He makes it clear that I belong to him, that my life is no longer my own. If I leave, he’ll kill me. But if I stay, I’ll die a slow death.


  **This serial unfolds over three volumes. **
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  PROLOGUE


  Her eyes fluttered open, and she stretched like a damn feline. “Ready for the next round?” Her voice was low and husky.


  “Last round.” He swallowed the disgust welling up in his throat, sucked in air through his teeth with a hiss, and wrapped his hands around her slim neck.


  She was beautiful, nodoubt about that. Endless legs that had wrapped tightly around his body just minutes ago, lustrous skin, sapphire eyes. If she hadn’t crossed his path, maybe she could have turned her life around, and gone on to become a model or be some lucky bastard’s trophy wife.


  He grinned as he watched her thrash and gasp for air, the gleam of his teeth reflected in her liquid gaze.


  Her slender fingers clawed at his hands, the red nails digging into his flesh. A small price to pay.


  The choking sounds she made grated on his nerves.


  “Shut up, whore,” he said between clenched teeth and tightened his grip around her neck. “Die gracefully.”


  Her nude lips parted and her eyes looked ready to pop out of their sockets. She stopped fighting, surrendering to him.


  “That’s it. Good girl.” He squeezed even tighter,finishing her off.


  As her eyes dimmed, his world brightened. He was alive, in control of the situation. In control of his life.


  He shut his eyes to better enjoy the moment, to drain it of all it was worth, while breathing in the scent of her cheap perfume and sex.


  Her body went slack beneath his fingers, but he waited before letting go, counted to ten.


  Satisfied, he uncurled his fingers from her neck, leaving only red marks. He climbed out of bed, and reached for his pants. Digging into one of the pockets, he located his Italian switchblade stiletto knife, and dropped the pants back on the floor.


  Exerting slight pressure with his thumb, he flicked the spear point stainless steel blade open and returned to the bed. He lifted the white cotton sheet to reveal her stomach.


  With quiet precision, he inserted the gleaming tip into the skin just below the hollow of her neck, where a necklace pendant would normally rest.


  Blood oozed out of the cut, glinting in the dim light like a garnet. He held his breath, his hand steady as he carved the mark into her skin. When he was done, he wiped the excess blood away with a rag to reveal a perfect infinity symbol.


  


  CHAPTER ONE


  The light struck the top of his head, highlighting the golden hue in his nut brown hair, which was just long enough to brush his collar. His gunmetal-blue eyes never left my face, narrowed and searching for something. He was handsome, the kind of man I’d have been attracted to in other circumstances. He had to be in his early thirties, at least four or five years older than I was.


  I met him last night, and as if hypnotized, I’d followed him into his private jet. Now I stood inside a European-inspired estate in Madison, Wisconsin. I had gone home with a stranger, and I didn’t even know his name. He had refused to tell me, saying it wasn’t important. Not yet.


  “You’ll be safe here.” He picked up what looked like a remote control from an antique wood mantelpiece and pressed a button.Bright light flooded the room. Beyond the glass wall, I caught a furious sparkle. A lake.


  I swept my gaze over the antique furniture of the spacious living room. If someone asked me what money smelled like, I’d have said it smelled like the air wafting around his living room—a cocktail of leather, wood, and expensive cologne.


  “No.” I tightened the blanket he had given me earlier around my body. It did a good job of covering the stains on my black, strapless evening gown. A dress could be washed, but the stains on my soul would remain. I was still shaking from the blow to the system I had experienced earlier. “I can’t stay… I need to leave.”


  He turned to face me, his movements fluid and graceful, his charcoal suit barely crinkling. “If you walk away from the protection I’m prepared to offer you, your only destination would be prison.” He spoke with cool authority that matched his demeanor.


  I dropped my gaze and bit back tears. As his words registered, my chest tightened to a point where I found it hard to breathe. “That’s where I belong. I should … I should turn myself in.”


  When I’d bumped into him, my head had been clouded and I had been unable to think straight. I had needed someone to think for me, to make decisions I had been incapable of making. This man had offered me the opportunity to escape the situation I never thought I’d find myself in. But it had been wrong to run from the consequences of my actions.


  His face creased into an unexpected smile, and I got a peek of even and strikingly white teeth. His smile made me feel both comfortable and uneasy at the same time. Why hadn’t he just remained serious as he had been from the moment I’d met him at the resort, and during the journey here?


  He pushed his hands into his pockets. “Haley.” The way he said my name, taking his time, rolling it over his tongue, as if tasting it, caused something to unfurl inside me. “Prison is not for girls like you. You won’t last an hour in that place. Stay here where you’re safe. I have the power to protect you.”


  Before the jet had taken off, he had asked for my I.D., glanced at it briefly, and handed it back to me. That was how he knew my name. And yet he had refused to tell me his.


  


  “What if someone saw me?” The words tumbled out of my mouth. “What if they went to the police?”


  “I understand that you’re afraid. I can make it all go away. But you’ll have to trust me.”


  I was quiet for a long heartbeat, and then I raised my gaze to meet his. “Why are you doing this? You don’t even know me.”


  He tilted his head to one side. “I’m a good person. Good people help others. When I met you yesterday, you were lost, you needed someone to help you. I did just that.” His expression grew serious once more. “Now you have to allow me to finish that job.”


  “Once you make it go away, can I return home?” Where was home anyway? The closet apartment in Serendipity which I was on the verge of being thrown out of for not paying the rent for three months? For all I knew, the landlord, who always reeked of old beer, had already tossed out my stuff. Honestly, I had nowhere to go. I had no one. No friends, no family, just me.


  “There’s one thing you have to understand. If I’m going to help you out of this mess, I will be making myself an accessory to a crime. If you agree to let me help you, you can’t go back to where you came from, Haley. Do you understand that?” His eyes bore into mine, his dark gaze encircling me. “You have two choices. Walk away or stay.”


  Tears blurred my vision. He was right. I couldn’t just go back and pretend nothing had happened, to pick up the reins of my barely there life and pretend I was normal. He was offering me a way out of a life I never wanted in the first place. My life had already disappointed me in more ways than one.


  It started out all right in Boston, with parents who were in love, a love that made me feel safe. Until, during a family holiday to the beach, my older sister, Elizabeth, drowned and was never found. She was ten years old, just a year older than I was. In their search for comfort they were incapable of offering each other, my father walked out on us, and my mother found what she wanted at the bottom of a bottle. When I was two years away from finishing high school, my mother packed me and our few belongings and moved us to Serendipity, Wisconsin, to stay in the house she had inherited from her mother.


  Just as we were trying to get settled, we received news that my father had committed suicide. Unable to cope with the loss of her husband, my mother stumbled into the world of prostitution and drowned herself even deeper into alcohol. A year before my graduation, her body struck her with a heart disease so acute, doctors said only a transplant could save her. But she didn’t qualify for a new heart. She died a month after I graduated.


  Left with no other option, I sold the house to pay off some of the debts she left behind. Then I did what I had to do to survive.


  Now here I was, surrounded by money. I’d be stupid to walk away. I had no idea how long this stranger intended to keep me here, but maybe I should take what I could. “Thank you,” I said between the pauses in my sobs. “Yes, please help me.”


  “Good,” the man said and pulled his phone from his pocket. “Take a seat, I’ll be right back.” He strolled out of the room with the phone glued to his ear. “Take care of it. Don’t leave one trace behind,” I heard him say before he disappeared through a glass door.


  I sank down onto one of the leather couches and sobbed, my shoulders shaking, my eyes drowning, my life as I knew it crumbling around me.


  When he returned, he perched himself on the glass-top coffee table opposite me. He didn’t smile when he spoke. “It’s done. The best thing you can do for yourself now is to forget it ever happened. You were lucky enough to get a chance to walk away. Don’t dwell in the past. You will stay here for as long as necessary. And you will not contact anyone from your life. You have to promise me that or I cannot guarantee your protection.”


  I wiped my eyes with a corner of the blanket and exhaled. After a small pause I nodded. “Thank you.”


  He nodded. “I need to go and take care of some business, but my housekeeper, Lin, will be arriving soon. She’ll feed you and show you to your room to get some rest. I’ll also send someone over to bring you clothes.” He pulled out a piece of paper and a golden pen from his pocket. “Write down your clothing and shoe sizes.”


  With trembling hands, I did as I was told and handed it back to him.


  “See you in about an hour.” He stood. Before he walked out, he turned. “I haven’t told you my name yet. It’s Jude, Jude Macknight.”


  Blood rushed to my head and my lips parted. My knight in shining armor was no ordinary man. I hadn’t seen a photo of him before—since he was known to be a very private man—but I knew his name, read about him in the papers, heard him mentioned on TV. Jude Macknight was the owner of the Devine Luxury Hotels and Resorts that were spread out all over the country—including Serendipity—and abroad.


  I had been on his property when he’d found me. A realization hit me. Maybe the reason he was helping me was to avoid a scandal.


  


  


  CHAPTER TWO


  A cramp wrung my intestines, causing just enough pain to wake me up. I opened my eyes and blinked several times, trying to focus. Where was I? My gaze took in the massive room, the heavy damask curtains, the ornate dresser with a white, flower-filled vase, the crystal teardrop chandelier. I inhaled deeply. The air smelled clean, light. Definitely not the stale air I was used to waking up to.


  My heart started to thump as I turned to look at the pillow next to me. It had not been slept on.


  Suddenly, the fog in my mind cleared and I remembered some of what had happened, remembered enough to send my pulse skittering. A shot of fear caused my head to spin and my vision to blur momentarily. I had not woken up from my worst nightmare.


  Feeling dizzy, I slipped out of bed. I dropped my gaze and looked down at my dress, still stained with dry blood. Bile rose up my throat but I pressed it back down. My mind urged me to run to the bathroom, to empty my stomach of vomit. But my legs would never carry me that far. I was already swaying. I sank back down on the bed and just sat there staring at the window, watching the edges of the curtains glow from the early morning sunlight, a bright promise that it would be another perfect summer day. Just like yesterday had been, and the day before.


  A few ragged breaths took the edge off the nausea, and I sighed.


  It’s all right, Haley. Everything will be just fine.


  Who was I fooling? My life as I knew it, was over, destroyed in one single night.


  A knock on the door made me jump, the sudden movement shaking the contents of my mind. My head screamed as an unexpected headache slammed against my temples like two hammers trying to crack their way out.


  Another knock.


  I breathed in and pushed myself with difficulty to my feet, took a few steps forward until I reached the door. My fingers drifted over the doorknob and then stilled.


  What if he had changed his mind? People did it all the time. They went to bed feeling one way and woke up feeling another. Yesterday he wanted to protect me. Today, he might want to kick me out of his house. I was a burden, even to myself. Who in their right mind would willingly take on the responsibility of taking care of a stranger who had done something unforgivable?


  As I turned the knob, tears burned my eyes. If he told me to go, I’d be lost. I couldn’t go back to my life. Even though I had no recollection of some of the events that had transpired at the resort, I held the evidence on me, inside me. The life I thought I’d had, damaged as it had been, had been snatched away, leaving me with nothing to hold on to. Even though I had wanted to escape it before, right now, I wished I could have it all back. I wished for the chance to repair it as best I could. But it was too late. I was at the mercy of a man I didn’t even know.


  He looked more handsome than he had last night. His face resembled a carving someone had taken great care to get just right. And his eyes were like two deep pools. They reminded me of a deep, dark lake that made me want to dive into it, but at the same time the fear of what lay beneath terrified me.


  “Good morning,” he said in a voice that was both authoritative and gentle.


  “Morning.” I brought my hands together, twisting them.


  He studied my face for a long time, just as he had done last night. He probably couldn’t bring himself to tell me to go. I’d make it easy for him.


  I dropped my head and bit my lip to hold back tears. “Thank you for letting me sleep in your home.” I wiped my eyes and looked up again. “I’m sure you changed your mind…about letting me stay.” I studied his face for signs of anything. His expression gave me nothing I could hold on to. No smile, no hope. But he didn’t look unkind either. I nodded. “I understand. I’ll go today. Can I…maybe wash my dress first?”


  I wouldn’t stay long enough to let it dry. It would have to air dry on my body. This man had been kind enough to help me escape the resort without getting arrested. And he had given me shelter instead of calling the police.


  He shook his head but only barely. His movements were so fluid, so controlled. “After you get changed, give it to me. I’ll get rid of it.” Helifted two glossy bags from the floor and handed them to me. I had been so focused on his face I hadn’t noticed them at his feet. “My assistant bought you clothes according to the sizes you specified. You were already asleep when she dropped them off last night. If there’s anything else you need, write a list.”


  “Thank you.” I hugged the bags to my body. “You didn’t—”


  “Change my mind?” He smiled but the curl of his lips was so faint I almost didn’t notice it. “I’m a man of my word, Haley. I promised to help you. I meant it.” He slipped his hands into his pockets. “Get dressed and make yourself at home.”


  


  


  CHAPTER THREE


  I hadn’t seen Jude since the day I’d handed him my blood-stained dress. He’d rolled it up and told me not to worry about it. Fifteen minutes later, he’d pressed a wad of cash into my hand, more money than I’d held in a long time.


  “I’m going away for a few days. If you need anything, ask Lin, my housekeeper. She’ll get it for you. Don’t leave the house under any circumstances. The dust hasn’t settled yet.” He lowered his voice a fraction. “Don’t tell anyone anything about what happened. If you need to reach me, Lin has my number.”


  I had nodded and he’d hurried down the stairs.


  That was a week ago.


  Alone in the huge mansion with only the gardener, cleaner and housekeeper coming and going daily, I still felt uncomfortable. I just couldn’t relax. Although I felt relief at being able to hide, anxiety that my cover could be blown any moment also gnawed at me. So did the guilt. I was able to hide from my sin, and yet I was still trapped by it. How could I ever erase the scenes inside my head, the sight of blood?


  After a week of spending the majority of my time locked inside my darkened room, pacing, crying, and trembling with fear, one weekof waiting for the doorbell to ring and for the police to show up, I finally found the courage to flick on the flat screen TV that hung above the marble fireplace in my room. My whole body tense, I pressed the buttons with my thumb, shifting through the channels, searching for anything that had to do with the events that had changed my life forever.


  Nothing, not one snippet of news. Almost as if I had imagined it all. I couldn’t help wondering how Jude had made it all go away. But did it matter?


  


  


  CHAPTER FOUR


  I stood inside the walk-in closet and studied the clothes Jude had asked his assistant to buy me, expensive clothes I wouldn’t have a chance to wear again.


  Last night I arrived at a decision. I was leaving. And I wouldn’t take anything more than the money he had given me—most of which I still had—and the clothes on my back. Waiting for something to happen and not being able to do anything unnerved me. The feeling of helplessness was getting to me.


  Madison was no more than two hours away from Serendipity, but Serendipity was the last place I wanted to go back to. At least not yet. Even if I saw nothing in the news, the small town could possibly be crawling with police. I wasn’t about to walk willingly into my jail cell.


  The money I had would be more than enough to get me as far as away from both Madison and Serendipity as possible. I’d find a small town to hide, where I could get a chance to glue the pieces of my shattered life back together. And hope the past never caught up with me.


  But it was only midday. I’d wait until dinner, when Lin left to go home. I wouldn’t want her alerting Jude about my departure.


  I crawled under the fresh bed sheets. The magnolia-scented fabric softener clinging to them made me think of my mother, of happier times, before Elizabeth left our lives.


  Saturday used to be wash day. As I hugged a pillow to myself and closed my eyes, I could hear the distant sound of my sister giggling as I chased her around the bed sheets that hung to dry on the clothing line, fluttering like wings. I heard my mother tell us to step away before we dirtied them with our grubby hands, her tinkling laughter, her voice so soft and gentle even when she raised it.


  I buried my face into the pillow and wept for the happiness I would never get back.


  A noise outside pulled me out of my daydream, and I dragged myself to the window, feeling as if I’d been hit with a hammer. My heart slammed against my chest at the sudden thought that it could be the police. What if Jude had decided to do the right thing?


  Relief flooded into my body when I saw Jude step out of a limousine, wearing a suit and sunglasses, the sun pouring down on him. As usual, he moved with graceful unhurried steps.


  My heart twitched when I remembered my plans to leave without saying goodbye, after everything he had done for me. Now that he was back, my plans wouldn’t change. I’d only have to thank him for his help and then I’d walk out of his life.


  He came straight to my room, asking if we could talk. Standing in my doorway, he looked handsome and distinguished as usual, his face clean shaven, dark hair glossy, suit wrinkle-free. But something was different about him. Faint, dark rings framed eyes whose sparkle had faded.. Something weighed down his features—exhaustion.


  I followed him down the stairs and into the living room, where he leaned back against the leather couch with a barely audible sigh.


  Sweat soaked the fabric under my arms. His presence both drew me in and intimidated me. I couldn’t help wondering how it would feel to have his arms around me, comforting me. It was crazy to think thoughts like that, but it had been such a long time since I had been with a man that cared for me, a man that handsome. It had been years.


  He leaned forward and pinched the bridge of his nose.


  “Are you okay?” I asked, finding my sense of speech.


  He turned to me. The tiredness I’d seen earlier no longer hovered over his features, as if suddenly erased. “Everything is fine. Just that my plans in the last few days were a bit hit and miss.”


  “Problems with your business?”


  He shook his head. “My business is in great shape. I was occupied with something else.”


  “You were dealing with my mess, weren’t you?” I twisted the silver ring on my middle finger, as I often did when I was nervous. My mother’s wedding band. “I’m sorry for putting you through this.” I breathed in. “And thank you.”


  He gave a small nod, causing a lock of hair to brush his forehead. He ran a graceful but strong hand through his hair and it fell back into the place he wanted it. “It was my choice to help you. It’s all taken care of now.”


  I wrapped my gaze around his and for a moment we didn’t speak. My heart pounded so hard the sound echoed in my ears. I had to ask. “How did you…take care of it?”


  “That’s not important.” His tone was firm, final. “What matters now is that you won’t go to prison. You don’t have to worry about it.”


  “I don’t know how not to worry.” I bit my bottom lip, trying to keep the tears at bay. “It’s all I can think about. I get nightmares every night.” It amazed me that he could be so calm about it.


  “You have to try and move on. You don’t have a choice. You have to forget the past.” He reached out a hand and touched mine for just a heartbeat before pulling away. But he left my skin prickling.


  “I don’t know how to do that. What I did will always haunt me.” My voice was hoarse with tears that chocked my throat. “Maybe I should just…go to the police.”


  “That’s the worst thing you can do. You’ll be making a huge mistake.” His voice was hard. “It’s no longer just about you. The moment I offered you my help and you accepted, I became part of this mess. I jumped through a lot of hoops to help you.” He paused. “There’s no going back now. Our lives are both on the line here. Do you understand that?”


  I nodded and hot tears slid down my cheeks. “Oh god, I’m so sorry about everything.”


  “Don’t apologize.” He drew closer and the prickling on my skin intensified. My heart thumped so hard the sound vibrated inside my ears as I enjoyed his closeness. “Haley, you can’t turn back the clock.” He placed an arm around my shoulders. “The only thing you can do now is pretend it never happened, until you believe it.”


  I leaned my head against his taut shoulder but he pulled away quickly, as if our contact made him uncomfortable. “Sorry about that.” He stood and moved to the window, far away from me.


  “It’s okay,” I said. I kept my eyes downcast, twisting the end of my long, auburn braid. My heart ached. For the longest time I had no one in my life who cared. Having him close had felt so right, made me feel safe even for a moment. His reaction was just the push I needed. I had to leave before I got too attached to him, to his protection. I raised my chin and squared my shoulders. “I appreciate everything you did for me. I’ll no longer be your responsibility. I’ve decided to leave, today. I’ll be careful.”


  “No,” he said, turning away from the floor-length window. He loosened his tie. “I can’t risk that. People who are afraid are vulnerable, they make mistakes. If you manage to get yourself caught, it will only be a matter of time before the trail leads back to me.”


  “I can’t stay here indefinitely.” It still baffled me that a stranger would want to help me without asking for anything in return.


  I wasn’t used to people being nice to me.


  After the mess my mother left behind when she died, not one person offered to help. Not even after I lost the house. My mother had had quite a reputation, drinking herself into oblivion, owing people money, sleeping with married men. Living in a small town certainly had its drawbacks and they bit me in the butt big time.


  What Jude had done for me in just a few days was more than anyone had done for me in years.


  “I’m not asking you to stay indefinitely. Just until I can assure you once and for all that you’re completely in the clear. We have to exercise caution right now. One mistake and the handcuffs will click. You don’t want that. I certainly don’t want that.”


  I rubbed my wrists, imagining handcuffs there. “How long? How long until it’s safe for me to move on?”


  “Give it a month. Maybe a bit longer.”


  I closed my eyes, and exhaustion washed over me. I was tired of crying, tired of being scared, tired from gazing into my bleak future. I forced them open again. “But I have a life to get back to, things to take care of.”


  “All you have in your life are mountains of bills.” He paused. “I did a little digging.”


  My stomach turned over with anger. “You invaded my privacy?”


  “Before I could help you, I needed to know I could trust you.”


  “Well I have to get out of here and find work. I have to pay those bills.”


  “No need. Your bills are all paid off. Your debts are cleared. And the lease on your apartment has been canceled. When you walk out of here, you will have to start a new life. You can’t afford to look back, Haley.”


  Heat rose up my neck and spread to my cheeks. I was stuck between being grateful for his generosity and furious for his invasion of my privacy. How did he even get hold of my private information?


  “A few phone calls. That was all it took.”


  I raised my chin and fixed him with a cool stare. “What you did could be illegal.”


  “You needed help, I offered it to you. Are you really going to sit there and accuse me of doing something illegal?”


  “You don’t even know me. I still don’t understand why you’re doing this.” He must have shelled out thousands of dollars to clear my debts. Debts I would never have been capable of paying off.


  “I know enough to see you need someone on your side. As I told you when you arrived here, I’m a good person. The money was a drop in the bucket for me. I don’t expect repayment.” He shrugged. “If you really want to know, I’m paying it forward. A long time ago, I needed help and someone I didn’t know helped me. I’m offering you a new life here. All you have to do is take it.”


  My anger toward him subsided. “Okay. Thank you.” Why he did it, how he did it, really wasn’t important. The important thing was that he had rescued me from some impossible situations. I couldn’t believe I no longer had to worry about my debts.


  One the other hand, financial problems would have been good problems to have, compared to what I had to live with now. The guilt.


  


  


  CHAPTER FIVE


  A black and blue butterfly flew into my line of sight. As I swayed on the porch swing, I watched it flutter to the marbled edge of the fountain. The gardener was fussing around the lush foliage of the pink peonies near the edge of the man-made stream that cut Jude’s huge garden in half. The stream was still, as he had switched off the fountain to clean it.


  The butterfly rested there for a while, flapping its wings back and forth¸ enjoying the peace and quiet that was only disturbed by the chirping of birds in the trees.


  Memories of my father came to me accompanied by an ache. He used to call me his butterfly. I had no idea then that along with the beauty of a butterfly also came fragility. My father’s butterfly had not been prepared for the bends in the road ahead.


  The butterfly spread its wings again and allowed the balmy breeze to carry it away.


  I tipped my face toward the sun and closed my eyes, the mid-June heat warming my face. Thoughts of Jude entered my mind.


  A few minutes ago, he had appeared on TV, being interviewed about how he came to be one of the richest men in America. While eating my breakfast, I’d listened attentively to his responses. I lived under his roof and didn’t know him. His answers were short and to the point, saying his success all boiled down to hard work, knowing what he wanted, and going out to get it.


  I did learn though that he had a rocky childhood, that he’d dropped out of school after his parents died suddenly. After that he blocked any more questions connected to his personal life, simply stating that his struggles as a child had been a great motivator that led him to where he was.


  He didn’t mention that there were no photos on his walls of someone he cared about, that he had no friends. He didn’t mention that there was absolutely no balance in his life, that he had given up his personal life for success.


  Jude was a workaholic. Sometimes I wondered whether he ever slept. I hardly saw him because he was often out of the house every morning before I awoke, and came in late at night when I was already sleeping.


  When he did show up, I was always caught off guard. I’d be eating a meal and feel the hairs at the back of my head rise. I’d turn aroundand there he would be, staring at me with his barely there smile, sending butterflies scrambling for space inside my stomach. I started looking forward to his unexpected appearances. I ached for them.


  The days rushed by in a blur. After three weeks of living under Jude’s roof, loneliness caught up with me. The only people I saw on a daily basis were Jude’s housekeeper, chef, the cleaners, gardeners and other people who kept his home in order. Doing nothing but watching movies and reruns of Friends and Cheers hadquickly become boring. I needed someone to talk to about more than just whether I needed anything to make my stay comfortable. I craved to go out, to go shopping with the money he had given me, to see people, to sit in a café somewhere. But Jude was adamant that during the time I agreed to stay under his roof, I had to keep a low profile.


  I could hardly wait for the remaining two weeks to be over. Then I’d move into my own place and find a real job. If I chose to stay in Madison, Jude had offered me a studio apartment in a building he owned. I hadn’t decided yet. But I was lukewarm about leaving Madison, distancing myself from Jude. Although I did everything to fight it, I had become attached to him, to the security he offered me. And I was afraid of being on my own again, with only my nightmares to keep me company.


  


  


  CHAPTER SIX


  I eyed the full plate in front of me—steak with roasted potatoes. Dinner for oneas usual. I stood up and picked up the plate and my glass of guava juice. Sitting alone at the two meter long glass dining table was too depressing. I’d eat in the living room in front of the TV.


  I threw open the balcony door, inviting the balmy breeze in. On the couch, I had a perfect view of the full moon. I watched it for a while, day dreaming about happier times, and then I sighed and reached for the remote.


  The doorbell rang, and the plate almost slid from my lap. I caught it just in time.


  With my heart inside my throat, I padded barefoot across the living room, and walked out the glass door into the long corridor that led to the front door. I stopped when I reached it, breathing.


  It’s not the police, I assured myself. It’s just Lin. Maybe she forgot her keys. No big deal.


  I pulled open the door.


  A man stood there, tall and muscular. He was balding but had a ponytail running down his back.


  I swallowed hard. What was Nolan, Jude’s chauffeur, doing here so late, and without Jude?


  “I’m sorry to disturb your evening, ma’am. Mr. Macknight asked me to deliver a message.” He handed me a slim envelope.


  “Oh.” I took the envelope, a knot forming in the pit of my stomach. “Thanks.”


  “He asked me to wait until you’ve read the note.” Nolan folded his hands in front of him, turned his face away as though to offer me privacy.


  I opened the envelope and removed a sheet of fancy beige-cream paper, embossed at the top with the Macknight Inc. logo. Two lines of text were scrolled with a fountain pen in the center.


  I’m sure the walls are closing in on you. Get dressed and meet me for dinner. I got you something to wear. It’s in the car. Nolan will drive you.


  Jude


  


  


  CHAPTER SEVEN


  He had reserved the entire restaurant for us. I was impressed and disappointed at the same time. Impressed that he had enough power and money to close a whole restaurant, and disappointed that it was just us. I missed people, missed being in a crowd. But I couldn’t tell him that. At least I was out of the house.


  He ordered food for both of us, which was just as well as I would never have been able to pronounce most of the names of the fancy dishes. He also ordered a bottle of wine. Since I didn’t drink alcohol and he drank only sparkling water, it remained untouched. We ate in silence. The only thing he asked me occasionally was whether I was comfortable and if I wanted anything more. I’d been in his house for almost a month, and this was our first meal together.


  After a while I relaxed and allowed the soft music to wash over me, the low lighting to calm my nerves.


  We were served a seven-course meal consisting of seafood swathed in herbs, succulent meats in juicy sauces, fresh salads, and mouth-watering desserts. My taste buds were still tingling as I reached for another white chocolate lemon truffle.


  “Do you want more?” he asked, and I noticed he was no longer eating. He had leaned back in his seat, watching me from under his long lashes.


  A blush crept over my cheeks as I reached for a napkin, dabbed my lips. “No, I’m fine. Everything just tasted so good.” I giggled in spite of myself.


  “No need to be embarrassed.” He smiled. “I wanted you to enjoy yourself. Mission accomplished?”


  I smiled. “Mission accomplished.”


  “Good.” The smile disappeared from his lips and his eyes turned serious. “I asked you to stay a month. Two weeks left. Are you ready?”


  “Ready?”


  “To get out there? Do you think you can manage on your own?”


  I looked him straight in the eyes. “Honestly, I don’t know. But I’ll give it my best shot.”


  He nodded lightly. “Don’t go back to what you were before I met you. You deserve better.”


  “Never.” My cheeks burned, and I averted my gaze.


  “Don’t,” he said softly. “Don’t do that.”


  My eyes met his. “Do what?”


  “Don’t be ashamed. You did what you had to do.” He tipped his head to the side. “The dress looks great on you.”


  I ran a hand along the lacey material of the dusky pink cocktail dress. “I’m so sorry. I forgot to thank you. How rude of me. It’s the most beautiful dress I’ve ever worn.”


  “I’m glad. Shall we go?” He waved for a waiter and three came scuttling over to fuss over us.


  Jude took my arm and we walked out of the restaurant. Nolan was already waiting outside with the doors of the limousine open. Sitting inside it took my breath away for a second time. But it was Jude’s presence that made me forget who I was, that gave me a chance to be someone I didn’t think I deserved to be.


  At home, Jude went to his office to catch up on work and I went straight to bed. But I didn’t sleep, I couldn’t. I thought about him, about the circumstances that had brought us together. Abandoning sleep altogether, I sat on the cushioned windowsill with my eyes closed, the gentle wind from the open window caressing my face and whispering in my ears. When thoughts of what I’d done slipped into my mind, I forced them out before they had the power to chip at my heart. I was so focused on blocking them out I almost didn’t hear the soft knock on the door.


  It was Jude. The suit jacket and tie were gone and his hair was slightly ruffled but still sexy as hell.


  I pulled my satin night gown around me, and opened my mouth to speak but I had no idea what to say. So I waited, waited for him to tell me what he was doing at my door at 11 p.m. Sweat formed on my forehead.


  He pinched the bridge of his nose. “I shouldn’t be here. I apologize for waking you. Goodnight, Haley.” He turned to leave.


  I shook my head, confused. “Why did you come?”


  He turned around slowly and then he walked back to me, came so close his breath fanned my forehead, drying the sweat. For a moment I thought he was going to kiss me. He didn’t. He just stood there, his eyes assessing me. “I just felt the need to come and see you, to see if you’re okay.” He shook his head. “The truth is, I can’t stop thinking about you, even when I’m away from you. I can’t get you out of my mind. From the moment I saw you, I’ve felt drawn to you. I couldn’t leave you. You were so scared. I wanted to protect you.” He inhaled, waited for me to digest the information, to respond.


  His revelation messed with my already confused head. “I…I don’t know what to say.”


  “Then, don’t say anything.” He moved even closer, pressing his hard body against mine. He held my head between both his hands, warming my cheeks. “You’re broken, Haley. I can’t help but fix you. Let me fix you.” He pressed his lips to mine.


  First I froze, and then I melted to his touch, parted my lips, let him in, tasted him. I wanted to pull away, but currents of desire swept through me and weakened me. As if that was all the invitation he had needed, he swept me into his arms, and pushed the door wider. I wrapped my arms around his neck and surrendered completely to his kiss. Drowning had never felt more wonderful.


  Even when he lowered me onto the bed, I felt like I was flying. I was present and at the same time I was somewhere else, somewhere where my problems were just a figment of my imagination.


  He undressed me gently, kissed every inch of my body. When he finally slid into me, I was lost completely. Our bodies moved in rhythm, as if it weren’t for the first time, as if we’d done this before. As we rose and fell together, I had only one wish. I wanted to stay lost forever. I never wanted to be found.


  


  


  CHAPTER EIGHT


  It didn’t stop at one night of passion.


  For one week Jude and I didn’t leave the house. Sometimes he tried to leave for work but never managed to walk out the door. I thought I needed him, but he seemed to need me just as much. He gave Lin and the cleaners a few days off so we could be alone. Food from his favorite restaurants was delivered at the door and we fed it to each other.


  When we were not making love, we watched movies and talked about mundane things. When he needed to work, he pulled out his thin laptop and worked in bed, with me lying next to him.


  When I was with him it felt as if a part of me that had been missing for a long time had finally been found and pushed into place. Jude was a drug I couldn’t get enough of. Every time he let me go, a hole formed inside my heart.


  Sometimes I’d wake up and find him staring into my face in a way that left me breathless.


  We didn’t talk about anything that hurt. When I tried to bring up the fact that I would soon be moving on, he simply kissed my lips and said we should just live for the moment.


  When the week came to a close, reality set in. Just one more week and I’d be gone. I’d read in the tabloids that even though many women jostled for position in his life, none of them ever stayed longer than a few weeks. The pain of knowing what we had would probably never last, was almost physical. There was no hope for us. The circumstances that brought us together would someday rip us apart.


  He finally returned to the office and left me home to get used to my looming departure.


  The night we didn’t sleep in the same bed because he had to work late, the nightmares returned, reminding me I was fooling myself into thinking I could be happy after the sin I had committed. Drenched in sweat, I threw back the sheets and went to the bathroom. I wet a face towel with cold water, wrung it out and pressed it against my burning eyes. The tears were now flowing and I had no idea how to stop them. I was confused and torn.


  I sat down on the lip of the bath and leaned forward until my forehead touched my knees. I stayed that way for a long time, forcing myself to breathe, trying to convince myself that I would be all right on my own. I was a survivor.


  “Stay,” a voice said from inside my head.


  I shrugged the thought off only to realize it had been too clear and too masculine to come from me. I raised my head.


  He filled the doorway in a way only he could, with power and strength and a larger than life presence.


  I swallowed the lump in my throat and laid the face towel on the bath to dry. “I didn’t hear you come in.” I wiped away the tears.


  “You were deep in thought.” He sat down next to me on the bath. “It doesn’t have to be like that, you know. You can stay here for as long as you want.” He laid a hand on the nape of my neck and pressed his head to the side of my face. “I don’t know where this will lead, but I know one thing. I can’t imagine not having you here. I want you to stay. I want to be there for you.”


  I stayed, and became the first woman Jude Macknight introduced as his girlfriend.


  When people asked how we met, we gave no comment. We had been brought together by tragedy, and instead of pulling us apart, that tragedy was also the glue that held us together.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER NINE


  One Year Later


  I rolled onto my back and sighed with pleasure.


  Jude placed an arm around me and pulled me closer. He was warm, hard, and smelled of soap and aftershave. “Happy, my love?”


  “I’d be crazy not to be.” I smiled and lifted my hand to the light, studying the diamond engagement ring on my finger. The marquise-shaped diamond caught the South African light drifting in from the open balcony windows of the Oyster Box beachfront hotel and blinked.


  When Jude brought me to South Africa four days ago, I thought it would be just another business trip. In part it was. He spent the first two days overseeing the progress of his first South African resort, but after that, it was all pleasure.


  Last night, he took me out on a date that started with fresh seafood at an intimate restaurant, moved on to a long walk on Umhlanga Beach, and ended with a proposal on the white sands that stretched for miles outside our romantic boutique hotel. The moon beamed down on us as I jumped into his arms and accepted his proposal.


  Of course I wanted to spend the rest of my life with him. Even though a dark cloud still hovered over me, the happiness radiating from deep within my core managed to shine through to the surface.


  When a handsome, stranger shows up in your life, not only ready to protect you, but to offer you a life you never thought was within your reach, it’s hard not to go weak in the knees. For one year, I feared it was all too good to be true. I kept waiting to wake up from my dream, for Jude to tell me that he had played knight in shining armor long enough and the time had come for me to return to my world. He never did. And his proposal meant he probably never would.


  With his love, diamonds, designer clothes, and trips around the world, he put me right where I wanted to be. Completely under his spell. I had fallen fast and hard for him.


  During the last few months, I did my best to bury my past and the guilt of what I’d done in the deepest recesses of my mind. I forced myself to forget, to live as if it had all happened to someone else. My past showed up in my nightmares, but during the day I succeeded at pretending I was someone else, someone unblemished. I had become an expert at fooling my mind.


  “You deserve to be happy,” he said, kissing my earlobe. “I cannot wait for you to be mine.”


  I lowered my hand and turned to kiss him. “I’m already yours.”


  He rolled me on top of him and held me tight. “I want you to be mine on paper as well. I’ll never let you go.” He slid the palm of his hand down my back until it cupped my naked butt, squeezing it. “Never.”


  “I hope not.” I giggled. “I’ll never leave you.”


  As Mrs. Haley Macknight, I’d leave behind the bad memories, every one of them. The one thing that mattered was a future with my rich and handsome husband, who would do anything for me, who loved me enough to put his own life on the line. In Jude Macknight’s arms, forever was the only option that made sense.


  “Promise?” he asked.


  “I give you my promise,” I said. I meant every word.


  “Good. I’ll hold you to your word.” With that, he pushed my legs apart and entered me.


  Jude didn’t want a long engagement, and neither did I. We got married as soon as we returned to the U.S., in a small ceremony attended only by us, Nolan, and another one of Jude’s trusted employees. The honeymoon was at a romantic Cabo San Lucas resort that was carved into a cliff. He went all out to make me feel like the luckiest woman in the world.


  With Jude by my side, I could certainly learn to be happy. I was sure I’d never regret my decision to be his wife.


  


  


  CHAPTER TEN


  I gazed into my husband’s eyes over a candle-light dinner in our dining room. It was my thirtieth birthday and he had hired a celebrity chef and two waiters to come and serve us in the privacy of our home.


  “You were right,” I said. “That food was amazing.”


  He took a swig of water. “That’s why I keep telling you to trust me. I enjoy my job of choosing our meals.”


  He did. Every time we ate out together, he ordered for us. I never complained because he always chose food that made my taste buds swoon.


  “I rest my case.” I wiped my mouth with a napkin.


  Seeing that we were done eating, one of the waiters, a handsome Latino man in his late twenties, came over to our table and started to clear it.


  I lifted my plate to hand it to him, but caught a glimpse of Jude shaking his head discreetly. He hated it when I tried to help anyone he paid to provide a service.


  He was also against me working. He didn’t understand why I would like to slave away when he was earning more money than we could ever spend. I’d fought him at first until he warned me not to bring it up again.


  To occupy myself, I turned to painting, an old hobby of mine. As a child I’d dreamed of becoming an artist one day, to open up my own gallery and be surrounded by paintings of beautiful people and places.


  A few weeks after Jude and I got married, I had brought up the idea of me signing up for some art classes. But he told me to drop the idea, and that people studied because they wanted to work. And I didn’t have to work.


  I’d hoped painting at home would fill the void inside my heart, but it only reminded me of everything I had lost. So, I gave it up again and concentrated on my job as Mrs. Haley Macknight.


  I sighed and attempted to lower the plate again, but I ended up knocking over my glass of water. The glass hit the table with a low thud and a stream of water rushed out of it, down the table, and splashed onto my lap before I could move, disappearing into the chiffon material of my skirt, cooling my thighs.


  The waiter quickly reached for my napkin to help wipe the water away, but I placed my hand on his, and looked up at him. “Don’t worry about it, I made the mess, I’ll clear it up.”


  While I dabbed the moisture from the table cloth and the skirt of my dress, the man picked up the plates and disappeared out of the dining room.


  As soon as he left, I sensed the atmosphere shift, sensed Jude’s fury without even looking at his face. When I finally had the guts to meet his gaze, his eyes were steely, his jaw set.


  He didn’t say a word until the chef and waiters had left and we were all alone.


  I rose from my chair. He did the same and followed me out of the dining room. He still didn’t say a word when we walked into our bedroom.


  A knot formed in my stomach as I watched him shrug off his suit jacket and remove his tie and watch.


  I walked over to his side of the bed and kissed him on the cheek. “Thanks for a wonderful birthday. And for the diamond bracelet.”


  “Why did you do that?” he said, his voice just below a whisper.


  “What?” I unzipped my dress. Was he angry because I spilled the water or because I helped the waiter clean up. “I spilled the water, Jude. I—”


  He shot me a glance that froze me in place. “I’m not talking about that. Why,” he stretched out the word, “did you touch him?”


  I frowned. “Touch him? I didn’t…oh, you mean when I touched his hand?” I placed a hand on his shoulder. “What’s going on, Jude?”


  He shrugged off my hand. “Not only that.” His voice was ice. “I saw the way you looked at him.”


  I slid out of my dress, shaking my head with confusion. “Why this sudden jealousy, Jude? In one year of marriage, have I ever given you a reason to be jealous? I just helped the guy. What’s the big deal?” I picked up my dress from the floor and turned to walk away, but an iron grip on my wrist halted me. He spun me back to face him. Before I could react, I heard a sharp slap and felt my cheek burn.


  “You are my wife. You don’t look at other men.” He said the words through clenched teeth. “You certainly don’t touch other men.” He released my wrist and walked away.


  I touched my pulsating cheek and watched my husband disappear into the bathroom. I sank down onto the bed with shock. Had he really done that?


  When he reappeared from the bathroom, he rushed to my side and pulled me into his arms.


  “I’m sorry, baby. I shouldn’t have done that. It’s just that I love you so much. Please forgive me.” He kissed my aching cheek and moved on to my neck.


  I still didn’t move, not even when he laid me back against the Chinese silk sheets and made love to me. I didn’t return his kisses, didn’t respond to his lovemaking. I just stared at the ceiling.


  Had I just caught a glimpse of the price tag on the life I was living without paying for?


  ***


  To make up for what he had done two months ago, Jude did everything to prove to me just how much he loved me. He told me several times a day, calling me every hour from work just to remind me. Until somewhere along the way, those three little words, valued by so many, lost their meaning and became just words in a dictionary.


  Maybe too much of a good thing really is a bad thing.


  His slap had caused something to shift inside me, and I struggled to recover. To make matters worse, his jealousy was getting out of control. Every time there was a man around, he never took his eyes off me. The stress of making sure I didn’t do anything to make him feel insecure was unbearable. His jealousy was smothering me. And his love was starting to do the same.


  Last night after we made love, he whispered into my ear that we should make a baby.


  I had looked at him with a small smile and didn’t say anything. But hot panic erupted inside of me.


  After everything he’d done for me, how could I refuse him something he wanted so desperately?


  At first I went along with it. I went off the pill. Giving him a baby was a small price to pay for the life he had given me.


  I wanted to be a mom, a better mother than my own had been. But what if, like my own mother, I failed at being a parent? What if life got in the way, and I ended up destroying my child? I couldn’t go through with it.


  Last night, I did what I had to do, the right thing for me. I started taking the pill again in secret.


  A baby would be yet another reason for Jude to love me, and right now I was already finding it hard to breathe.


  


  


  CHAPTER ELEVEN


  Lying on a four-poster bed in Jude’s newest exclusive resort in Las Vegas, tears burned my eyes.


  Jude trailed his fingertips along the length of my curvy body, from the hollow of my neck to the mound between my legs. My skin prickled, but not from unleashed passion.


  Swallowing hard, I harnessed the urge to recoil from his touch, to gag from the musk in his cologne.


  He brought his hand back up and I let out a silent breath. “I wish we had more time.” He kissed my neck. “I’d rather be in here all day making love to you.”


  “I know,” I lied. I wanted to be anywhere but in bed next to my husband. “We should get ready.” I slipped out of bed and walked to the bathroom, my waist-length honey blond hair swaying like a curtain along my bare back.


  “How about I join you? We can catch a quickie.” I heard Jude ask a moment before the bathroom door closed.


  “Need to wash my hair,” I called back. He knew that washing my hair took forever.


  I leaned my back against the misted glass door, a hanging fluffy robe separating me from the cool door. I slumped forward, my hands clutching my knees. I drew in three deep breaths. Though the air filled my lungs, it didn’t seem enough. I grappled for more and more and more until my heart stopped racing.


  An hour later Jude was dressed in one of his black suits, tapping away at his laptop in the adjoining office, and Lucille, a celebrity makeup artist and hairstylist Jude had insisted we fly in from New York for the special day, fought with my long stubborn curls, finally wrapping and pinning a lush braid firmly against my scalp.


  “There,” she finally said in her British accent. “You look perfect.”


  I smiled but my stomach roiled. I longed to be excited about little things again. Like having my hair and nails done. But I was slowly forgetting how to be happy. I eyed myself in the mirror, watched my flat, green eyes staring sadly back at me. “Thank you, Lucille. You did great. I love it.”


  When Lucille left me alone in the room, I indulged in another breathing session. Tonight was a big night for Jude. The opening of his third luxury resort in a year. The Haley Luxury Resort and Casino was named after me, yet another token of his unending love. Yet another chain that bound me to him. The resort was pure luxury with fifty floors, two thousand rooms, a ninety-thousand-square-foot casino, a spectacular waterfall, and a shopping mall.


  Even if my brown eyes were empty, I widened my smile, I pretended I was happy.


  After all, what did I have to be miserable about? I had it all.


  “My husband will arrange for the jet to fly you back to New York.”


  


  CHAPTER TWELVE


  Music and champagne flowed in the circular marble hall. People shook Jude’s hand, congratulating him on yet another success. As I allowed Jude to parade me around the room, I didn’t miss the envy on the faces of the women in the room. For my freedom, I would have traded places with them at the drop of a hat.


  I did my part. I smiled brightly and clapped along with everyone else after his speech that included him thanking his loving, supportive wife. I nodded as his dark eyes met mine.


  “I love you,” he mouthed and inside I recoiled from his words.


  After the caviar, champagne—sparkling water for me—and a five-course meal, my stomach twisted with anxiety.


  Five minutes to midnight. The party would be over soon and we would return to our suite. He would want to celebrate there too, to have sex. Over the six months, making love to him had become such a chore. Nothing but sex. And he was insatiable. Even more so now that he wanted a baby.


  Maybe it was a small price to pay for everything he had done for me. Without him, I would be nothing.


  After the last guests filtered out, I let him take me back to our suite, which was decorated with flickering candles and fresh flowers.


  When he made love to me I closed my eyes and prayed for him to finish soon.


  Then guilt wrecked me as I fell asleep in his arms. What was wrong with me? How could I not be happy with a handsome and rich man who worshipped the ground I walked on? Why wasn’t I able to shake the feeling that something was missing?


  In the morning, on our flight back home, I wept in the toilet for thirty minutes, then reapplied my makeup, squirted drops into my eyes and continued to pretend.


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER THIRTEEN


  I’d never felt quite at home in Jude’s house, which still looked like a bachelor pad. No feminine touch whatsoever. Not even a compromise. Given half the chance, I’d have gotten rid of the taupe and gray colors and replaced them with splashes of softer shades. I’d have replaced the hard-edged furniture with pieces that had curves to them. I’d have swept out the chill and brought in warmth, life. But Jude wouldn’t have it. I was his wife, his partner, but he went crazy when I tried to replace even a simple vase.


  Such a shame. If he would let me do something around the house, it would keep me from being bored all day while waiting for him to come home, from feeling empty. There was only so much TV I could watch and shopping lost its appeal when I could afford to buy anything I could ever wish for. Since returning from Las Vegas, I craved even more for what I couldn’t have. I wanted my freedom, and a job would have been a piece of that freedom.


  In spite of the heat outside, I felt a distinct chill as I entered the house after a day of shopping. The discomfort I felt upon entering the house went beyond just the temperature. There was some kind of friction, an invisible warning that something was not right. My skin prickled the way it did when in the vicinity of danger.


  “I take it, Mrs. Macknight?” Lin gestured toward my bags.


  For a moment I met her gaze and wondered what she meant.


  She was a diminutive Chinese woman in her fifties whose hunched back made her look even shorter than she already was. She had been Jude’s housekeeper for over ten years and her loyalty was to him. When I moved something in the house that shouldn’t be moved, she promptly returned it to its usual place. She always cooked his favorite dishes and never asked what I’d like. He was the one paying her after all. But she was always polite and friendly enough to me.


  “The grocery bags,” she explained and reached for them.


  The moment I let go of one of the bag’s handle, a booming voice made us both jump. One of the bags dropped onto the cherry wood floor and we heard a cracking sound. The eggs, I thought as a Lin bent to pick up the bag.


  “So sorry, Mrs. Macknight. So sorry.”


  I touched the older woman’sshoulder. “That’s okay, Lin.” I paused, my eyes gazing over her shoulder. “Is Mr. Macknight home already?” He was supposed to spend all day at the office closing some important business deal.


  Lin’s gaze drifted to the direction of his voice. “He come home half an hour ago. He very angry man today.”


  My stomach dropped. He’d been walking around lately like a volcano on the verge of exploding and I had feared when he’d snap. Was he angry with me or was it work-related? Was he sensing that I was emotionally pulling away? I was being so careful.


  Lin left me standing in the hall, my fists balled at my sides, my heart thumping. After a long moment, I followed Lin into the kitchen to help her put away the groceries even though Jude would disapprove. But right now I needed something to distract me from the hard knot inside my stomach.


  “Leave us alone, Lin,” a deep voice filled the room and bounced off the walls.


  Both Lin and I whipped around to see Jude in the doorway, eyes blazing. Angry was not the right word. His eyes told me everything I needed to know. His rage had nothing to do with work.


  Lin’s glance flitted to my face.


  I breathed in. “It’s okay, Lin. We can finish up later.”


  “No,” Jude retorted. “Take the day off. We’ll see you in the morning.”


  “Yes, Mr. Macknight.” Lin untied her white apron. There was a slight tremble to her fingers.


  Jude stepped aside to let her walk through the door.


  As soon as she was gone, the air in the room thickened.


  In spite of the anger, Jude looked dashing as usual in a custom-made dark blue suit and powder blue shirt. Once upon a time, I had found a loose tie on him really sexy. Hard to believe that I had once found it impossible to keep my hands off him.


  “Hi,” I kissed his warm cheek, just the way I did when he came home every day from the office. “You’re home early.” Most days he arrived home late, waking me up for sex before hecalled it a day.


  “Cut thecrap.” He jammed a hand into a trouser pocket and pulled out a small rectangular box. “What the fuck is this?” He tossed the box to the floor. It landed at the toe of one of my velvet peeptoes.


  I lowered my gaze and my breath solidified. Shit. As panic rioted within me, I raised my gaze again and met his stormy eyes.


  “I asked you a question.” His eyes bore into mine until I had to blink. “What the fuck is that?”


  I let out a shaky breath. “Pill … it’s the pill.”


  “Let me get this straight.” His voice was calm, too calm. As if a storm were brewing. “Why the fuck are you taking the pill while we’re trying to get pregnant? Are you making a fool of me? Is that what you’re doing, Haley?”


  I’d never seen him this angry. The way he said my name, shooting it out of his mouth like a dart, chilled my spine. I had no choice. He had to know the truth. He loved me. He’d understand. “I’m not ready … to have a baby.”


  “Damn you,” he shouted. “We’ve been married for almost two bloody years. What do you need to be ready for?”


  How did he find the pills? I had hidden them so well. Jude rarely went into my walk-in wardrobe. Just to make sure, I’d even stuffed them into one of my boxes of tampons. What would he look for there? Unless he really did suspect I was unhappy and went on the search for proof. Did he hear me cry in my sleep? “You went through my things? Why?”


  “You have no right to ask me that question. This is my goddamn house. Now shut the fuck up and tell me what you’re doing taking the pill when you claim to want to get pregnant.”


  His harsh words sent my world spinning. Everything had changed. When had he started talking to me this way? “You’re not the same man I married. The man I fell in love with would never talk to me like this.”


  Jude’s expression grew tight. “You’re the one who’s changed, refusing to make love to me and lying to me.”


  “I get tired too, Jude. You ask for sex all the—”


  “Tired?” He laughed. “From what exactly? I’m the one who breaks my back trying to support you. How hard can it be to shop and have your hair and nails done every day?”


  I squared my shoulders and looked him straight in the eyes. “You know very well I don’t enjoy doing all that. I’d rather … I’d rather work. You made it clear you don’t want your wife working. You gave me no choice but to stay at home and do nothing.”


  “Yes, I did tell you not to work, because I love you, because I want the best for you. I want you to enjoy life. You should be grateful rather than talk shit.” He drew closer to me. “This is what’s going to happen from now on. You will stop taking the pill and we’ll make a baby as we planned. Now that you’ve betrayed me, things are going to change around here. You will no longer have access to the accounts. All your cards are now useless. If you want money, you ask me.” Before his words had the chance to sink in, he narrowed his eyes. “And you will no longer go anywhere alone. Nolan will accompany you everywhere. Get that? Betray me again and you’ll see what I’m capable of.”


  Jude was not only snatching away the last piece of freedom I had, he was making me completely, financially, dependent on him. “You can’t do that.” My lip trembled.


  “I can do anything I damn well please. And there’s not a damn thing you can do about it.” He backed away from me and approached the kitchen door. But before leaving he turned around, his eyes still hot coals. “Don’t you ever lie to me again or you’ll be sorry.”


  When he left, I sank to the floor. He was right. He had total power over me, and there was absolutely no way out. Leaving him was not an option, it had never been. He had the weapons to destroy me if he chose to. The only thing to do was suffer silently. But a baby? A baby I wasn’t ready for? How would I be able to get out of that? There had to be a way. A baby was no option for me. Not now that he’d shown me a dark side to him, a side I never knew existed. Just as I had no choice but to stay with him, I had no choice but to continue lying to him. I just had to be more careful.


  I lay with my head resting against my knees as tears soaked my new jeans. A few moments passed before I heard footsteps on the marble floor. I wiped my eyes with the back of my hand and raised my head.


  Jude was back and the anger in his eyes had subsided. He was a completely different person, almost resembling the man I had trusted and fallen in love with.


  He stretched out his hand and I hesitated but then reached for it. He pulled me to my feet and wiped my cheeks with his thumbs. Then he brushed his lips against my forehead. “Don’t cry, sweetheart. I don’t like seeing you like this. Come on, we have a gala to attend. Go and clean up and put that smile back on your beautiful face.” He ran a finger from my temple to my chin, which he tipped upward. He planted a tender kiss on my mouth. “I love you. Everything I do, I do for your own good.”


  I nodded. I was too confused to do anything else.


  “I promise to be the best father to our baby. And you’ll be an amazing mother.” He rested the palm of his hand on my stomach and I held my breath. “I want this baby because I love you so much. I want more of you. Don’t deny me that, okay?”


  One tear and then another trickled down my cheek as I nodded again. I cried for the man I used to know, the man I used to love until his love killed mine. Today he’d said some things that proved to me that there was no going back to what we had before. Ever. Not as long as he forced me to love him, to have a baby I didn’t want.


  “Forget the gala,” he said. “Go and pack. I’m taking you to Paris for the weekend.”


  Some girls would have swooned at the idea of flying across the globe to one of the most romantic cities in the world, but I’d had enough of those trips. Right now, what would make me happy would be the freedom to just sit back and relax, to take a long bath and read a book, to cook my own meals, to clean my own floors, to wash my own clothes, to walk around without someone looking over my shoulder. But if today had shown me anything, it was that my husband didn’t tolerate not having things his way.


  From now on, my life was not my own. I’d just blown the last bit of freedom I had.


  ***


  Paris was beautiful as usual. I’d been there at least seven times already, accompanying Jude to one of his meetings or events, and for romantic rendezvous. This time he tried extra hard to cheer me up and I did my best to force a smile, but my heart was breaking with each breath.


  We stayed at the Shangri-La Hotel, dined at Le Meurice, and he showered me with even more diamonds. As we walked the streets of Paris or sat in the backseat of a limousine, he held my hand the whole time and kissed me every chance he got.


  In our luxurious bedroom, believing he had succeeded at making me forgive him for speaking to me the way he had done yesterday, he peeled off my clingy gold sheath and laid me on the bed. He made love to me, slowly, carefully. After he came, I faked an orgasm so he would stop and roll off my body. I sighed inwardly and went into the bathroom to cry softly. Even in a luxury hotel, I felt trapped. An animal in a golden cage.


  


  


  CHAPTER FOURTEEN


  I pulled myself up in bed and rested my head against the cushioned headboard, listening to the toilet flush in the master bathroom. When the door opened and Jude walked back in the room, still naked, I drew my knees to my body and wrapped my arms around them.


  Jude lifted the covers and slipped in beside me. “What’s up with all this sulking you’ve been doing lately? One would think you’re unhappy.”


  I bit my bottom lip. “I am, Jude. I—”


  “What the fuck do you have to be unhappy about? I love you, I give you everything. What more do you want?” He fixed me with a withering glance.


  I inhaled the smell of his cologneand bile rolled inside the pit of my stomach. “You can love me, Jude. Love me all you want.” I shook my head. “But please don’t control me. It’s humiliating being followed around or asking you for money for every little thing.” I yanked back the sheets and went to stand at the window, far from him just in case he lashed out.


  The trip to Paris two weeks ago was forgotten and I was back in a life I didn’t want, a life I was chained to by the secrets he kept on my behalf.


  “You brought that upon yourself. You betrayed me.” His voice was low now. He was on the verge of erupting again. He had been doing a lot of that lately. But as I watched his face, it softened, the hardness just a memory in the faint lines. “I love you, Haley. But I can’t trust you anymore.”


  A surge of anger flooded my being and the words rolled off my tongue before I could filter them. “Your love is suffocating me.”


  Silence flooded the room, making my ears ring.


  “What did you just say?” Jude got out of bed and barreled toward me. “Did you just say I’m suffocating you, Haley?”


  Pushed into a corner, I gave a small nod and immediately wished I hadn’t. I’d have loved to snatch the words from the air and swallow them back down. But the damage was done.


  “My love for you smothers you. Is that what you’re saying?” He tipped his head to the side in question, his left hand gripping my elbow hard for a moment before releasing.


  I blinked and he stumbled back as if I’d hit him. I watched the hurt quench the fire in his eyes, and then he sank back down onto the bed.I wanted to go and comfort him, but I was too scared to touch him. My words had cut him to the quick. I knew things would never be the same again.


  He dropped his head into his hands and stayed like that for twenty whole minutes. Afraid to move, or even breathe, I stayed put, still naked, until my legs felt numb.


  When he finally looked up, his eyes were red. He didn’t say a word to me as he walked out of the room. He didn’t sleep at home that night, which made me nervous and anxious at the same time. I told myself that maybe he just went to spend the night at a hotel to give me space. Space was exactly what I needed.


  


  CHAPTER FIFTEEN


  I needed to tell someone what was going on before I shattered within. I had no friends, but Diana Maliano, my hairstylist whom I’d known for a year, was close to being one.


  Jude discouraged me from forming friendships, as when I let people in, I came closer to them discovering my secret. I had agreed at the time, thinking he had my best interests at heart. But now that my faith in him and us was being put to the test, I needed someone else to turn to, someone from the outside.


  As soon as I entered Gloss Hair Salon, I instantly felt a weight roll off my shoulders. I inhaled the scents of hair sprays, shampoos, and conditioners. The smell of freedom. The salon was one of the best in Madison and operated on two floors. Over the past weeks, it had become my refuge.


  Luckily I had been able to convince Nolan to wait for me outside.


  Diana was already ready for me in front of her station on the ground floor, wearing a simple, green summer dress that complimented her chocolate eyes and was short enough to show off her long, tanned legs. Her auburn hair was teased and tied into a disheveled but trendy bun on top of her head. Even in her late thirties, she looked fresh and stylish enough to be mistaken for a twenty-something-year-old.


  I didn’t look bad myself. In a yellow knee-length, boat neck flare dress, cork sandals, and my hair falling in waves down my back, I had nailed the summer look. But my insides resembled muddy water that cleared the longer I spent inside Gloss.


  Since I’d had her do my hair only four days ago, my sleek, pony-tailed hair didn’t need her magic fingers but I pretended it did, and of course she needed the money.


  Although we never went out for a coffee or dinner or whatever else friends did, she was always happy to see me, to tell me about her two little boys and how well they were adjusting after the divorce to her millionaire ex-husband who had left her without a penny to her name. She used to have everything I had, but she lost it all in the divorce, leaving her to start her life from scratch.


  I’d never told her much about my life before today. That was about to change. Surely Jude wouldn’t mind me having just one friend. If he found out, I’d just have to convince him that Diana was harmless.


  I waited until after my blowout to ask her to lunch at a pizzeria just across the street. The smile on her face told me she was thrilled. So was I. I’d be able to deal with my life better if I had someone to confide in. She had told me once that her husband had been emotionally abusive.Maybe she’d understand.


  We shared a pepperoni pizza, and she listened wordlessly as I told her about how I felt unable to breathe inside my marriage. Even when I admitted my fears of falling out of love with my husband, she didn’t judge, just took a bite of her pizza. She chewed and occasionally nodded. She listened without comment, no hint of disapproval in her eyes.


  When I admitted to her that sometimes Jude frightened me, she wiped her bright pink lips with a napkin and looked me straight in the eyes. I saw a flicker in hers. “Haley, I know the signs. Once they start abusing you, they get used to it. They start enjoying the power it gives them. If you don’t do anything about it right from the start, he’ll continue until he has made you small enough to crush under his boot.”


  I shook my head and took a sip of water. I didn’t have the appetite to eat more than a slice of pizza. “But what can I do? I’m nothing without him … nothing.”


  Diana leaned forward and clasped her hands in front of her. “That’s exactly what he wants you to believe. When Antonio left us, I thought I was finished.” She released her fingers and pointed at her chest with both thumbs. “Look at me now. I’m a struggling single mother, but I’m free. I’m happy. I actually sleep at night. And I’m stronger than I thought I was. You have to do what’s best for you. If you’re unhappy, leave the son of a bitch before the handcuffs click. Life is too short. And be grateful you don’t have kids with him to make it that much more complicated.” She touched my hand. “I’ll be here if you ever need me…if you need a place to stay.”


  I nodded, but I knew that leaving Jude was not an option. We didn’t have kids and I’d do everything to make sure that didn’t happen, but we shared something that I suspected he wouldn’t flinch before using it to destroy me. The deadliest of weapons. A secret.


  Though I wasn’t brave enough to take Diana’s advice, it had helped to pour my heart out to someone. I was able to breathe easier.


  When our lunch was over, Diana hugged me and we made a hair appointment for the following week.


  When I stepped out into the spring sunshine, the rays slanted through the clouds and warmed my back. I crossed the street toward the Rolls Royce that Nolan drove, but I was surprised to find it gone. My black Audi had replaced it. And someone sat in the passenger seat. Jude. And he didn’t look happy.


  I wasn’t surprised that he was inside my car because he did insist on carrying around my duplicate car keys, but he was supposed to be stuck in an all-day meeting at the office.


  I dug inside my bag for my car keys. “What are you doing here?” I asked as I climbed into the car. The keys almost slipped out of my slippery hands.


  In a flash, he cupped my chin roughly, turned me to face him. He leaned forward and pressed his lips hard against mine, his teeth digging into my lips. He released me suddenly. “That’s how you greet your husband.”


  I touched my lips lightly with my French-manicured fingertips, my heartbeat racing. “That hurt, Jude.”


  “Good.” His tone was chilly. “Now you know how it feels to be hurt. My meeting was postponed. I showed up here with plans to take you out to lunch. You told me you’d be done by twelve. Imagine my surprise when I didn’t find you inside the salon.” He paused. “What are you waiting for? Drive.”


  My heart rate picked up speed, and I started the car and pulled out of the parking space. “I went to lunch with a friend. What’s the big deal?” I gazed straight ahead at the road, ignoring the weight of his glare on my shoulders.


  “When did your hairstylist become your friend? I recall telling you that friendships are risky.”


  Hot, white anger bubbled up inside me but I pressed it back down. “And I’m being careful. I won’t tell her more than she needs to know.”


  “What did you talk about?” I didn’t miss the thread of warning in his voice.


  “Nothing serious.” I released a breath. “Jude, I miss having friends. I just need a girlfriend I can discuss girl things with. Nothing else, I promise. Believe me, I want my secret to stay hidden just as much as you do.”


  “Are you sure that’s all this is about?”


  I nodded and gripped the steering wheel with both hands.


  He didn’t say anything more until I parked in our driveway and we climbed out of the car. He waited until we entered the cool interior of the house. Before I climbed up the stairs, he grabbed my arm and pulled me close.


  “I just want you to be safe. I’ve invested a lot to make sure it stays that way.”


  I nodded, biting my lower lip.


  “If you want to be friends with Diana Maliano, I won’t stand in your way. But every time you meet up with her, I want to know. I want to know where you go, when, and how long you’ll stay.”


  In short, he wanted to keep me on a tight leash. I wanted to laugh in his face and tell him to fuck off, but the words wouldn’t cross my lips. I wasn’t in the mood for a fight I knew I’d lose. “Fine.”


  Later, it occurred to me that I had never told Jude Diana’s name.


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER SIXTEEN


  “I’ll be right back, Nolan.” I slid out of the Rolls Royce, followed by the skirt of my canary summer dress, which swirled like liquid around my knees. “You don’t have to accompany me inside.”


  Nolan opened his own door and towered over the car, gazing at me with his hooded eyes. “I’m sorry, Ma’am, Mr. Macknight instructed me not to let you out of my sight. It’s my job.”


  “I need to buy lingerie. Would you like to follow me into the changing rooms too?” After weeks of him tagging along behind me, I’d just had enough of his pin eyes on my back.


  I’d tried talking to Jude again several times, but he refused to call off the bodyguard slash chauffeur, claiming my safety was his priority. Did he think I was that stupid? He wanted Nolan to keep track of my every move because he was afraid I’d leave him. And go where exactly? I had nothing and no one in my life apart from him. Just the way he liked it.


  “Nolan,” I begged, “I’ll only be a second. Jude doesn’t have to know.” I gave him my sweetest smile.


  Nolan gave a small bow and leaned against the car, his arms crossed. He pulled what looked like a folded novella out of his pocket and started reading.


  Snatching my chance, I lurched toward the door of the nearest lingerie boutique. I had no intention of buying underwear, but I’d asked Nolan to take me shopping just so I could get out of the stifling house and get a chance to breathe. I’d pick a few pieces and disappear into a changing room, where I’d sit and just close my eyes for a moment.


  As I stumbled blindly toward the boutique, I slammed into someone on the pavement.


  “Sorry,” I muttered, adjusting my sunglasses on top of my head. I turned to the person ready to give another apology. I froze as I stared into familiar eyes. Last time I saw him, he was just a teenager, but I’d never forget those eyes. I never could, even if I wanted to—rich brown with specks of gold. “Dustin?”


  “Haley Bradley,” his voice was deep and smooth. The gold in his eyes glinted, and his face creased into a smile. “My God, how long has it been?” He shook his head. “I never thought I’d see you again.”


  “I know … long time.” I glanced behind me. “I … Sorry, I have to go.” As much as I was happy to see Dustin and wanted nothing more than to catch up, I couldn’t let Nolan see me talking to anyone. Especially a man. The news would travel straight to Jude, who was becoming jealous of almost every man who glanced in my direction.


  “Haley, wait.” Dustin followed, calling behind me as I disappeared into the store, my heart thumping.


  “After all these years,” he said, his voice close behind me. “Not even a hello?”


  I inhaled and forced myself to calm down. I was all right. Through the shop window, I saw Nolan outside reading his romance novel. Some of the tension melted from my shoulders and I smiled.


  “Hi, Dustin.” I ran my gaze over him. Dustin had been the first boy to catch my eye when I arrived at Falcon High in Serendipity. He was the school nerd with thick glasses. But they hadn’t seen what I saw. I saw beyond his nerdy glasses, his shoulder length hair, and his zits.


  The man standing in front of me, wearing a shirt with rolled-up sleeves and a loose tie, was far from the nerdy boy I’d known. His glasses had disappeared and the only thing shading his tanned skin was a dusting of stubble. Under his shirt, I saw a hint of rippling muscles. The boy I used to love was now a man. And my heart still responded to his presence. “Hi.” My cheeks warmed under his gaze. “Nice to see you, Dustin.”


  “Nice to see you too, Haley. You haven’t changed much. Except that you’re more beautiful, of course. Scratch that, you’re stunning.” His eyes traveled from my face down the length of my body.


  I dropped my gaze and shifted. “Thanks.”


  He gazed at his watch and then back at me. “I don’t believe in coincidences. What do you say, shall we go have a coffee and find out what brought us into each other’s paths.”


  I gazed into his eyes and my stomach hurt as the words formed in my mind moments before they left my lips. “I … I’m married.”


  He raised an eyebrow and then his gaze searched for the ring on my finger. He nodded. “That’s great, congratulations.” There was something in his eyes. Hurt? Disappointment? “I’m sure your husband won’t mind if you had coffee with an old friend … for old time’s sake?” He looked around at the racks of bras and panties. “Not converse inside a shop filled with sexy lingerie.” A small smile tipped his lips, just enough to turn my knees to pudding. Damn, he was hot.


  My heart rose and then crashed hard at my feet. “Actually …” I hugged my purse to myself and looked past him at Nolan who stood at the car his gaze fixed on the door of the lingerie store. He was now on the phone, “he will.”


  Dustin shook his head and then nodded. “Fine. How about we exchange numbers, keep in touch?”


  I desperately wanted to say no. I had to refuse, but my old, carefree self wouldn’t let me. The man I had liked so much in high school had returned in my life and he wanted nothing more than my number. It didn’t mean anything, right? We might not even end up calling each other. People exchanged numbers all the time and sometimes they lost them. Before the reprimanding side of me took over, I pulled a receipt out of my Gucci bag, and using my purse as a table, quickly scribbled my number down. I handed it to him quickly, making sure his fingers didn’t touch mine. His presence was enough to drive me crazy. I wouldn’t be able to handle his touch.


  Dustin grinned brightly as he folded the receipt and stuffed it into his breast pocket. He leaned forward. “I’ll call you,” he whispered. “I never could forget you Haley Bradley. I’ll keep in touch.” He kissed me on the cheek and disappeared out of the boutique, leaving me behind with an empty hole in my heart.


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


  I sighed with relief when I entered the bedroom and Jude wasn’t there. Then I felt the sting of guilt for not wanting to see my own husband. I sank down onto the bed and touched my earlobe, the ear Dustin had whispered into earlier.


  I closed my eyes and for a moment I felt the whisper of Dustin’s words and his breath caressing my ear and cheek. I inhaled his ocean-fresh cologne. Fire flared inside my heart and I blushed. Eyes still closed, I imagined him as the pimply boy he used to be and tried to connect that with the sexy man he had turned into. The same feeling his presence in high school had elicited in me was still there, that prickle on my skin like electricity.


  I sighed again deeply and felt the hairs on the back of my neck rise. My eyes flew open and my heart jumped to my throat. Jude was standing in the doorway, his hands in his pockets, eyes narrowed.


  He watched me with an intensity that made me feel as if he were gazing straight into my hidden thoughts, as if he could see I had been thinking of another man.


  “Jude … hmm … hi.” I stood up and turned my back to him, unpacking the shopping bags, hiding my flushed cheeks.


  He was quiet for a few beats, making me nervous. When he spoke, his voice was not his but that of a stranger, the man that frightened the living crap out of me.


  “I have this feeling that something has changed.” He moved farther into the room until he was standing right behind me, his heat touching me. “You don’t love me anymore. Tell me I’m wrong.”


  For a moment I wondered if “anymore” was the right word. Had I really loved Jude or just talked myself into loving him out of gratitude?


  Jude was waiting for an answer, but the words froze inside my throat. Dustin had reminded me of the girl I had lost, my past self. He had been yet another reminder that I was stuck in a life I didn’t want, a marriage that was killing me.


  “Say something,” Jude whispered in the same ear as Dustin earlier, but his words were harsh. “You still love me, Haley, am I correct?”


  Before I could think of what to say, something to appease him, a crack broke the silence between us and fire exploded on my scalp, pain like that caused by sharp needles. Suddenly I was yanked backward, stumbling into his arms. I yelped with agony and he released my ponytail. Then as I caught my breath he spun me around to face him. He hugged me tight. Too tight. My breath came in quick, shallow gasps as he pressed me against his hard body.


  I managed to force a whisper. “Let me go.”


  “Never,” he said gruffly into my hair, and I heard him inhale sharply. “You belong to me, Haley. Forever. Don’t you forget that. I own you. You love me. Say it, baby.” His voice dared me to say no.


  “I …” I croaked as he squeezed me tighter, as though attempting to force the words out of my mouth. I pushed against his muscular chest. No chance.My strength couldn’t match his. “Love … You.”


  Apparently satisfied, he released me and shoved me so hard I fell to the floor beside the bed. “Good.”


  He took a step toward me and I curled up into a ball, my heart pounding loudly in my ears. This was definitely a different man standing before me. A stranger.


  “Now, I want you to show me how much you love me.” He grabbed my ponytail again and yanked me to my feet, tossing me on the bed.


  Then he was on top of me, tugging my skirt and pantyhose down, spreading my legs while unzipping his trousers.


  Pain choked me when he roughly entered me and started to grind into me, his sweat dripping onto my face, his face stone cold, his eyes dark and unreadable. In a flash, it occurred to me what was happening. He had no intention of making love to me. He was raping me, taking what he believed was his. My feelings, my emotions didn’t matter. He was making a statement, warning me that he would hurt me if I disobeyed him.


  The tears that slid down my cheekbones and into my ears were hot and unhindered. The harder he slammed into me, the deeper he plunged, the more I trembled under his weight from fear and pain. In that moment, another piece of me splintered and broke.


  He held my hands tightly above my head, pinning me down with his body, making it impossible for me to move. I could only pray that it would end soon.


  When he finally came, he slumped on top of me and groaned deeply. Then he pulled out, and zipped up his pants. He walked out of the room without looking back.


  As I lay on our bed curled up into a ball, smarting from his touch, I knew something for certain. Marrying Jude Macknight had been a dangerous mistake. But some mistakes can’t be fixed. I belonged to him. I had no choice but to pay the price.


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


  I looked forward to days when Jude went to the office, when I could steal a few hours of peace. These days, unfortunately, were becoming rare.


  I stood at the bathroom window and watched his car pull up. He was back home early for the third time this week.


  I watched him climb out his Jeep, looking sharp and precise as usual. Even from upstairs, I could see there was not a curl out of place and not a wrinkle on his dark suit, which stood out against the late summer leaves in the sunlight. He was always so put together, while I was falling apart. Just watching him made my stomach twist with disgust.


  Why couldn’t he go away for a while? He hadn’t been on a business trip in two months. Every time he was home, my stomach was constantly in knots and I walked on eggshells. Even when he was out of sight, inside his home office, I felt his presence near me.


  Since the day he’d raped me, things had only worsened between us. He hardly spoke to me at anymore and when he did, I was usually so surprised I didn’t know what to say to him. The only connection was sex. A connection I wanted to break desperately. He was now determined more than ever to get me pregnant.


  Sex with him was now rougher, shorter, raw, and so frequent that my body forgot how to rid itself of the aches he left behind. Every chance he got, he pinched me, slapped me, bit me. Anything that made me cry out in agony. It disgusted me to think that hurting me turned him on.


  He took what he wanted, when he wanted it, and didn’t care whether I was up for it or not. My needs, my feelings, no longer mattered. Every time he entered me, I became less his wife and more his sex slave. A toy with no feelings.


  Wincing from the memory of his firm grip on my bruised thigh this morning, I unwrapped the towel from around my body and took a long, hot shower, scrubbing myself until my skin was raw. Disobeying his rule, I had locked the bathroom. What more could he do to me that he hadn’t done already?


  When I was done, I pulled on a bathrobe and went down to the kitchen for breakfast. Jude was probably in his office because I didn’t bump into him.


  As soon as Lin saw me walk in, she turned away from the door and busied herself at the stove. “Mrs. Macknight, I make eggs, bacon, okay?” Over the past few weeks, I noticed that Lin had started asking me what I wanted to eat instead of just cooking what Jude wanted. She was doing little things to show she cared.


  I sank into one of the stools at the marble kitchen island. “You don’t have to do that, Lin. I can make my own breakfast.” To hell with what Jude thought. A part of me just didn’t care anymore. “Take the day off.”


  “Thank you, Mrs. Macknight.” Lin mumbled and quickly left the kitchen, her gaze still averted.


  My face grew hot with humiliation. She knew. She knew what was going on, what Jude was doing to me. Lin had surely figured out that I was a prisoner in my own home. That I was trapped in a place I couldn’t bear to be but also couldn’t leave. If Jude hurt me under our own roof, what would he do to me if I walked out the door and left him?


  Over the past month, I had been tempted to risk it, to disappear somewhere where he couldn’t find me. But he had money while I had nothing to my name—he now controlled every dime I spent, so saving was not an option. He would be hard to hide from. And he knew my fears. As soon as I left, the first thing he would probably do was call the cops on me, put me in jail where I should have been in the first place.


  Once I heard the front door shut, some of the tension rolled off my shoulders and I poured myself a glass of freshly pressed orange juice. To distract myself from thoughts of him, I reached for the Serendipity Daily, which lay folded next to the water pitcher. I flipped through it absentmindedly until I came to an article about a girl who was found in a ditch a few nights ago, raped, and then strangled to death. They said she must have been there for some weeks. The man arrested for the murder of the twenty-five-year-old woman was her on-and-off boyfriend. Just another reminder that the people closest to us are the ones who hurt us the most. The motive was jealousy.


  Tears dripped from my face, drenching the newspaper. As sobs engulfed me, I hugged the paper to my chest, wishing I could offer comfort to the dead girl.


  A sudden, chilling fear nagged at the back of my mind. If I didn’t do everything Jude wanted, I could end up just like that woman. Crimes of passion were pretty common. And people are not always who we think they are.


  My mind drifted to Dustin. What if he had changed too? Was he still the kind person he’d been in high school, or had life changed him? I hadn’t heard from him since meeting him two months ago, but I thought of him every day. Sometimes for just a moment, and other times for hours before I cried myself to sleep. Thinking about him made me feel safe. He was the only connection to my old life.


  Maybe it was for the best that he hadn’t contacted me. I was not the same person I used to be. I had done terrible things I couldn’t walk away from. Who would want to get tangled up in my problems? Besides, if Jude found out that I’d given another man my number, he might just kill me.


  I was slowly getting the feeling that he was capable of much more than he was showing me. He was a monster at heart.


  


  


  CHAPTER NINETEEN


  I sat on the porch with my arms around me, begging nature to soothe me.


  Spring had made way for summer and beautiful, rich colors surrounded our grounds. But I couldn’t enjoy the beauty as my heart shriveled.


  The horror of my life dragged on and I finally lost myself. I didn’t recognize my husband anymore and I didn’t know the woman he’d turned me into. Jude became more controlling with each day. He ordered me to do what he wanted, told me where to go and how long to stay, and he had sex with me constantly. Or was it rape? I was married to him and denying him sex had terrible consequences. Except, I never wanted to sleep with him anymore. Lying in the same bed with the monster he had become tortured me, and my pain was reflected in my nightmares.


  Jude now insisted I sleep naked every night. He said he wanted to feel me, to have me anytime without any distractions. And he did. Sometimes a sharp pain between my legs would wake me from a deep sleep and his weight would pin me down to the bed as he moved in and out, fucking me hard, my face pressed into the mattress, my air supply sometimes cut off.


  Other times, he’d literally drag me out of sleep and lead me to the living room where he switched on the wall-sized TV. He’d watch porn while he had sex with me, my screams from pain, masked by the voices of pleasure coming from the hidden speakers. Sex with him was always rough, painful, and unexpected. But something had changed recently. He was always gentle afterward now, running me a bath to help relieve my aches or holding me until he thought I’d fallen asleep. Even though I hardly slept anymore.


  Most mornings, especially those following a brutal night, I woke up to find a sparkling piece of jewelry blinking at me on top of the bedspread. His way of apologizing.


  Jude Macknight, my knight in rusted armor, had become two different men in one. The man that hurt and destroyed me, and the man that comforted me. If only that comfort didn’t hurt so much more. It reminded me of the man he used to be.


  Why was I surprised that Jude had changed? People change all the time. I had experienced it firsthand.


  My father, the man whose eyes had twinkled every time he’d looked at me, the man who had cuddled up in my bed next to me when imaginary monsters hid under my bed, the man who told me he would never leave me, just woke up one day, a changed man, and walked out of my life.


  The day he left had been a beautiful summer’s day. As I’d sat on the doorstep, waiting for him to come home, the sun had sprinkled my skin and top of my head with its purest gold. The breeze stole the sweet scent of the honeysuckles in our backyard and wrapped it around me.


  As the hours ticked on, I fanned the skirt of my blue birthday dress, the one with multi-colored butterflies lining the hem, the one he gave me on my last birthday.


  He never came back home. In the end it was him who had turned into a butterfly and flown away. I had found a way to deal with him leaving our lives, but when my mother and I found out a few months later that he had committed suicide by throwing himself in front of a speeding truck, my world was changed forever.


  My father had changed. Just like my mother had, following his departure. Just like Judehad. Just like I had. The only constant it seemed, was change. And the pain of that realization burned into my heart like acid, burning a hole in my heart.


  


  


  CHAPTER TWENTY


  The smell of roses slipped into my nostrils, and I opened my eyes slowly, my blurred world coming into focus. My gaze met Jude’s. He sat next to me on the bed. I looked over his shoulder and took in the light streaming in from the window. It had to be around 9 a.m. and he was still in bed, not working.


  He was usually dressed by this time and out of the house or holed up inside his office. But today he still wore his blue and white striped pajamas. A heavy wooden tray lay on his lap, on it a cup of coffee, a single rose, and a small wrapped rectangular box on it.


  “Happy anniversary, my love.” He bent to kiss to me.


  I allowed his lips to touch mine but nothingremotely sensual passed between us, nothing from my end at least.


  “Won’t you say it back?” His voice was gentle, eyes expectant.


  Did he really expect me to love him after he had destroyed our marriage and shattered any remnants of love I might have felt for him? What was there to celebrate? “This is not a good day, Jude. Let’s just pretend it’s another day.”


  He placed the tray next to him on the bed. When he looked back at me, annoyance covered his features. “I love you, you love me. This is the day we got married. True love has to be celebrated. But first things first.” He picked up the wrapped box and handed it to me. “Open it.” He looked kind again.


  During the first year of marriage,I’d enjoyed the little surprises, the gifts, his love. Now, as I reached for the box, disgust was all I felt. I wanted to throw it back in his face but I didn’t want his eyes to darken to the point where he would be forced to hurt me. I sat up and pulled at the ribbon, occasionally looking up to see him watching my fingers, as he ran a hand up and down my leg.


  I peeled away soft pink tissue paper, expecting to see jewelry. What I found shocked me. A pink and very familiar box. “Jude, what’s this?”


  “Before we leave to go and have breakfast at the Damor Hotel, I want us to find out if we have an anniversary gift awaiting us, to make our day that much more special.” Annoyance disappeared from his face and his eyes sparkled.


  Filled with sudden rage, I shoved it back at him and climbed out of bed, headed for the bathroom. Before I could close it, he slipped in, still carrying the offending box.


  “Take the pregnancy test.” Evil dripped from his tone.


  I snatched the pregnancy test from his hand. “Fine.” My voice lacked emotion. I waited for him to leave the bathroom and give me privacy, but instead he folded his muscular arms across his chest and leaned against the doorframe. He wanted to make sure I really did it.


  What would he do to me if he found out I was not pregnant, that I was still on the pill? Would he pull me by the hair again, slam me into something, rape me? Hurt me more than he already had? Was that even possible?


  Without saying a word to him, I turned toward the toilet pot and praying silently, opened the box, taking my time, wishing the ground would swallow me. Behind me, he stirred and sighed with impatience. His body heat reached for me, and I smelled pure the evil permeating from him.


  I gritted my teeth as I pulled out the white stick and pretending he wasn’t in the room, I crouched down on the toilet pot. Since I wore nothing, there was no need to remove underwear or pull aside clothes.


  I positioned the stick under me and closed my eyes, peed.


  I heard something tear from my right side, the toilet paper. He had pulled off a sheet.


  “Give it to me,” he said and I opened my eyes to find him reaching for the stick with a hand that was covered by a thin layer of toilet paper. I handed it to him.


  He smiled brightly then, as if what we were doing was completely normal. A happily married couple hoping to be pregnant. He kissed me on top of the head. “Have a shower and get ready for breakfast. Don’t be too long. I might have some good news to share with you.” He gazed at the pregnancy test.


  When he left, I stepped under the shower and turned it on at full blast. Then I just stood there, my face turned up as the water slapped my skin and washed away my tears.


  When I was all cried out, I massaged thick lather over my skin, starting with my neck, moving to my arms, down my breasts and then empty stomach.


  He must have the result by now, and I was terrified to death of his reaction.


  


  


  


  CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


  Jude didn’t barge into the bathroom as I thought he would.


  As I squeezed the water out of my hair and wiped myself off, dread swirled in the pit of my stomach. The last thing I wanted to do was return to the bedroom, to find him there. Or maybe he was downstairs in his office. Maybe it wouldn’t hit him too hard. Surely he knew that sometimes it could take years for someone to get pregnant. Feeling less anxious, I walked out of the bathroom, a thick towel around my body.


  He half perched on the edge of the neatly laid bed. Lin must have been up to clean the room.


  He was dressed now, after probably using one of the guest room showers. The pajamas were replaced by the suit that wrapped itself around his defined shoulders. No tie. The top button of the coffee shirt was undone. During happier times, I would have found the way he lay there, looking powerful and in control, sexy. It would have turned me on. We would have ended up under the sheets and made love. It felt like so long ago.


  My gazed drifted to the drink in his hand, a dark golden liquid settling at the bottom of a tumbler. He hardly drank unless he was stressed or angry. And as I stepped further into the room, I smelled it, thick and dark, suffocating. Anger. The quiet, dangerous kind. Everything underneath my skin started to tremble.


  “Haley.” His voice was cool, controlled, too calm. He sat up and took a deep swig of his drink, barely wincing. “I’m going to ask you one question. If you lie to me, I’ll kill you with my bare hands.”


  I knew what the question would be and already scrambled around my mind looking for a fit response. But whether I lied or told the truth, he’d probably kill me anyway.


  He cleared his throat, took another drink and placed the glass with a slam on the bedside table. “Where did you hide them?”


  I tightened my towel around my body, wishing it could shield me from whatever awaited me in the next few minutes.


  “I … what?” I licked my dry lips.


  “Don’t fuck with me, Haley. Where are the damn pills?” He shouted and I jumped.


  I’d made sure to hide them well this time, in the laundry room, where he never stepped foot, taped behind one of the washing machines. I had to keep lying to save myself from his wrath. I dropped my gaze. “I’m not on the pill … anymore.” I tried hard to keep my voice from shaking.


  “So,” he said slowly, “you’re just a worthless piece of shit, then? Good for nothing.”


  I lifted my head and met his gaze head on. “Why did you marry me then? If you hate me so much, why don’t you just let me go?”


  His reaction was so quick and unexpected. I almost didn’t dodge the glass as it hurtled through the air toward my head. But I managed to move to the right just in time. It smashed against the wall next to me, exploding into what seemed like a thousand shards of glass. One caught the side of my neck and sliced into my skin. I breathed in sharply, inhaling the stench of alcohol before grabbing my neck, the towel sliding from my body and pooling at my feet.


  I smothered a sob as I watched the man I had married leering at me with the satisfaction of watching me in pain. I refused to cry in front of him.


  “Come here,” he ordered.


  I bent down to pick up the towel. The sight of blood on my hand made me nauseous.


  “Leave it there.”


  Careful not to step on any glass, I went to stand before him. He unzipped his pants and whipped out his cock. “Suck,” he ordered. “That’s all you’re good for. Sucking and fucking.”


  His words tore through me but I kept my mouth shut.


  He made me give him a blow job for what felt like an hour, until my mouth was numb and my throat sore from him slamming too deep into my mouth. Before he came, he yanked me by the hair and threw me on the bed. Then he fucked me in every possible way, every possible place.


  First he came inside me. The second round he withdrew before he came and stood over me on the bed, squirting his sperm on my face and hair. I kept my eyes closed. I didn’t want to see the pleasure on his face.


  Just when I thought he was done, I felt a jet of something warm and sharp-smelling hit me where the semen had landed earlier, soaking into my hair. Water? I opened my eyes just in time to see him urinating on me.Horrified, I gagged and cried and tried to scramble away from him.


  “You stink,” he said when he was done. “Looks like you need another shower.”


  


  


  CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


  The marinated tiger prawns made my stomach queasy, and the oriental noodles looked like neglected yarn left out in the rain. From the way he dissected his steak, Jude’s appetite was just fine. I gritted my teeth as his knife scraped the porcelain plate.


  Breakfast wound up being lunch because I’d spent an hour locked up in the bathroom weeping.


  Even after what he’d done to me, he still insisted we celebrate our anniversary. At first I refused, but his palm connected with my cheek, quickly reminding me I did not have the power to make decisions anymore. I wore heavy concealer on my face and a silk scarf around my neck, to cover the signs of his abuse.


  As I sat across from him, I thought of the options I had to escape this hell. Whatever I decided to do, it had to work the first time. I only hoped he didn’t kill me before I had the chance to try. I needed time, money, and courage.


  He didn’t say a word to me until his food was gone, and I had hardly touched mine.


  Finally, he dabbed a napkin on his mouth and waved for the waiter. Without asking if I was finished, he said, “We’re done.”


  The waiter nodded and scuttled over to remove our plates.


  Jude drank his wine and watched me from under his thick lashes. He looked sexy and distinguished, the kind of man women swooned over. In the past forty-five minutes I’d already caught a few gazing in our direction. Those women had no idea he was a pig, a coward who abused women to make himself powerful.


  “Put a damn smile on your face. It’s our anniversary. Why do you look so fuckin’ miserable all the time?” His words were a hiss through his teeth, but he smiled as he spoke.


  I pasted a smile on my face, my right cheek aching from the movement.


  “I love you so much,” he said, reaching for my hands. I flinched and he tightened his grip. “When you turn your back on me, when you act as if you don’t love me, you stab my heart.” His eyes bore a genuine broken look. “We were happy once, remember?”


  I nodded. He was telling the truth. He did love me, no doubt about that. But his love had become poisonous, twisted.


  “The night I met you, the first time I gazed into your eyes, I was gone. I fell in love instantly. That’s why I did everything in my power to hide you from what you did, to protect you. You’re mine now. The sooner you accept that, the better. You belong to me and me alone. No one will ever love you as much as I do.”


  “Then why?” I blinked away the moisture in my eyes. “Why are you hurting me?”


  He shoved my hands away and leaned forward. “Because you can be such a bitch sometimes. But you’re my bitch.”


  I looked away from him. The sight of him disgusted me.


  Breaking the pain-filled moment, his phone vibrated on the table next to the bottle of wine. He stood and walked out of the restaurant to take the call.


  As I watched his back disappear through the sliding doors, a thought crossed my mind, and I turned my gaze to the floor-to-ceiling glass windows, observed the balcony beyond. What would he do if he came into the room and found me gone? Not gone in a way that he could hunt me down, but dead.


  It would be so easy to step out onto the balcony under the pretense of wanting to enjoy the view of the lush garden below, so easy to step onto the ledge and jump before anyone had time to stop me. The chance of surviving a fall from the eighth floor of the building would be slim. And I’d be free of Jude forever. How would he react to losing one of his valued possessions? But I wasn’t that stupid. Even with everything I was going through, I’d never kill myself, not before I exhausted all options first.


  “My day has just gotten that much more interesting.”


  My neck almost snapped when I turned my face up to look at the man towering over me.


  Dustin wore jeans and a sky blue polo shirt.


  My heart lifted for a beat and then panic took over. Jude would be back any second.


  My panicked gazedrifted to the door. “I’m here with my husband.” The words came flooding out. Under the table, I clutched my knees to stop my hands from shaking.


  “I saw.” He leaned down and lowered his voice. “But you can say hello to an old friend, can’t you?”


  “Hi,” I said quickly. Sweat trickled down my temples. “Please … Please go, Dustin. He’ll be back soon.”


  Dustin frowned. “Haley, are you okay? You’re white as a sheet.Are you sick?”


  My chest tightened. I wanted to confide in Dustin, to beg him to save me from my personal hell, but I was terrified. Jude has proven to be a very dangerous man. I wouldn’t want him to hurt Dustin. I had to get through this alone.


  “I’m fine,” I lied and forced a smile. “I really am. It was nice seeing you again … last time.”


  “You don’t look fine.” He paused. “Tell you what. I’ll leave if you give me your number again. I misplaced it. Please, let’s keep in touch as friends.”


  The doors to the restaurant slid open and Jude entered but his gaze was fixed on his phone, maybe reading a text.


  My heart started to thump so hard my chest hurt. I tried to swallow but my throat was too dry. “Dustin, please …” Tears choked my voice.


  Looking suddenly suspicious, Dustinturned to look at Jude for a second, then he shrugged and walked away before Jude saw him.


  I dabbed the sweat off my upper lip with a napkin and sank deeper into my chair with both relief and fear.


  Suddenly Jude was standing at our table, gazing down at me. Was there some chance that he had seen Dustin? In my mind, I could already see us back home, I could feel the pain of his beatings.


  “You’re so beautiful.” He shoved his phone into his pocket. “Sometimes I can’t believe you’re mine. Forever.”


  I nodded but said nothing.


  He stretched out his hand, and having noother choice, I reached for it, just the way I had done for our first dance at our wedding.


  He led me to the dance floor on the far side of the restaurant. He pulled me to him, his cheek pressed hard against mine, his hand gentle on my lower back, his lips close to my ear. “We are meant to be together. Nothing will ever come between us.”


  I said nothing, just followed his lead. I allowed him to lead me right into hell and there seemed no ticket back.


  When the music faded, he kissed my cheek and just held me. “I’m sorry about earlier,” he whispered. “You make me hurt you, you know that? When you disobey me, I feel like you don’t love me. Just be a good girl and I’ll take care of you.”


  Take care of me? He must have a twisted idea of what that meant. When I walked into his house and his life three years ago, I thought I was safe. He had made me feel safe, fooled me into trusting him. And then he snatched all that away.


  I squeezed my eyes shut to hide my pain from the other couples on the dance floor. When I opened them again, through the moisture, I saw Dustin, standing in the doorway of the restaurant. From a distance I detected the confused look on his face. I blinked the tears from my eyes.


  He turned to walk out. A tear trickled down my cheek. Would I ever see him again? Would I get the chance to tell him what I was going through, ask him to help? Or could I really do it alone? By pushing him away, I had made my decision. I was on my own. I had wanted to take my time, to plan my escape, but staying with Jude even for one more day would kill me. I’d give myself a week. Just one week and then I’d be gone.


  When the music died, he led me out of the hotel restaurant and helped me into the limo. He didn’t wait until we got home before he ripped my clothes off and raped me, covering my mouth with his hand to muffle my screams. Why didn’t the driver hear me?


  When we arrived home, he ran me a bath and scrubbed my back. He was gentle in bed too, holding me and kissing my face, trying to offer me comfort I didn’t want from him.


  The only thing that got me through the night was knowing that I had a plan. When he fell asleep, I tiptoed downstairs and called Diana. I accepted her offer of help.


  


  


  CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


  Saturday morning, before he left for an emergency meeting at the office, Jude placed a single white calla lily next to me on the bed. The flower I carried on our wedding day. It felt like a lifetime ago. He kissed me on the nose and whispered into my ear that he loved me. I tried hard not to recoil from his touch and his presence. But if I wanted to leave him without another bruise, I had to pretend I loved him, that I’d forgiven him.


  As soon as the door downstairs slammed, I called Lin and told her to take the day off, then I gazed out the window, watching his car roll out of its parking space. I waited another five minutes until it was a mere dot in the distance.


  I had planned to leave on Sunday, but if I got everything I needed today, I’d be on my way. Spending even one more night with him would be unbearable. Of course, leaving him so suddenly increased my chances of making mistakes and possibly leaving behind a trail for him to follow.


  As I barged into his office, my legs shaking and breath coming in quick gasps, I forced myself to stay positive, to only focus on how it would feel to fall asleep tonight without feeling his hot breath on my cheek, or his hand between my thighs. I had to try.


  I slid drawers out of his heavy mahogany desk and carefully rooted around in them, searching for the key to the safe. I knew he kept it in there. And I was right. I found it within minutes, nestled between the pages of a blank leather-bound book that resembled a journal.


  I turned to the metal safe, but to my surprise, I found the door closed but unlocked. I hesitated for a moment, wondering if this was a trick or if he had just left in such a hurry that he had forgotten to lock it. I decided not to question it and just be grateful for the opportunity. Jude often kept a lot of money in the safe. Though he had millions to his name in banks all over the world, I’d heard him say to someone over the phone that he didn’t trust banks.


  Taking little time to breathe, I grabbed at stacks of notes and shoved them into the purse I brought with me. I’d not take everything, just enough to keep me afloat for a couple of months before I found a job. Even after taking the wads of cash, the safe was still well-stocked. Unless he counted the money, it would take Jude a while to notice something was missing. I didn’t have time to count how much I’d taken. I didn’t have time for anything.


  Hugging my purse to my body, I wondered whether to lock the safe or just leave it as I’d found it. What if he’d forgotten that he’d left it open? Finding it ajar would make him suspicious then.


  Still, I couldn’t get myself to lock it, wanting to leave everything as I’d found it. The only thing I did was rearrange the money so he didn’t notice immediately that I’d robbed him.


  I put back the key where I found it in the book and tiptoed to the door. Then I felt a draft, a whisper of wind tickling my ankles. It had to be coming from somewhere in the office, but not the windows because they were shut. I turned and studied the far wood-paneled wall, the one with an oversized painting of Jude. My gaze swept its surface for something, anything. Nothing suspicious.


  My mind urged me to leave it at that, to just walk out, but I found myself approaching the wall, feeling its surface with the palms of my hands. The gentle wind on my ankles was now stronger. It had to be coming from somewhere behind the wall. I dropped the purse at my feet and pushed gently at the surface of the wall. It gave way, and I almost jumped out of my skin. Recovering from the surprise, I pushed again and it opened like a door. I stopped and covered my mouth with my hand.


  There was a whole other room, a hidden room in our home. Why would Jude want to hide a room? Why would he not mention it to me? My stomach clenched as I was reminded once again of the mistake I’d made by marrying a total stranger. I bit my bottom lip. Did I want to enter, to see what was worth hiding?


  Before I could decide whether to play detective or escape, I heard the distant sound of a key turning in the front door. A sound my ears had become very accustomed to.


  Shit. He was back already? My heart leapt to my throat and I quickly pushed the other end of the wall so that the open end moved forward again and I heard a click. The house was big enough so that I had enough time to get out of the office and hide the money.


  I hid the cash in my walk-in closet, under a floorboard I’d loosened last week. Jude’s footsteps were getting louder, coming up the stairs. Relief course through me as I realized he hadn’t been to his office yet. I was pretty sure I’d left traces. I slipped back into bed and made a pretense of sleeping.


  A few moments later, the mattress on my side of the bed gave in to his weight. Air assailed my face as he lifted the covers. I opened my eyes a fraction as if too sleepy to open them wide.


  “You okay?” he asked. His voice was gentle, his face worried. “You never sleep in this late.” He placed the palm of his warm hand on my forehead.


  I swallowed. My heart was still thumping so hard, I feared he might hear it. “I have a headache.” Hopefully he wouldn’t read the lie from my face.


  “Poor baby.” He pulled his hand away and rubbed the forefinger and thumb of his right hand together. “Your forehead is all drenched. I’ll get you something for the pain.” he stood up and walked to the door.


  “Thanks,” I said softly to his retreating back.


  The expression on his face had reminded me of the Jude I used to know, the man who had loved me and swore to protect me. He’d kept his promises. He had protected me from the world. But he hadn’t protected me from himself. I no longer knew which Jude I’d get from one minute to the next, the angry rapist or the caring husband. His moods changed in the blink of an eye.


  While he was out of the room, I tried to figure out what to do next. If he stayed home the whole day, I’d never be able to leave. I’d have to wait until Sunday to make my escape. But I swore to myself that this weekend would be my last in this house, in this bed.


  He returned to the room with a white pill and a glass of water in one of his favorite crystal glasses. I sat up in bed and he placed the medicine gently on my tongue and handed me the water. I swallowed it in one gulp.


  “That’s my baby.” He smoothed my damp hair from my forehead and kissed my cheek. “Things will be better from now on. I know I’m hard on you sometimes, but I’ll make it up to you. Just do as I say, okay? Be a good girl.”


  I nodded and handed him the glass. I no longer knew what it meant to be a good girl to him. Just one mistake, no matter how minor, and punishment would follow.


  “Say it,” he said, his lips curling into a smile, revealing his white, perfect teeth. “Say you’ll be good.”


  “I promise.” Deep down, I made another promise to myself. I’d leave him before he laid a hand on me again.


  Jude didn’t leave my side all day. Even when he worked on his laptop or took business calls, he stayed in the same room. When he asked about Lin’s absence from work, I told him I wanted us to spend some time alone together. He smiled and told me that was a fantastic idea and seemed pleased.


  Although he seemed to believe me, I still walked on eggshells all day, afraid he’d find out about the money. At one point, he went into his office to get something and fear that he discover that the money was missing crashed into me. I was in the kitchen at the time, and when he returned, I was holding a knife, pretending I was about to cut an apple. In truth, I was ready to ram it into his chest if he even thought of hurting me. He didn’t. Instead he sat at the kitchen island and frowned over something on his laptop screen.


  While he worked, I distracted myself by reading a novel, listening to music, and watching a movie. But my mind was far away. All the while I was working on my plan, perfecting it. I’d already texted Diana to let her know tomorrow could be the day. She wrote back to say she would be there when I was ready. I deleted all our text messages in case Jude got to them.


  In the evening, he hired Mike Luo, one of the most well-known chefs in town, to cook dinner for us, a meal that could have been delicious but tasted like paper in my mouth.


  To my relief, Jude didn’t make love to me when went to bed. Instead he just held me until he fell asleep. On a subconscious level, did he know? Did he suspect that in a matter of hours I’d leave him?


  Sometime around midnight, I checked on the money to make sure it was still there and before I fell asleep in his arms, I prayed he would have a reason to get out of the house tomorrow.


  He didn’t and my plans shattered.


  Sunday afternoon, he also didn’t leave the house, and he chipped away another piece of me when he discovered I had my period.


  My plans of leaving his life before he abused me again crumbled. But I wasn’t giving up on the chance to protect myself from him.


  ***


  Monday brought me the luck I had hoped for. Jude got a mid-morning call that needed his immediate attention. One of his hotels in Madison had caught fire the night before and left extensive damage. He left the house, saying he’d be gone all day. I told him I’d be out shopping. Before he left, he pressed a wad of cash into my hand and kissed me.


  When I was sure he was gone, I called Diana, who was off work to be with her boys during their school holiday. She was ready to help me.


  I didn’t have much time. Jude had the habit of returning home earlier than planned.


  Apart from a few pieces of underwear, I didn’t take any clothes with me. If Jude decided to come home early, he’d be quickly suspicious. I needed him in the dark for as long as possible.


  Luckily, Jude had taken Nolan with him and hadn’t objected when I said I’d drive myself to the mall. Maybe he was finally confident in the power his beatings had over me, that the fear he’d instilled in me would dissuade me from doing something stupid.


  I called a taxi and walked out of the house without saying a word to Lin. The last thing I wanted was for her to read something from my face or between the lines of my words. When all was said and done, she was Jude’s employee and her loyalty was with him.


  


  


  CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


  Diana waited for me outside her apartment on the outskirts of town. She looked nervous, and I understood. I wouldn’t have dragged her into my mess if I had someone else to turn to.


  But I didn’t plan on staying with her for long. I planned to leave town as soon as possible. Being in the same town as Jude once he found out I’d left would be dangerous. I’d be gone by midnight.


  “I’m so sorry,” Diana said while she prepared one of the guestrooms for me.


  I’d never been to her place before. For a struggling single mother, she lived in a surprisingly luxurious apartment building with six bedrooms, three marbled bathrooms, and a state-of-the-art kitchen. From what she had told me in the short time we’d been friends, she barely earned enough to keep her children in school. I’d even considered going behind Jude’s back and giving her a bit of money to help with her urgent financial needs.


  “You have a really nice place.” I sat down on the bed and laid my money-filled purse on my lap. “I thought …”


  She shrugged and busied herself with the pansies in a vase on the windowsill. “We moved in here three weeks ago.” She paused. “Antonio finally decided to pay up.” She turned back to face me with a smile. “I’ll go and make us an early lunch. It should be ready in an hour. Get yourself settled in and come and join us downstairs.”


  “I’m sorry, but would you mind if I took a short nap?” I leaned against the pillows. “I’m exhausted.” My body felt like lead and my mind was so clouded my thoughts were a mess inside my head. I felt as if I hadn’t slept for years. I had to clear my mind before it caused me to make mistakes.


  “Okay,” Diana said and headed for the door. “I’ll put something in the fridge for you. You can eat when you wake up.”


  “Thanks, Diana … for doing this.” What would I do if I didn’t have her?


  She smiled and nodded.


  When she left the room, I made a call to a car rental company, and I managed to convince the owner to drop the car off at an address three blocks away from where Diana lived, instead of having me pick it up. He also agreed to payment in cash. I’d intentionally contacted a company that a quick search on the internet revealed was struggling financially. Beggars can’t be choosers. Of course he agreed, especially when I offered to pay him a little extra for his trouble.


  In a few hours, I’d be back home in Serendipity. I’d heard there was an inn that was known to be a small haven for people running away from their problems. When I called the Drawbridge Inn, the owner first claimed they didn’t have a free room. When I injected raw emotion into my voice, she paused for a long moment and then told me someone had checked out while we were on the phone.


  Everything was going as planned and I had no reason to believe that Jude would find me. Serendipity was small but not tiny. And he’d probably think I’d choose another town and not a place close to my heart. But right now I needed the comfort that only the familiar offered. Even though I had no family or friends there, it had been home to me.


  But I also knew he’d do everything to make sure I was found. He had both the money and the motivation. If only I could go to the cops. But that was not an option. The skeletons inside my own closet had to stay hidden at all costs. I got myself into this mess, and I’d get myself out of it.


  With my eyes closed, I listened to the laughter of Diana’s little boys drifting up the stairs. For a moment I envied her what she had. I had always wanted to have kids, but with a man I loved and trusted. Amazing how a fairytale could go so horribly wrong. Thank God I never had any kids with Jude. It would have been that much more complicated to leave him.


  I tossed and turned for an hour, watching the clock. Eventually, I gave up on sleep and decided to do something productive. I disappeared into the bathroom where I opened the brown carryall tote bag Diana had left there for me. I rolled my long hair into a bun and pulled on the wig cap, followed by the wig. The short, jet black bob with bangs totally transformed me. Next, I applied the fake eyelashes and caked my face with makeup. When I gazed back into the mirror, I saw someone else, someone I used to know. Myself, when I worked at Allure. I had never wanted to become my mother, but sometimes the things we despise most are the ones we attract.


  On the night I would never forget, my desperation had led me to follow a rich, hairless client with a potbelly and beer on his breath to the Serendipity Devine Resorts. How was I to know that a few hours later my life would change forever?


  Shaking my head, I forced myself to focus. Dwelling in the past only brought me heartache.


  To complete my look, I changed into tight, black jeans that had once belonged to Diana and a bright red tank top. I pulled a scuffed denim jacket over the top and sprayed myself with cheap flowery perfume. I was dressed the part. I was back to being the girl many respectable people avoided. I looked like a hooker. No longer the wife of one of the richest men in America. Just the way I liked it.


  ***


  I had dinner with Diana and her identical twin boys, Colby and Daniel. They were both in high spirits as they shared with me stories of their school days and competed at showing me who had the best toys. I smiled, but my heart was in my throat. It was 6 p.m. and Jude had probably already started the search. He’d never be able to reach me since I’d gotten rid of my old phone and SIM card. Diana had given me a spare one. I didn’t want to give Jude a chance to track me down.


  While I pushed my food around on my plate, I prayed Jude wouldn’t torture Lin for information she didn’t have.


  Half an hour before midnight, I hugged and thanked Diana who held me for a little longer. “I’m so sorry,” she said again, and when she looked at me, her eyes were wet, just as mine were.


  “Thank you for helping me.” I squeezed both her hands. “I won’t forget this.”


  “When you get to where you’re going, will you contact me?” I recognized the note of fear in her voice. She was a true friend. She feared for my life.


  I wanted to say yes. She had proved to be a good friend. After what she’d done for me, it would only be fair to inform her of my plans. But one more person knowing could mean death for me. “I’m sorry, I can’t.”


  She nodded. “I understand. Be safe.” She got a call from Antonio then, and left my room to answer it.


  At midnight, I stood on the curb of Smithson Street, waiting for my car to arrive. My foot wouldn’t stop tapping. I was more nervous that I’d expected to be. Fear literally poured out of each of my pores. Even with deodorant, my armpits were damp. What if he found me before I had the chance to leave town? What if after all this, I ended up back at the house of horror? I wouldn’t survive the torture. Not this time.


  


  


  CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


  My plans changed before the rental car arrived. Taking the train would have been safer. I hadn’t quite thought that through. How would I return the car to them without exposing myself in some way? I wasn’t planning on returning to Madison anytime soon, if ever.


  Just as I saw a car slowing down as it headed in my direction, I spun on my heel and headed in the opposite direction, walking as fast as my feet could carry me. Ten minutes later, I arrived at a grocery store with a public phone box outside. I slipped inside it. Trying not to gag at the stench of urine and vomit, I used the location app on my new phone to find the nearest train station. When I found the information I needed, I left the phone cubicle and dialed the number that I had memorized. I walked over to the dark side of the grocery store, where the garbage cans were kept, litter crunching under my feet. As the phone rang, my nose wrinkled at the rotten garbage and mildew.


  After what seemed like forever, someone with an ambiguous voice answered. He or she informed me that a train passing through Serendipity had just left ten minutes ago, but another was scheduled to leave in an hour.


  No problem. I’d just kill time. But I wouldn’t wait at the station, just in case Jude happened to be watching it for signs of me. The less time I spent there the better. I’d waste enough time so that as soon as I arrived there I’d just buy my ticket and slip onto the train.


  I sank down on a piece of cardboard on the ground next to one of the bins—an empty liquor bottle at my feet—and pulled up a map of Madison on my app.


  After studying it for a moment, I learned that the station was only ten minutes away. Good. I’d wait here until close to the time I had to catch the train.


  Forcing myself to breathe, I sat on my money-filled purse and hugged my knees to my body, listening to a dog barking, cars honking, and the faint sound of classical music drifting from the open window of a nearby apartment building. I watched a dog rooting through trash.


  Very few people walked by. The few who did, didn’t bother talking to me. Thank God for the transformation. I was just another homeless person. It didn’t stop me from being afraid though. I was on the open streets and there were some crazy people out here with me. But fear of Jude trumped the fear of strangers. The distant wail of a siren also comforted me. So, I kept my head down while still keeping an eye on passersby, grateful for the jean jacket as the temperature started to drop.


  A harsh ringing made me jolt so hard my head slammed against the wall behind me. Luckily, the bun underneath my wig cushioned me from cracking my skull.


  I pulled the phone from my pocket. The number was familiar. It had to be Joel from the car rental place. Feeling like an ass, I waited until the ringing stopped and then switched the phone off.


  Nothing hindered my plans. An hour later, I sat on the train as it rumbled out of the station, driving me to my freedom.


  


  CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


  At 3 a.m., Mrs. Drawbridge welcomed me into her inn with warmth. She accepted cash, no questions asked. Then she led me to a small, but clean room with worn vintage furnishings. Just stepping inside made me feel immediately safe. Since leaving Jude just a few hours ago, I finally breathed out.


  “Nothing lasts forever, you know,” Mrs. Drawbridge said with a kind smile. “Not even pain. After a while, heartache disappears and only leaves a footprint that fades with time.”


  The hurt must have been written all over my face. From her words, she had obviously seen many people in pain.


  “Thank you,” I said softly. “I’ll remember that.”


  “Good.” She reached for the door handle. “Get some rest. If you need anything, let me know. Breakfast is at eight till 11 a.m. See you later.”


  Mrs. Drawbridge started to close the door, but I gripped the handle. “Can I have breakfast in my room? I … need to be alone.”


  “Of course. I’ll bring it up to you at eight thirty. Sleep well. Whatever you’re running from, you’re safe here.”


  Left alone, I took a quick shower, then climbed under the cool sheets, dressed in one of Diana’s t-shirts. No more sleeping naked for me. Before I fell asleep, I hugged the pillow as if it were a person, a comforting teddy bear. I needed something to hold on to. I needed to grasp on to the idea that I wasn’t completely alone. But I was. I had no one but the fear raging inside me. The fear that this newfound piece of heaven would not last, and Jude would eventually find me.


  ***


  My phone rang again shortly before 6 a.m. Why had I even switched it on? Apart from Diana and the car rental place, no one had the number.


  I opened my groggy eyes and peered at the blinking screen. Unknown number. It could be Diana, but I didn’t want to answer questions I had no answers to. It tore my heart apart to be losing a friend, but my life in Madison was over.


  I stared at the blinking screen until the phone stopped ringing. Then I switched it off again.


  My mind drifted to Jude. Had he spent the whole night sweeping the streets of Madison? Had he stumbled upon mistakes I’d made. I was pretty certain he would have discovered the missing money.


  Despite the distance between us, I still couldn’t unravel the hard knot inside my stomach. His obsession with me was so intense and dangerous. What if he never gave up the search?


  Unable to go back to sleep, I remained under the covers, eyes closed. I woke after an hour and stood under the shower again, scrubbing myself, desperate to wash any traces that Jude had left behind. I had only stepped out when there was a knock on my door, and I heard Mrs. Drawbridge’s voice filtering in from the other side of the door.


  “Coming.” I wrapped myself in one of the towels hanging from hooks behind the door, tying the belt around my waist as I walked to the door. I peeped into the keyhole but saw no one there. I frowned. I hadn’t been that long, surely.


  Holding my breath for no reason, I cracked the door open and peered out into the hallway. When I lowered my head, my gaze landed on the breakfast tray, which was filled with a few baked goods, butter and jam, eggs and sausages. Mrs. Drawbridge was respecting my wish to be alone.


  I opened the door wider and carried in the tray. After making sure the door was locked, I moved back into the room and sat on the unmade bed, balancing the tray on my lap. The hem of the towel hiked up and I glimpsed a dark mark on my leg, one of Jude’s souvenirs. In a flash, my mind tried to take me back there. I shook my head and told myself in a whisper that I was safe. He was far away and would never hurt me again.


  I smiled as I picked up the donut from a white ceramic plate. A toothpick was stuck in its center with a small sign on it. Welcome to Drawbridge Inn. My mouth watered as I lifted it to my lips, but I lowered it again when I noticed the kitchen towel that was folded neatly on one end of the rectangular tray. Was it for wiping my hands? What was the point when I could wash them in the bathroom?


  I placed the donut back down. There was something underneath the kitchen towel. I pulled at a corner. My heart stopped at the same time the tray slipped off my legs and dropped with a clutter at my feet.


  As if someone was after me, I scrambled back onto the bed and hugged my legs to my chest, trembling. My eyes didn’t leave the perfect white calla lily that was now covered in bright red jam, making it look as if it were bleeding.


  


  


  CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


  It had to be a coincidence. How would Mrs. Drawbridge know that calla lilies were my favorite flowers? No, it couldn’t mean anything. And yet it meant everything. This was a warning.


  I sat on my bed shaking for what seemed like an hour. It hit me that coming to Serendipity had been a mistake. The town was too close to Madison. I had to move away to a bigger city, a place with enough people to swallow me, to hide me from my worst nightmare. Maybe I’d adopt a new identity and make it even harder for him to find me.


  After calming my breathing, I checked again that the door was locked, shut all the windows, and then picked up the contents of the breakfast tray from the floor. I wiped up the mess with the kitchen towel. My hunger had completely disappeared.


  Just to make sure I wasn’t imagining things, I called Mrs. Drawbridge, who answered in a chirpy morning voice.


  “Did you get your breakfast?” she asked when she recognized my voice. “I don’t like disturbing my guests. They come to the Drawbridge Inn for privacy, and that’s what they get.” She paused and breathed in. “Can I help you with anything else, dear?”


  “I …” I licked my lips as my heart started to race. I was afraid of the response even before I spoke again. “Thank you for the flower. Beautiful … It’s beautiful.”


  “What flower, dear?”


  That was all I needed to hear. The phone slipped from my sweaty grasp and fell with a thud to the floor.


  I could still hear Mrs. Drawbridge’s faraway voice on the other end, but I couldn’t pick up the phone. With my arms around my legs, I rocked back and forth and sobbed long and hard.


  It had to be him. He knew where I was. He was just biding his time before coming to get me. I was trapped. If he knew I was staying at the inn, he would know when I came and went. I couldn’t leave my room. But then again, he had found a way to slip a flower on my breakfast tray. If he wanted to get to me, what would stop him?


  I peered through the bedroom door to the front door, trying to listen to the sounds outside. But the thumping of my heart and my sobs were too loud to let me hear anything.


  Still, I watched the door for one straight hour, waiting for him to enter, to find me, to take me back to his life, to punish me harder that he had done before.


  


  


  CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


  Jude had everything to do with the flower, and he was near.


  I picked up the jam-stained kitchen towel and smelled it. My stomach cramped. The faint, but still unmistakable masculine scent made me woozy. I dropped the towel, but the scent was stuck in my nostrils—musky, expensive. No point in trying to deny the raw truth.


  My body thrummed with anxiety as my gaze swept the room, searching for possible weapons I could use to defend myself if Jude entered the room. I took in the empty vase on the round table near the window and thought of the iron rod that held up the shower curtain in the bathroom. Then I stood and opened every drawer. A thought crossed my mind and I ran to the tray. My heart fell. It didn’t surprise me that even though I would have needed it for smearing the bread with butter and jam, the knife was missing. He’d taken it.


  Fine, I’d find another weapon. I lifted my gaze to the top of the wardrobe. First I saw the folded cable, and then the ultimate weapon—an iron. Hard, solid metal. If I used it right and fast enough, I could give him a deadly blow to the head or kill him, if forced to go that far.


  In the end I sat cross-legged on the bed, surrounded by the iron, the iron rod, a shoe, the vase, a bottle. If one weapon failed me, I’d have another within reach.


  Now that I was ready for him, all I could do was wait. But an hour and then two went by and no one came to my door. Now I was hungry and my bladder was filling, but I was just too afraid to move from the bed where I had the perfect view of the front door. I wouldn’t want him to catch me in a moment of weakness. Sitting on the toilet would definitely be one.


  Finally, at five p.m., the sky beyond the window started to darken and my leg muscles had cramped from sitting too long in one position. My bladder was on the verge of bursting and hunger twisted my stomach.


  Jude didn’t show up. What was he waiting for? Was he waiting for me to leave the room before he struck? I wouldn’t give him that satisfaction.


  My basic needs finally won, and forced me to move away from my weapons. I picked up the rod, bringing it with me to the toilet, peeing with relief. Then I went to pick up the tray from the table at the window where I’d put it earlier. As if I hadn’t eaten for a week, I wolfed down the breakfast that Mrs. Drawbridge had brought me in the morning. I didn’t care that it had been on the floor, and God knew what was attached to it. I didn’t care that the oil on the sausages had congealed or that the sausages were covered in jam. Nor did I care that the bread was in pieces. Her food all went to the same place. No matter how it looked when it traveled there, it would all end up looking the same.


  I had known hunger in my life before, but this was the best meal I had ever eaten. When I was done, the plate was wiped clean.


  At nine p.m. I climbed under the bed covers and placed my weapons strategically next to me under the sheets, on both sides of my body. If he entered, I would take him by surprise. I would fool him into thinking I was helpless so he could let his guard down. Then I’d strike.


  The clock on the wall above the front door finally struck midnight and my eyes started to drift shut. No Jude.


  I wrestled with sleep a while longer, but I eventually fell asleep against my will.


  


  


  CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


  He was in the room. Even with my eyes closed, I knew.


  I wasn’t dreaming. I could smell him, feel his heat, and sense his fury. He had managed to sneak in while I was asleep, and I hadn’t even heard a thing. I bit my bottom lip, and opened my eyes.


  Through the moonlight shining through the curtains, he sat like a shadow next to me on the bed.


  Trying not to panic, I searched my foggy mind for a solution. I could scream, I thought, but he was close enough to shut me up. Then I remembered my weapons and as quietly as I could manage, I ran the palm of my left hand along one side of me and brought my right hand down the other. Nothing but the feel of cotton.


  “Looking for something?” He turned his head and gazed down at me. “You must be really stupid to think you can do anything to me.”


  I froze. My heart started to thump so hard it hurt, as if I had just run a marathon. I actually was, trying to escape without moving. “Jude.” My voice was a whisper in the dark.


  Like a bolt of lightning, he shot out a hand and grabbed a fistful of my hair, yanked me hard toward him. “You little bitch.” Words and spit hit my face. “Did you really think you could run from me? You had the guts to pull this shit after everything I did for you?”


  I let out a squeak, and moved upward to try to lessen the familiar pain, but he was pulling so hard it felt as if my scalp would just let go of my hair.


  “Jude, you … you’re hurting me.” I covered his hand with mine and tried to uncurl his fingers. I was no match for him. He only tugged harder until I felt pins and needles of pain in my face.


  He laughed. “You think this is pain?” With his other hand, he slapped me across the face so hard my vision blurred momentarily. “Wait till I’m done with you, you little piece of shit. You dirty fuckin’ whore.” He drew me to him and wrapped a hand around my mouth and nose. I thrashed and tried to pull away, but he was too strong.


  His hand was soft against my skin. No, I thought as I started to feel fuzzy. No, that wasn’t his palm. He was holding something to my mouth. A rag. When I realized what he was doing, I tried to struggle some more, but whatever he was using to knock me out was too strong. Energy drained out of my body and within seconds, my world went black.My last wish was that he should just go ahead and kill me.


  


  


  CHAPTER THIRTY


  Darkness. Everywhere.


  I was awake but unable to open my eyes. I tried, but something tight pressed against them. I pushed through my fuzzy thoughts until I figured out what it was. A blindfold. I tried to use my hands to remove it. They wouldn’t move. They were tied behind my back and so numb I almost couldn’t feel them. I tried to turn from my stomach to my side, only to realize that my feet were tied too. Whatever bound them dug painfully into the flesh on my ankles.


  Sheer black fright clutched my heart. A scream built up inside my throat, but it didn’t leave my lips because something was stuffed into my mouth.


  Gripped by the desire to escape, I writhed around, my cheek rubbing against a hard, velvety surface.


  Where was I? What had happened? Focus, Haley. Think.


  As my last memories returned to me, my body collapsed.


  Jude had found me.


  From behind the blindfold, I closed my eyes and gritted my teeth, trying to ignore the pain that slashed my wrists and ankles.


  He had found me just as I’d known he would. And now, he had stuffed me into a small space that smelled of alcohol and leather. Oh my God, what if I was inside a coffin about to be buried alive? I screamed from within but only groaning sounds could be heard. I stopped and listened. What I thought were groans from me were in fact a rumbling from underneath me.


  Other sounds started to filter through the blindfold covering my ears. Someone shouting from a distance, a car honking, music blasting, sirens. Both relief and dread swept through me. Relief that I wasn’t in a coffin or six feet under, but in a car, perhaps in the trunk. Fear that he was probably driving me back to Madison flooded my mind. Was he going to finish me off?


  Determined to free myself somehow, I thrashed around. The idea of being stuffed into the trunk of a car suddenly cut off my air supply, and I started to grapple for air. Oh God, please someone save me.


  Pooling together the little strength I had, I kicked both feet into the hard surface under them, over and over, wishing someone would hear something and rescue me. My struggles only caused me more pain.


  Panting, I relaxed and rested my forehead against the velvet floor. The area around my eyes warmed as hot tears soaked the blindfold. Through the pauses in my sobs, I heard the rumbling stop. I froze.


  My heart thumped in my ears as I listened to a car door opening and then slamming shut, the sound of heavy boots, a click and then a whoosh. I lifted my head and turned upward. Fresh air rushed into my lungs and I drank it in greedily. I laid my head back down and rubbed my face against the surface, trying but failing to remove the blindfold without my hands.


  “Welcome back,” he said. His voice had a dangerous note to it. “The drug I injected you with didn’t disappoint. Hope you enjoyed your sleep. It was a long drive from Serendipity.”


  The cloth was yanked out of my mouth and I ran my tongue around the inside to moisten it. “What … what are you going to do to me?” I said when I found my words, my eyes welling again.


  “You’ll find out soon enough.” His hands slipped around me, and then I was lifted into his arms. From underneath his clothes, his heart pounded harder with each step he took. His evil heart.


  “Jude, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. Please don’t hurt me.” I paused and gulped in air. “I’ll do anything you want. I swear it this time.”


  He didn’t respond. Instead, he tossed me over his shoulder and blood rushed to my hanging head.


  My body shook uncontrollably as I listened to him unlocking the door and twisting the handle. Sounds I knew too well.


  The door slammed and the air around me changed. It cooled my skin and reeked of leather, musk, and evil. He had brought me back to my gilded cage.


  More doors opened and shut. Then the air changed suddenly, from cool to frigid.


  I was still getting used to the temperature when he threw me off his shoulders and I landed on the hard floor, on my hands. Pain shot up one of my left fingers to my wrist. I gritted my teeth to control it, but that didn’t help. As if it weren’t bad enough, a hard kick came into contact with my stomach, driving its contents up my throat. I gagged, and on reflex, I curled up into a ball, both to ease the pain and to protect myself. The next kick landed on my face just above my left eye. A bolt of lightning shot upward to my brain. My scream split the silence, the sound deafening even in my own ears. Another kick, then another made me shut up and whimper instead.


  He grabbed a fistful of my hair and lifted me to my feet. I was in too much pain to do anything but sob as I swayed. Since my feet were bound, if it weren’t for him holding me upright, I’d have fallen right back to the floor.


  The blindfold was suddenly yanked off, and I tried to blink. The pain in my eye stopped me in my tracks. I tried again in slow motion.


  Panic welled up inside me when I failed to see anything but darkness. Had the drug he knocked me out with made me blind?


  It took a heartbeat for me to realize that I wasn’t blind. We were inside a dark room.


  Although I couldn’t see Jude, I could hear him breathe, his alcohol-laced breath hot in my face.


  “I’ve been good to you, Haley. I’ve fuckin’ adored you.” His voice was just as gloomy and heavy as the darkness around us. “Yet you betrayed me. Now I’m going to show you what I do to people who deceive me.” He let me go and I dropped to the floor. Before I landed, I balled my fists in time to avoid more damage to my fingers.


  All of a sudden, blinding light flooded the room, hurting my eyes. The room was spacious, with white-washed walls, and completely empty from ceiling to floor, a perfect cell.


  As he approached me again, he reached into his jeans pocket—I’d never seen him in jeans before—and pulled out a pen knife. On reflex, I kicked the heels of my feet against the floor in an effort to back away from him. But he shot out a hand and grabbed me by my clothes. He rolled me around to my stomach and I heard a snip. My arms fell free, but I could still feel the aches in my wrists from being bound for too long. When he cut the rope binding my feet together, I stretched my legs and cried out as my cramped muscles screamed with pain.


  


  


  


  CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE


  I sat in the center of the room, shaking with fear. He leaned against what looked like a wooden sliding door, watching me with piercing eyes, and it finally dawned on me where I must be. It could only be the room I’d discovered the day I raided the safe for money. The day I still believed in hope.


  After staring at me for a long time without saying a word or even blinking, he finally got up and left the room. Before he slid the door shut, I caught a glimpse of his office. I was right. He was keeping me in his secret room.


  Gathering all the energy I had left, which wasn’t much, and wincing with each move, I crawled to the door and clawed my way up. I pushed on both ends, and pushed against it. It wouldn’t budge. Realizing that there must have been a hidden locking mechanism, I crumpled to the floor in a sobbing heap, sweat, snot, and tears mixing on my face.


  When he returned ten or fifteen minutes later, I didn’t lift my eyes, just laid there, my cheek against the cold floor.


  I groaned as he pushed me hard with his foot, away from the entrance and back to the center of the room. Then he dropped something next to my head.


  I opened one eye, the one that wasn’t swollen shut, and saw a small slice of pizza with a thin, white film coating it, ice. He was offering me frozen pizza? What kind of cruel person did that? My stomach groaned, reminding me that I was not in the position to be picky. I was in an eat-or-starve situation.


  He lowered something else next to my head. I didn’t need to touch the mug to know it was filled with hot water. Maybe for tea, but where was the tea bag? I felt the heat and watched steam curling upward.


  I struggled to sit up while he towered over me. Then I stretched my shaking hand toward the pizza. Before my fingers touched it, he walked away and flicked off the light, sudden darkness falling over the room. I paused and held my breath, waiting for him to attack me again. He didn’t. Instead I heard the door slide shut. I waited a few heartbeats, listened to his footsteps on the other side of the door. He was gone. Relief flooded my body.


  Swallowing the tears flooding my throat, I fumbled carefully along the floor, in search of the pizza. My hand came into contact with something hot and just as I realized what had happened, scorching pain flared across the surface of my skin. I screamed out and pulled my hand to my chest, eyes shut, teeth clenched. I scooted away and bit my lip.


  That couldn’t have been hot water in that mug. Hot water scalded, but not like that. It had to be something else. Something hot and slippery. Oil? The pain was so excruciating, my appetite disappeared. He knew. He had switched off the light in the hope that I’d knock over the mug and burn myself. Mission accomplished.


  Crying softly, and with both hands now injured, I curled up in a ball and wished for death. I was now Jude’s prisoner. What I had before with him had been at least a bit better compared to what I was now going through. How long would he hold me prisoner? Until he killed me?


  A while later, just as my eyes were closing shut with exhaustion and defeat, I heard a click and the door slide open again. He switched on the blinding light again. I didn’t turn to look at him, just laid there hugging my thumping hand, staring up at the single light bulb hanging from the ceiling, swaying lightly. He had me right where he wanted me. He had crushed me.


  “Stand up,” he said, no emotion in his voice whatsoever.


  It took a long time, but I did as I was told. My legs were so weak I prayed they didn’t give in and give him an excuse to strike me.


  He produced a pair of sharp scissors. I shrunk back but he pulled at me. I closed my eyes. If he was going to cut me, I didn’t want to see the blood.


  He tugged at my clothes and I heard several snips. The clothes slipped from my body, cool air assailing me. I forced my eyes open. He had cut the clothes from my body, including my underwear. I drew in a shaky, silent breath, waiting for him to rape me.


  Panting as if he’d just been sprinting, he grabbed me by the shoulders and turned me away from him. With the palm of his hand on my upper back, he pushed me across the room toward the wall. He pressed me against it. He pushed the other hand between us and I heard him unzip his jeans. He thrust into me before I could brace myself, thrust so hard that I almost lost my balance. The pain was so quick and sudden I lost my breath. I placed the palms of my hand against the wall for balance while sobs shook my body. He pounded into me for what seemed like hours, grunting and panting, his sweaty forehead pressed against the back of my head.


  When he was done, he pulled out and zipped up his pants. I turned around to face him, to show him the crushed look on my face. He didn’t look at me, just picked up the pizza, which was now drenched in oil, and strode to the door. He flicked off the light before closing it.


  Terrified, I lowered myself to the floor and hugged my knees to my body, attempting to keep warm. Gazing into the darkness, I thought back to a time that wasn’t draped in misery and pain—my childhood. Dustin appeared in my thoughts. I had been happiest when I was with him. He had been my first in every way. I went one step further and tried to remember how it had felt being in his arms. Warm and safe and loved. I hung on to that thought as I laid myself back on the cold floor and closed my eyes. Outside my body, I was cold and bruised, but inside I was safe. For now. Wherever he was, Dustin was watching over me.


  


  


  CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO


  A kick in the stomach woke me and I met the eyes of my worst nightmare. A real nightmare from which I couldn’t wake.


  Jude looked a mess. His stubble was scattered on his chin and cheeks, his eyes were bloodshot, and his hair was disheveled and a bit greasy. Seeing him in that condition frightened me. To let himself go like that meant I was in deep shit. I had caused him to step out of his usual routine, messed with not only his life but also his appearance. Fear sucked every bit of strength I possessed in my body and the pain only weakened me more.


  My gaze drifted from his face to the wall behind him, the wall that had been white before. Had he covered it with something to hide what was underneath?


  My good eye widened and on reflex, I squinted to focus better. Big mistake. Slivers of pain traveled to my brain, but the pain was trumped by what I was seeing. The entire wall was a tapestry of women’s photos. None of the white color of the wall showed between portraits, profiles, and even passport photos. I pushed further past the pain to try and figure out who they were. In that moment, Jude grabbed my chin and turned me to look at him.


  “Why the fuck did you do it? Why did you leave me?” His voice was hoarse and his grip around my chin was so tight I was unable to move my head.


  I licked my lips and wondered what to say to him. Whatever I said would eventually end up hurting me. But not answering could cause me more harm. Why was he asking anyway? He had known all this time that I was unhappy, that he made me unhappy. Did he just choose to ignore the truth before his eyes? Was he that blinded by his obsession?


  Jude’s gaze bore into mine like lasers as he waited for answers he knew already.


  What the hell, I thought. He had found me. Whether I said anything or didn’t say a word, he would punish me. The truth would be best. “I was,” my bottom lip trembled, “I was afraid.”


  He laughed out loud, his reaction throwing me off guard. “Afraid?” He released my chin and raked a hand through his greasy hair. “What the fuck did you have to be afraid of?”


  “Of … of you, Jude. I was afraid of you.” I dipped my head and my chin hit my chest.


  His laughter died. He looked back at me, his eyes narrowed. “You have no reason to be afraid of me, Haley. Not if you do exactly as I say.”


  “You hurt me.” A tear trickled down my cheek. Now that I was able to talk, I wanted him to know just in case it made a difference, in case it lessened my punishment even a fraction.


  The photos on the wall behind him were still urging me to look at them, but I couldn’t look away from Jude’s face. I needed to see his reactions to my words, needed him to see the naked fear in my eyes.


  He came and took my hands in his. I winced as his grip crushed my injured hands. He didn’t seem to notice, or maybe he just didn’t care. He yanked me closer to him, still holding my hands tight. I started to cry from pain then, both physical and emotional.


  “Haley,” he said. I could smell a mixture of alcohol and coffee on his breath. “It’s your fault. You make me hurt you. I love you so damn much, but you drive me crazy sometimes.” The final word was spoken through gritted teeth. “You left me.” He dropped my hands and wrapped a hand around the back of my head, squeezing so tight I felt the pressure inside my head. He pressed his forehead to mine and closed his eyes. I kept mine open, still aware of the pen knife in his free hand. What if he stabbed me right now? No one would ever know because he had done an awesome job with keeping me isolated. No one would come looking for me. Not even Diana because she probably thought I was somewhere safe by now.


  “Why did you do it?” he whispered. “Why did you make me hurt you? Why did you make me hurt you enough to make you want to leave me?”


  “I … I don’t know.” I sobbed. I had no idea who I was when I was with him, didn’t know what had triggered his outbursts, didn’t know how to protect myself from his blows. I didn’t know anything anymore.


  He unglued his forehead from mine and shoved me back so hard I fell back to the floor on my butt. “You fuckin’ whore,” he barked, flames of anger exploding in his eyes. “You good-for-nothing fuckin’ cunt. You wanted to sleep with other men, didn’t you? What’s his name?”


  “I … No. Who?” I covered my face with my hands, catching the tears. My mind drifted to our anniversary lunch. Had he seen Dustin? Even if there was nothing between us, Jude would have seen what he wanted to see.


  “The man you were running off to be with?” He closed the pen knife and shoved it back into his pocket.


  I looked up at him, vigorously shaking my head. “Honest to God, Jude. I didn’t have … I would never cheat on you.”


  “Liar, you stupid, stupid liar.” His face grew puce with anger and his eyes bulged out of his head. “Tell me his name or I’ll cut your throat right now. Then I’ll hunt him down and kill him as well. Maybe I’ll bury you both in a ditch somewhere so you can rot together.” He paused. “When you try to turn your back on me, Haley, people get hurt. Remember that.”


  I swallowed hard as tears poured down my cheeks and mixed with some of the snot coming out of my nose. “Jude. Really. I never. I’ll never …”


  He stopped pacing and came to tower over me again. “Want to see what I do to lying, cheating whores?” He grabbed me by the hair again. Would I even have any hair left after his torture? I scrambled to my feet quickly. He released his grip and shoved me toward the wall I had seen from where I had been sitting. I felt dizzy for a moment, but I begged my body not to crumble. Not yet.


  “Look long and hard, bitch.” He pushed my head into the wall, my sore forehead pressed hard again the glossy photos of the women. The images were so close that my vision blurred. He let me go and I backed away from the wall to a distance that allowed me to see. I was heaving and panting by now, and shivering all over.


  “Who?” I managed to let out.


  “Thought you’d never ask.” He stood behind me, too close.


  One woman? A whole wall for just one woman? The longer I looked at the individual photos of a beautiful brunette with what seemed to be waist-length hair and a spattering of freckles on her nose, the bright blue eyes. In all the photos she wore a silver necklace with what looked to be a diamond infinity pendant.


  She looked familiar. And her presence was so strong she could have been in the room. Then it clicked. In a way, she was.


  “That’s the bitch that left me first.”


  


  


  CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE


  I used the back of my hand to wipe the blurring from my eyes. “Your … your mother.” She had to be. Jude had inherited so many of her almost exotic features.


  “That’s right. The whore ran off with her pimp. Didn’t care where I ended up, whether I went to bed hungry or slept in rat-infested beds. She never gave a fuck what anyone did to me.”


  “I’m sorry.” A vision of Jude as a scared small boy appeared in my mind. I now understood where his obsession that drove him to hold on to someone he loved came from. “Did you see her again?” I wanted to know. Jude had never talked about his family before. Ever. And he had never shown me photos of them, saying they were all dead and he didn’t feel the need to talk about them.


  He stepped closer to my back and whispered into my ear. “When the little coward boy finally grew up and lifted himself out of poverty, he went on the search for her.”


  I turned to him, feigning sympathy. He must have had a crappy childhood, but after what he did to me, I couldn’t care less. But I had to pretend to care, to understand him. “You found her?”


  He grinned and his face suddenly brightened. For a flash of a second, he was the handsome man I had married again. “Yes, I found her all right.” He smirked. “Then I killed the bitch.”


  Bile shot up my throat and, before I could stop it, exploded out of my mouth and splashed all over the front of the shirt, the wall and the floor.


  I whirled around to face him, a string of fear running down my spine. “Sor …” I retched again and this time the vomit landed on his shoes.


  “Fuck,” he said and pushed me away and shook his feet, trying to rid them of the yellow liquid. The stench swirled around us like an unwelcome scent. “Look what you’ve done.” For a moment, I thought he was going to strike me, but he didn’t.


  Instead he moved on to another wall.


  “Come and see this.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out something resembling a small remote control. He pointed it to another wall and what seemed to be two white sheets parted in the middle and slid open, revealing more photos of his mother. “What are you waiting for?”


  My whole body was still trembling, fear swirling around in my body. I couldn’t get the words he’d just said out of my mind. He had killed his mother? Was it the truth or was he just trying to scare me? I moved over to where he stood and forced myself to look.


  This was another woman who looked very much like his mother. As she smiled into the camera, her blue eyes twinkled.


  “This,” Jude traced a finger along a photo of the woman on the beach, the wind blowing her hair across her shoulders. “This is the second whore that tried to leave me.”


  I blinked, dreaded his next words. My whole body was numb.


  “This is Lorea, my first wife.” He turned and was obviously pleased to see the surprise on my face. “Yes, darling, there was someone before you.”


  As I digested the information that my husband had been married before and didn’t think it important to tell me, he spun around to the wall again and punched it, punched her straight in the face. “After five years of marriage, the bitch tried to run off with another man.” He laughed again, shaking his head. “Her reason for running was the same lie you told me. She was afraid of me. After everything I did for her, after all the love I showered her with.” He rubbed the knuckles of his hand. “Just like you.”


  “Oh my God.” I shook my head slowly, ignoring the headache creeping up on me. “What did you do, Jude?”


  He breathed in and out, his shoulders rising and falling. “I did what I had to do. No one leaves me. Anyone who tries ends up six feet under.”


  I crumbled then, dropped to the floor, my knees hitting the wood. My body folded as I wept. What had I gotten myself into? Why did I have to end up in a murderer’s path? He let me cry until I was exhausted and empty. Then I saw his vomit-stained feet come to stand in front of me. I looked up. A smile had softened his face.


  “The night I met you was the best day of my life. I’d been following you for months and then finally, my chance came. You finally fell right into my lap. I couldn’t let you go. I wanted to keep you, to own you forever. I’ll never let you go.” He closed his eyes, sighed, and opened them again. “I love you enough, Haley, to give you another chance. If you try to leave me again, if I even suspect that you’re up to something, you’ll end up right where those two are. Or I’ll call the cops on you and tell them what you did.”


  My road had finally ended. I was headed nowhere but toward death. If I stayed with him, I would die inside. If I left, I’d end up dead too. Jude was sick and obsessed. How do you fight against a sick man, a man who was so damaged he wouldn’t think twice before taking another person’s life?


  “How did you find me?” I asked even if it didn’t matter anymore. Nothing did.


  “I own this town. Almost everyone who came in contact with you is on my payroll. Even the taxi driver who drove you to your wonderful friend Diana’s place. I was in Serendipity even before you, thanks to the tracker in your phone.”


  All warmth left my body and I closed my eyes as I dreaded asking the next question. One last question before the handcuffs clicked. “Diana?” My words tumbled out in a broken whisper.


  “I paid her to be your friend. Everyone has their price. A struggling mother with mounting debts and bastard mouths to feed wasn’t hard to buy. I paid off her debts in one day, and offered her more money than she made in two years.”


  “The luxury apartment.” I was in so much shock I didn’t even realize I’d spoken the words aloud. She had lied.


  “Yes, that’s right. That whole apartment building is mine.” He took my hand and held it up to his lips. “Forget what happened. You’re back now. Just don’t try this nonsense again. I have eyes everywhere. And I don’t have a conscience when it comes to punishing those who betray me.”


  I sank to my knees and wept for a long time until I could only heave.


  


  


  CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR


  His hands slipped underneath both my armpits and he lifted me to my feet. With no energy left, and aching all over, I couldn’t stand. He didn’t care. He dragged me out of the room, through his office, and up the stairs as if I were a rag doll. I felt every bump, every scratch on my naked skin, until we entered the bathroom where he lifted me and attempted to lower me into a tub filled to the brim with water.


  Thinking he was about to drown me, fear surged through me and I found a hidden resource of energy and fought against him, kicking and screaming and clawing at the air. As usual, I was no match for him. He didn’t even break a sweat as he managed to settle me into the suds. As the water surrounded me, I was still screaming and kicking, sending water splashing everywhere.


  He slapped me hard across the face, and I stilled.


  “Shut up,” he said through his teeth as he tightened his grip under my arms. “I’m not going to kill you. Not yet.” He reached for a sponge and threw it at me. “You stink. Wash yourself and come downstairs for lunch.”


  Nodding, I took the sponge and noticed the burns on the top of my hand. They were not as big as I thought they would be, but my brain remembered the hot oil pouring onto my skin and the pain followed. I bit it back.


  Jude left the bathroom, closing the door behind him.


  Finally alone, I did the one thing I desired most. I turned on the tap and drank until I could no longer squeeze a drop into my stomach. With quenched thirst, some of my strength returned. Then somehow, with a broken finger and a burnt hand, I managed to wash my face and rest of my body.


  Climbing out of the deep, massive bath was a struggle that landed me on the thick bath mat.


  I pulled a gown from a rail and pulled it on. Then I looked myself in the mirror. I saw a different woman, a battered women with a fat bruise under one of the red, swollen eyes, and pale skin. How could he do this to me? How could he claim to love me and hurt me this way? I couldn’t let him do this to me again. Now that I knew what he was capable of, that he was a murderer, I had to do everything he wanted. I couldn’t be his next murder victim.


  ***


  He was sitting on our bed when I entered the room, a white first aid box next to him.


  He asked me to sit so he could treat my burns and put a splint on my finger. Then he led me downstairs to the dining room. The table was laden with all kinds of food.


  “I ordered it all for you. You must be hungry.” He pulled out a chair for me and I sat without a word, my eyes not leaving the pork chops. I couldn’t wait to stuff my face.


  He didn’t eat, just watched as I piled my plate with food and ate it all. When I was too full to eat anymore, he poured me a glass of sparkling water, but since my stomach was already filled with water from the bathroom, I just cupped the glass with both my bandaged hands and gazed into his evil eyes. “What do you want me to do?”


  “Good girl,” he said moving his seat forward. “I like that. You finally realize who’s boss.”


  “Yes,” I said because that was what he wanted. Whatever he wanted, he would get. I was too broken to fight him, too scared to get beaten up again before I had a chance to heal, too terrified of death.


  “Since you’ve proven to be untrustworthy, a few things are going to change around here.” He poured himself a glass of wine and drank it in one swig. “I gave you the chance to live a good life, and you took it for granted. Now, you will get no more help around the house. I fired Lin and the cleaning ladies yesterday. You will take over all their tasks. You will cook, clean this house, iron my clothes, and carry out all household duties.” He clasped his hands in front of him. “And you will fuck me at least twice a day. You understand?”


  I nodded. I didn’t mind cleaning. I had always felt inclined to assist the help, but Jude had not approved. But to clean this whole mansion all by myself would be torture. “Anything else?”


  His face grew stony and he looked me square in the eyes. “You will not make contact with anyone. There are two guards outside now, making sure you won’t leave this house unless it’s with me.”


  I bit my lip. “How will I go grocery shopping when you’re at work?”


  “I’ll be working from home at least ninety percent of the time. If I’m not able to take you, Nolan will. And he will not leave your side.”


  “Is that understood?”


  I nodded again and swallowed my anger—anger at him, and anger at myself for getting myself into this mess. He would be keeping me as his slave now and I couldn’t do a damn thing about it.


  He pushed back his chair and stood. “Another thing.” He blinked. “You will no longer have a phone or a laptop. You won’t be needing them. I installed new locks as well. If you need to go outside for any reason, you ask me for the key.”


  “I understand.” I wished I could tell him to fuck off, but I wasn’t stupid. I was completely at his mercy. He was a murderer who didn’t even think twice about killing his own mother and wife. I wouldn’t give him a reason to snuff out my life as well. The only way I could leave this house was if I killed him first. But I wouldn’t be able to handle another death on my conscience.


  “Go on,” he said. “Go and clean my room of your vomit. My mother’s photos are in there you know. And don’t try to do anything stupid. Whatever you do, I have my eye on you.”


  When he left the room, I dropped my head in my hands and wept for the life I’d had before, the life I had taken for granted. I wept for the woman I used to be. What would become of me now? How long did he intend to keep me in his fancy prison?


  A little voice inside my head answered my question. He will keep you here until he kills you.


  


  


  CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE


  I survived a week of torture. The physical scars were healing, and I kept my promise to Jude.


  Today he woke me up at 3 a.m. and fucked me. I made him breakfast a few hours later and spent the rest of the day scrubbing the house down. Eight bedrooms, six bathrooms, two living rooms, and the dining room. I cleaned until midday, when the palms of my hands felt like prunes and my back threatened to snap.


  Finally done, I slumped onto the couch with a groan and shut my eyes. The swelling of my left eye had subsided after three days but when I looked closely, I could still see the bruising, which I covered well with concealer because Jude didn’t want to see it, didn’t want, perhaps, to be reminded of what a monster he was.


  He hadn’t beaten me since the day he let me out of my jail cell. Not physically at least. His blows focused now on where it hurt most. They shattered me from within.


  He knew that a single word could do more damage than a kick in the stomach. Making me feel small and worthless was his mission now. Wounds healed, bones reset, but damage done within could last forever. The cuts were driven much deeper.


  “Haley?” Jude called from the kitchen. I jumped to my feet and blood rushed to my head, making me dizzy.


  “Yes.” I picked up the bucket and hurried out of the living room.


  He stood in front of the sink, holding a bowl in his hand, the one I’d eaten cornflakes in earlier. His eyes were narrowed to glowing flints.


  “Why is this here?” He lifted the bowl higher, dangling it between finger and thumb, milk dripping to the floor I’d just scrubbed.


  I lowered the bucket of cleaning supplies to the floor next to my feet and straightened up. “I meant to rinse it after I finished—”


  “Meant to doesn’t cut it,” he bellowed. “Lin never left a plate or bowl unwashed.”


  “It’s only one bowl,” I muttered, and instantly clamped my mouth shut. The words were not meant to be said aloud.


  “You just don’t learn, do you?” In a flash Jude lifted the bowl and threw it at me. I ducked before it hit my face. It smashed against the wall behind me.


  “Clean up here and go and get washed up. I have a potential business partner coming over in an hour.” He pushed his hands into his pockets. He was back to being impeccably dressed. “For God’s sake, put a damn smile on your face. Stop fuckin’ sulking all the time. Life is not that bad. You have it better than most.” He walked out and a moment later, I heard him slam the door to his office.


  I gazed out the window at the guards, wishing desperately for an escape.


  I was trapped in a jail of luxury with no escape. So, this is what modern day slavery felt like?


  I heard his muted cough and I straightened up. As I bent down to sweep away the shards of glass, I could almost hear my bones crack with exhaustion. I held up one that was so sharp and perfect it resembled a mini sword. Not for the first time the thought of suicide crossed my mind, but I killed it.


  Once the floor was clean and I had checked to make sure the whole house was as he liked it, I walked with difficulty up the stairs to our bedroom and into the bathroom. I wished I could lock the door behind me, to enjoy being alone for just a few minutes, but it was against the rules. He liked to come and go as he pleased. To check on me in person, even though he had installed cameras that helped him do just that. As I stripped off my dress, I gazed up at one of the cameras in one of the corners. My face grew hot as I felt his eyes on me. The urge to show him the finger raged through me, but I swallowed it.


  I turned on the shower and waited the few seconds it took for the water to heat up. Stepping under the warm jet was like walking into the arms of heaven. I sighed with pleasure as the water cascaded down my body, soothing the aches for a moment. I closed my eyes and raised my faced toward the shower rain, wishing I could stay forever. But I never stayed in the shower more than five minutes anymore. Watching me shower aroused Jude and he could just decide to come up for mid-afternoon fuck. Just thinking of him inside me made me feel sick to my stomach. His hands on my body left goose bumps of disgust, his tongue in my throat made me gag. His penis in my mouth made me want to bite it off, to show him what pain felt like.


  I walked out of the shower and dried myself off quickly. It took me ten minutes to get dressed. Just as I walked out of my walk in closet, Jude entered the room. He studied me for a second, his gaze sweeping me from head to toe and then he shook his head.


  “Don’t like it,” he said. “Wear the black dress I bought you yesterday. The man I’m meeting today is someone I’ve been trying to get into business with for a while. I want us both to make a great impression.”


  I returned to the closet and stepped out of my jeans and white top.


  The dress he bought me was pretty flattering to my curves, tight at the bust and flowing from my waist to my knees. And the way the material slipped between my fingers, he had to have spent a fortune on it. But the days I got excited about wearing beautiful clothes or having my hair done were dead and gone. I didn’t even feel beautiful anymore. I’d lost lots of weight and my eyes were hollow and devoid of light. As far as I was concerned, all I was dressing was a skeleton. The dress was actually fitting to the occasion. It would have been perfect for a funeral. And I was mourning myself, the man I thought I loved, and my life.


  


  


  CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX


  I didn’t see the guest arrive because I was in the kitchen making tea and warming scones for them. I would see him later because Jude always showed me off to his business partners. But only when my bruises were well hidden.


  I heard voices in the hall, but they eventually died as Jude and his partner headed to his office. If only that guest knew the kind of monster his business partner was, that he was a killer and wife basher. He would come out of this house running.


  With the tray filled with everything Jude had wanted, I sat on one of the cream leather stools at the island and switched on the TV that hung from one wall. Finding nothing but advertisements, I flicked through the channels in search for news. News always reported terrible stories of people suffering. That was good for me. Hearing about other people suffering enough to end up as a news story made me feel better about my situation, reminded me that it could be worse. I was alive.


  As Jude had said earlier, “you have it better than most.”


  I had no choice but to stay put and wait. To wait for something to happen. Anything.


  My mind went on alert when I switched on to a local station. I watched as several men pulled a burlap sack from a lake. Breaking news updates scrolled across the bottom of the screen.


  The scene at the lake disappeared and a red-headed news reporter’s face filled the screen.


  The woman whose decapitated body had been discovered three days ago floating in Lake Monona has been identified by her sister, who had reported her missing two days ago, when she came to visit her and her two sons. The young children had been home alone and the sister was nowhere to be found.


  Although the murder victim’s head, hands, feet, and teeth have not yet been located, the sister was able to identify her through her clothing and a unique scar on her body.


  The dead woman has been identified to be Diana Maliano, a single mother who worked at the Gloss Hair Salon. This morning, Antonio Benavente, her on-and-off boyfriend was arrested in connection with Miss Maliano’s murder.


  My chest tightened, my body shaking as I stared up at the screen, watched another story replace the one that rocked me.


  Diana was dead? Brutally murdered. He couldn’t have done it. Surely Jude couldn’t have robbed two small boys of their mother.


  Hot tears rolling down my cheeks, I hopped off the stool and went to the door. In that moment, I heard Jude’s voice calling me from his office.


  I couldn’t do it, couldn’t look into his eyes and think of what he’d done. Although Diana had been doing his dirty work, she had been a mother, a vulnerable and desperate mother. He had taken advantage of her weakness and used her. Not wanting her anymore, he had gotten rid of her. Her decapitated body. The words rang through my head and I couldn’t breathe anymore.


  Clutching my throat with my hand, I raced through the house and didn’t stop until I was in the basement. Like in the living room, there were no cameras there. I needed to be alone to digest what I had just seen.


  I sank onto a box and dropped my head into my hands as my world spun. After my head stopped swimming and I forced my mind to clear, I knew I had to try again. I had to try and leave him. I had to do it now. Like a zombie, I stood up and stumbled to the stairs but before I could climb the first step, I noticed something shiny on the floor. I bent down to pick it up and my chest tightened.


  He had done it. He had killed Diana. The silver necklace in the palm of my hand, of a half moon, had once belonged to Diana. She’d worn it the last time I saw her. God only knew what else he was hiding around the house. Her body parts, maybe?


  Forcing myself to breathe, I rushed up the stairs and hurried to the front door. It was locked and there was no key in the lock as usual. I wouldn’t let it stop me. I had to find another way to get out while he was distracted. Even if his guards attacked me, I’d die trying to escape.


  Stifling my screams, I yanked at the door again in frustration. To my surprise it opened and I fell backwards on my butt. It was a heavy door and I probably hadn’t pulled hard enough the first time. Why was it open? For one week, he hadn’t left it unlocked. And he carried the key around with him.


  This time, occupied with his business partner, he must have forgotten. Or he now trusted I wouldn’t try to leave again. Fear would stop me. He was right. Fear did stop me. Until now. I didn’t want to end up decapitated and floating in a lake somewhere. Whatever happened from this moment, there would be no going back. If he found me again, he would most definitely kill me. Cut off my head and toss it to the dogs. Then he would put up photos of me on one of the walls in the shrine room that he would use to frighten his next victim with. No, I wouldn’t stay long enough for him to finish me off. Let him kill me while I was running.


  My breath came in bursts and my heart pounded so hard, my chest hurt. I heard his voice again, but I slipped through the door and closed it as softly as I could behind me.


  One of the guards had his back turned to me as he urinated in the bushes near the front gate. The other was nowhere to be seen. Maybe he was off today. I had only one shot and I had to take it before I lost it. There was no way I could go through the gate. And the walls were too high for me to climb. Even if I managed to, the electric wires would fry me. I had to think of something else and fast.


  Jude would come to the kitchen any minute to see why I wasn’t heeding his calls.


  As my eyes roamed the grounds, I prayed that God would show me a way out. Then a thought dropped into my mind when I spotted the guest’s car. I saw my chance.


  I ducked down so the guard wouldn’t see me when he turned back around.


  Jude had a lot of cars, but the black Mercedes was not one of them. Please be open, I prayed. I reached for the handle and pulled. I heard a click. The visitor had clearly felt his car was safe on the grounds, given that there was a security guard.


  Grasping my chance, I slipped into the backseat and closed the door softly. Making myself small, I wedged myself in the legroom area. Thank God he had the kind of car that provided a lot of legroom, offering me enough space to hide. I lifted my head and noticed a suit jacket hanging from behind the driver’s seat. I reached for it and covered myself with it.


  Now I just prayed the owner of the car wouldn’t find me and expose me. I was completely at his mercy. He was my only way out of this horror. I would do my best so he wouldn’t see me. Once we were off the property and in the city, I would wait for him to stop at a traffic light, throw myself out of the car, run for my life.


  As I waited to be either rescued or to be caught, my mind drifted back to the news I saw earlier. My heart cracked and shattered as I thought of Diana. Though she had been manipulated by Jude, she hadn’t been a bad person. And for a short time, she had made me feel liked. Because of me, she was dead.


  Curling myself into a tight ball with my arms around my knees, I cried silently as not to be heard in case someone walked by.


  I had no idea how long I’d been waiting in the car, but finally the crying subsided and all I felt was empty. Empty, lost and terrified. If my plan didn’t work out, if I wasn’t driven out of these gates, today could end up being my last day on Earth. There was no way Jude would let me live after this.


  I had just started to wonder how much longer I would have to wait, when I heard pounding footsteps outside, getting nearer to the car and then stop. I held my breath and closed my eyes. What if the person was looking in through the window?


  I heard the sound again, the footsteps moving away from the car until they faded into the distance.


  Had Jude noticed that I was not inside the house and asked the guard to sweep the grounds? Or was he too engrossed in his important meeting that he decided to serve his own tea and deal with me later? I could only hope for the best. By the time his rage exploded, I would hopefully be on the run. Obvious obstacles loomed ahead, and they made my skin prickle. There was still a chance the business partner would discover me before I escaped and return me to Jude. After all, Jude did say he owned this town. But my desire to escape trumped any fears I had. The thought of staying with him, sleeping next to him, having him touch me, made my skin crawl. If I managed to escape, I’d have to move to some crowded town and change my name. Haley Macknight would have to die in order for me to survive.


  Voices filtered through the window this time. I balled myself up even tighter. They were coming. Since I was trembling so hard, if someone decided to take a peek through the window, it would be easy to spot me. I forced my body to be still, to save itself, but my movements were involuntary.


  Please God, save me from him.


  The driver’s door opened and I swallowed the rock inside my throat. I heard a movement inside the car and the door slammed shut again. Jude’s guest was inside. I could feel him, smell him. I held my breath and prayed for him to drive. I prayed that Jude wouldn’t accompany him for some reason.


  He gunned the engine.


  “Wait,” Jude called and the engine was killed again.


  I almost passed out with fear.


  “You forgot this.” Jude’s voice was close to the car, too close.


  Through the ringing in my ears, I listened to a window slide open, the ruffle of papers, and a mumbled thanks.


  “Come and have dinner tomorrow with me and my wife. I’m sorry you couldn’t meet her today. She hasn’t been feeling well.”


  The other man didn’t answer. Maybe he responded with a nod. A man of few words.


  For his sake, I hoped their plans failed. I wouldn’t want anyone entering into any partnership with Jude.


  The window slid shut and the engine roared back to life.


  I released a silent breath as I heard the crunch of gravel under the wheels. The car was moving, taking me to safety.


  Jude was probably back in the house slamming doors and calling for me. Would he suspect I had left with his partner? Probably not. He’d assume I was hiding somewhere in the huge house. He’d search forever. I felt sorry for the guard, who I suspected would get the heat for not being attentive enough.


  I heard the gates of Jude’s mansion yawn open and then shut. We were out.


  For a while I didn’t hear anything more apart from the sounds of cars outside. I remained still. I’d drive with him as far as possible before slipping out. I had to be sure I was a safe distance away from Jude.


  “Call Jason,” the man said, and then I heard a click and the sound of a number being dialed.


  A very deep male voice filled the car. Jason I assumed.


  “Is it done?” Jason asked. “Are you in business with the bull dog?”


  “I don’t do business with people like him. It’s not my style to walk over people to make money. He’s a pompous ass.” He sighed. “No, I wanted to meet him for other reasons.”


  Air rushed out of my lungs, and I found it hard to replace it.


  “I see. So, were you successful?” Jason said.


  “No.” The man’s voice was low and I almost cried listening to it. In fact I was now weeping uncontrollably.


  “Jason, hang on a minute. No, I’ll call you back.”


  The car slowed down and then stopped. He had heard me. I heard shuffling as he probably turned to look into the back of the car.


  “Hello?” he said.


  Still weeping, I lifted his suit jacket and looked up at him.


  His eyes widened. “Haley?”


  “Dustin.” My throat was dry and sore. I wanted to smile because of the joy and relief brought on by the sight of him, but I was just too weak and exhausted to do anything but blink.


  Dustin flung his door open and a few seconds later, he yanked mine open as well. He gently pulled me out, and I winced at the pins and needles in my legs.


  “What happened?” He studied my face for a long while, his expression strained. “Come here.” He pulled me close and hugged me so hard it hurt. But I didn’t want him to ever let me go. So I wrapped my arms around him and buried my face into his neck.


  “Haley, sweetheart, you’re shaking. Are you okay?” He pulled me away from him but only to gaze into my face again.


  I shook my head and he pulled me to him again, pressing his lips to my ear, smoothing my hair. “Jesus, what has he done to you?”


  I didn’t respond. I could do nothing but break apart. He held me until I was all cried out, until I was completely empty. Then he gathered me up into his arms and settled me into the passenger’s seat. I sat there still trembling, my hands pressed between my knees. So many emotions swept through me—joy, pain, and shame that he was seeing me this way.


  Dustin got back behind the wheel, but his hands were so tight around it that his knuckles whitened. 


  He reached a hand toward me and I flinched. My common sense had returned with a bang. I had known Dustin years ago; he had been my first love. But I had no idea exactly what kind of man he was now. What if, in spite of what he’d told that man Jason, he was also one of Jude’s puppets? What if he decided to return me back there? Could I really trust him? Could I trust anyone?


  Fear coursed through my veins as I reached for the door handle. I couldn’t stay long enough to find out.


  He reached out and held my arm. “Where are you going?”


  I gave him a bittersweet smile. “I can’t go back to him. I need to go, Dustin.”


  His jaw tensed and he let go of my arm. “After seeing you like this, so devastated, you really think I’ll let you go back there. You think I would take you back to him?” He removed his hands from the wheel and turned to face me. “You have to have been so frightened of him to hide inside a stranger’s car.”


  I wiped my eyes with the back of my hand. “I didn’t see any other way. He’s … Jude is a monster.”


  “I’m just happy it was my car you crawled into.” He turned his gaze ahead again and gunned the engine. “You’re not going anywhere. You’re staying with me. I’ll make sure he never comes near you again. You’re safe.”


  I recalled Jude saying something similar to me, back when I thought he was my knight in shining armor. But this was Dustin, the man I used to love, the man I felt safe with. I had to trust someone. To be honest, I needed someone. I wouldn’t be able to do it on my own.


  “Whatever that man did to break your heart will never happen again.” His words were edged with steel.


  “He will stop at nothing to find me.” No use hiding from the truth when it stared me straight in the face. “It’s only a matter of time, but he will find me and he will—”


  “I won’t let that happen. You hear me, Haley? You have to trust me on that.”


  I leaned my head against the headrest and closed my sore eyes. After a day of cleaning and so much emotion, all I wanted to do was sleep. Just for a bit.


  Dustin touched my cheek lightly, but I didn’t open my eyes. I wanted to hold on to that little piece of comfort.


  “Dial Jason,” Dustin said again and the car filled with the sound of ringing.


  “Dustin.”


  “Change of plans, Jason. Cancel all my meeting for the rest of the week. I won’t be coming to Serendipity for a few days. I’m going away for a while.”


  “Wrong timing, I’m afraid, Mr. Brannon. Lordan Gales is coming in tomorrow. He’s looking to spend big for advertising in the next issue of Spear. We have to snatch him before someone else does.”


  “Jason, I have pressing personal matters to attend to. Postpone the meeting.”


  “Yes, sir. Should I call off the jet?”


  “No,” Dustin said. “Make sure it’s waiting at the airport in ten minutes. I’m on my way there now. No pilot. I’m flying myself.”


  There was a short pause on the other end. “Is everything okay?”


  “It will be.” The car picked up speed.


  “Where are you going? Just in case I need to reach you …”


  “I’ll give you a call soon. Take care of everything else for me, Jason. See you in a few days. In case of an emergency, a real emergency, Jason, send me an email.”


  “You got it, Sir. See you soon.” A click and then the car filled with silence.


  I forced my eyes open an inch and turned my head to him. “You don’t have to put your business on hold for me.”


  “I would do anything for you, Haley. It’s best you get used to it.”


  I sighed and closed my eyes again. This time, sleep welcomed me into its depths.


  


  


  CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN


  Dustin held me firmly to his side as he led me down the tarmac to a white private jet with a TMT logo on its side. The logo was well-known, belonging to a magazine publishing empire with big name magazines under its belt. Could he be the owner? Dustin had always said he was going to make it big one day. I had never doubted him. He’d had the brains and the determination and he also had a heart.


  “Looks like you made it,” I said and then coughed. “Good for you.”


  “I guess I have,” he said, helping me up the steps as wind blew my hair from face and swirled it around my head. “I’m in the magazine business, just like I swore to you I would be one day. But we can talk about it later.” We got to the last step. He didn’t let me go until he had walked me into a room with Italian furnishing and a comfy bed that invited me to fall into it. “I’m going to fly you somewhere safe. I want you to get some rest. Then you can tell me everything.”


  “Thank you, Dustin.” I still couldn’t believe he was standing in front of me, far from Jude’s mansion. Before he left, I had to ask him one burning question. “Why did you meet with Jude? You told Jason that you were not interested in doing business with him.”


  He turned me to face him. “It’s not Jude I went to meet. I was hoping to see you. When I saw you last, I got the feeling something was off. You looked frightened. And then, before I left, you blinked at me three times in succession.” His lips curled into a heart-stopping smile. “Remember our little secret language back in high school? Three blinks meant I need you.”


  I lifted a hand to my lips and smiled completely for the first time in a while.” I didn’t even realize I did that.” I had actually been blinking away tears, not trying to communicate with Dustin.


  He paused. “I did a little research on your husband and found out he’s a ruthless businessman who doesn’t care who gets crushed in the process of acquiring his fortune. I just didn’t like the sound of the guy. I wanted to make sure you were alright.”


  “I was far from alright,” I said, my sadness returning. “But now I am.” For how long, I had no idea.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT


  The gentle sound of the wheels hitting the tarmac woke me. I didn’t even remember falling asleep. My last memory was of myself sitting on the edge of the bed, wondering how and when Jude would eventually find me.


  Dustin came to me five minutes later. Knowing that he cared enough about me to bring his life to a screeching halt in order to be there for me, wrapped me in a thick, warm cocoon. His eyes were more intense with faint wrinkles fanning out at the corners, but the way he looked at me made me feel the same way I had when he had looked at me the very first time in the school cafeteria.


  “How’re you feeling?” He sat down on the edge of the bed.


  “Truth is, I don’t know. Lost?” I looked around the room for my purse and almost laughed when I realized that I didn’t have it. I’d left Jude with only the clothes on my back. He took my left hand and traced the burn scar gently with his thumb.


  “Tell me what happened.”


  I swallowed the lump inside my throat. “It’s complicated. But I promise, I will tell you everything later.” I bit my lip. “The only thing I can tell you now is, I married a stranger and paid dearly for it.”


  “Why didn’t you say something when we met? I would have taken you away from that bastard a long time ago.” He raked a hand through his hair.


  “I didn’t have the chance to tell you. He watches my every move … or his people do.”


  Dustin kissed the scar on my hand. “You never have to suffer alone again.”


  “Dustin,” I said, “if you’re going to help me, there’s something else you should know.”


  “Okay.” He turned his body toward me so our knees touched. I ignored the electricity that sparked between us. I was still a married woman, even if I was married to the wrong man.


  “Dustin, Jude is dangerous … a heartless murderer. I think … I think he killed the woman they found in the lake. Her name was Diana Maliano. I think there are others… He said—”


  Dustin shot to his feet. “What? I know he’s a son of a bitch, but a murderer? Why would he kill that woman?”


  “She had been one of the people he hired to watch me. But she became useless to him when I managed to escape the first time.”


  “You ran from him before?” Shock deepened his voice as he paced the room.


  “Yes, I went home … to Serendipity. He found me the next day.” I paused and bit my lip. “He made me pay for deceiving him.”


  “He beat you?” He halted in front of me and swiped his hand over his brow. “Did you ever go to the police?”


  “I couldn’t. He said I’d end up being the one behind bars. He has money, influence, power.” I dropped my head and relived the pain he had caused me.


  “Why would you end up in jail? He’s the bloody criminal. He was just messing with your head. If he really killed that poor woman, we should call the police.” He pulled his cell phone from his pocket. “I’ll do that right now. You’ll be safer with him behind bars.”


  “Don’t … please.” I reached for his hand and clutched it. “He was right. If the police get involved, I will end up in jail. I killed someone, too.”


  The phone slipped from Dustin’s hands and fell to the floor between his perfectly shined shoes. “No, you … You what?”


  I licked my dry lips. “I killed a man. Jude covered it up. The man,” I dropped my gaze so he wouldn’t see the shame mirrored in my eyes. “He was my client.” I paused. “Dustin, I used to be a prostitute.”


  


  


  CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE


  Jude pulled on a black cap and stepped out of the car into the cool night.


  He wanted to rage inside, but from business and personal experience, he had learned that emotions drove people to make stupid mistakes. He didn’t make mistakes.


  Haley flashed in his mind and a small grin spread across his face. “Game over,” he said and climbed out of his Rolls Royce. The bitch had dug her grave. Now she would have to lie in it.


  He would not go after her this time. She would come back to him willingly. He just had to send a few clear messages. The longer he stayed away, the clearer those messages would be.


  He walked into Allure, just another man out for a good time. He pressed a wad of cash into the sweaty hands of the owner, and he nodded and disappeared through a door behind the bar. Jude had called him an hour ago to tell him exactly what he wanted. And he paid the man more than he could ever make in a single night.


  Jude slipped into a seat at one of the small tables and was served vodka on the rocks. He had never been one to drink much, but in the past months, his tongue was starting to like the taste of alcohol. After a single swig, twenty-something-year-old woman appeared before him. Waist-length hair, ample breasts, and green eyes. Just like Haley.


  Haley could run, but he had found a way to still keep fucking her, even from a distance. Until he got her back.


  He eyed the whore’s breasts, thinking of Haley. Desire yawned inside him, and his pants grew tighter.


  He didn’t talk, just placed a bill next to the glass and took her hand. He led her to his car and drove away.


  “Hi,” she said once he had started the engine. “I’m Rosemary.”


  “Good,” Jude said and kept his eyes on the road. Making conversation was not in his plans. He was definitely not going to tell her his name.


  “You don’t talk much, do you?”


  “And you talk too much. That’s not what I paid for.”


  That made the bitch shut up, and she turned to gaze out the window. He pressed a button and classical music filled the car.


  Twenty minutes later, he led her into a secluded cottage by the river, into a room that was lit by a single shaded lamp.


  He slid a finger into the front of her tight top and pulled her to him. Then he yanked at her hair until her face was upturned and her neck exposed. As she groaned with a mixture of pleasure and pain from being handled roughly, he ran his tongue from the hollow of her neck along her throat to her chin. Then he let go of the hair and turned her around. He pushed her onto the king-sized bed.


  “Undress,” he said quietly but firmly. She did as she was told.


  As he watched the pieces of clothing falling to the floor and her milky skin becoming more exposed, he unzipped his pants, pulled out his hard cock and ran a hand up and down the shaft.


  When she was completely naked, he approached the bed, pushed her down with one hand, and used the other to push himself into her. Unlike Haley, she moaned instead of yelping. He didn’t like it. He stilled and then thrust deep into her. She gasped and he smiled. He did it again, this time pressing her harder into the mattress.


  “You’re hurting me,” she said as he drove into her.


  “I thought your kind likes it rough. I paid for you. I can do whatever I want.”


  He heard her whimper softly, but it only made him hornier. He drove into her several more times, yanking at her hair, slapping her butt until it turned red, pinching her nipples until she cried out, and he groaned with pleasure and exploded inside her.


  Done, he got off the bed and found his favorite pen knife inside his jeans.


  She didn’t look up, just lay there whimpering like an inexperienced whore. If she couldn’t deal with the heat, she should have stayed out of this business.


  He sat on the edge of the bed waiting for her to look at him. He wanted her to know exactly what he was doing. When she finally rolled onto her back, eyes red and nose running, he sneered and climbed up on top of her. He took a deep breath and encircled her neck with his hands.


  Like all the rest, she thought she was strong enough to fight him, but like the others, she failed. Pressing his forehead to hers, he dug his fingers into her throat.


  It took her a while to loosen her grip on life, but she eventually surrendered to him, and then to death.


  Jude reached for his knife and carefully carved his infinity symbol into her skin. But this time he added something else just below it. A number.


  END OF BOOK 1
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