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      Heart Thief

      Monsters come in many forms.

      Some want shiny new toys to play with—others want blood.

      Mona Walters dreams of adventure, of a world beyond the shoreline she’s confined to. She yearns for vibrancy in her dull, mundane existence, but succumbs to the bleakness.

      Until the necklace her sister wore the night she was brutally murdered shows up on her door wrapped in a neat bow, fueling her to run away and seek out the person responsible for stealing her sister’s life.

      Mona wished for more—for color in her gray world.

      What she didn’t realize was just how much more she would get.

      And that the world outside her own was soaked in red—blood red.

      The world she dreamed of is made of nightmares.

      A rich, influential world of two brothers—and once they have her in their sights, they plan to keep her there.

      Her father kept her secluded for a reason.

      Be careful what you wish for.

      There's a thief out there, and he's coming for Mona's heart.
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        This story has dark themes with scenes that can be upsetting to the sensitive reader.

        Please read with caution.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For the heartless souls and the assholes who made us this way.
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        Ker Dukey

      

      

      

      
        
        I knew from the minute I met you you were the villain and the hero in my story.

        You were a thief.

        You stole my heart straight from the prison caging it.
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            Mona

          

        

      

    

    
      Twelve years old…

      

      Da-dum. Da-dum. Da-dum.

      Closing my eyes, I listen to Clara’s heartbeat. It soothes mine into a rhythmic beat beneath the bone of the cage it’s sheltered inside. My eyes feel heavy, but I strain to keep them open, ignoring the burning.

      “Sleep, Mona.” My sister’s words hum through her body, making her chest rumble beneath my cheek. I huddle closer, curling my body against hers.

      “Will you be here when I wake up?” I ask, already knowing the lie she’ll give me.

      “Of course.”

      Liar, liar, tongue on fire.

      She breathes, stroking her finger down my arm. “When you’re old enough, I’m going to steal you away from here. Show you all the wonders that live beyond this island,” she whispers, cautious not to be caught speaking of such things.

      My mind drifts to the shoreline. Visions of our day play like a movie in my head. My sister dipping her toes into the water, my excited squeals as Eli gave chase, pretending to be the beast that lives in the depths of the waters.

      “Daddy says we’re to take over as leaders once we’re old enough.” I sigh, hating the idea of having to stand up and preach words I don’t believe in to worshippers blinded by the promises our father gives them.

      I feel her exhale, the chest I lay upon deflating. “Do you not want to see what’s beyond our life here, Mona?”

      I do. So much. The water calls to me in my dreams, urging me to explore, to discover if the world beyond ours is truly as bad as father says.

      “I want adventure,” I utter, hiding my smile against the fabric of her nightgown. Her small hand strokes through my hair as she says, “And you will have it. I promise. We’ll have it together.”

      Looking around the dull gray room we share, nothing but a bed and dresser filling the space, I breathe, “When?” I stare up into her brown oval eyes. Delight dances in them, making them almost appear amber.

      “When you’re old enough, I promise.” She shifts. “Speaking of…” she says enthusiastically, moving me to sit up, pulling something from beneath the pillow, “I got your birthday present.”

      Excitement warms my cheeks, tugging my lips into a grin. “But it’s not until next month.”

      “Since when do I follow the rules?” She quirks a brow, her dark curly locks falling around her face. “Close your eyes,” she instructs in a giddy tone.

      Doing as I’m told, I close my eyes and hold my hand out. Bumblebees buzz around my stomach, making me bounce a little on the mattress with anticipation.

      A gentle weight placed in my palm alerts me to open my eyes.

      It’s a small black jewelry box with the words Shiny Jewels by Ward Brothers blazoned across it in a squiggly font. My eyes widen, going between the box and my sister’s beautiful face.

      Her long, unruly curls bounce around her shoulders as she becomes animated. “Go ahead, open it.”

      With shaky fingers, I creak the lid open, my chest pounding. My stomach dips as I roam my eyes over the two silver chains sitting on a velvet pillow. Jewelry like this isn’t something you can get on our island. This must be from the city.

      “Whoa,” I gasp, looking down at two silver chains with heart pendants hanging from them. They’re beautiful.

      “There are two?”

      “Yes,” she says, taking the box and pulling the chains free. “One for you, and one for me.” She unclasps one of the chains. “So no matter where I am, you know you own my heart and I love you.”

      “Are you leaving me?” I choke out, the bees starting to sting instead of flutter.

      “No. I’ll never leave you, Mona.” She leans forward to clasp the necklace in place around my neck. The small silver heart sits at the center of my chest, a little shiny red jewel twinkling in the corner of the heart. It’s then I notice the letter carved into the metal: C.

      “C for Clara.” She smiles. “And I have M for Mona.” She slips the other necklace free and fastens it around her neck. My hand strokes over the C, joy beaming from inside me.

      “I love it. Thank you.” I hug her tight and soak in the warmth of her embrace.

      She lays back down and pulls me onto her chest again. I accept I’ll have to hide this from Father. The last girl to be found with jewelry from the outside world spent a year in father’s prison.

      “Sleep, Mona. The darkness won’t consume you while I’m here,” Clara assures me.

      My nightmares have been haunting me of a storm approaching.

      Not tonight, though. She was right. Dreams of happiness and contentment fill my head as I drift to sleep.

      But I was right too. She wasn’t there when I woke up.
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            Mona

          

        

      

    

    
      One month later…

      

      Sand sinks beneath my feet, leaving echoes of my existence within the grains. Water swells and crashes, splashing my shins. The sun teases the horizon before heating my skin, bringing a glow to my flesh. I envision Clara looking up at the same sunrise, a smile on her pretty lips and an empty ache in her heart from missing me.

      It’s been a month since she left in the night and didn’t return. I clutch the necklace she gave me, praying on the wind she’ll return for me.

      “Mona.” I startle when Eli calls my name. I place the necklace back in the pocket of my dress as he comes racing from the tree line, his arms entangling around my waist, dragging me backward until we both fall into the sand, the sounds of our surprised chuckle tickling the air around us.

      Father would disapprove of our playfulness, calling it frolicking. He calls Clara an unruly child, and I discern he’d use the same names for me if he saw how at ease and relaxed I am with showing my skin and being in Eli’s arms. Contact makes me feel alive, human. My father would see it as a flaw, an insult to him. With all his beliefs and rules, both his children want to escape him, can he not see how ironic that is? He keeps us secluded on an island in order to preserve our purity, and it only makes us want freedom.

      “Why do you play near the water? You realize this will upset your father,” Eli whispers into my ear before releasing me. I crawl onto my knees as he swats the sand from his slacks.

      “My father wants us to fear the water, so we never leave this place,” I state the truth. Even paddling is forbidden here. There are tales of a monster living in the ocean’s depths to stop us from wanting to cross it. Our island is a privately owned land bought by my father’s father over sixty years ago.

      Despite us being only a couple of hours from a major city by boat, it feels like its own world. Most of us born here have never left this place. All outside influence is kept away. If it weren’t for the books snuck in by a few who get to leave, I wouldn’t understand anything about the outside world.

      “This place is our home, Mona.” Eli exhales.

      He hates my curious mind. He loves this island and me trapped on it.

      My home is with Clara.

      Reaching forward, he swipes a strand of hair from my cheek and smiles fondly at me. The silence tightens my stomach. Eli has always cared about Clara and me, but there are lingering looks when we’re alone that encourage me to think he sees me as more than a friend despite our five year age gap. Eli loves our life and believes in my father’s vision, all but when it comes to touching me when he shouldn’t. He scolds me for rule breaking, yet he breaks the worst one.

      My eyes dip to his plump lips, my mind pondering what it would be like to kiss them, be kissed by him. Would it be like the storybooks? Enchanting? Life-altering?

      “What are you thinking about?” he asks, his tongue swiping out to dampen his lips. I’ve been brought up to believe my thoughts are un-pure and my chastity should be kept for my husband only, but there’s a nagging voice inside me telling me my life is mine and I should do what I feel, not what I’m forced to.

      Every thought that isn’t in line with the scripture tells me I’m unruly, but maybe there’s nothing wrong with that.

      My father calls it darkness expelling God’s light. Corrupting the pure. What’s so great about being pure? We’re prisoners to his light, not the darkness.

      “I wonder what it would be like to be kissed.” I shrug a shoulder, and a smile hooks the corner of my mouth when his eyes widen and appear to turn to glass.

      “Do you want to be kissed?” He edges forward, blocking out the sunlight.

      My body tilts toward him, my face an inch from his. Every exhale is his inhale. His lips part as his chest rises and falls more rapidly.

      I open my mouth and whisper, “I do,” before pecking his nose, getting to my feet, and darting from the sand into the tree line.

      “Brat,” he calls, giving chase.

      My laughter sends birds flying from the treetops, my feet crunching leaves and branches beneath them as I run. I hear his approach and screech when he collides with me, taking me off my feet and spinning me. He deposits me against a large tree trunk, pushing my back against the bark.

      He’s too close. Fire fills his eyes. “You know I can’t kiss you,” he says, but his body tells me something else.

      “It’s my birthday,” I remind him. Reaching up, I pull his lips down on mine, and he doesn’t fight it.

      The touch is sloppy, uncoordinated. Teeth clank against teeth, our inexperience apparent.

      The earth doesn’t move, and my belly doesn’t dip. My life isn’t altered.

      Disappointment sprouts roots inside me…and they slowly begin to grow.
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            Mona

          

        

      

    

    
      The house is quiet when I return. A sense of dread fills my belly every time I step over the threshold. Our house is on the border of our island, so close to the harbor, I can see it from my bedroom window. Many nights, I’ve thought about running, hiding on one of the food supply boats that go to the city to collect stock for the market we have here, but fear holds me hostage.

      What if I were caught? Would father imprison me? Cleanse me of my sins? What if I wasn’t caught and made it to the city? Would the monsters father speaks of find me before Clara did?

      Sadness blossoms in my chest as I creep within the house. I’m halfway through the living space when my father’s voice startles me. “You missed scripture reading this morning.” His words are as sharp as the edge of a knife. My heart kicks against my ribcage. I expected him to be at the church.

      “I’m sorry, Father. I wanted to see the sunrise. It reminds me of Clara,” I murmur. Her name always evokes the same darkening of his features, a storm threatening in warning of its unpredictability. She’s his own flesh and blood, yet the pure disdain he had toward her, you’d think I was talking about a sinner from the outside world

      Boom. Boom. Boom.

      “Your sister broke our law. By leaving us, she invited sin into her heart.” His tone remains remarkably calm and controlled, sending a scurrying of goosebumps over my flesh. He’s the most dangerous when he tricks you with his serene demeanor. It’s so you let your guard down and don’t see the devil within.

      “Your law, Father,” I say boldly, defiant. Heat rises to my cheeks. I hate his laws. His hit knocks me off my feet, pain exploding across the apple of my cheek, stealing my breath.

      “Do I not provide a pleasing life for you both?” He advances a step toward me, and the need to cower beneath him causes my arms shake. “You will take over my position one day and lead our people. It will be the same law you pass down to your children. It’s safer this way. The only way to keep your souls pure.”

      I die a little inside at his words. I don’t want to stay here, lead anyone…and children? I’m still a child myself. I don’t believe we should marry and birth as many children as possible. This is hell.

      “If you say so, Father.” I nod. Because I have to. Provoking his wrath further isn’t worth it. I get to my feet, willing the tears not to fall.

      “I do.” He pivots on his heel and I breathe a sigh of relief. I’m just about to take a step toward my room when he turns back. “And, Mona…no more morning visits to the watch the sunrise.” His words are more a warning than a request. The acid burn of sickness bursts over my tongue.

      And just like a flower without the sun, I wilt inside.

      “Okay.” I attempt to walk past him, but he steps in my way, his finger pinching and raising my chin.

      “She’s been gone for a month. If she returns, she returns tainted by the outside world. It’s like a disease, Mona, and will need to be cleansed from her. Go to your room and pray for her soul.” A lump lodges in my throat, preventing me from saying anything else.

      Would he really cleanse her? Yes.

      I hope she never returns.
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      Hunger pangs squeeze my stomach, forcing me to leave my room in search of food. Usually, Father would have insisted I join them for dinner, but he’s punishing me for missing morning scripture. Like I need to read that book any more times. I can recite it from memory.

      I pass my mother’s room, finding the door ajar with her sitting on the edge of her bed, her head in her hands. Rapping my hand gently on the wood panel, I enter and drop to the floor before her. “Mama?”

      Grasping her hands in mine, sorrow grips my heart when I see the tears in her eyes. “I’m okay, my sweet girl.”

      She’s not. There’s a fresh bruise coloring the skin beneath her eye.

      “What happened, Mama?”

      She sniffles, pulling her hands free and swiping at her eyes.

      “Nothing.” She chuckles nervously. “I just mentioned your sister in front of your father. You understand how he gets.”

      He’s the devil.

      “Father wants me to pray for Clara’s soul,” I croak.

      Her sniffles bring tears to my own eyes.

      “He was raised here, Mona. This life is all he’s ever known.”

      “And you?” I question, confused by her implication.

      “I was too, but I’ve seen the world beyond our shores.”

      A gasp wisps from my lungs. My eyes widen as tears threaten to roll down my cheeks. “I was sent by my family on a mission to recruit, teach people about repenting and believing. When your grandfather still led, it was what we did to bring God into the hearts of potential people of light. The true believers became one of us.”

      “Is it really as bad as Father portrays it to be? Evil?”

      “It’s very different from how we live. Corrupt and sinful.”

      A wound opens in my chest, expanding with every thought of Clara out there alone. “Should we not go find her?”

      “What if she’s not looking to be found? Would you want her coming home if she didn’t want to?”

      “No. I suppose not.”

      “Your father will forgive her if she chooses to return, but it has to be her choice.” She grasps my hands with a squeeze, but I know he won’t forgive her. He plans to cleanse her. Images of past cleansings flicker through my mind. An ache builds in my stomach.

      “Please don’t condemn me to live without both my daughters,” she blurts.

      “Wha-at?”

      “You are both so close, I believe one day she’ll return for you. Promise me you won’t leave me too.”

      Is that not my choice? “Mama.”

      “Please,” she pleads, her grip turning painful.

      Please, Mama, don’t force me stay. I want to scream, but I nod my head instead. “Okay. I promise.” The hole inside me caves in, swallowing me entirely.
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            Mona

          

        

      

    

    
      Rain dancing against the house acts as white noise, like I fell asleep with the radio on and woke to the station losing the signal, the buzzing relentless.

      Rain usually soothes me, but this is different. There’s an echo in the fallen torrent. Clara.

      Her voice grows with the strength of the storm building outside. Her words ricocheting all around. “Mona.”

      Blood races through my veins, causing my heart to stammer.

      Throwing back the covers, I leap from the bed and go to the window, forcing it up. The wood is old and in need of repair. The creaking makes my stomach ache. What if Daddy hears and thinks I’m sneaking out like her?

      I swivel my head toward the door and listen for sounds of our parents. There’s just the rushing of rain and Clara’s voice dancing through the air, penetrating my ears. “Mona.” Her gentle tone whispers through the trees, beckoning me into their embrace.

      Da-dum.

      The wind howls, tossing my hair around as I climb through the small open space. Mud, thick and damp, squelches through my toes as I find purchase on the wet grass.

      Da-dum.

      I’ve never snuck out in a storm before, but the pull of my sister’s call is like a string inside my belly tugging me forward.

      “Mona…”

      I’m coming, Clara. Wait for me, I’m coming.

      My feet stumble through the brush, my eyes seeking out my sister. “Clara,” I call back, “where are you?”

      Only silence.

      Night cloaks the sky, claiming the day and stealing my vision. It’s too dark. “Clara?” I repeat, fear building in my stomach. “Where are you?”

      “Mona.” Her hushed murmur hums all around me. My feet begin moving faster, picking up speed through the shadows of the forest. Branches whip and tug at my clothes and flesh like hunters trying to capture their prey. Dark fog unfurls through the clearing, swallowing everything in its wake.

      “Clara!” I cry out.

      “Mona, help me.” Her scream cracks through the sky like thunder.

      My fists curl. I can do this. Facing the thickening fog, I square my shoulders and ready myself. Bending a knee and arching my heel, I take off running toward it.

      Shivers explode over my skin as I battle through the darkness. Hands grab at me, trying to drag me into the abyss. I trek on, following her voice. I run and run, my eyes squeezed shut until I feel water surround my feet. My eyes spring open. The shoreline. The stretched ocean ripples in the gentle breeze before me, only…it’s not water. Blood red brushes against the sand, spanning as far as I can see.

      A sharp gasp pushes past my lips as I jump back. My heart pounds, manic inside my chest.

      Da-dum. Da-dum. Da-dum.

      I bolt upright from my bed, panting for breath, my brow beaded with sweat. It was just a dream. Just a dream. A sudden, horrifying sound of an animal wailing jolts my heart. It sounds like thunder booming in my ears, My breathing becomes frantic. I search the darkness for my sister. Her space beside me is cold and empty. My brain stalls, needing a second to catch up with reality.

      My eyes track the path to the window. It’s slightly ajar, like all the nights before. I worry my lip with my teeth.

      She’s gone.

      She’s not coming back.

      I can feel it in the marrow of my existence.

      Blue and red flashes dance over the ceiling of my room, making patterns appear down the wall. What is happening?

      Creeping to the window, I look out. A boat is in the harbor. The lights are blinking, gaining an audience. Police never come to our island. An ache coils in my stomach.

      Voices, raised and alarmed, echo through the house, causing nausea to burn the back of my throat. “Clara?” I call out on a whisper.

      Attentively, I walk across the room, entering the hallway to listen. The voices become more transparent. The wailing wasn’t an animal at all—it’s my mother.

      My feet shuffle across the floor until I’m standing in the living room.

      Mother’s at my father’s feet, her hands clinging to the fabric of his pajama bottoms. He’s speaking with two policemen. It’s the first time I’ve ever seen them in real life. On our island, we have our own enforcers. I’ve only seen police officers in drawings and storybooks.

      They’re dressed in matching uniforms, their hands latched before them holding their hats, their badges glaring their authority. No matter how much my father wants to shut out the outside world, their laws have spilled onto our island .

      “Mama?” I call out, worry eating away at me. “What’s happening? Why are they here?”

      “Mona,” my mother hiccups, clawing her way up my father’s legs until she’s standing. Rushing forward, she grasps me in a tight hold, pinning me to her body.

      “Oh, Mona. She’s gone, she’s gone,”

      I realize she means Clara.

      Da-dum. Da-dum. Da-dum.

      “It’s okay, Mama. She’ll come home,” I assure her. She has to. She told me she would show me the world.

      Sniffling, she pulls away, holding me by my arms. “No, Mona. She’s never coming home. She’s in the arms of the angels now.”

      My heart begins to pound in my ears, fire setting my eyes ablaze. “No, she’s coming home,” I state, my voice cracking. She’s coming to collect me, show me the world. She promised.

      “She’s coming home,” I state again, firmer.

      “Katherine,” my father barks. My mother releases me and sidles up next to him. I strain to listen when the policeman says, “Murder investigation. Her body will need formal identification.”

      Murder…her body…

      My legs give way beneath me.

      I see now.

      I understand.

      She’s not coming home.

      Murder?

      “Mama?” I cry out.

      Someone stole her light.

      A killer.

      A thief.
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      5 years later…

      

      “Mona.” Clara’s voice calls, beckoning me. Even in my dream state, I recognize it’s too late. She’s gone. Sirens scream in warning, the red and blue lights haunting.

      “Mona.” The voice distorts, changing, deepening. “Mona.” Hot air bursts over my ear, and I jar awake, sitting upright like a spring in a jack-in-the-box.

      “Shhh,” Eli hushes me, an amused grin on his lips. “You didn’t meet me,” he whispers, and it takes me a couple seconds to shake the sleep fog from my brain. The room is cast in a slither of moonlight, a heavy breeze billowing the fabric of the drapes from the open window. “What are you doing here?” I whisper-yell, rushing to my feet, pushing him toward the open window.

      “I was worried when you didn’t meet me.” He slips his lean body back through the window he snuck in from. I look down at my clothes. I never changed into my sleepwear. I must have fallen asleep while reading. “Come on,” he urges, reaching a hand back inside to help guide me out.

      Checking behind me to see my bedroom door closed and the harbor is clear, I bite my lip and climb out. A rush of adrenaline spikes through my blood as we head off running toward the tree line hand in hand. The wind is bitter tonight and bites at the flesh of my skin.

      Once the canopy of trees hides us, we slow to a walk.

      “Have you thought about your plans tomorrow?” He shoves his hands into his pockets.

      Rolling my eyes, I kick some leaves gathered by the tree stump that’s been our meeting place for the last two years. “I don’t want to go.” I frown.

      Thoughts of Megan’s cleansing tomorrow sends dread through me.

      She, like Clara, dreamed of more and crept onto one of the boats leaving for supplies. She was caught, imprisoned for a year, and now she’s being forced into a cleanse. My father speaks of the evil of the outside world yet inflicts his own form on the women here.

      “I was talking about your birthday.” Eli frowns.

      “You know I hate celebrating my birthday.” I shrug. Images of my sister flutter through my thoughts, bringing the usual ache that accompanies the memories.

      “She wouldn’t want you not to celebrate. All she ever wanted was for you to live.”

      “And what is living?” I pull a leaf from the branch hanging overhead, tearing it into pieces. Circling this island day in and day out. Listening to words read from a book manipulated to benefit my father and the men who are just like him. I look down at my plain gray dress, irritation flaring inside me. I want color in my life, to pick my own clothes and wear them however I please.

      “Marrying me. Together, we can rule this place. Your father is ready to train you. He wants you to take his place as the head of our people. It worries him that he didn’t have a son to take over his rule. He wants you to marry someone devoted, willing to carry on his legacy of ruling our people.”

      “Our people? You mean the island? People aren’t possessions, Eli.” I fold my arms over my chest, facing him. His dark eyes look like soggy mud in this light.

      “And since when do you understand so much about what he wants?”

      I feel betrayed by his need to get close to my father to become one in the inner circle.

      “Don’t be like this. You get I have the ambition to lead one day.”

      “Don’t you want to see what’s out there?” I ask, sighing.

      Grabbing my arm, he scowls, looking at me like I just said the earth is flat.

      “Mona, you’re not serious? You recognize what’s out there: evil. The killer who took Clara from us.”

      Flashes of Clara’s coffin fire into my mind like bullets from a gun. Wounding, scaring. Clara snuck away that night like many before it. She must have had a destination. Someone or somewhere she was running to. Was it them who killed her, or just a random monster? Is that what it’s like out there—death and murderers waiting at every turn?

      My father forced me to see her body. Her skin had turned an awful shade of blue. She didn’t look real, like a marble model of her former self. There was a slit cut into her skin from chest to groin. They stole her heart directly from her chest. I will never find peace with the information that she was being butchered while I slept. I will never be free of that image—or that her heart was never found, never returned to us.

      “Did your mother ever speak of the outside world?”

      He pushes away from me and turns to lean against a tree. “You know I don’t like to speak about her. It pains me that she wasn’t a true islander.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Nothing.”

      The waves lapping at the shore can be heard in the still of night. Like a siren’s call, I want to feel it on my feet.

      “There must have been some good or Clara wouldn’t have kept going back. Do you not wonder?”

      “No,” he snaps, and I jerk my head toward him. “I’m sorry,” he exhales. Coming over to me, he smooths a hand down my hair. “It’s just painful thinking about her slipping off to God knows where with God knows who and me not aware of it happening, not being able to stop her, to help her.”

      I understand how he feels. I did know what she was doing, and I didn’t stop her. Granted, I was young, but if I had tattled on her, she might be alive right now.

      “Have you ever been off this island?” I ask, a shiver skating up my spine, making me shudder.

      “No, and I don’t want to ever leave here or be anywhere else.” He slips out of his jacket and cloaks it over my shoulders. “This is our home. We belong here. You belong here.”

      “I don’t know where I belong anymore,” I tell him truthfully, tears burning the corners of my eyes. I feel like I’m suffocating every day.

      “What is that supposed to mean?” His tone is ice-cold, sending a wave of chills rippling up my spine. I hate that he doesn’t feel what I feel, that he can’t understand my need.

      “When Clara was taken from us, it was like I lost a part of myself. My soul fled my body when her pulse left hers.” I plead for him to understand, to recognize part of me died with her. But he never will. He has no siblings.

      “You’ll be okay. Your missing piece is closer than you think. She’s beside you right now, in your dreams when you close your eyes, your prayers when you read scripture. You have to trust God’s plan.”

      “Do you honestly believe that?” I ask, looking at his features cast in the glow of the moonlight slipping through the gaps in the branches. He’s handsome in a classic kind of way: clean lines, square jaw, petite nose, dark eyes with contrasting blond hair. He should be enough, but there’s something missing when we’re together.

      “With all my heart. There are rules for a reason, Mona. Clara broke them and met a terrible fate. That’s got to make you believe in your father’s vision, his faith.”

      Hypocrite. Hypocrite. You speak so loud and hear nothing.

      “We break the rules,” I admonish.

      A smile lights his face. His palms loosen and slip down my arms to grip my hips. “We bend the rules. There’s a difference.”

      “How is it different?”

      “Well, you will be my wife when you finally accept your fate, and then no one will ever have to be privy to the fact we consummated the union long before our wedding night.”

      I ignore the tightening of my chest and push him back against a tree. “You talk too much.”

      “Then shut me up.” He grins, stealing my lips in a kiss that doesn’t cause my stomach to dance with butterflies like Clara once told me it should. I embrace him, giving him my tongue and allowing my hands to dip inside his slacks to caress the hardness there, willing the feelings I wish I had to come over me. There’s just the motions, the sensation. I play the game, doing my part, taking my turn and giving him all the right sounds, but there’s a longing inside me calling out to the water, to the world beyond it.

      “I love you,” he moans against my ear.

      I will my heart to find comfort in his words, to realize he speaks the truth, but Clara’s always inside my head, screaming, “Run, live, find adventure!” Not having facts about what happened to Clara…I’ll never rest. Where is her heart? Why steal it? Anger boils through my blood, then sorrow and pain, combining into a fiery rage.

      I give it all to Eli, disguise it as something else—desire, love.

      I have many roads to travel to find justice for her, through shadows and darkness, but I will find the person who stole her from us—I will demand retribution from the heart thief.
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      The hum of conversations flows around me, distorted by the sniffles of my mother still mourning the loss of her eldest child. She’s trying to cover up her grief, but I see her rubbing at her eyes. She’s not allowed to mourn the sinner, but even after five years, this day still cripples her. She will pay for her tears later when the guests have left.

      My birthdays will never be the same. The day brings me no joy. All I think about is five years ago when I stood there in my black dress staring at the coffin with my sister inside. I felt empty then, and still feel it now.

      Whispers about her death traveled like a breeze on the summer’s day through our village, everyone chasing the reprieve from their mundane lives. Clara’s story infected this place. Fear crept in and planted itself in the hearts of the youth, much to the joy of my father.

      Don’t stray from the path of your leader because monsters lurk beyond our island, beyond his protection, and steal your heart.

      A monster.

      A heart thief.

      Truth is, monsters are just evil people, and in order for there to be evil, there must also be good.

      Blowing out the candles on my birthday cake brings a round of applause. But there’s a heavy tone despite the handmade decorations hanging from a nearby table.

      It’s because I’m seeing a birthday my sister didn’t live  past.

      Five years to the day since the day she was found. I share my birthday with her death day. And in two hours, we’ll be ‘cleansing’ yet another unruly child for wanting to fly free.

      “Did you make a wish?” my father asks. All eyes watch him like he’s a God.

      “Sure did.” I smile tightly. I hate you. I hate you. I hate you.

      My eighteenth isn’t the usual celebration. There’s no real party. Instead, we have half the island here to eat and talk about me marrying the village  golden boy, settle down, have children. Yuck.

      Eli would be a nice boy…but they don’t realize he likes to break the rules too if they benefit him. He longs to be in the inner circle, one of my father’s trusted men, speaks of belief and following rules, yet he frolics with the leader’s daughter—stole her innocence when she was fifteen years old.

      “Katherine, cut the cake,” my father orders, and like a good servant, my mother jumps to obey him. Would she sit there and watch as I was forced to be cleansed? She’d never have to. I’d rather face a lifetime in my father’s dungeon.

      She shut down after Clara’s death. My father put all his effort and focus into this religion. He created fear amongst our people about the world beyond our shorelines. Fear is a powerful motivator. How can they not see him for who he is? A prison warden. A punisher. This whole island is his jail.

      Only those who go for supplies are permitted to leave while the rest of us are held captive. He makes kids fear the water—the only barrier between us and the monsters of the world. It only incites a craving inside me to leave this place more. I don’t fear the water or the monsters onshore.

      “I hear Eli is going to ask for your hand in marriage finally.” Mary sidles up next to me, sadness in her eyes, but a smile on her lips. God forbid she admits her feelings for him or takes a risk to have something for herself.

      “He will be a wonderful husband. You’re so lucky.”

      A life with Eli flashes before my eyes. Mundane. Lonely. Unfulfilled. My lungs squeeze, expelling the air choking me. I try to drag in a breath, but can’t. A crack in my chest aches.

      “Mona, are you okay?” Mary gasps, patting my back.

      “I can’t breathe,” I wheeze. “I need air.” I pull from her and push out the front door, almost falling to the ground.

      I’m suffocating..

      This can’t be my life forever.

      I pull my necklace from my pocket and clutch it tightly as the tears fall.

      I miss her so damn much.

      She was supposed to take me away from here.

      She was supposed to come back for me.

      Tears burn my eyes as memories haunt me.

      “Mona?” a voice I recognize calls out. I shove my necklace back into my pocket.

      My head lifts to see Claudia coming toward the house. A wave of joy lights within me. I run toward her, falling into her waiting embrace.

      “Hey,” she sings, squeezing me against her. “Happy Birthday.”

      Claudia is the only female who gets to leave the island. Her father is in charge of bringing outside goods, food, and medicine to the island. She works for him and is a dear friend to me. She took over Clara’s tales of the outside world after Clara’s death. Claudia isn’t married yet, which, at twenty-three, is frowned upon. My father will no doubt arrange her a suitor if she doesn’t hurry up and pick one herself. The thing is, Claudia’s preference is of the female variety. She plans to escape this place when the time is right. She’s told me so. She would be banished anyway if they knew her affection for the same sex.

      “You want to go for a walk?” she asks, patting her pocket with a wink.

      “Yes.” I beam, swiping my tears, observant of the fact she has treats.

      Once out of sight, we walk along the shore. I slip out of my shoes to feel the sand between my toes.

      “I wanted to tell you how much I appreciate our friendship.” She looks out across the ocean. “When Clara…died, I feared I’d never have another friend.” She swipes a tear falling from her eye. “I didn’t think I’d ever have a friend like her again, but you have been such a good friend to me. So understanding when all you have ever known is what your father preaches.”

      “I read.” I shrug, grinning. They are books she sneaks to me from the outside world.

      “I’m leaving,” she states, matter of fact.

      My heart skips a beat and my stomach twists. I knew it was coming, but today of all days?

      She slows to a stop and grips my hands in hers. “I’ll take you with me if you want that.”

      Da-dum. Da-dum. Da-dum.

      Do I want that? Yes.

      Mother’s words collide with my own desires to flee this place, to seek out the good Clara was searching for. To feel closer to her, live for her, for us both.

      “Promise me you’ll never leave me.” Those words have stuck with me all this time, holding me captive.

      “I understand this is a lot and I shouldn’t be dumping it on you, but my father is pushing for me to marry, to produce children.” She shudders. “I’ve met someone.”

      My eyes widen, my stomach flip-flopping like I’ve eaten a fish plucked straight from the water. “How…who?” I breathe.

      Her cheeks blossom into a pink glow, a dreamy look in her pretty eyes. “She’s one of our suppliers. I want to be with her.”

      “You’re really leaving us.” I sigh.

      “If I don’t, I’ll be living a lie. That’s not fair to me or whoever they force me to marry. I can’t pretend anymore.”

      She’s a breath of fresh air. She brings hope to my heart that I, too, can find a place beyond here.

      “I’m proud of you.” I take her in my arms, so happy for her, but so sad because I’ll miss her. She’s the only person who understands my compulsion to see for myself what’s out there.

      “My girl is going to help me get a place to stay, a job. I see you hate being tied to this place, just like Clara, so if you want to come with me, meet me tonight at the dock at midnight. If you’re not there by five past, I’ll leave and you’ll never get the chance again.”

      “What if I’m there and you’re not?” I ask, raising a brow.

      “Then you get on the boat and leave this place. Don’t wait for me.” There’s no humor in her tone. A silent promise passes between us to live the life we deserve.

      My heart thunders in my chest, a swirling in my stomach, leaving me unsettled.

      “Here.” She pulls candy from her pocket, filling up my palms. “Happy Birthday, Mona.”

      “Oh my gosh!” I squeal.

      “Midnight, remember.”

      “Midnight.” I nod.
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      I’m halfway through the candy by the time I get home, hiding the rest inside my jacket and swiping at my lips to remove any trace of the sweet sugary forbidden treats.

      My eyes collide with a neatly wrapped package on the porch steps leading up to the house.

      A gift? It’s small with a ribbon tied neatly in a bow.

      The red ribbon falls away in my hand when I retrieve it. There’s no card or tag to say who it’s from. I look around to see if anyone’s lurking, but I’m alone. Biting my lip, I surmise it must be for me.

      A flutter of anticipation stirs inside me. I tear at the paper, scattering the torn pieces to the ground until I’m left with a matchbox. I stare at the box, confused why someone would gift these…or wrap them.

      It rattles when I shake it. I frown, pushing it open.

      No…

      My legs buckle beneath me. I collapse to the steps, my lungs squeezing the air from my body.

      It can’t be…

      I pluck the chain from inside, dangling it from my fingers. The heart that matches the one inside my pocket.

      The letter M carved into the silver for Mona so I was always close to her heart.

      The dainty red jewel.

      It’s Clara’s necklace.

      The one she was wearing the night she left.

      How did this get here? Who would do this?

      Pain grips my heart as tears blur my vision. I need to understand what happened to her. I need to find the heart thief.
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      Going back inside the house, all eyes turn their focus on me. My legs feel unsteady. My head is fuzzy. Eli pushes through the small gathering of people, his brows tugging together. "You look like you've seen a ghost. Are you okay? Where did you go?" I don't take the offer of his outstretched hand despite wobbling slightly on my feet.

      "I'm fine."

      "Good. Because…" He turns to face everyone, raising his hands to gain their attention. "I appreciate we're all here to celebrate Mona's eighteenth birthday, such a special age. And she is such a special woman. I want to take this moment in front of all she holds dear to tell her…" Turning, he drops to his knee.

      No, no, no. This is not happening.

      "I love you."

      No…stop.

      He reaches in his pocket, pulling out a box.

      Blackness edges in from the corners of my eyes. I'm going to pass out. My stomach stirs. "Mona Walters, will you make me the happiest man on this island and in this world and do me the honor of becoming my wife?”

      Heat rushes up my gullet. My mouth opens as my stomach heaves. I can't control it or stop it as all the candy vomits out all over him.

      A shockwave of gasps fills the room.

      My eyes blink back glassy tears. "I'm so sorry," I choke out, holding my hand to my mouth, dashing past him and into the bathroom to escape.

      I spit the acid residue into the toilet and swill my mouth with water before splashing my face.

      A few moments later, my father taps at the door. "Mona, are you okay? Are you ill?"

      "Yes," I groan, dropping my head in the sink. Lies, lies, lies. This island is a sickness.

      "I'll tell everyone to leave. You should wash up and rest before the cleansing."

      "I think I'll have to miss it. I'm sick." Lies, lies, lies.

      I splash my face with water again and brush my teeth to clear the sickness breath. God, how mortifying the whole thing was. Eli knew I’m not ready for marriage. Eighteen may be standard for girls of our island to wed, sometimes even younger, but to me, it was a sign of the end. Giving up my youth, my freedom. What's expected after marriage is children, and I don't even know if I want kids.

      I can't do this. I open the door and gasp, stepping back when my father crowds around me, forcing me to retreat inside. Gripping my face, he pushes his fingers into my mouth, forcing it open and smelling my breath. He holds up a candy wrapper. "You dropped this in your hurry to flee!”

      Thud. Thud. Thud.

      "It's not mine."

      "Liar!" he roars. Plugging the sink, he fills it with water.

      "I warned you the outside world is poison. Even their candy disguised as sweet turns to acid in your stomach."

      He dunks my head and water rushes into my open mouth, racing down my throat into my lungs as I inhale by mistake. My head is pulled free. Water cascades down my face and body. My hair mats to my head.

      "Where did you get them?"

      "They're not mine," I wheeze out, then inhale a big breath before he dunks me under again. My lungs burn, screaming for air. He lifts me back out.

      "WHERE?"

      "They were on the steps in a matchbox." Lies.

      Releasing me, he pushes the hair from my eyes. "Why do you test me so?"

      I want to scream, "Because you're a fake voice of God!" But I don't. Instead, I give him the answer he craves. "I'm sorry."

      "Get yourself together. We have the cleansing to attend."

      "Please, can I not rest, father?"

      "Your greed is a sin, and that made you sick. Get yourself together."

      I bow my head, the sickness returning to stir my stomach.

      "And, Mona…" I look up, "you will be accepting Eli's proposal."

      “If I refuse?”

      “You won’t.”

      Does he not realize he's killing me?
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      "I don't want to be part of this." I swallow down the unease swilling the contents of my stomach.

      "She's un-pure, Mona. God knows how many times she snuck off the island and mixed with the unclean." Mary tsks.

      She really is a perfect match for Eli.

      "I'm looking forward to your wedding celebrations," she inserts, like this is just another day.

      In the stories brought from the outside world, there are no such rituals. My father calls them rituals, but they're punishments. The room is full of every man, woman, and child aged thirteen and above. Not by choice. All cleansings are mandatory. Thankfully, this is only my fourth.

      Silence falls over the room as my father takes center stage of our church. He reads from the book of scripture that holds the history of “our peoples” beliefs—a holy book only leaders of light can add to.

      Clara once told me the outside world calls us a cult and that our leaders manipulate the book of scripture. It's not the true words of God. I could have told her that.

      "From darkness and sin, she will be cleansed. Offering her body to the men of light, if blessed with a child of light, she will be cleansed, reborn into the faith." My father drones on as I try to block him out.

      He gestures for Megan to come forward. Her white robe trails behind her like a veil. "Do you want to be forgiven for your sinful ways?" he asks her. She looks different from how I remember her. Her skin is pale, and her face is gaunt from weight loss. Her hair has been cut to an inch all over her scalp.

      My eyes cut to Megan's mother, her hands clutched together in her lap. A look of anxious tension tugs at her brow and thin lines web from the corners of her eyes, like she’s aged ten years over the past twelve months.

      "I do," Megan states to the relief of her mother. She unfastens her robe and steps up to where a book of light is placed on a pillow.

      I close my eyes, trying to rid myself of the images of her ribs poking through her skinny frame, her breasts barely there.

      She kneels, placing her face on the cover, her hands either side of the book, her buttocks prone. It’s heart breaking that we all have to witness her this way.

      "The chosen please come forward," my father commands.

      Ten men are chosen by my father to put their seed inside her, hoping to fill her womb to earn her forgiveness. If it doesn't take, she’ll spend another year imprisoned and will have to go through this again and again until she's “cleansed”—impregnated by someone she doesn’t love, marry, or choose for herself. My legs buzz with the need to run. If I do, it will be me up there next. The intense silence is almost deafening. Movement draws all eyes to the front of the church. Two of the chosen stand in their robes, brothers. One isn’t even sixteen yet. Hushed whispers echo through the place as Daniel rises from his seat, along with his father, who’s married with three wives.

      Megan’s eyes scan the crowd, no doubt trying to distinguish who’s wearing a robe and who isn’t.

      All heads turn to Jason next, Mary’s older brother, recently married with a child on the way. His wife’s face loses all color, her hand instinctively rubbing at her growing bump as her other hand clutches the seat, turning her knuckles white.

      Megan’s eyes squeeze closed, a tear leaking free, when Gilbert stands, needing aid from his son when his robe gets caught beneath his foot. I pray he trips on it and dislocates his hip on the way to the podium. He’s in his sixties, and a horrible, loyal enforcer for my father, and his father before that—an original believer and one of the founders of our laws and book of light.

      My stomach volts.

      Megan is nineteen.

      Stop this. Don't do this. Megan, tell them no!

      Two more men stand and join the others at the stage.

      A small gasp from Mary has a few people turn in her direction. Her eyes widen and cheeks flame. I follow her gaze to see Eli standing.

      No.

      His eyes cut to me, then to the stage.

      My soul vibrates the skeleton inside my skin, wanting to tear through the flesh and flee. I want him to refuse, but his feet carry him toward my father like a good little sheep. I hadn't even noticed he was wearing a robe.

      I hate him.

      "May our Lord shine his light on you," my father says before nodding to the fisherman's son. He disrobes and takes his place behind Megan. Sickness burns my throat as he touches himself to enable him to penetrate her. Her teeth dig into her bottom lip as he grips her hips, then a gasps escapes at his intrusion, her small body jolting forward. He grunts as he pistons his hips, all eyes watching this abomination. I close my eyes and try to block out the groans and slapping of skin.

      When he’s finished, another kneels in place behind her, and then another, all leaving their fluids inside her. There’s a pause. I open my eyes to see what’s happening. Daniel, the youngest boy, is crying. “I can’t,” he chokes out, rubbing at himself. My father gestures for him to shift out of the way and begins disrobing.

      Oh my God, please no.

      He smacks Megan’s leg, forcing her raise her buttocks further, then takes her cruelly, causing her to cry out. Her knuckles turn white from gripping onto the cushion beneath the book as he ruts on her like an animal. The old man salivates, waiting his turn.

      My jaw aches from clenching so hard, and tears race down my cheeks when I see them pouring from Megan’s eyes as the old man takes his spot behind her. He’s only inside her for three thrusts, then falls over her back, grunting his release.

      I wish I could fly her away from here, grow a pair of wings and whisk her to a better place. Where is that?

      Eli is last to take the position, his eyes cutting to me.

      I glare right back, my eyes slits, my hatred coming off me in waves.

      I’ll never forgive you for this.

      His apology pours from his eyes, but he’s not sorry. If he were, he wouldn’t be up there. I die a little when he enters her abused, sore body. She lets out a pained whine, her eyes closing, teeth gritted.

      Small, fragile bones poke out of her hip as he holds her there, his thrusts slow and torturous. Echoes of her pained grunts fill the toxic atmosphere, searing into our brains. My nails burrow into my skin with every passing second of his skin slapping against hers. Pain fires up my leg, giving me a reprieve. We’re trapped in an endless loop while he tries to finish his duties, fully aware I’m here watching. I wish it was easier for him just so Megan doesn’t have to endure his administrations any longer than necessary.

      Finally, he grunts and pulls out, a coat of sweat leaving a sheen covering his skin. My father beams a smile over at him. I want to kill them all.

      The curtain finally closes, announcing the ritual is complete. I rush out of the place before anyone else. I want to tear from my skin and dissipate on the breeze. I can't live like this, with these traditions. It's sickness wrapped in belief. How can any Lord, any God, want his children to suffer such a thing?

      "Are you okay?" Mary asks, chasing behind me, a downward tilt to her lips.

      I want to scream in her face, but I catch myself before I do. She's a believer, devoted and true. “I’m fine. Just queasy from the sickness earlier.” I nod and wave goodbye.

      I have a couple hours before my father will return to the house. I need those hours.
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      The cold water from the shower punishes my skin. I sob and scream into the stream, conscious of the fact I won’t be heard.

      Opening the bathroom door, I poke my head out to ensure the coast is clear, then make a run for my room and slam the door closed. My heart hammers in my chest as I sit on the bed, pulling the matchbox from my pocket. A few sweets fall to the floor with a soft clink.

      A rap on the window startles me. I quickly stuff the matchbox under my pillow and go to the window, edging it open.

      “Mona.” Eli sighs, standing there still in his white robe. I want to expel vomit all over him again. “Are you okay?” he asks, furrowing his brow.

      “No, I’m not feeling very well.” More lies. “Nice outfit.” I gesture to his robe, grimacing.

      “I’m sorry. You understand it’s not something I can refuse.”

      “Yes, it is.” I shake my head in disbelief.

      “About the proposal.” He fidgets, pulling out the box with the ring inside. Was that in his pocket while he was defiling poor Megan?

      “Eli,” I warn with a shake of my head.

      “You didn’t exactly get to answer me earlier…well, not with the answer I was hoping for.” He laughs, but it’s awkward, nervous, fake.

      “I’ve told you I’m not ready to…”

      “To what? Be with me properly? Is there someone else you see yourself with?”

      Yes! Anyone else after what you did. You make me want to scrub my skin until your touch bleeds from it.

      “No, it’s not about anyone else, it’s about me.”

      His eyes scan past me into the room. “Has Claudia been here?”

      I follow his gaze to the sweets. “I saw her earlier. Why?”

      He’s aware that she brings me things—us things. Like birth control in the form of condoms Eli keeps hidden for our nights together.

      “How is she? There are talks of a union between her and Andrew Miller.”

      “Really?” Andrew already has two wives. “I’m not really feeling great, Eli.” I rub a hand over my stomach for emphasis.

      “Eaten too much candy.” He smiles, rubbing a hand over the back of his neck.

      “Maybe.”

      “Your father will want to hear your answer to my proposal. He’s pushing for this.”

      I hate you for this. A dark cloud descends over my head, the rain imminent. I have nothing I could appease my father with and he will force this on me. Eli knew that when he got down on his knee. It produces an ache in my soul. He was supposed to be my friend before anything else, and this feels like the worst kind of betrayal.

      “I realize you’re upset with me, but Mary’s father has been speaking with mine about a possible union, and I can’t…I won’t have anyone but you as my wife. This was always the plan, we just have to do it sooner than you want to.”

      “Sooner than I want to?” I question.

      “I’ve been ready to have you as my wife since you turned sixteen and gave me your virginity.”

      It was painful and over within minutes—the biggest disappointment of that day—and I was fifteen. I want to tell him, but nothing I say penetrates his comprehension.

      “Let me sleep on it. Can we talk more tomorrow please?” I beg, intentionally all too aware there won’t be a tomorrow for me here. Tonight, I’m leaving with Claudia. It will hurt my mother, but I need to find out what happened to Clara. I owe her that—and I owe it to myself to see what made her want to leave, what was so alluring she needed to return to. I need to never have to look at Eli’s face conscious of what he’s capable of.

      “Okay. Tomorrow. Mona…I love you. I promise I won’t take another wife. You’re it for me, forever. Remember that.”

      “What about when there are more cleansings? Megan could be walking around pregnant with your child,” I argue.

      “God’s child. You understand cleansings are about God’s forgiveness. No man taking part are required to be with her afterward.”

      You make me sick.

      “I need to sleep.”

      “Okay. I love you.”

      Closing the window, I pull the drapes across and gather myself, trying to clear my thoughts. I leave the candy under my pillow for when my mother comes to look for me. She’ll recognize  why I had to go and hopefully forgive me for breaking the promise I made to her.

      I hear the front door open and close. My parents’ voices carry through the house. Holding my breath, fear clogs my throat when heavy footfalls pound toward my room. The door opens, and my father waltzes inside with a toolbox.

      “Father?” I ask as he goes to my window and begins hammering nails into it.

      No!

      Dread burrows into the marrow of existence, splintering my soul.

      How could he know? Eli?

      Without even acknowledging me, he goes to my door and affixes a small bolt before shutting the door. I rush toward it, but the clicking of the lock tells me what I already concluded: I’m a prisoner.

      Switching off the light, I crawl onto the bed, grab my pillow, and scream into it. I want to call out to the afterlife and beg Clara to come for me. I’d rather be dead than a prisoner for the rest of my life.

      My eyes feel heavy. The day has taken its toll.

      But if I sleep, I’m admitting defeat, and it’s all over. The necklace gripped tight in my fist feels like a ticking timebomb.

      It was a warning rather than a sign.

      The shadows creep into my room, chasing away the light, camouflaging me in their shelter. Soon, it’ll be midnight. I’ve waited five long years for this, and now it’s being stolen away from me.

      My sister’s death and Megan’s cleansing play on repeat in my mind, eating away at me.

      We deserve answers and to seek liberty. Megan wanted freedom. If I can gain that, it will be more than just for myself. It will be for Clara and Megan and all the girls like us.

      Packing my bag as quietly as possible, I shove it beneath my bed. As soon as that bolt unlocks, I’m going to find a way to get out of here.

      I want to claw at my own skin as I watch the clock. A soft click drags my attention to my bedroom door slowly opening. My mother stands there staring at me, pain in her eyes. With a shaky finger held against her lips she murmurs, “Shhh,” and then she’s gone.

      I want to cry, but manage to refrain.

      She’s letting me go.

      She’s freeing me.

      I snatch up the bag from beneath the bed. My heart beats like a war drum. Every second feels like a fight for survival. If I’m caught, it’s game over. My father will never allow me out of his sight, and Eli will never forgive me. Pulling the strap of my bag over my shoulder, I creep through the house. The front door is open for me.

      Thank you, Mother.

      I race from the house, heading straight toward the dock, and check my watch.

      11:55.

      She’s there. I see her. “Claudia,” I whisper, gaining her attention. Relief settles into her features as a smile tugs at her lips. “You came.” She exhales.

      We embrace for a second, grateful to each other for being here. Rows of big fishing boats line the dock, along with three supply boats and a couple smaller wooden boats hidden in between. Nerves chew away at my insides. A rush of anxiety stirs through me as she pushes me up the dock and takes my bag from me while keeping watch of our surroundings.

      “Get in.” She gestures to a smaller boat used for perimeter checks. My mouth pops open. It’s so much smaller up close. Is that even safe? “And put this on.” She picks up a life vest and hands it to me.

      “We’re not taking your dad’s?” I worry my lip, my heart racing as I slip into the vest.

      “Do you want him to come looking for it?” She raises a brow in question.

      No.

      Hell no.

      Crap, of course not. Taking the smaller one makes sense. It’s only used for traveling around the island’s borders.

      I pull the necklace from my pocket and fasten it around my neck, needing to ease my impending meltdown.

      “How long will it be to get across the water in this?” I step into the boat with her help, stalling when it rocks, almost knocking me over. I take a couple breaths, then carefully sit, grateful to see a couple blankets folded inside.

      “There’s a motor we can use once we’re far enough away. We don’t want to raise suspicion with the noise.” I lift a rope attached to the motor she speaks of. “Don’t pull that yet!” She raises her hand in warning, and I hold up my own, releasing the rope. “Okay. Is this what makes it start?”

      “Yes.” She exhales, her eyes closing briefly.

      When they spring back open, they fall to my chest, to the necklaces hanging there. Her brow pulls down as she studies the small pendants. “Where did you get those?” she asks, a look of surprise in her eyes.

      “Do you know where she got these?” Urgency and hope spill out in my tone. Tracing Clara’s last movements building up to her murder is key to finding who did this to her.

      “Claudia?” a voice calls out from the darkness. “Is that you?”

      Oh my God, we’ve been caught. A stone lodges in my throat as fear seizes my muscles. Crap. My father will never allow me to leave. He’ll cleanse me for this while the entire village watches. Acid burns my throat, and tears well in my eyes as Claudia holds a finger to her lips, encouraging me to keep silent.

      “Claudia, is that you? What are you doing?”

      Fear ignites in her eyes as footfalls pound against the dock. Her eyes track over her shoulder to her bags, still sitting too far away from us. Defeat mars her features, her body sagging. She tosses my bag at my feet.

      “Claudia?” I whisper-yell. Shaking her head, she unties the boat from the dock, her panicked eyes boring into me. “Get down under the blanket. Do not come out for any reason. Promise me.” She jumps back to the dock, and chucks a small object at me.

      “Take that. Find the Ward brothers. They’ll have some answers. That’s where your sister’s body was found, on their property. Travel directly east, you can’t miss it. Go straight east, Mona. It will bring you there,” she instructs, pushing the boat out into the water.

      “Wait—you’re not coming?”

      “Go,” she urges as I slide to the bottom of the boat and pull the blanket over myself to hide. I can see her silhouette through a sliver of a gap just as a hand reaches around her mouth from behind. No, no, no. Tears fall rapidly down my cheeks as her body is pulled backward. It’s too late. She’s been caught. Pain squeezes my chest. This was supposed to be her getaway. I wait to see if the warden will return. Did he see the boat moving away before he took her? Holding my breath, I start counting. When I get to a thousand and the dock fades from view, I sit up, examining the object she tossed me. A compass. My soul grieves for what she lost helping me, but I understand I owe it to her to make it. Taking the paddles, I begin to row into the darkness, letting it swallow me. There’s no turning back.

      I’m doing it.

      I’m free.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      When I’m far enough away, I tug on the rope to start the small engine. Nothing happens. No, no, no. I pull again almost toppling over, a spatter of noise pierces the air and then dies. Argh! Despair and determination has me yanking harder on the rope. Finally, the engine comes to life with two more strong pulls. I silently thank Claudia and sag in relief. Taking my seat, I calm my breathing and then head east, as instructed.

      The night is frigid. Rain begins to hammer down. I stare into nothingness, the black from the night blinding me. Time is endless. It’s been hours I’ve been drifting, at least three. Lights glimmer from afar, getting closer with each labored breath I gulp. A scraping sound triggers the boat to rock. The water thrashes, pouring over the sides. I’m jolted and tossed around as the boat hits rocks.

      I try to hold on, but I’m flung from the boat’s safety, plunged into the ice-cold water, which steals my breath. The vest keeps my head above the surface as I attempt to breathe and gain control. My leg hits something beneath the water, a slicing pain penetrating my nerve-endings. My hands reach out, grasping boulders, fear and desperation driving me to find strength to pull myself to safety. I can’t swim. Thank God for the rocks.

      Pulling myself up with tired arms, I tug off the vest and fall onto my back when I hit grass.

      My dress is ruined and torn. When I catch my breath, I get to my feet, attempting to inspect the cut, seeing nothing more than dark wetness bleeding down my leg. Crap, that hurts. I edge forward a couple steps, and blinding light flicks on, lighting everything around me. “This is private property,” a man calls out. “Don’t move.”

      My heart races, the urge to run making my legs tingle.

      A mountain of a man appears a few seconds later, dressed in black, his skin as dark as the night sky. “Ma’am, please come with me.”

      Holding an umbrella over my head, he leads me toward a vast building with turrets and gargoyles. It looks almost like a castle from the story books. I check the surroundings, then glace up at the man guiding me. Will he catch me if I run?

      “Don’t even think about it. The gates are locked. There’s nowhere for you to go, unless you want to get wet again…” His voice is deep and rumbling.

      “What do you want with me?” I ask, shivering from the cold seeping into my skin.

      “Nothing. Mr. Ward, however, may have other plans.”

      Mr. Ward...
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      The man keeps frowning down at me, and I can’t help but smile up at him.

      I’m scared, but I’m free from my father. If this man kills me, at least it was because of my actions, and I’ll be with Clara.

      He opens a large wooden door and gestures for me to go inside.

      Cold burrows into my marrow. My self-preservation to seek out warmth has my feet inching toward a roaring fire in a grand room lavished with furniture and rugs. This place is huge, like nothing I’ve ever seen before. We live a minimal life with only the true essentials. Everything else is considered an indulgence, and that’s sinful. Apparently.

      A graze scorching with pain to my knee makes me wince, the torn material of my dress rubbing against the broken skin. “Hello?” I call out, inching closer and closer to the roaring orange glow of the fire. Shadows dance down the walls as footfalls sound just outside the room I was deposited inside by the man who said he was security.

      “Look what the tide washed in,” a deep rumble booms across the room.

      My hand wraps around my waist to ease the nerves.

      “This is private property. Do you want to tell me what it is you’re doing docking here?” The voice steps into the light, stealing my breath.

      He looks like a man from the stories Clara used to tell me at night when I couldn’t sleep. Dark probing eyes seek me out, making a quiver of excitement and fear ripple through my body. Powerful arms fold across a broad chest covered in clothes I’m not used to: formal wear, a suit.

      He has a confidence about him that commands the space he’s dominating with his size. He’s taller than me by a comfortable foot and a half. As he edges closer, the urge to run away sends a rush of energy to my legs. “Do you speak?” He narrows his dark orbs on me, bringing a hand up to loosen a tie around his neck.

      Moving toward a table set out with bottles full of liquids, he asks, “Drink?”

      The dryness of my throat aches. A longing to quench a thirst I hadn’t realized I had has me nodding and pushing a meek, “Yes, please,” past my lips.

      The quirk of his lips doesn’t go unnoticed as he pours amber liquid into two glasses and hands me one. His fingers brush mine as I accept the offering, sending a spark over my skin. My eyes fixate on the contents of the glass. There are two mouthfuls at most. Maybe he can’t spare more. I smile a thank you and lift the glass, taking a sip.

      A harsh burn explodes over my tongue, making me gag. “Oh God, what is that?” I choke out, holding the glass out to give it back to him. A harsh laugh barks from his lips, making my stomach dip.

      “You’re one of them, aren’t you?” He steps toward me, closing in around me like a predator would prey. I shuffle back, bumping my hip against a couch.

      “One of who?” I frown.

      “Cult Island.” He scoffs, snatching the glass from me and throwing the contents into the fire. It hisses and snaps, flames jumping out in retaliation. “I should have guessed by what you’re wearing.” He smirks, his eyes lazily roaming down my body, making a blush bloom on my cheeks.

      “Cult Island?” I quiz, brushing down the front of my damaged dress.

      “Why are you here?” he barks out, ignoring my question.

      “I came here because my sister died here.” I don’t like his tone. He speaks as if I’m beneath him. He may live in this grand tower, but I’m not an ant beneath his boot. Maybe I should be afraid. He could very well be the evil that took Clara’s life, but there’s something about him that hints he’s not as scary as he portrays. And surely Claudia would have never sent me here if he was dangerous.

      His gaze is focused so intently on me, my feet fidget.

      “You look like her.” He turns to face the fire. Silence befalls the room, all but the crackling of the embers.

      “Who?” I ask, my heart skipping a beat.

      “Your sister.”

      Thud. Thud. Thud.

      “How did you know her?” My heart races.

      “You come here to get money from us for her death?” he snarls, pouring himself another drink of burning liquid.

      “Are you all like this?” I ask, walking closer to him to show him I’m not afraid.

      “Like what? Assholes?” His brow raises, and for the first time, I notice his eyes are dark brown with a smudge of green through one iris. It’s bewitching.

      “Cruel,” I correct him.

      “Cruel?” he barks out a humorless laugh. “If I were cruel, would I have invited you in? Offered you warmth and a drink?”

      “You gave me fire liquid and spat words at me to sadden me, anger me…”

      He closes the space between us, and I refrain from moving, although my body is willing my legs to flee. He smells like citrus and rainwater fresh on the tree leaves.

      His forefinger and thumb grip my chin, I gasp at the contact, the brutal pinch. Tilting my head back, his other hand strokes my neck so delicately, such a contrast to his grip. He descends down my chest before curling around my necklace, holding the chain up and inspecting the heart.

      “How does someone from Cult Island make it here with our jewelry around their pretty little neck? Don’t your people frown against such pleasantries?”

      I pull from his grip, my hand clutching my pendent. “You recognize where this came from?”

      He scoffs, then turns his back to me as he lounges in a large chair, propping his foot propped up on his knee, his hands gripping the fabric of the arms.

      “Of course.”

      “I need to know please,” I plead, taking a few steps toward him.

      His appraisal of my dress incites a shiver racing up my spine. “You need some fresh clothes.”

      “I lost what I had.” Embarrassment for my attire and situation heats my cheeks.

      “There will be things here you can use.” Getting to his feet, he summons me with a crook of his finger. My eyes dart in the direction of the front door, then back to him. Should I trust him? Who else do you have?

      “Are you coming, little islander?” he calls.

      “Yes.”

      We ascend a beautiful staircase that swirls almost in a complete spiral, leading to a vast hallway. I’ve never seen so many pretty ornaments in my life.

      Huge windows adorn every wall looking out to the ocean.

      It’s breathtaking.

      Lush red carpets feel like velvet beneath my feet. “This way.” He smirks like he holds secrets and is going to taunt me with them.

      “How many people live here?” I ask, mesmerized by the size of the place.

      He unlocks a door and enters a room, holding the door open for me.

      It’s another huge room. Centered in the space is a bed with poles on each corner covered in drapes. There are more doors in here. It’s beautiful and probably the same size as my whole house.

      I don’t realize that I’m wandering around the room, touching and exploring freely, until my eyes collide with the ominous silhouette of the man.

      “Is this your room?” I ask, feeling small under the weight of his stare.

      “No. It’s yours. For tonight anyway.”

      “I couldn’t ask that of you.”

      “You didn’t.” He moves toward another door, opens it and gestures inside. “Closet. Choose something to your liking.” He steps to another door that opens into a bathroom. “Shower.”

      “Your generosity is appreciated. But I have to ask why.”

      “Why what?”

      “Why offer me a place to stay and clothes?”

      Maybe this is normal for these people.

      “Because, sweet little islander, it would be cruel not to.”

      His words incite a bubble of happiness to float inside me. Is this man the monsters my father is so afraid of us discovering? Maybe because there aren’t men who look like him on our island. My eyes drag over him. The suit he wears pulls taut in all the right places. Why doesn’t every man dress this way? He looks like a dream. Maybe I am dreaming…or I capsized and this is heaven. “What’s your name?”

      He’s silent for a few moments, his gaze boring into me, heating my skin.

      “Colt.”

      Colt. I like it.

      “I’m Mo—”

      “Mona,” he finishes for me. My mouth pops open in surprise. With that, he leaves the room, closing the door with me inside. I want to chase after him, ask a million more questions, but the chill on my skin makes me aware of my attire. I’m so tired and sore, and in desperate need of a shower and fresh clothes.

      My heart thunders in my chest, but the pull of the shower and clean clothes force me push down my anxiety. Going to the bathroom, my mouth almost unhinges. It’s immaculate white, the brightness almost blinding. Tiles cover all floors, walls, and ceiling. There’s no small, cramped cubicle, it’s just one massive space. A pipe protruded from the ceiling. A basin covers the entire back wall with a floor-to-ceiling mirror. A toilet sits in the back corner. Slipping out of my tattered dress and underwear, I go to a panel on the wall with buttons and glowing numbers. “How do I work this thing?” I muse. Suddenly, water begins to spout from the pipe and then from holes in the walls, jetting over me from everywhere, massaging my skin. It’s otherworldly. A small shelf protrudes from the back wall, stocked with shampoo that smells like spring flowers and body wash that reminds me of summer.

      Warm water steams the room, and I marvel in the heaven of it. There are no hot water pipes on our island, just cold. Showers are used only when you’re brave enough to face the harshness.

      Once I’m thoroughly clean, I search the panel for an off switch. “Erm, how do you…?”

      “Shower, off.” Colt’s voice cuts through the steam.

      I try to cover my body with my arms, shocked at the intrusion.

      “I realized you’d need towels.” He smirks as he enters the space, which now feels much smaller than before. He places them on the basin, then takes one from the top and holds it out for me. I snatch it from his hands and wrap my body.

      “I forget what prudes you people are.” He snorts, his eyes lingering on my skin.

      “I bet you’ve never had a man’s touch on your flesh before,” he drawls, his finger running a path from my wrist to my shoulder. A sprinkling of goosebumps rise in his wake.

      “Not an uninvited touch,” I snap, pushing his hand from me and walking back through to the bedroom. I’m not a prude but I am self aware that this man is a stranger.

      I feel his gaze on me before I see him enter behind me.

      “Are you going to stand there and watch me change, or do you have better manners?” I ask with confidence I summon from my discomfort, not turning to look at him.

      “My manners are questionable, little islander. But I’m well acquainted with your moral code.” Before I can say anything, he leaves the room, a soft click latching.

      Hurrying to the door, I pull, but it doesn’t give way. I slam my palm down on the wood. “Hey, let me out.” Nothing. Oh God, he’s locked me inside. How could I be so naïve and trusting? Have I given up one prison for another?

      Exhaustion washes over me, and my eyes drift to the giant bed. Maybe just five minutes to rest, then I can see if the windows are a possibility for escape.
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      Damn, seeing the girl all wet and helpless nearly knocked the air from my lungs, then her mouth opened, unleashing a backbone made of fire I’ve never seen so vibrant in another. She’s from Cult Island—that makes her the enemy.

      The last girl who came looking for sin destroyed everything.

      I have the urge to send her back across the water, but something about her and her need to discover things about her sister stopped me. If she didn’t think this place was a danger to her, she hadn’t heard the rumors or didn’t believe them. For a moment, I wanted to be in that place with her—to not think the worst of a man whose blood ran in my veins.

      Pulling my cellphone from my pocket, I dial the number I dread. After five rings, he finally answers.

      “Well, well, if it isn’t the demi God himself.” He snorts. He’s always hated the status bestowed upon me first in high school, then via media.

      “I have something you should see.”

      “Color me intrigued, brother. What is it?”

      “Just come to the mansion, Cash,” I growl.

      “Mmmm...I’m kinda busy.” The sound of bass vibrating down the line sends a prickle of annoyance up my spine.

      “Bring whatever shiny new toy you’re playing with if you must.”

      “Fine. But I’m not sharing.”

      “Your toys lack appeal these days, brother.”

      I pour myself another drink. The path down my gullet is a welcome burn.

      It’s over an hour before Cash, my older brother by thirty-four minutes, makes his appearance with a blonde whore draped in diamonds from his collection.

      “You can’t dress trash in shiny jewels and turn them pretty.” I smirk. Instead of defending herself, the blonde winds her body around him like the snake she is and flicks her tongue out to kiss his neck.

      “Why did you call me here?” he asks, grabbing a handful of the blonde’s ass. “I haven’t eaten, and you remember how I get grumpy when I’m hungry.” He smirks, cutting his eyes to me.

      “A girl washed ashore.” Standing from the couch, I pour him a drink and hold it out toward him. He pushes the blonde away, and she lands in the chair with a squawk.

      “You have my attention.”

      “She claims to be Clara’s sister.” I watch the storm brew in his gray eyes. Where I’m dark hair and dark eyes, my brother is all light, but his soul is tainted by darkness.

      “Where is she now?”

      “Upstairs locked in a guest room.”

      “I want to see her.”

      “What about me?” The blonde gets to her feet and sashays across the room in a poor attempt at being seductive.

      “You can leave now,” Cash barks, holding up his hand to halt her advance.

      “Fine.” She turns on her heel and heads toward the exit.

      Cash tuts. “Leave the necklace.”

      “But you said it makes me look glamorous.” She sulks.

      “He lied.” I hold out my hand, motioning for her to come forward.

      Sighing, she unclasps the necklace, her eyes narrowing on me. “Fine, it’s probably fake anyway.”

      “Nothing we own is fake, only the sluts my brother drapes them on.”

      “Fuck you,” she spits.

      “Not in this lifetime.” I shudder. My brother may put his dick in anything with a pulse, but for me, meaningless sex is just that: meaningless. It didn’t appeal to me. It just made me feel empty. Twenty-eight years of nothingness becomes tedious in the end. I tried to settle with an ex, but couldn’t do it.

      “Take me to her,” Cash demands.
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      When we enter the room, I half expect the girl to fly at me, scolding me for her imprisonment. Instead, we find her asleep on the bed, a long skirt now covering her legs and a sleeveless camisole on her upper body. Thick, dark curls feather out over the white linen. Black lashes fan her face. She has a petite nose and large, luscious lips. Freckles decorate the apples of her cheeks. She’s breathtakingly beautiful. And that makes her dangerous.

      “She looks like her,” Cash announces, reminding me he’s here. There’s just our breathing filling the air between us.

      “But she’s not her,” I remind him.

      “Don’t you think I realize that?” he bites out, the room darkening with his aggression. His hand goes to his heart, rubbing the ache there that comes with thoughts of Clara.

      “Did she say why she’s here?”

      “Only that her sister died here.”

      “And Father?”

      “I haven’t told him.”

      “Don’t!” He turns fast, grabbing me by the shoulders. “Don’t you dare tell him.”

      “I wasn’t planning on it,” I rebuke, removing his hands from me, stroking down the lapels of my suit. “We should allow her to sleep. She got banged up getting here, we can question her tomorrow.” I head toward the door, looking over my shoulder to find Cash moving closer to the bed, his brow furrowed. “Cash?”

      “I’ll be there in a minute.”
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      Fuck, this is not what I expected from tonight. I hate this time of year—this fucking day. The anniversary of Clara’s death never gets easier. It’s like hell opens up and drags me back there, back to the blood, pain…the soul gone from her eyes the day we found her. Just seeing Mona laying here is like a cruel joke. I need a drink. How can she look so much like her, yet different enough to know this isn’t a trick my eyes are playing on me? The urge to lay down beside her and inhale her scent, get lost in the short memories of the time we spent together is overwhelming. It’s not her, asshole.

      Why is she here? What does she gain by coming here? How is she not afraid of us? Thoughts of Clara play in my mind—her laughter, her smile, the way every touch was a new sensation to her. Her innocence was so addictive to corrupt.

      She begins to stir, and I hold my breath. When she doesn’t wake, I drag a chair to the side of the bed and slump down in it. She’s beautiful, just like Clara was. Just a few more minutes in her presence, then I’ll leave.
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      My eyes blink open, and it takes me a few seconds to realize I must have fallen asleep. I jolt when I see the girl standing above me on the bed holding a lamp.

      What the fuck? My arms are trapped. She’s tied me to the damn chair with one of the curtains from the bed.

      “Who are you?” she asks, her eyes impossibly wide, wary.

      “You tied me up?” I want to laugh. Colt is going to have my life for this.

      “Who are you? You’re not the same guy who locked me in here.” She’s confident of that, despite us being twins. My hair and eyes are fairer in color.

      “I’m his brother. We’re twins,” I growl, trying to pull free from her bindings. “Can you please untie me?”

      The lamp still out in front of her like a weapon, she backs up to the other side of the room.

      “Why were you watching me sleep?”

      Fuck, I bet that was creepy for her to wake up to.

      “I was just curious about you. You look like Clara.” My words knock her off guard. Her eyes flash as her arms falter.

      “How do you know Clara?”

      I lift my chin to gesture to her necklaces. “I helped her pick those out.”

      A gasp escapes her pretty lips as she wraps her hand around the pendants.

      “You’re the Ward brothers,” she whispers.

      “Guilty.” I smirk.

      “How did you know her?” She stalks closer, finally putting down the lamp. “Were you friends?”

      “Did she not tell you about me?” I ask, confused she wouldn’t have mentioned me to the most important person in her life. Clara always spoke of her sister and rescuing her from her father’s corrupted morals.

      “No.”

      Damn, that hurts.

      “Mona, please untie me.” I say her name to put her at ease.

      “How do you know my name?”

      “Because Clara talked about you. You were her favorite person in the world.”

      “Don’t speak for her, she left me,” she stammers, anger and sorrow washing over her.

      “She planned to return for you,” I tell her honestly.

      “Do you know who killed her?” Her question sounds accusatory.

      I frown. Has she not heard the rumors?

      The door opens behind her. She lifts the lamp again, aiming it toward Colt.

      “Did I interrupt something?” he asks, amused. “Islander, are you trying to turn me on?” he adds, walking past her until he’s standing in front of me. “Did you honestly get bested by a small woman?”

      “Fuck you. Untie me,” I grind out. “Colt!” I nod toward Mona running from the room.

      “She won’t get far.” He tugs on the fabric encasing me.

      When I finally get free, I march from the room in search of her. Colt was wrong. Mona didn’t head for the front door, which is securely locked. She fled through a window in the library.

      “Hmmm, I didn’t see that coming,” Colt muses, looking over my shoulder. Mona’s hair wisps behind her like a cape as she runs toward the gates.

      “She’s shoeless,” I grind out. Colt slips out his phone and calls Miles at the front gate. “Bring our little runaway back inside please.” I follow him through to the dining room where the table is set for a king—or kings. An array of breakfast foods layer the table. Colt seats himself at the head and unfolds a paper, sipping a black coffee. “You look like Father,” I scoff.

      “And you look like you’ve been on a five-year bender,” he retorts, refusing to look up at me. We were closer than two brothers could be at one time. We shared everything—then Clara came into my world and changed it all.

      Colt detested people from Cult Island. Our father’s hate for them was bred into us from such a young age. With Colt, it stuck. With me, Clara captivated me and spun my world on its axis.

      She was leaving that place for good. She wanted to change her whole life for me—for us. My father lost his damn mind. Colt, despite his disapproval, sided with me when our father threatened to cut me from the family businesses and will.

      “Let go of me.” Mona’s angry snarl brings me back from my thoughts. Colt looks up from the paper, a smile on his lips.

      “Why don’t you sit and eat, then I’ll get a pair of shoes brought in for you and we can talk about the questions you had last night.”

      “Am I a prisoner?” she grinds out.

      “We’re not the ones tying people up,” he says with a quirked a brow at the same time I say, “No.”

      Her gaze darts around the offerings on the table, then back to Colt.

      “Sit,” he instructs, conflict all over her beautiful face. She doesn’t want to give in to him, but the food is calling to her.

      “Fine.” She sits in the seat across from me, and I can’t help but stare at her.

      Thick, dark curls frame her face and fall down her chest to her waist. Her eyes are the color of burning embers. It’s mesmerizing.

      Clara was a beautiful woman, but Mona has a beauty rarely born naturally. Wide oval eyes fanned with dark lashes, small pixie nose, and high cheekbones scattered with light freckles. My eyes drop to her thick, plump lips, and I have to adjust myself discreetly.

      “Eat,” Colt adds. She waits a few seconds, then fills a bowl with fresh fruit and yogurt and a plate with bacon, eggs, and sausage. Taking her fork, she tastes everything. Her animated response to each new thing is compelling to watch.

      “Oh my God. What is this? It’s magical.” She holds up a jar of Nutella and dips her finger inside. Scooping out a finger full, she sucks it clean while moaning. Both Colt and I groan in response.

      Fuck, does she realize how sexual she sounds—and looks—and is? There’s sexuality about her Clara didn’t have.

      Clara was nervous, innocent, and cautious around men. I was the first person she’d kissed. I don’t think that’s the case with Mona. There’s a maturity about her despite her young age. I think back, trying to remember how old she would be now. “Eighteen,” I say aloud when it comes to me.

      “What?” She freezes.

      “Yesterday was your birthday.” I only remember because it was the same day Clara’s body was found.

      “How do you know that?” She gasps, a smudge of Nutella in the corner of her mouth.

      My eyes flash to her necklace.

      “Is this how you knew Clara? Because she came to you to buy these?” she asks, clutching the heart pendants.

      “I didn’t meet Clara here,” I informed her, taking a piece of bacon and biting into it.

      Her eyes widen. She puts the jar down, and Colt reaches over to swipe the smudge at the corner of her mouth, making her inhale sharply. He sucks the pad of his thumb into his mouth and hums, “Mmmm, magical indeed.” A flicker of jealously and arousal sparks inside me, catching me off guard.

      “Come,” I interrupt, the tension thickening the air between us all. “Let’s go for a ride.”

      “Ride?”

      “Ah, you would have never ridden in a car before.”

      “No…” she breathes in wonder.

      “Well, plenty of firsts will be happening for you this trip.” Colt winks, and I frown over at him. He’s not usually this playful.

      “What?” he asks, genuinely perplexed.

      “Nothing.” I shake my head. Nothing at all. It’s been far too long since I’ve seen life in his eyes. I like it.
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        * * *

      

      “Put these on.” Colt drops a pair of sneakers at Mona’s feet.

      “Whose are those?” I quirk a brow.

      “Annemarie filled a closet when she spent time here,” he grunts.

      Annemarie was the closest a woman ever got to being Colt’s girlfriend. He was a moody motherfucker who only cared about building his empire where he could sit on his throne and play God.

      “Wow, this is so pretty,” Mona says in awe, circling Colt’s Mercedes—one of many cars he owns.

      “Pretty?” Colt snorts, opening the door for her before getting behind the wheel as I slide in on the passenger side. When he kicks over the engine, she lets out a little startled noise. I lean into the back to pull her seatbelt over her, my arm brushing her breasts. She gasps, and our eyes clash. She feels the tension, the attraction. Fuck, I can’t see her that way. It’s morbid—wrong.

      “Thank you,” she tells me, her tongue dampening her lip.

      Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.
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      Noise and people—hundreds of them—concrete buildings and roads…everything is so in your face. The streets are bustling, everyone seeming to be in such a hurry. Where are they all going? It’s overwhelming.

      “Come,” Colt tells me, his hand on my back, the gesture protective, sheltering me from the chaos around us. I welcome it. I scoot closer between the two of them, using them as a shield. Cash opens a glass door and ushers me inside the place with their name emblazoned above the building: Shiny Jewels by Ward Brothers.

      “Wow,” I breathe, taking in the sight before me—glistening sparkles, jewelry as far as the eye can see in an array of colors.

      “Let’s go through to my office,” Cash instructs, pulling me away from all the beautiful objects.

      “Cash is a collector of shiny things,” Colt whispers against my ear once we’re in Cash’s office. The contact sends a zap of energy through my nervous system. He seems to recognize he evokes a reaction inside me. The look and hook of his lip tell me so, only inflaming the already burning need inside me.

      It’s new—something I can’t control. I think I like it.

      “What do you think?” Cash asks, turning around with his arms out in front of him.

      He’s proud of his possessions—and he should be. Huge colored rocks sit behind a lit glass window, making the rocks sparkle. “I collect rare jewels. I guess that’s what drew me to your sister.” He smiles, and it’s different from Colt’s. It’s gentle and friendly. He has a warmth to him Colt lacks.

      My heart skips at the mention of Clara. “You said you didn’t meet her here. What did you mean by that?” I brush my fingers across the glass, desperate to pick up the rocks and look at them more closely.

      “Let me start from the beginning,” he tells me, sitting at a huge desk dominating the room. Colt sits on a leather couch along the back wall and taps the space next to him. “I’ll stand.” I narrow my eyes on him. He’s full of himself, but something deep inside me likes it. I feel a gravitational pull toward him I’m fighting out of principle.

      “The beginning then,” I say, looking over at Cash.

      “When Colt and I were four years old, our mother met someone from your island. A missionary, he called himself.”

      Like Mother talked about. I find myself moving closer to the desk as Colt shifts forward. “He spat shit about sinners and those who can be reborn in God’s name, forgiven—cult bullshit your people convince themselves of,” Colt sneers. There’s hate in his tone. A chill chases up my spine, settling in my heart.

      “We’re not all of the same thinking,” I defend, and his gaze burns into me.

      “Our mother was unhappy with our father. He was a notorious cheater and worked all hours under the sun,” Cash interjects, pulling my attention from Colt.

      “What do you mean by a cheater?”

      “He fucked women who weren’t our mother,” Colt grunts, focusing on brushing his pant leg.

      “Fucked?” I taste the word on my tongue.

      Both Cash and Colt shift in their seats, eyes alight, focused on me.

      “Sexual intercourse,” Cash clarifies.

      “Oh.” I feel the blush creep up my face.

      “Could he not just take other wives?” I ask, even though I’d hate it if my husband had more than one wife.

      “We don’t do that shit here,” Colt snaps at me.

      “I’m sorry,” I frown. “Just because it’s what I grew up conscious of doesn’t mean I agree with the customs my father implements.”

      “Your father is an abomination. He’s nothing more than a cult leader who has a flock of sheep drinking his Kool-Aid.”

      “Enough, Colt,” Cash barks, slamming his palm on the tabletop.

      “We’re not opposed to sharing, Mona. But it’s sacred, agreed by all parties—not forced upon women who have no say in the matter.”

      “Sharing?”

      Colt stands, his essence pouring from him and coating me in his identity. “Sharing, like the two of us sharing your body to bring you unimaginable pleasure.”

      I gulp down the saliva filling my mouth. My breath hitches and an ache forms between my thighs. He’s so close, leaning into me, his mouth right there.

      “As he said,” he pulls away, making me come back to myself. “All parties have to want it.” Is that humor in his tone? Damn, he’s…what did he call it? An asshole.

      “Anyway, getting back to the story.” Cash clears his throat. “Your father wasn’t in charge at this time. Once he was, he stopped people from leaving for missionary work. He didn’t want outsiders coming in anymore—only pure children raised from birth on the island so there were no outside influences, stories, or truths corrupting his perfect little life,” Cash finishes, and Colt picks up.

      “Point is—our mother left our father and went to live on the island with the man, Charles Maine, who brainwashed her.”

      “What?”

      “She was pregnant at the time and left with his child. All the garbage they talk, their righteous fucking Godly bullshit, and he knocks up a married woman then whisks her away from her other children to be his fucking wife on an island full of cult worshippers.” Colt paces the floor.

      “Judith?” I choke, my hand wrapping around my waist. “Judith is Eli’s mother. Judith is your mother?” It feels like a hand wraps around my throat.

      “You know him?” Cash asks, a line creasing his forehead.

      “Of course she does. It’s a small fucking island,” Colt barks.

      “Eli is…” my mouth is dry, and my head pounds. It’s so hot in here.

      “Is what?” Colt demands.

      “He’s my…”

      “Your what?” they both grind out.

      “I need water. I’m so hot and…”

      “Fuck, she’s going to pass out,” one of them says.

      Arms wrap around me, citrus and rainwater. Colt. I’m led to the couch, and Cash leans down, pulling a cap from a bottle of water and placing it against my lips. I swig the delectable nectar down.

      “Don’t you have air conditioning in here? It’s ridiculous,” Colt fumes.

      “It’s a fucking vault. The shit in here is priceless. I can’t put easily accessed vents.”

      “Come on. Let’s get you some fresh air.” Colt slips his hand up my back, leaning me forward.

      “I’m fine, I just…”

      Black.
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        * * *

      

      I wake in the car, fresh air blowing on me from a vent positioned in the interior of the vehicle. So smart. “How are you feeling?” Cash asks from beside me. Colt is upfront driving. “What happened?”

      “You overheated…or got overwhelmed. Maybe a combination of the two,” Cash comforts.

      “I’m sorry.” I shake my head to clear the fogginess.

      “You don’t have to apologize. Your sister did that a lot too.” He smiles, reaching up to feel my head. “You’re cooler now.”

      “She passed out a lot?”

      “No.” He chuckles. “Apologized a lot.”

      “Did you love her?” The ache that always accompanies thoughts of her opens in my chest. I sense Colt’s eyes on us through a mirror hanging from the center of the front window. “Infatuated is a better word, but that would have grown to love if we’d been given the chance.”

      Tears burn my eyes, leaking onto my cheeks. I wanted her to be loved, adored, to feel all those butterflies and shockwaves up her spine that she said you feel when the right person kisses you.

      “We’re here,” Colt grunts.

      “Where is here?” I look out the tinted windows.

      “My home. I like to live a little less…grand than my brother.”

      Colt gets out first and opens my door. I take his offered hand and hold my breath when a zap of energy sends a ripple of excitement through my body. “Are you okay?” he asks, a brow raised. Why is that so attractive?

      “I’m fine.” Warmth travels up my neck and over my cheeks.

      I turn my attention to a square-shaped building. Our images are reflected back at us through the windows making up nearly all the walls. It’s beautiful. All our houses are made of wood that swells and wears from the salt of the ocean, the small, rickety windows stubborn and allowing in minimal light.

      “Come on,” Cash commands, leading us to an enormous glass door opening up to a generous corridor. An array of art adorns the crisp white walls. We weren’t allowed art unless we created it ourselves.

      He gestures for me to follow them. Our movements echo through the house. Tiled floors and plain white walls give it a sterile feel. It’s almost like being in a colossal version of Colt’s bathroom. We enter a living space. Gloss floors I can see my reflection in are fitted through the entirety of the place. Everything is white—the couch, the floors, walls, ornaments. It’s not homely like Colt’s castle, but it’s pretty to look at, I suppose.

      “Make yourself at home.” Cash gestures to the living space, a massive couch centered in the almost perfect square.

      “Why did we come here and not go back to your place?” I ask Colt, who smiles at me, making my core squeeze. “Because my father tends to stop by Colt’s place whenever he feels like it,” Cash answers for him.

      “It was his place at one time.” Colt shrugs, slipping off his suit jacket and rolling up his sleeves. The apex of my thighs throbs at the sight. Ink covers both arms. The veins in his forearms bulge as his long, thick fingers fiddle with cufflinks.

      It’s hot again.

      I’m overheating.

      “Mona, are you feeling okay? You look flustered,” Colt asks, real concern in his tone.

      Oh God.

      “I think I may be hungry,” I lie. I’m always lying. If everything Father preaches is true, I’m on a one-way ticket to the pits of hell.

      “Hungry?” Colt snorts, amused. “It can’t possibly be for food. You ate enough to keep you going for a week at breakfast.”

      “Are you food shaming me?” I ask, pushing past him toward a fruit bowl. Bananas, perfect. “Food shaming?”

      “Yes, shaming me for liking food? I appreciate girls shouldn’t have a hearty appetite like men, but I like the different textures on my tongue, the flavors bursting in my mouth and warming my insides.”

      Colt looks at me like he’s now hungry too.

      “By all means, enjoy your banana if you want to give us both blue balls.” He huffs, throwing his weight back against the couch.

      “What are blue balls?” I ask, confused by his words, “Oh, do you mean blueberries?” I ask, pleased I worked it out for myself.

      “I’m not going to survive this woman,” he groans.

      “I don’t wish to harm you, Colt. Let’s hope we both survive each other,” I tell him. He stares at me like I’m the one speaking words he doesn’t understand.

      This world is nothing like Father warned. It’s full of comfort and luxuries and people who look like Colt Ward. No wonder Clara never wanted to come back.
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      Is she serious with the description of the food, the flushed fucking look, and now eating a fruit shaped like a cock? Both Cash and I can’t take our eyes off the damn girl. I wish she were more like those freaks from the island. It would make this easier, make hating her easier. You don’t hate her.

      How can anyone fucking hate her? She’s adorable one minute and feisty the next. I’ve always loved playing with fire, and I can tell her blood runs hot. When she said, “I don’t wish harm to you, Colt, let’s hope we both survive each other,” I felt like she dropped a match in my gas tank.

      “Tell me what Eli is to you?” Cash asks, the burning fucking question racing around my mind. I shouldn’t care. I hardly fucking know this girl. But when she froze up and lost her mind about him being something to her, I nearly lost mine too.

      She squirms at the question, a bloom coloring her neck.

      “Eli is my best friend—was Clara’s too.” She peels the skin on her banana back further and takes a bite, chewing and swallowing. I watch her neck move as she does.

      “Best friend,” Cash repeats, taking a swig from a water bottle.

      Well, that’s not too bad. I thought she was going to say her husband the way she tensed up. A wave of relief I’m not going to dissect washes over me.

      “She never spoke of him.” Cash frowns.

      “Is that it?” I ask, moving toward her, crowding her in. “He’s your best friend, that’s nice.” I take her banana and throw it in the trash. My balls are painfully tight in my slacks.

      Exhaling a long breath, she shakes her head. “No, we’re more than friends.”

      Fuck.

      “What do you mean more?” Cash asks.

      “He asked for my hand in marriage.”

      She talks like a lady from the eighteen hundreds.

      It shouldn’t make me feel like putting my fist through the wall. This is ludicrous, yet here we fucking are. “Is that why you ran away?” I ask, my tone biting.

      “Partly,” she dips her eyes to her lap. “Eli has always had plans for us since I was thirteen years old and he gave me my first kiss.”

      I knew she was familiar with intimacy. She didn’t flinch away from contact like I remember Clara doing with my brother. “I thought you weren’t allowed to be intimate with each other before marriage? Clara said that included kissing.” Cash frowns.

      “Eli doesn’t mind breaking that rule, and I…” she sighs, “I’m not like my father. I don’t believe as he does. I think life should be experienced. Sensations explored. I want passion, adventure. I want to live.”

      I knew there was something different about her. You can feel her need to explore and discover what she’s been missing out on. There’s an aura all around her.

      “But you didn’t want this with Eli?” I ask.

      “I didn’t feel that with Eli. There has to be more. I can’t believe what I feel when I’m with him is desire—passion is love.” She almost weeps with the need to be told she’s right.

      “He didn’t fulfill your needs,” I growl, my dick fully awake in my slacks.

      “I don’t think so.” She looks confused, perplexed.

      “Did you come when you were with him?” I ask.

      “Colt,” Cash warns, getting up and tugging me into the kitchen. I reluctantly allow him to do so.

      “What kind of fucking question is that?” he groans, pushing a hand through his hair.

      “An honest one.” I jerk a shoulder.

      “It’s inappropriate.”

      “Since when have you given a shit about what’s appropriate?” I almost laugh. When did he get knighted in sainthood?

      “Just go easy on her, okay?”

      I hold my hands up in surrender and smirk when he loosens the collar of his shirt.

      Her talking about sexual fulfillment is getting to him too. We go back through to the living space.

      “So, Eli not being good at sex was only part of the reason you fled, what was the other?” I ask, ignoring my brother’s death glare.

      “I have nothing to compare Eli too, so it’s unfair to call him bad, but yes, there was another reason.”

      “And that is?” Cash asks before I can say anything ‘inappropriate.’

      She unclasps the necklaces from her neck and drops them into Cash’s palm.

      “Clara was wearing this the night she left and didn’t return.”

      “It wasn’t on her body.” He frowns, examining the chain.

      Mona leaps to her feet, moving away from him. “How would you know that?” she gasps, fear taking over her features. I don’t want her to fear us.

      “He discovered her body,” I say for him, edging forward. He clutches the necklace, his head disappearing into his hands.

      “It was the worst night of my entire life. Still is,” he chokes out.

      “If she left the island wearing that, but it wasn’t on her body, how did you get it?” I ask, watching her to see if she’s going to break.

      “It was on my doorstep wrapped as a birthday gift yesterday.”

      Cash stands abruptly, making her jump. “What the hell does that mean?”

      “It means the killer took it from her body and is now taunting her sister with it.”

      Cash’s eyes cut to me. “It doesn’t make sense.”

      “What doesn’t?” Mona asks, still wary of us.

      “Sit down, Mona. Let’s finish the story of how Cash met your sister. You have nothing to fear from us. We’d never hurt you,” I assure her, wanting it to be true.

      She keeps her distance but sits.

      “Our mother got sick,” I say, void of emotion. It destroyed us when she fucking abandoned us, our father telling us she didn’t care or love us. We were five years old. My sorrow grew into anger and resentment, but Cash just grieved the loss of her.

      “She came to see us. That’s how we found out about the kid, Eli,” Cash adds.

      “When it came down to it, your father said Jesus would heal her, but she knew that was fucking crazy. She needed doctors, hospital treatment.”

      “That’s why she left?” Mona asks.

      “She went back after my father paid for treatment.”

      “But she didn’t come back.” Mona shakes her head.

      “She did,” we both say in unison. “I brought her there myself,” Cash states.

      “So, she left a second time?”

      “What are you talking about?” Cash asks, confused.

      “Judith? Eli’s mother left the island a long time before Clara and was forbidden to return. She never came back.”

      What the fuck?
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      I look to my brother, who has the same confused look as me.

      “You’re saying you haven’t seen Judith on the island since she left before Clara?”

      “Correct. Eli has always felt like he had to make it up to my father. He was ashamed of his mother, wouldn’t speak about her.”

      “That makes no sense. I took her back myself. It’s how I met Clara. She was down by the water. I knew I couldn’t dock, so my mother showed me a place to drop her. Your sister was there playing in the water.”

      “She never told me any of this.” Mona inhales, her hands clutching the necklace I gave back to her.

      “What did she tell you?” Colt asks, sitting on the arm of the couch.

      “That there’s a whole world out there, that when a boy you love kisses you, you get butterflies in your stomach and shivers in your spine,” she says dreamily, lost to the memory. “She only told me fairytales.”

      “They’re not just stories, islander.” Colt reaches over, brushing her hair over her shoulder. Her eyes dart to his, a bloom of red coloring her neck.

      “If your mother returned but was caught, she’d be in the dungeon.” Mona turns to look at me, lines creasing her brow.

      “She chose to go back. It’s her own fault where she ended up,” Colt grinds out, folding his arms.

      “Colt,” I admonish, “she’s still our mother.”

      “No, fuck that, she made her choice and it wasn’t us. Let her precious Eli save her.”

      “Eli thinks she never came home.” Mona hugs herself, the information becoming too much.

      “Not our problem,” Colt says again, and I think back to the night she asked me to take her home. I begged her to stay, to choose us, but she wouldn’t.

      “You’re right. Let her live by the rules of the place she chose to be,” I tell them.

      “We still haven’t identified who hurt my sister,” Mona murmurs.

      My father flickers into my head, the media and fucking mess the whole thing made. “They did make an arrest for her murder, Mona,” I tell her, getting narrowed eyes from Colt. I hate the fact that I have to inform her of these details, but she needs to know.

      “Who was it?” She stands.

      Colt groans, running his hands through his hair. “Our father.”

      “What?” she looks between us.

      “He denied it,” I add.

      “But you said he hates our kind…and hated her.” She nods, the cogs of her brain turning.

      “That doesn’t mean he’s capable of killing someone in such a brutal way,” I defend. Fuck, I want to believe that, but on the other hand I understand he’s a ruthless monster.

      “Take me to his dungeon,” she demands.

      Colt’s eyes cut to me. “He’s not in a dungeon. He didn’t go to prison. He’s rich, powerful. His lawyers got him off.”

      I can tell she doesn’t understand,

      Colt goes to her, taking her hands in his, lowering himself so he’s within her eye line.

      “There wasn’t enough evidence to get him a prison sentence. He is free in the world living his life.”

      “So he could have brought the gift, the necklace?” she asks.

      He wouldn’t have the knowledge of when Mona’s birthday was, would he?

      “It doesn’t make sense. He doesn’t have the motive, not really. Unless…” I ponder.

      “Unless what?” she asks.

      “Unless he’s still bitter over our mother and is getting back at your father.”

      Why wait five years?

      “There’s only one way to find out,” Colt announces.

      “And what’s that?” I ask.

      “We go see him, bring Mona with us.”

      “No.” I jump up. “We shouldn’t give him the chance to see she’s here. If he did it, he would have access to hurt her.”

      “He can’t hurt her with us there, and we’ll take her to his club so there’s an audience. He wouldn’t risk trying anything.”

      “And…what? Just ask him straight out?” I mock.

      “Why the fuck not? Let’s just put her in front of him. If he recognizes her, we’ll detect—we’ll see it in his fucking eyes.”

      “And if he doesn’t?” I ask. “What then?”

      “Then we know it wasn’t him who sent the necklace.”

      “It sounds fucking risky.”

      “Don’t be a pussy, Cash. He has no power over us anymore. We own everything but that club. And if he shows signs of recognition, I’ll take that too and more.”

      “What more can you take?” I ask.

      “His fucking pulse.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Fifteen

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

          

      

    

    







            Mona

          

        

      

    

    
      Things are so different here. Sound, light, touch—it all feels heightened. Like I’ve been living in a dream and I’m just now waking up. Rumbling of music vibrates all around us as we enter the place Cash called a club. There are people everywhere, gyrating against each other to music I’ve never heard before.

      Lights embedded in the floor and walls offer the only source of ambiance, giving the space a dark pulse. There’s a sharp taste in the air that reminds me of the drink Colt gave me that burned my throat.

      Heat thickens the air as people grind and stir with the beat. My heart pounds heavily in my chest as I watch them. They look so…so free, weightless, like they’re dancing in the water.

      “Drink?”

      “Like the fiery one?” I ask, wary.

      His smile renders me mute. “I’ll get you something sweet. Stay by Cash’s side.”

      Cash slips his hand in mine, making my eyes drop there. A spark ignites, like when Colt touched me. “You okay?” he asks, and I just nod. I feel good. I came here chasing a phantom into the darkness and found light and beauty. Colt and Cash aren’t scary or evil. They evoke a warmth inside me, and I want to chase that feeling. “You want to dance?”

      “I’ve never heard music like this before.” I shake my head, and he chuckles, pulling me amongst the people moving their bodies in time with the beat.

      “Just feel it,” he whisper-yells at me, pulling me against his body.

      He’s hard planes of muscle beneath his shirt. A fluttering of butterflies takes flight inside me from our proximity. He brings my hands up and slings them around his neck, hugging me closer. Our bodies entwine. It’s almost obscene.

      I’d be sent to be cleansed for this back on our island…but why? Why does this feel so good, so fun, if it’s wrong?

      Energy fills my veins, my skin heating. I sway my hips, swinging. “Like this?” I ask, glee exploding inside me. This feels good—really, really good!

      I see girls tossing their hair and try it myself, losing myself to the beat of the music. Another hard body pushes against me from behind, caging me in. I lean into Colt, his scent surrounding me. I dance with them both, carefree for the first time in my life. No wonder Clara didn’t want to return for me. If this is the life she was living, I never want to go back either.

      The song changes slightly, and I dance between the brothers for another song. I feel eyes on us, watching, dissecting. “They’re just wondering who you are. We’re well known, little islander, and it’s been quite some time since we’ve been seen out together,” Colt whispers in my ear, observing the people watching us too.

      “Why?” I ask, breathless, a sheen of sweat dusting my skin.

      “Because Cash fell in love and I didn’t,” he whispers into my ear, his message cryptic. Does he mean Clara?

      “Let’s get our drinks.” He clasps my hand as Cash takes the other.

      He leads us to a curtain, which gets pulled open by a giant man, like the one who brought me to Colt after finding me on his property.

      There are seats and a table. The table is covered with glasses, all full of different colored liquids.

      Colt whispers something into the big man’s ear, then takes a seat, pulling me into a position between them. He reaches out, picking up a pink drink. “Try this.”

      “There’s fruit in it.” I gasp, excited to eat the strawberry bobbing in the glass.

      “Yes, there is.” He chuckles.

      I take a tentative sip, wary in case it burns my throat. Bubbles pop over my tongue, a burst of flavor caressing my taste buds. “That’s gorgeous!” I exclaim.

      “Yes, yes it is.” He gazes at me, his eyes dropping to my lips. Heat builds in my lower stomach and pools between my legs. With just a look, I feel flustered and bewildered. It’s dangerous, and I love every second of his attention.

      Colt stiffens abruptly, his eyes flicking to someone over my shoulder.

      I follow his gaze to see an older man who’s joined us in our little corner of this club. A beautiful woman with flowing blonde hair clutches his arm, her smile sugary sweet, aimed straight at Colt. “Annemarie?” he says, bewildered.

      “Oh, sorry, son, didn’t you know I’ve been seeing Annie?”

      Son?

      This must be their father. I see it now. They have similar features, hard jawlines and penetrating eyes.

      “You really are pathetic,” Cash grinds out.

      “Now, now, no need to get hostile. I’m not the one walking into your club.”

      “Annemarie?” Colt snorts, shaking his head.

      “You were done with her long ago, Colt, and it looks like you’ve found someone else to occupy your bed.” He turns his gaze on me. “Hello,” he drawls. Anger taking hold, causing my muscles to coil.

      “Does she speak?” He chuckles, looking between the brothers and then to the one they call Annemarie.

      “Not to assholes like you,” Cash spits out.

      Holding his hands in the air, their father steps back. “Ouch. So she’s here with both of you. Since when did you start sharing again?”

      “Do you recognize her?” Colt asks.

      “Should I?” He’s curious now, watching me more closely. “She does look familiar. Have we fucked?” he croons.

      Colt is on his feet before I can blink, his fist connecting with his father’s face, sending him tumbling backward, Annemarie being dragged down with him. She screams as they plow through the curtain into the crowd of people who all scurry to clear the space. Wrapping an arm around my waist, Cash guides me around them.

      “You little fucking shit,” their father roars.

      Colt inspects his knuckles, then pulls on his jacket to straighten himself up.

      “That’s been a long time coming. Sorry you had to fall with this piece of shit, Annemarie—in more ways than one.”

      We tip out into the night, the moon full and round in the sky. Energy courses through my body.

      “That was…fun.” I grin, the drink from before swirling in my bloodstream.

      “He didn’t recognize her,” Cash announces.

      “I know.” Colt nods.

      “So it wasn’t him.”

      “It doesn’t mean the person who killed Clara is the same one who gave Mona back the necklace. Maybe someone found it.”

      I hadn’t thought of that.

      A shiver ripples through me. I feel eyes on me from the shadows, watching.

      “Can we get out of here?” I ask.

      “Sure. Let’s go back to my place, sleep on it, and decide what the plan should be,” Colt decides.

      “I want to swim in the ocean,” I announce.

      “It’s dark.” Cash chuckles.

      “I don’t care. We’re forbidden from doing so on the island. I want to do everything, experience all my urges, live out every dream and wish,” I exclaim.

      Cash looks to Colt, who shrugs and does his sexy smile.
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      “Is this wise?” Cash whines, scratching his head.

      “The girl lived surrounded by the ocean and was forbidden from swimming in it,” I remind him. She could tell me she wanted to swim around the world and I’d be there to see it happen.

      “I’mma go get some drinks,” he groans, and I smile. I can’t think of anything better than alcohol and nighttime swimming. Wise indeed.

      I watch the beautiful islander begin to strip from her clothes. I’m sure there will be a swimsuit amongst the clothes from Annemarie’s overnight stays. My father thought he could rattle me by having her on his arm. There’s no doubt he’s been waiting for the moment he could parade her around to anger me, but the truth is, she was company on lonely nights. When I realized she wanted more, I stopped our fling.

      “What the fuck?” Cash almost drops the bottle of Jack and fruity cider he brought for Mona. “She’s just wearing her panties,” he states.

      I slap a hand to his chest. “Yes, brother, yes she is.”

      Mona’s full tits, firm and perky, are just visible under the moonlight. So bad, I want to taste them, suck those hard nipples into my mouth and hear her moan.

      “Are you coming?” she calls out, moving down to the sliver of sand, the waves breaking against the shoreline. “Colt, come on,” she calls again, and I slip off my jacket and loosen my tie.

      Swimming in the cold ocean at night has never been on my bucket list, but for her, I’ll embrace it. Next comes my shirt, then my slacks, until I’m standing in my tight boxer briefs, her eyes transfixed on my junk.

      “One thing at a time, islander,” I tease, and even though I can’t see it, I know she’s blushing.

      She turns and runs to the water, getting in up to her shins before screeching at the shock of the temperature. “It’s freezing,” she cries.

      I splash her, making her yelp and jump, her tits bouncing. Fuck, my dick is hardening and she can see it all. Fuck it. I advance a few steps in, then dive beneath the surface, taking a few strides and popping up when the water is up to my chest. “You coming?” I counter her question.

      She bites her lip. “I don’t understand how to actually swim.”

      Damn that bastard ruining her childhood. I should swim to that island and drown the cunt. What father surrounds his life with water and forces his child fear it?

      “Then we’ll teach you,” Cash says, coming up behind her, offering his hand. She accepts it with a smile and nods. She trusts us.

      As they get deeper, I swim closer toward them. “Put your hands on his shoulders and let your body float. He’ll swim.”

      A light giggle fills the air as he pushes off with a breaststroke, her body being pulled along above his. He does a circle around me with her. “Kick your legs,” I tell her, and she complies. “Good girl.”

      “I feel weightless.” She beams. “It’s so calming.”

      “We can get you real swimming lessons, then you can swim whenever you want.”

      “Really?”

      “Really.”

      “Watch Cash, how he moves his arms. Now, let go and swim to me.”

      “I can’t,” she squeals.

      “Trust yourself,” I tell her.

      Letting go, she kicks her legs and powers her arms. “I’m doing it!” she shouts, her teeth chattering. “I’m freezing,” she mutters, and a loud bark of laughter roars from inside me. It’s so fucking cold, my balls have gone up into my stomach. Cash grabs her waist, guiding her to me.

      “Let’s go get warmed up.” I claim her from Cash, and she wraps herself around me, her bare tits pushing against my chest. I don’t feel quite as cold, the numbness thawing not just on the outside of me, but inside too.

      She stays wrapped around me all the way back to the house.

      I deposit her reluctantly in front of the fire place, our faces so fucking close, the look in her eye tells me she wants to be loved, to feel the real touch of a man.

      And damn if I don’t want to be the one to give her that. “I’ll get some towels,” I tell her, pulling her arms from around my neck.

      When I return a few minutes later, she’s wrapped in a blanket from the back of the couch and holding the fruity cider between her palms. Cash meets me halfway, taking a towel for himself. I gather mine around my waist and offer Mona hers, which she wraps around her head after placing her drink down.

      “Thank you—not just for the towel, but for showing me more in one night than I’ve experienced in my entire life.”

      “There’s so much more to show you,” Cash tells her, pouring us both a drink.

      “Can we play some music, like what they played at the club?” she asks, her face animated.

      I shrug a shoulder at Cash. “Sure.”

      Cash brings a playlist up and syncs it to the built-in system. Music begins crooning from the speakers throughout the room. She tucks the blanket around herself like a toga, gulps down her drink, and begins to dance. She’s uncoordinated and all limbs and hair flips, but it’s fucking adorable.

      “Dance with me,” she says, pulling me by the hand. She’s fascinating, carefree, doesn’t focus on making sure she’s poised and every strand of hair stays in place. Everything she’s thinking comes straight out of her mouth, and it’s more than refreshing.

      “I never want to leave here.” She sighs, swaying her hips. I turn her, spinning her under my arm, making her giggle. “That’s good because I’m keeping you,” I murmur.

      Cash is sitting watching, a smile on his usually moody exterior.

      After a couple more songs, I notice the alcohol has taken effect on my sweet islander. With glassy eyes, she stares at my lips while biting her own.

      “I think maybe we should get you to bed,” I state. All I want to do is show her how her body should feel when being fucked by a real man, but it’s too soon—too fucked up when she’s drunk. “I do feel a little dizzy.” She rubs her fingers against her eyes.

      “Maybe just a little nap.” I scoop her up into my arms, and she snuggles against my chest.

      “You smell of summer rain,” she breathes, her eyes closing.

      “Cash, will you bring some water and two aspirin.”

      By the time I’ve ascended the stairs to her room, she’s breathing heavy, her eyes closed. I’ve never felt this content before. I never want to let her go. It’s madness to have such a strong desire toward someone you’ve just met, but she evokes a protective nature in me and excites the beast beneath the surface.

      I place her on the bed, but she doesn’t untangle her hands from around my neck. When I look down, she’s looking up at me. “Colt…”

      “What is it, islander?”

      “Will you kiss me?”

      Fuck.

      “Just once,” she adds, her brows drawn together.

      My tongue swipes out to dampen my lips. “Where do you want me to kiss you?” I ask.

      “Everywhere,” she yearns.

      Double fuck.

      “But for right now…” She leans up and seals her lips to mine. They’re thick and warm, soft against mine. My body overrides my mind, my tongue swiping out to part her lips, tasting her. She mimics my movements, letting out a little moan as I caress every part of her mouth, our tongues dancing like our bodies were to the music downstairs. I grasp her cheek, deepening our kiss before pulling away, panting hard.

      “Now sleep, Mona,” I tell her, dragging myself out of the room, almost colliding with Cash.

      “You okay?” He quirks a brow.

      “Fuck no.” I exhale, running a hand through my hair. “I need a cold fucking shower.”

      A knowing grin tilts his lips. “She’s the Garden of Eden. One bite of the apple…”

      “Fuck off,” I grunt. I need a shower.
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      I wake with a pounding in my head and a thirst I’ve never experienced before. Heat flames my cheeks when memories come back to me of last night. Swimming with Colt and Cash. Seeing them strip from their clothes. Colt’s tight muscles under inked skin. His entire torso and arms are painted in art. It’s mesmerizing.

      Cash had clear, taut skin with jewel piercings in his nipples.

      I bite my lip, re-living the memory. My mind flashes to dancing with Colt wrapped only in a towel, feeling the heat of his skin against mine, the firm grip of his hands, the strength in that body when he effortlessly carried me to this room and then blew my mind with the most perfect kiss of my existence. Forget butterflies. Birds took flight inside me. Electricity pulsed through every nerve-ending. Heat pooled between my legs, desperately aching for relief. I roll onto my stomach, my hands disappearing between my thighs, rubbing away the need.

      When I’m flushed and sated, I smile up at the ceiling, wishing it was Colt’s hands and not my own.

      A glass of water and two white pills sit on the bedside table next to a note.

      Swallow these. They will help with the headache.

      I examine the pills, a little nervous zap surging through me. If they wanted to drug me, they would have done it sooner, and honestly, they don’t need to. I never want to leave this place.

      After an extra-long shower, I slip into some fresh clothes from the wardrobe, making a mental note to ask Colt who they belong to.

      The house is quiet as I pass through it. The vast windows leave a sprinkling of goosebumps over my skin, the ever-present thought of someone watching me through them. A shiver races up my spine, and I find myself jogging down the stairs instead of walking, craving Colt and Cash’s company.

      A scent of hot food hits me when I reach the bottom step. My stomach grumbles in response. I love their food.

      I go straight to the dining room, hoping to feast, and stop in my tracks.

      My heart kicks against my ribs.

      “Hello. I’ve been waiting for you,” their father announces.

      “Why? So you can kill me too?” I snap, entering the room and scanning the space for a weapon I can use.

      “Dramatic much?” he tsks.

      I launch toward the table, picking up a bread knife and holding it out toward him.

      “What are you going to do with that, saw me to death? The tip is blunt,” he mocks.

      “Then it will hurt more going in, won’t it?” I retort, taking a step closer. I refuse to show him fear. He has no power over me.

      He dabs his mouth with a napkin and leans back in the chair Colt occupied yesterday. Where are they? Did they set me up? No.

      “It came to me after you left my club last night.” He tilts his head, studying me. Reaching into his pocket, he pulls a photo free. “You look like her. You’re prettier, but the resemblance is there,” he torments, pushing the picture across the table.

      Thunderclouds fill my head. Pain stabs into me at the image of my sister lying naked, her chest open and bloody.

      “You monster,” I yell, lunging toward him with the knife. Grabbing my wrist, he spins it up to my back and slams me facedown on the table, the impact sending pain exploding over my cheek.

      His body covers mine, overpowering me in strength and stature.

      “You’re feistier than she was,” he taunts.

      Footfalls sound on the stairs, and I’m released abruptly. He re-claims his seat just as Colt enters the room.

      “What the fuck are you doing here?” he growls, coming to my side. “You okay?” He inspects me.

      I’m a little winded, so just nod my head once.

      “Did he touch you?” His hand strokes down my cheek, leaving a sting in its wake.

      Holding up his hands, his father shrugs. “She came at me with a knife. I disarmed her, that’s all.”

      “I will fucking kill you,” Colt snaps, moving me behind him. Rage stiffens his posture, fire alight in his eyes.

      “Over what?” his father roars, swiping plates to the floor. “Another little island slut! Haven’t those people taken enough from me?”

      “What the hell is going on?” Cash announces his entrance, his hair ruffled and beautiful face indented in sleep lines.

      “Dad was just being his delightful self, letting his true colors show. I knew you were still fucking bitter over Mom. Is that why you killed Clara? To get back at them?”

      “Careful, son. Guilty men shouldn’t be so quick to walk others to the gallows,” he sneers, retaking his seat.

      “What the fuck does that mean?” Cash asks, coming farther into the room, his eyes flicking to the mess all over the floor.

      Such a waste.

      “Nothing. He’s just trying to play games, as usual,” Colt defends, his arm outstretched, shielding me.

      “Do you know where Mom is?” Cash asks him, which seems to throw him off guard. He straightens, steepling his hands on the table.

      “Why do you keep bringing up that traitorous whore? Thinking I’m still bitter over her. It’s been two fucking decades since she made her choice. Why would I care where she is?”

      “Tell me why you killed my sister then. Was it so bad that she loved your son?” I spit with disgust, clinging to Colt so I don’t lose my footing.

      “Which son?” he sneers, narrowing his eyes on me.

      “What the fuck are you talking about?” Cash snaps at him, hands on hips.

      “Why don’t you ask Colt.” He looks between his sons.

      “You’re not answering the question,” I grind out.

      “Because I don’t have to answer to you, little girl. I was proven innocent in your sister’s murder.”

      “Then how did you get that photo?” I almost sob, but the anger keeps the tears at bay.

      “What photo?” Cash and Colt ask in unison. I point to the image on the table.

      Cash almost collapses when he sees it, a horrible sound tearing out of him.

      “Press got the images and was going to sell them, so I bought them,” their father defends himself, swiping a piece of fruit away from his arm.

      “Why?” Colt asks.

      “Because if the public saw them, it would have damaged my case. No one can forget seeing that.”

      “If it wasn’t you, who was it?” Cash manages to get himself together to ask the burning question.

      “Maybe you’re looking at him every time you see your reflection.”

      “Riddles? Really?”

      “Get the hell out,” Colt barks, making me jump.

      “I was going anyway. Good luck, sweetheart. Let’s hope that pretty face doesn’t end up on the front page of the newspaper.”
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      It’s been four days since my father showed up with his riddles of bullshit. I asked Colt if he knew what the hell he was talking about, but he just got angry and said he was having all the locks changed, then fired the security guards and cooks for allowing him access.

      Mona has been quiet and withdrawn, the bruise covering the entire left side of her face a constant reminder that we failed to keep her safe. Colt’s mood has been dark, quietly raging, the atmosphere thick with an unsettled disposition.

      “How about we watch a movie?” I ask. Mona looks up from the book she’s reading.

      I click the button for the projector screen to unravel from the ceiling, making Mona gasp.

      At times, I forget she hasn’t lived a life like ours. She’s never seen movies. I’ll have to create her a list of all the classics.

      “I have some business to attend to,” Colt announces, grabbing his jacket and leaving the house. Mona’s eyes follow his departure. She feels things for him. It’s clear in the way she yearns for his looks, attention.

      “I guess it’s just us two.” Thunder booms from above, warning of the impending storm. “I’ll get some snacks, you get comfortable,” I tell her.
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      She’s transfixed by Lord of the Rings. I figured we’d start strong. She gets closer every time something intense happens, her small body bunched up, knees under her chin. “I want to save my people,” she suddenly says, breaking the silence.

      “What do you mean?”

      She turns to face me, determination in her eyes. “Most people on my island were born there under my father’s reign. They have no idea what the real world is like, that they don’t have to be punished for normal bodily urges or wanting to explore the world.”

      “You’ll be imprisoned by your father if you try telling people about the outside world.”

      She nods, her locks falling over her face. “I comprehend that. Can’t we bring more people with us, help free the people who don’t want to be there?”

      “There’s always been a divide that’s tolerated, for lack of a better word, with your island and the city. The police don’t interfere. I believe your father pays them for his privacy.”

      The sky thunders from above, a streak of lightening illuminating the sky, flashing through the window. Mona almost leaps into my lap when all the power flickers out, plunging us into darkness.

      “It’s okay. Just a power outage. I’ll get the generator going. Stay here,” I tell her.

      I find a flashlight and go into the basement, fucking around with the switchboard and then the emergency generator. It won’t start.

      Perfect.

      When I get back upstairs, Mona is standing at the big window in the living room.

      “There was someone out there looking in,” she stutters, her body trembling. She’s probably got scared from the movie and the darkness. I walk over to her, about to tell her she’s imagining things, when she starts. “Look!” she yells, pointing to some trees. I see something move, but I’m not sure what.

      “I’ll go check it out.”

      “I’m coming with you,” she tells me defiantly.

      I’m still holding the flashlight, but grab a gun from the safe.

      Rain hammers down, drenching us both. “Stay behind me.” The wind howls, picking up leaves and debris and tossing them all over the place. The waves crashing against the shore sounds like the earth is vibrating. We round the house toward the trees where we saw movement.

      “Who’s there?” I call out. “I’m armed and will shoot you.”

      No one answers.

      “Wait here,” I order Mona, then aim my weapon toward the trees, getting closer. My adrenaline spikes. This is where Clara’s body was found.

      Anger pumps through my bloodstream. “If someone is fucking with me, you’re going to be eating lead,” I warn.

      The rain picks up, distorting my vision. Mona’s sudden shriek turns my blood cold. I spin, aiming in the direction where I left her, and fire a shot at the figure holding her.

      Bang.
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      “Fuck!” I yell as pain slices into my shoulder, jolting Mona from my hold.

      “Oh my God,” she cries in horror. Rain hammers down on us, my feet slipping in the mud.

      “Oh shit! Colt?” Cash calls out, swiping water from his eyes.

      “You fucking shot me,” I grind out.

      “I thought you were attacking Mona.”

      “What the hell are you both doing out here?” I ask. I was just getting back when I saw them come outside.

      “Power went out. We thought we saw something out here.” Cash shakes his head.

      “Fuck, we need to get you to the hospital.” He winces when he comes closer and sees blood.

      “It’s just a graze. Luckily you’re a shit shot,” I bark.

      “It’s bleeding.” Mona bites her lip nervously.

      “Maybe we go inside and stop playing hero?” I grunt, storming off.

      The power is out, putting me in a worse mood than I already was.

      “Where have you been?” Cash asks, locking up the gun. He pours a tumbler of whiskey and hands it to me. Mona helps me slip out of my jacket and shirt.

      There’s a slice through my shoulder where the bullet skimmed. “You could have hit Mona for fuck’s sake,” I fume.

      “I was aiming for you. I wouldn’t have gotten her. I wanted to wound you, not kill.”

      “You should always go for the kill.” I scoff.

      “Where have you been?” he repeats himself. Mona runs off to get some clean water and bandages.

      “I went to see Father,” I mutter, gulping down the whiskey.

      “Why?”

      “Because I want fucking answers for Mona, for you, us.” I fling my hands up, wincing from the sting of the wound.

      “And did you get the answer you wanted? He’s never going to admit to killing her.”

      “I’m not convinced he did kill her.” I hand him the glass and gesture for him to refill it with a nod of my head. Rolling his eyes, he pours another. “You drink too much.”

      “That’s rich coming from you, asshole. And let’s not forget you fucking shot me.”

      “Why do you think he didn’t kill her?” Rage and fire burn inside me. I’m fucking tired of this shit.

      “Because he thinks I did it,” I roar, throwing my glass across the room. It shatters into a million pieces just as Mona returns. She looks between us, confused.

      “Come on. Let’s get this over with,” I snap.

      “Are you okay?” she asks, placing her bowl down. Cash holds the flashlight on the wound so she can clean it.

      “I’m fine,” I brood.

      Grabbing the bandage from her hands I stick it to my skin before getting up and going upstairs. I need a towel and some sleep.

      I lie in the bed, the sky cracking open above me keeping sleep away. The door opens a sliver, and a petite figure crosses the room to my side of the bed.

      “What are you doing?” I groan, not strong enough to deny her if she asks me to kiss her, fuck her, worship her.

      “Can I sleep with you? I don’t want to be alone.”

      I open my mouth to ask her why she doesn’t go to Cash—he’s the safer option—but I’m selfish and I don’t want to give up something I want.

      “I can leave.” She frowns, her voice shaking.

      I shift over, pulling back the covers. “I already told you, you’re never leaving me.” I smile, a first real smile in days.

      Her body curls up next to mine, sating my turbulent thoughts.

      “What’s troubling you?” she whispers her fingers tracing the tattoo on my chest and attentively circling the bullet graze.

      “I want answers for you so you aren’t here solely for reasons so fucking brutal and dark. I want you to want to be here, to like what you’ve found.”

      “I do,” she breathes, moving closer, every inch of her touching part of me.

      “Do you think it was your father?”

      “I honestly don’t know. If it were, would you want him to die?”

      If she says yes, I’ll load my shotgun right now and deliver his heart to her in offering.

      “Yes.” She sighs. “No.” She shrugs. “I just want answers. I want to know where her heart is—why someone would harm her. She was kind and innocent.”

      “Like you?” I kiss the top of her head.

      “She was better than me.”

      “There doesn’t get better than you, islander.”

      A loud crack of thunder bursts through the sky. Mona jolts and climbs on top of me, her legs spread around my waist, tits pushing into my chest. My cock comes alive from the heat of her pussy.

      “Erm…” I grunt.

      “Can I stay here for a while?” she breathes against my skin, her lips on my chest.

      “I can’t guarantee my cock isn’t going to stab you in the ass.” I chuckle, and she barks out a laugh, making her body wriggle over mine.

      Fuck.

      “It feels so good being in your arms, but I also feel guilt for living the life Clara wanted for herself with Cash.”

      “What would she want for you?” I ask, circling her body with my arms.

      “Everything,” she exhales, lifting her head. “She would want me to have everything she couldn’t and more.” And with that, she lowers her lips to mine.
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      Every part of him is touching every part of me. I’ve never felt more alive than right now in his arms. His large palm grasps my cheek, pulling me closer, our lips dancing, tasting, devouring. Flicking his tongue across the seam and gaining access, the world around me tips on its axis. His warm tongue explores, tasting every corner, every inch of space, claiming, owning. His other palm slides up my body beneath my bed shirt and he grasps my breast, kneading.

      My nipples peak painfully, begging for relief. He lightly pinches, eliciting a sharp tremor of pleasure.

      He seems to crowd every part of me. His scent invades mine as he spins us so he’s above me, towering, keeping me his willing captive just as the sky cracks with an electric charge.

      With little effort, he grips the neck of my shirt and tears down the middle, exposing my flesh to his hungry gaze. I’m overheating, the anticipation overwhelming every molecule of my being.

      “You could have just asked me to remove it.” I giggle, a mix of nerves and euphoria making me feel delirious.

      “Where’s the fun in that?” He covers my nipple with his lips, rendering me speechless. My back arches to meet his delicious administrations.

      “You like that?” he asks, his lips hooking up at the corner. Every part of my body awakens to his smile. He could rule the world with that damn smile. Hungry eyes track my pulse jumping wildly in my neck. He seals his lips over the thump, claiming me there.

      “You’re so fucking precious, little islander. I don’t deserve you,” he whispers against the shallow of my neck. My body is on fire. An ache I’ve only felt from my own touch before throbs wildly between the apex of my thighs. Urgent kisses trace down my body, using his tongue, lips, teeth.

      God above unleashes his rage as the sky fractures and batters the house. I writhe with every touch, stroke, caress. My body comes alive under Colt’s touch. If this is sinning, I’ll burn in the depths of hell willingly, accepting God’s wrath to feel this good.

      Reaching the apex of my thighs, he hooks his fingers into the hem of my panties, slips them down my legs, and discards them. I inhale sharply as his tongue swipes out to taste me, making me whimper in need.

      “Fuck, I can smell your arousal. You need to be eaten,” he growls, gripping my thighs to open me wider. My hips buck as he suckles my bundle of nerves. I’ve never been touched like this. It’s glorious. My hands reach up to grip the bed frame as he devours me, swirling his tongue, making my legs shake and core tighten. “Oh God,” I call out, quivering, looking down to watch him render me a shuddering mess.

      I’m floating in a state of pure pleasure and need. Hands everywhere, lips touching, kissing, licking. The atmosphere quakes with the surge of desire swirling in the air around us. I didn’t think pleasure could feel so intense, so euphoric. Fingers part my folds as his tongue swirls and sucks at me, stealing my breath. My skin is alight from within, every nerve ending experiencing delights I didn’t comprehend my body was capable of.

      My hips writhe, pushing Colt’s face farther into me, my core needing more. He travels up my body, his lips latching onto mine. “Taste how beautiful you are,” he says, my scent all over his mouth. My legs circle his waist. I can’t get enough. I want to be consumed by him. We’re not Mona and Colt in this moment—we’re two souls fusing together to create pure bliss.

      I tug at his boxer briefs, helping to relieve him of them until we’re skin on skin. He’s pure masculine beauty. Smooth, tan skin over hard planes of muscle, his body painted in an array of beautiful pictures, memories.

      “What will that feel like?” I ask in wonder when I see he has jewelry running like a ladder up his thick shaft.

      “You’re about to find out.” He grins, then steals my lips, lines himself up, and thrusts inside me, knocking the air from my lungs.

      “Fuck, you’re so beautiful,” he groans. I’m being stretched and filled to the max. The jewels caress my inner walls as his hips piston into me, making me throw my head back in enraptured throes of pleasure.

      I feel feverish. Sweat coats our bodies as we grind in sync, every nerve alight, energy zapping, sending ripples of elation through my body. “Colt,” I cry out as his strokes become more intense and rooted, swelling inside me, filling me up, tipping me over the edge. Light dances behind my eyelids. A tear forms, spilling to my cheek. The hot pulse of his release trickles from within me, coating my thighs. He takes a few seconds before easing beside me and pulling me against him.

      “Fuck,” he pants, his breathing labored.

      “Fuck. Fucking. Mmmm…I think I like that word.” I sigh dreamily into his chest. A chuckle rumbles from inside him.
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        * * *

      

      I’m cocooned in two powerful arms, the world I once knew now altered forever.

      My body aches in ways I never knew possible. Lazy limbs feel weighed down by invisible threads.

      “What are you thinking about?” Colt’s voice vibrates against my ear, sending ripples of pleasure through every part of me.

      “You,” I say truthfully.

      “Oh yeah? What part of me?” He nibbles my shoulder, then kisses down my back, tipping me onto my stomach. I grasp the side of the mattress to anchor myself to the moment, feeling everything, my skin sensitive, nerves raw. Biting my lip, I lift my hips in offering, making him chuckle against my flesh. It doesn’t last. We both jolt when the bedroom door bursts open, making me scream in fright.

      “What the fuck!” Colt shouts before moving off me and racing toward his brother. I sit up, gathering the blankets to cover myself.

      “What the fuck? Is that your blood,” Colt panics, checking his brother all over for injury. My heart races, fear gripping my throat. Cash looks like he’s in shock, blood coating his hands and splattered over his shirt.

      “Cash?” I gulp down my panic.

      “It’s…she…Annemarie.”

      “What?” Colt exhales.

      Cash points behind him.

      “Cash, what the fuck happened?”

      “I found Annemarie. She was missing her heart,” he stammers.

      Sickness burns my throat.

      “Where?”

      Cash turns around and starts walking. Colt grabs his boxer briefs and follows. I chase behind them as they descend the stairs and walk out the front door.

      “Mona, stay inside,” Colt orders, but nothing is keeping me away.

      The trees where I saw the person watching the house. Ice saturates me in a wintery sheen. Tears form and burn a track down my cheek. The woman, Annemarie, is naked, her skin ashen, a gaping hole in her chest, blood…so much blood. Her eyes peer up to the sky, lifeless.

      “She was laying here. I tried to close the hole.” Cash quakes.

      “Fuck, fuck, fuck.” Colt swipes his hands through his hair, pacing.

      “This has to be dad, right? Sending a message,” Colt steams.

      My knees buckle beneath me, and I fall to the ground. This was how Clara was left, like a dead animal carcass abandoned as trash. Vomit races up my throat, spewing onto the grass.

      “Get her inside, Cash. I need to get this sorted. Fuck.”

      “What are you going to do?” I ask, trembling.

      “I need to report it. I have to call the police. And then I’m going to fucking kill that bastard.”
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      “I’ve already told you what happened for two fucking days,” I tell the detective, who asked me to come in and have another chat with him. Like before, they have no fucking clue who’s responsible. The storm caused chaos, knocking out power all over the place. There were no cameras to track activity, and no one knows who she was last seen with. I’m exhausted. This shit just reminds me of Clara. No one knew fuck all then either.

      “You’re free to leave, Mr. Ward, but don’t be taking any out-of-town trips.”

      “Am I a suspect?” I sneer.

      “Everyone is, until we get proof otherwise.”

      I approach Cash where he’s sitting in the waiting area. He looks how I fucking feel. Like shit.

      “They released Dad yesterday. He has an alibi.” He shakes his head.

      “Of course he does,” I snap.

      “I need to sleep,” Cash groans. “There are cameras out front. I parked in the back. They’re going to let us out the rear entrance.”

      “Where’s Mona?” Fuck, I need to hold her.

      “In the car. I didn’t want to leave her at home, but didn’t want to bring her in this dump either and get the cops asking questions about who she is.”

      Good thinking. Not wanting them to know who she is is why they keep asking me to come back down here. She’s my alibi and I can’t fucking use her.

      When we get outside, Mona opens the car door and runs toward us, throwing herself into my arms. “Are you okay?” she sobs.

      “I’m fine.” I smile, clutching her to me, breathing her in.

      “Come on, let’s grab food and go home. We need to figure out what we’re going to do.” Cash pats my back.

      He understands what we have to do. This has to be our Father. There’s no one else. We have to fucking end him once and for all—end this.
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        * * *

      

      The shower blasts over my skin, washing away the past couple days. My mind runs rampant with theories of how to get rid of my father without raising suspicion. I hear the soft click of the door over the torrent of the shower and inhale sharply when Mona walks through the steam clouds fully naked. Her dark hair lays over her tits. Her tiny waist dips in before her hips flare wide. She’s so fucking perfect, like a fantasy straight out of the mind of a God.

      Dainty hands stroke up my chest in slow, torturous movements. Her thick, plump lips taste the water on my skin. “Hey.” I smirk down at her as her large amber eyes look up at me through thick lashes. “Hey.” She flicks her tongue out, teasing.

      “Tell me what you want, little islander?” I groan when she palms my cock.

      “I want you to fuck me,” she tells me, breathless. My heart pounds loud in my chest, the blood roaring through my body and settling in my swelling cock.

      I grasp her under the armpits and lift her effortlessly. Her legs wrap around my waist, my cock cocooning in the crease of her pussy, pulsing with need to be inside her. I shift us toward the wall, leaning her back against the tiles, devouring her mouth with hungry, needy stokes of my tongue. A growl rumbles up my throat when she moves her hips, lowering her cunt over my shaft. Her tight walls squeeze me on entry into her warm pussy.

      “Damn, girl,” I grunt, placing my head against hers to gain some control.

      “I have an appetite for your touch,” she murmurs, rotating her hips, moaning in pleasure when my fat head strokes her in all the right places.

      My lips latch on to her neck, marking her there. I lower a hand to her pussy, pushing the pad of my thumb through her folds, finding her clit and stroking, adding pressure, circling.

      Our combined groans fill the room. “I think your pussy is my new fucking fetish,” I rumble, thrusting my hips into her, skin slapping skin, reckless and pure. I buck my hips, pulsing into her in a rhythmic state of pleasure, sensation and desire driving our movements into an desperate climax.

      “I love fucking you.” She sighs, coming down from the high.

      And although it’s ludicrous, I want to say, “I fucking love you.”
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        * * *

      

      “What will you do about your father?” Mona asks on a whisper.

      “I’m going to kill him,” I tell her, our sated bodies lying naked on my bed. My fingers brush through her hair.

      “You think you can actually kill?”

      “If it means keeping you safe, I’d kill every person in this world and beyond,” I tell her honestly.

      She snuggles in further, trying to crawl under my skin, her hands stroking over the tattoos decorating my flesh.

      “Could you still be with a man who killed?” I ask, my muscles flexing, jaw tightening.

      There a pause of silence, and then, “I don’t fear the darkness in you. It’s in me too. I’d kill to keep you safe,” she breathes. “I think I need to end my father’s reign, to be truly free and liberate my people trapped there.”

      Her father is a piece of shit. It’s the thing we have in common. “Let it all crash down. Burn the whole fucking place to the ground. It’s poison, Mona. They feed you lies to keep you in line.”

      “Will you help me?”

      I tilt her face up to mine. “Again, if I have to kill every person in this world and the next to keep you safe, I’m willing and ready.” I steal a kiss from her lips.

      Knuckles rapping against the door before it opens announce Cash’s entry.

      Mona looks over at him. Crooking her finger, she invites him over. He crawls across the bed, taking the space to Mona’s left, his arm slinging over her hip.

      “I set up a fake meeting with our father. We can finally end this once and for all,” he tells me on a yawn.

      “When?” I growl, eager to finish this.

      “Tomorrow.”

      Mona grips my hand and clasps Cash’s in her other.

      “Tomorrow it is.”
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      I pace the house, a nervous fluttering ever present. The windows don’t feel like they’re for me to look out of, but for evil to look in. I haven’t been able to shake the feeling of being watched since I arrived here.

      The front door opening has me exhaling in relief. They’re home.

      My stomach lurches, an icy hand snaking up my spine in warning.

      “Mr. Ward, I didn’t expect you to be here.” I try to smile and play off my unease. Men like him enjoy the fear they instill, and last time, he quickly overpowered me. I need to play this better, leave room to flee. Colt and Cash left me here to deal with him, and now here he is.

      “It is my house, dear.” He smirks, taking a couple steps toward me. It’s not the same as when Colt smirks. There’s no beauty in it.

      “I’m sorry, I thought Colt owned this house.” I shouldn’t provoke him, but I can’t seem to control my tongue.

      His lips thin, his eyes narrowing to slits. “I own Colt. Everything they have is because of me—every penny started out as mine.”

      “I meant no offense,” I lie.

      “Of course you didn’t. You islanders never do. You’re all so good and wholesome on the surface, but deep down, you sin worse than us.”

      “I never claimed I wasn’t a sinner,” I tell him. I recognize what I am.

      “Why did you come here?”

      “To find my sister’s killer.”

      “And have you?” He closes in, backing me against a wall. My pulse races, pushing the blood so fast to my heart, I think I may pass out. “Have you found her killer? Was it while you’ve been sharing a bed with her true love?”

      Guilt suffocates me at those words. I haven’t been sexual with Cash, but if I had been, Clara wouldn’t hate me for it. I have to believe that.

      “Cash and I are just friends.” More lies. What is he to you?

      “Oh.” He laughs, holding a finger to my lips and shaking his head. “Not Cash, Colt.”

      My head spins, pain and confusion raging war. He steps away from me, a smug look on his face.

      “He didn’t tell you sweet little virgin Clara came to him to declare her love?”

      “Lies,” I growl.

      “I’m not the one who lies. You see, Cash hated me for not wanting him with her and blamed me for her death. I raised those boys, and he actually questioned whether I was capable of doing that to someone.”

      “Are you?” I ask.

      A sinister smile tugs at his lips.

      “It doesn’t matter at this point. People made up their minds. I took out my rage and bitterness over my wife on your sister, according to the media. Only…they lacked any real evidence, so no conviction. Where Cash should have been looking is a lot closer to home.”

      “I don’t believe you,” I snap, shoving at his chest.

      He stumbles backward, howling with mirth up at the ceiling. “Wow, you’re a little spitfire.”

      “Leave.” I point toward the front door.

      Holding up his hands in surrender, he walks over to a bookshelf and removes a book. There’s a panel back there. He inserts a number sequence, and the entire wall shifts, opening up. “You can see for yourself.”

      I step around the couch and keep a generous amount of space between us as I make my way inside the secret room. Monitors fill the entire back wall. Rooms from inside the house flicker on the screens. My stomach tightens when I see the guest room I used when I first got here, including the bathroom. Oh God, you can see so clearly. My eyes dart to Colt’s room—a perfect view of the entire space, including the bed where we made love. “Is this recording?” I ask, a lump lodging in my throat.

      “Every nasty detail,” he teases, making me want to cover my skin in bleach and scrub. “Conveniently, not on the night of the storm when he was no doubt butchering poor little Annemarie to get back at me for dating her.”

      Lies. He wouldn’t. He couldn’t have. He spent the night making love to me.

      “Have you been watching this?” I ask.

      “Oh please, I don’t need to watch my son’s fuck some whore from that island. I’m not a creep, despite what the media would have you believe.”

      His words stab into me like he’s wielding a knife.

      “Here,” He steps beside me, clicking on buttons laid out on a desk.

      The date he enters flashes on the screen. One by one, the monitors flicker and the dining room comes into view. “I’ll leave you to witness for yourself, then you can make up your own mind.”

      His shoes click across the floor. I hold my breath until I hear the front door open and close.

      Suddenly, Colt comes into view on the screen. He’s younger, not as refined.

      “What do you want?” he sneers to someone just off camera. My heart screams in agony when Clara’s form comes into view, her long curtain of hair curling around her shoulders. She’s so vibrant, so alive. I want to reach through the screen and hold her.

      “I’m not going back,” she states firmly. I look closer, seeing her necklace around her neck. She was wearing it the night she was killed.

      Colt turns, appraising her with a curious eye. “And this is my business why?”

      “Because I’m not staying for Cash.”

      “Be careful of the next words you speak,” he warns her, his tone so cold, it evokes a shudder throughout my body. It doesn’t seem to have the same effect on her, though. She shuffles closer, almost flinging herself at him. “I love you. Please, Colt.”

      He shoves her away, making her fall to the ground. A sob overcomes her body.

      “I told you when you declared this unwarranted affection it would never happen.”

      “Why do you hate me?”

      “I don’t hate you. I hate the way you people are never satisfied with what you have. You always try to take more, hurting whoever the fuck you want in the process.” He towers over her, menacing.

      “I don’t understand,” she pleads.

      “That’s because you’re selfish and young. You only think of what you want, need, feel. Does it matter that I feel nothing for you? I look at you, and my heart is black.”

      “Stop.”

      “You’re the first woman my brother has ever loved, and you betray that by being here.” Her gasp mimics my own.

      “I haven’t encouraged this affection. I don’t understand where it’s coming from,” he growls.

      “It hurts,” she beseeches.

      “What does?”

      “My heart.”

      “It will heal, and so will my brother’s once you’re gone.”

      Her head whips up, and my insides quake as I watch him drag her to her feet.

      “What is this?”

      I startle at Cash’s voice. I hadn’t heard him come in. He stands next to Colt, Colt’s eyes full of fire. “Stop this now,” he barks, pushing their father to the ground. He’s bloody and beaten. They must have crossed paths when he tried to leave and they dragged him back here.

      “No. Don’t touch a fucking thing.” Cash holds his hand up, his eyes watching with the same horror.

      I wouldn’t know how to stop it. Tears track down my cheeks. I didn’t realize I was even crying. I shift, keeping distance between us.

      “What is this?” I ask Colt, hiccupping.

      “It’s nothing. Turn it off,” he warns.

      The camera trails him dragging Clara from the house before it turns black.

      “Get the outside camera feed up,” Cash barks, making me leap out of my skin.

      “I don’t understand how,” I sob. “Colt?” I choke out his name.

      “It’s not what it looks like. Cash…”

      Cash begins searching for the other camera feeds.

      “It’s not there, Cash,” Colt warns.

      “What the hell do you mean it’s not there?”

      The tension is palpable. Cash rushes Colt when he doesn’t find anymore, grabbing him by the lapels of his jacket.

      “The camera feed only shows the front of the house. The ones for the dock and surrounding acres got knocked out in the storm we had that week and weren’t fixed for over a month.”

      “That’s real fucking convenient. Just like Annemarie.”

      “That’s what your father said,” I say, pointing to him.

      Mr. Ward spits blood, swiping at his dripping nose.

      “I told you it wasn’t me, Cash. Colt killed her.”

      “Liar!” Colt roars, kicking out, his foot colliding with Mr. Ward’s mouth. A tooth comes loose, hitting the wall beside him. His body falls to the floor with a grunt.

      “Is that who showed you this?” Colt turns to me, the pulse in his throat jumping rapidly. His eyes are frenzied. Manic.

      “He said you were her true love,” I sob.

      “What the hell did you fucking do, Colt?” Cash screams.

      “No.” I stumble. “I can’t believe this.”

      “Mona?” Colt breathes, taking a step toward me. “Let me explain.”

      “You made me feel safe with you.”

      “You are. Please…” He reaches out, but I shake my head.

      “Just tell me, did you steal her heart, Colt?” I weep.

      Silence fills the room, both Cash and I captivated by the emotions overcoming Colt’s features.

      “I broke her heart. I didn’t steal it.” He exhales, rubbing the back of his neck, exhaustion overwhelming him.

      “Were you sleeping with her?” Cash asks in defeat.

      “No,” Colt barks. “Because you fucking told me she was different, you didn’t want to share her.”

      “Clara didn’t belong here, and neither do I,” I choke out, shaking my head.

      My heart cracks open, bleeding at their feet.

      “Don’t do this. Don’t let him win,” Colt demands.

      I look at their father, then to him. “I don’t trust any of you.” Sorrow grips my throat.

      The ground shakes, my world crumbling around me. I’m fighting a war inside myself, buried alive in the wreckage of Clara’s death.

      The fire has burned out. All that’s left is ash.

      “Mona?” They both say my name, but I hold my hands up.

      “Don’t come near me,” I croak. “Stay the hell away from me.”

      “Mona...” Colt calls my name, defeat in his tone.

      “Stay the hell away from her,” Cash growls, swinging a fist that collides with Colt’s jaw. They squabble, knocking into walls and the table. I rush past them. Flinging open the front door, I run straight into a wall of flesh. My mouth pops open. “Father?”
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      “Mona,” Eli calls out, stepping from behind my father and clutching me to him.

      “Eli?”

      “Thank God we found you.”

      The noise from inside echoes to where I stand, the grunts and smashing of furniture. Is this really happening?

      “What are you doing here?” I ask them both, but Eli answers me.

      “What are you doing here is a better question?”

      “It’s time to come home, Mona.” My father lifts a hand and smothers my mouth with a cloth, a strong scent burning my nostrils and throat.

      My vision blurs as I struggle against his hold, then nothingness clouds my eyes, darkening everything.
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      Anger, burning and palpable, hums through my veins. A heavy weight inside my chest steals my breath. All this time, I’ve been looking for answers, holding on to hope that my father didn’t kill Clara, that her death wasn’t my fault. The idea that Colt could hurt her feels too much of a burden to fucking bare. My mind pictures her beautiful face etched with fear as she looked up at a replica of the man who promised her the world.

      “You have to listen to me,” Colt demands, his nose bloody.

      “Fuck you. Did you really do it?” I ask, my fist raised above him after knocking him to the floor.

      “How can you think that?”

      “What about Annemarie?”

      “I couldn’t give a fuck about Annemarie. Why the hell would I kill her? This is Dad setting us against each other, you have to see that. He’s always hated our bond.”

      “Arghhh,” I roar, punching the floor beside his head before getting to my feet. Sharp pain splits my skull. “I can’t think,” I groan. Chaos rages in my brain.

      “Clara came to me that night.” Colt pants, trying to get himself together. I recognize he could have fought back, kicked my ass, but he didn’t. He took my rage.

      “She had a thing for me, but I didn’t encourage it. I don’t understand why she felt anything for me. I wasn’t even civil to her. I was an asshole, but she seemed to feed off that.”

      “What are you saying?”

      “I’m fucking sorry. I didn’t do anything. I told her to get on our boat and go the fuck home. When she refused, I drove her myself.”

      “Why couldn’t she fucking love me? I would have moved heaven and earth for her.” It fucking hurts more than anything. The truth has hunted me down, and it’s just more fucking pain.

      “I love you, Cash. You’re my brother, my blood. If I’d known she would die that night…I’ve gone over that night a million times in my head, I would’ve done anything to change things.”

      “She was a fucking slut anyway, why the fuck can’t you both just forget her?” our father yells, blood pouring from his mouth.

      I march over to the safe, pull out the hardballer gun, and aim it between my father’s eyes, firing off two rounds in his head. He doesn’t have time to react, to see it coming. Bang, bang—lights out. I should have done that five years ago. Even if he didn’t kill her, he hurt her. He was vile to her. To Mona.

      “Cash…” Colt says my name in disbelief, eyes wide and hands up.

      “He had that coming,” I state, and Colt nods in agreement.

      “We can’t let her leave,” he tells me. “Not like this.”

      “What do you suggest, brother? Locking her in your tower again?”

      “I didn’t explain well enough. She needs to hear the words.”

      “And what words are they?” I sling the gun on the coffee table and pick up a decanter, swigging the liquor straight from the bottle.

      “That I didn’t fucking kill Clara!” Colt exclaims, snatching the drink from me and taking a gulp.

      “Those videos are awfully damning,” I snort.

      “You know me better than that.” He glowers.

      “I understand you’d kill to protect me from pain. If she didn’t love me, you realize how badly I would have taken that fucking news.” I sit, my head in my hands.

      “You’re right, you would have spiraled into darkness, killing yourself with booze and cheap women like you did when she died. But you’d also come out of it too, when something real came along, when it wasn’t an infatuation but real love, like with Mona.”

      “What?” I look up at him, not sure if I heard him right.

      “Come on, Cash. I know you better than you know yourself.”

      I replay everything he’s said in the last twenty minutes, dissecting and arranging it all. “You said you dropped her off yourself. You drove her across the water.”

      “Can you imagine the shock I felt finding her body on our property the next morning?”

      “How did she get back here?” I stand.

      “What are you saying?” He hands me back the drink.

      “I’m saying someone either traveled to the island and took her right where you left her or…”

      “Or someone from there killed her and brought her back here.”

      “You heard what Mona said about our mother. She said she wasn’t on the island, never returned—just like they thought about Clara.”

      “Fuck. Do you think the killer is from the island? What about Annemarie?”

      “Mona said someone was watching her, felt it all the time. What if that someone followed her here?”

      The possessive beast inside me emerges.

      “We need to find Mona.” Colt panics.

      “She’s on foot. She couldn’t have gone far.” I try to placate him, but my own anxious heart is thundering in my chest.

      “What are we going to do about him?” I nod to our dead father bleeding out all over the place.

      “We can get rid of him later. Let’s go find our girl.”
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      My eyes spring open. I gasp, shooting up from a laying position. An engine roars as we sway. We’re on a boat. No!

      “You’re awake. Good,” my father says coolly.

      “I’m not going back! No! Stop!” I yell.

      “I’ll give you another dose,” my father warns, his tone is deadly.

      I get up, looking all around, seeing the house fade into the sunset.

      No. No.

      My soul dies a little more every second we spend moving farther away from Colt. He couldn’t be the man who killed Clara. Surely, I’d feel it.

      I’d been so lost before meeting him. He awakened me, then broke me into a thousand pieces.

      How could Colt be innocent? The video shows him mishandling her, being cruel. She died that night, her body found on their property. There’s just too much evidence to be able to believe it wasn’t him, yet my soul tells me it’s not possible.

      A distraught sob catches in my throat.

      “It’s okay. When we get back, you can repent,” my father sneers. His fist clutches a handful of my hair, tugging my head back, making me wince in pain. “Look at this trash on your face. Did they make you their slut just like they did your sister?” It’s just a flavored gloss on my lips.

      “You knew about Clara and them?” I whimper.

      “Of course I did. Their father made sure of that. What a vile creature he is. It’s no wonder his wife left him to be reborn with us.”

      “Where is Judith?” I ask, curious to understand what happened to her.

      “Judith broke our laws,” he scorns, releasing me with a shove. I knock into Eli, who’s looking out at the ocean rather than at me. “She abandoned us to seek medical attention. Her belief wasn’t strong enough. This is why I stopped recruiting. Only pure bred believers are blessed with his light.”

      Eli doesn’t even blink, the good little servant not stopping the rough handling my father likes to dish out.

      “Why come for me? Am I not to follow Judith’s fate? I broke your precious laws.”

      A backhanded slap catches me off guard, causing a trail of fire over my cheekbone. My teeth cut into the gum, copper liquid popping over my tongue. Bastard.

      Colt’s word for his father is perfect for mine too. They’re both bastards.

      “We have rules for a reason, Mona. To keep our people pure from the unclean, the toxic poison of the outside world. They are not to be mocked or broken. You are my daughter and naïve. You will face punishment, then you will marry and atone.”

      “And if I don’t want to marry? What then, Father?”

      “Eli is a good man, willing to overlook your lapse in judgment. You should think yourself lucky, and you’ll do as you’re told.”

      “Eli?” I call, anger lacing my voice. “Eli? Are you going to say anything?”

      He turns to me, an emptiness in his eyes. “You were always supposed to be my wife, Mona. You’ll see.”

      “No, I won’t.” I cry, looking to the water. Could I survive it if I threw myself over?

      “Don’t even think about it,” my father scolds, once again covering my mouth. I try to fight it, but it’s too strong. The toxins fill my lungs and steal the light from my eyes.
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        * * *

      

      I wake in my room, my head feeling like my skull cracked open and all the insides tipped out. My vision doubles, blurring everything in sight. I notice the matchbox still on my bed and shove it in my pocket. Checking my neck, I sigh in relief. Clara’s necklace is still there.

      I stand, gathering my equilibrium.

      I try the door, but it’s locked.

      “Mother?” I try calling, but empty silence stretches out before me.

      I check the window. Nails still penetrate the wood, sealing it shut.

      “Father?” I cry.

      Will Colt just accept I left and not even look for me?

      I look around for something I can use to break the glass. Pulling a drawer free from the dresser, I throw it at the pane of glass, the bounce nearly hitting me in the face. Crap. I try again, angling the corner and giving it more strength. The drawer breaks through, the glass falling like sharp confetti.

      Wasting no time, I climb through. A sting pierces my thigh as glass cuts my skin.

      I make it ten feet before Eli crashes into me, knocking me to the ground and the air from my lungs.

      “I can’t let you leave again.”

      I rub at my chest, trying to gain control of my breathing. “Eli, I can’t marry you.”

      “I know. Your father knows. He’s preparing a cleansing.”

      “What?”

      “Do you even care what the consequences of your actions are?”

      “I deserve to have free will. God created us to have free will.”

      “You have responsibilities here. Your mother is imprisoned because of your selfishness. You’re just like Clara.”

      “Life shouldn’t be lived half full, Eli.”

      He reaches forward, grabbing the chain from my neck and snapping it. Gasping, I reach for it, but miss his hand.

      “I thought giving you this would sate this need for closure.”

      “What?”

      “She was so full of darkness, Mona, so unruly, and she would have come back for you.”

      “Eli? No…”

      “Now I see she already tainted you too much for me to salvage.”

      He reaches into his jacket. The blade glistens under the moonlight. “No,” I choke out.

      No way. Please, no.

      A burst of energy powers my legs, and I take off running. I hit the tree line and disappear under its canopy. Branches whip at my face, twigs breaking beneath my feet, giving away my direction. I pump my arms, my brain raging with this new information, trying to think of a safe place I can hide. I change direction, moving away from the places we would frequent together. The forest becomes dense, darker. I push on.

      Shadows in the moonlight chase me. Everything could be him. I’m running out of time. I notice a formation of rocks I’ve never seen before and head toward them. There’s an opening big enough for a person to fit through. Slipping inside, I trip over a branch, hitting the muddy floor. It’s so dark. The space is tight, maybe eight feet long by four feet wide. Dense twigs cut into me, breaking my skin. I dig into my pocket, bring out the matches, and attempt to light one. My hands tremble, prompting several attempts before one sparks. I lower it to my leg to see a thick white branch stuck into my shin, blood blooming around it. What the hell? Wait, that’s not a branch… The breath in my lungs flees in a horrifying scream as I drop the match, lighting the bones beneath me.

      Vomit races up my throat, spilling free like acid, burning a path over my tongue. Moving back through the sliver of space away from the ghastly sight before me, my foot snags on a tree branch, sending me falling. I hear his approach, his voice calling out to me. If he finds me, sees what I’ve found, I’ll be buried here too, left to rot.

      I get to my feet. My own breathing roars in my ears. I take off when I hear twigs breaking behind me, a flight of birds soaring into the night sky.

      “Mona, you can’t outrun your fate,” he roars.

      I push through the thicket of brush and tip out onto the sand on the other side of the island, rolling down the incline. Pain fires all over my body, sand stinging open wounds. I get to my feet and begin walking, pressure on my cut leg too much to bear.

      “You should be careful what you wish for, Mona. It may be the last thing you ask for,” Eli says from behind me.

      Tears gush from my eyes, my heart dying.

      There’s a crack in his exterior, the façade dropping and his true self coming through the fragments.

      “You want a life away from this island, and I’ll grant you that—you’ll have no life at all.”

      He lunges for me as I turn.

      “Wait,” I plead, falling backward into the sand.

      He hesitates, stopping in his tracks.

      “Just tell me…why her heart? Where is it?”

      “It’s here, where it belongs.”

      It’s been here all along?

      “Whose bones are in that cave?”

      “The first traitor who broke my damn heart.”

      “I don’t understand…”

      “My mother. She ran away back to her false family and thought we would just accept her return. She was always coming and going, tainted by the outside world. And then, Clara. I found her sneaking away. I followed her there, watched her be with those heathens, corrupted by money. They thought they ruled the world and could have what they wanted from ours.”

      “Is that why you left her body there? To frame them?”

      “You sound like one of them, Mona. They’ve filled your head with delusion. I left them her empty shell. Her heart will forever be here, as will yours.”

      “Did you follow me there?”

      “I had to. I had to see for myself, your betrayal. It broke my heart.”

      “Did you kill Annemarie?”

      “She was a sinner, Mona. She was a warning, but you didn’t take it as one. You didn’t return home, and that’s when I knew.”

      “Knew what?”

      “That you couldn’t be saved.”

      I grasp a handful of sand and throw it in his face. He yells out in pain as the particles fly into his eyes. I pick myself up and run into the water, the waves lapping at my feet, my shins and then thighs as I push myself deeper.

      “Mona!” Eli roars. Gaining his composure, he enters the water, but I know he can’t swim—learning was forbidden. I power my arms like I remember Cash doing and kick my legs like Colt taught me, moving farther out, the ocean floor too deep for me to stand now. I sputter the water trying to enter my mouth and swim around the edge of the island, I’m too far from anything else and would tire and drown if I attempt to swim away from here. Eli doesn’t go any deeper than his knees. I move sideways, and he stalks my actions, tracking up the beach with me. A large gathering of rocks cuts off the beach, forcing him to watch as I swim away from him beyond the rocks. His arms flay as he loses all his composure. Turning, he disappears back into the trees. I power my arms and legs, ignoring the biting cold of the water and pain screaming in my limbs as I follow the border of the island. I keep moving until I physically can’t stay in the water any longer and drag myself to shore. I have to squint and rub at my eyes when I see a boat a few yards up. A cry of relief chokes out of me when I see Cash’s face coming toward me.
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      It took too long to realize Mona was gone. And not just walked out and went for a fucking stroll—she was nowhere. Panic spiked in my veins when Cash said she must have gone back to Cult Island.

      I couldn’t believe she’d willingly go back there. Someone came for her. Probably the same cunt who killed Annemarie. “Fuck!” I roar into the dead of the sea. “If anything’s happened to her…” I mutter to Cash, who’s driving the fucking boat to that shithole.

      We’re getting our girl back.

      “Go around the back. We don’t want to alert them to our presence,” I tell him pointing farther down from their dock.

      The horizon has swallowed the sun, casting us in darkness, making navigating an issue. Cash cuts the engine and jumps out of the boat, looking for something to tie it to. “What’s that?” I ask, pointing to something down the beach. Someone dragging their leg and waving their arms.

      “Fuck! It’s Mona,” Cash barks, taking off running toward her.

      I leap from the boat and give chase after him. Why the hell is she limping?

      Cash gets to her first, engulfing her in his arms. It’s then I see someone coming out of the trees behind him.

      The boy steps forward. The moonlight hits his face, and recognition sparks inside me. He’s Mother’s son, Eli.

      “She belongs to me!” he roars, raising his arm, catching Cash off guard.

      I charge forward, wrapping my arms around his waist, knocking us to the sand. I pin him beneath me, landing blow after blow to his face. “How about you let her decide where and who she belongs with,” I growl, my knuckles splitting as I demolish his face.

      “Colt!” Mona cries, and I turn to see her cradling Cash’s head in her lap.

      Eli splutters, choking on his own teeth as I scurry over to Cash, checking his body for injury.

      “Eli stabbed him in the back,” she sobs. I turn my head back to see the bastard still dribbling blood, then return my attention to Cash.

      “I’m fine.” Cash winces.

      “Then why the fuck are you laying here like you’re dying? You scared the shit out of us,” I snarl.

      “I just like the view.” He half laughs, half grimaces, looking up at Mona’s worried features. “Oh my God,” she bawls, leaning down and sealing her lips over his. Reaching out, she pulls me into her. “I can’t believe you came for me.”

      “We will always come for you.” I take her face in my hands and kiss her lips, her nose, cheeks, eyelids. “Come on,” I tell her, helping Cash up and guiding her to her feet.

      “My leg,” she flinches, looking down at the blood coming from an open wound.

      “What happened?” Cash asks her.

      “Oh God, Cash, Eli killed your mother,” she weeps.

      It takes a couple seconds for what she’s saying to register. A wave of sorrow cloaks me, thinking of my mother and her love for this place—for Eli, her son. That bastard.

      “I’m sorry,” Mona implores.

      “It’s not your fault,” I assure her.

      “Cash…” she murmurs, reaching for him. He embraces her, squeezing her to him like she’s a lifeline and he’s drowning.

      Eli squirms in the sand like a crushed worm.

      “Fucker,” I growl. I lurch forward to go back to him, but Mona stops me, grabbing my arm.

      “No.” She shakes her head, then hobbles over toward large rocks scattered on the sand. Picking up one almost the size of her head, she shuffles over to Eli. His breathing is labored as he coughs blood. “Your heart belongs with me,” he sputters.

      “You belong in hell. You never had a heart, that’s why you stole hers,” she sneers, and with all her might, she smashes the rock down, an angry, broken roar tearing from her lips as she lifts it, again and again, hammering it down until her arms give out. Crimson splatters up her face and into her hair as the impact split his skull open with a gruesome crunch, his face now resembling mulch.

      His body convulses, nerves twitching before he stills. Blood seeps into the sand beneath him, the moon our only witness, the tide drawing in to wash away the evidence

      We were right. The killer was from this place—and our mother’s son, of all fucking people.

      “What now?” I ask, wanting to throw her over my shoulder and run home with her keeping her there forever but she’s not my prisoner she’s no one’s prisoner, now or ever again.

      “Now we free everyone else. It’s time to end my father’s reign.” She tells me, strong and confident despite the fact she looks like she’s been hit with a truck.
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      Closure leaked from within me as I drove the rock into Eli’s skull, his warm blood sticking to my skin almost in reward for finally getting justice for Clara.

      All those nights I lay with him, those hands that stole my sister’s life touching me…I’ll never forgive him for what he stole from me. Ending his life was a mercy. I should have locked him in Father’s prison and let him rot.

      “That cut looks nasty. We’re going to need to wrap it.” Colt frowns down at my leg, blood still trickling from the open wound.

      “My mother is imprisoned in my father’s dungeon. We need to free her and find Claudia.”

      “Who’s Claudia?” Colt asks, ripping off his shirt and bending to tie it around my leg.

      “She was Clara’s friend.” Cash nods. “She was the one who helped Clara get to and from the island. Lead the way.”

      “My father won’t take too kindly to you being here.”

      “That’s his problem, not ours.” Colt swoops me up, bridal style. “Let me hold you for a while. You look like you’re about to collapse.”

      “Thank you.”

      “For what?”

      “For loving me,” I whisper. His face clouds with an array of emotions. “This is what love is, right? The kiss of your scent, the strength in your grip, the taste on your lips.” I palm his cheek. “Through the darkness, light is visible here…” I lower my hand to cover my heart. “I feel you living here.”

      “I feel you everywhere,” he says, closing his eyes briefly. “I never want to not feel you.”

      “You don’t have to. I’m yours,” I breathe. Turning my head, I reach out to clasp Cash’s hand. “I’m both of yours. We belong together.”
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        * * *

      

      As predictable as ever, we find my father in his church planning my cleansing.

      His eyes widen in shock when I walk in, my hair hanging in scraggly, wet strands down my shoulders, bruises and cuts painting my face a kaleidoscope of colors. My clothes tattered and torn, a piece of shirt wrapped around my shin, the blood soaking through it.

      He rounds his pew, halting when my two soulmates follow me inside, large, bloody, and menacing, like attack wolves ready to tear him into pieces.

      “You won’t get away with this.” He clenches his fists. I jerk my head in command, and my wolves attack, tackling my father to the ground with little effort. “Not as easy as beating little girls, is it, Father?” I mock.

      As he’s frog marched outside with his hands tied behind his back, like the criminal he is. I’m grateful for the cloak of the night keeping us camouflaged.

      When we get back to their boat, they drag him on board and then lift me inside, taking us far enough out for privacy.

      “I’m not the enemy, Mona.” My father struggles against the makeshift bindings of robe rope from the church.

      “Yes you are.” I snort.

      “Why do you treat this as a war?” he growls.

      “Because it is one,” I snap. “I’m fighting for my freedom. Your faith is not mine.”

      “When the light fades, who will save you, if you don’t have faith?”

      He truly believes the spill coming out of his mouth.

      “I don’t fear the darkness.” I shake my head.

      “You should.”

      “I don’t fear it because I am the darkness. You forced me to be.”

      “Mona?” He says my name with panic now, fear sparking in his eyes.

      “I’m sorry you have to die so I can live.”

      “Mona,” he urges.

      “It’s okay, Father. If your God truly exists, you shouldn’t fear death.”

      Colt looks to me for direction. I nod my head for him to get my father to his feet.

      I close my eyes, gathering my courage. “Bye, Father,” I say, my eyes opening, full and clear. I shove his chest and his eyes widen in shock as his body hits the water, sending a splash up and over the boat. He sinks fast, struggling with the bindings. I watch as he fades from the surface, falling beneath, air pockets popping on the water’s surface. There’s no sense of sorrow in my heart, only relief.

      “What now?” Colt asks.

      “Now, we go free my mother.”
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      Epilogue One

      Mona

      

      The dungeon beneath the very stage my father used to preach God’s words and light was the thing of horrors and hell. My father was the devil. He needed to die in order for our people to live. “You look lovely,” I tell my mother as she fiddles with the strings of her dress. “I don’t think I can do this,” she murmurs.

      I found both her and Claudia in a small cell not fit enough for an animal, let alone a human being. Poor Megan was huddled in her cell, waiting to learn if any of the men who defiled her left a baby inside her womb. My mother wept when I told her about my father, a mix of grief and elation.

      “You’re going to be a wonderful leader for the settlers who want to stay here. They need someone kind and loving.”

      Not everyone wanted freedom. They mourned their leader, who they were shocked to learn died in a boating accident with Eli. It was easier that way.

      Claudia and a bunch of younger islanders chose to leave with the promise of a donation and help from the Ward brothers’ foundation set up to aid islanders adjust into society. But for some, this island has always been home and they’re too afraid to leave.

      My mother takes her place at the front of the church, not on the stage, but staying on the same level as her people. She’s not preaching to them.

      I take a seat next to Mary, who chose to stay here, along with her family.

      “I want to first thank you for coming to this meeting today. I think it will be beneficial for us to hold such things to address any concerns from our residents and solve them in a humane and civilized manner.” She starts, and a hush of uncertain silence hangs in the air. “Things will change. I appreciate change is hard for some people, and I want you to understand you’re safe to voice your concerns.”

      “What is going to change?” Megan’s mother speaks up. Megan was one who chose to leave this place.

      “For starters, there will be no more cleansings of any kind.”

      A rush of gasps echo through the room.

      “No one is a prisoner here. You are free people. Your faith is not tied to this island. It lives inside and all around you. It’s in the air you breath, the bird’s song in the morning, the crashing of the waves on the shore.”

      I smile, thinking of the water.

      “We will be allowed to swim and teach our children how. We will embrace the outside world and invite visitors here to teach us about the modern world.” She looks over to me, a tear in her eye. “We will forgive easy and love hard. The person we choose for ourselves will not be assigned to us. We will be free to marry or not marry, if that’s not what we want.”

      My father’s righthand man stands. “This is ludicrous,” he sneers.

      “You’re free to leave.” My mother straightens her back, glaring back at him.

      He looks around the room, then takes his seat. Men like him wouldn’t survive the world beyond this island and he knows it.

      “Are there any questions?” No one budges, not used to being allowed to ask questions in the past. “Don’t be afraid,” my mother urges, and slowly, one by one, hands raise, smiles tilting lips.

      She’s got this.

      I clutch the necklace around my neck, salvaged from when Eli ripped it from me, the heart pendant put on the chain with my own.

      Clara’s immortalized within me forever. I’ll live for us both.
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        * * *

      

      Epilogue Two

      Cash

      

      It’s been over three months since bringing Mona home to the mansion. I moved back in, giving Claudia the use of my place in the city. The mess of getting rid of our Father’s body became apparent after the death of Mona’s father. We drove out into the ocean, weighed his body with bricks, and dumped him. There’s a lot of blood in that water, hiding our crimes for us. The police just assumed he was guilty of Annemarie’s murder and fled. It was lucky for us they didn’t like delving more in-depth. We had enough money to make life hard and costly, so they took the easy option.

      Music croons through the room. Mona dances, her rhythm more refined and on beat than when she first arrived here. Colts watches her with a hungry gaze, a tumbler hanging from his fingers, tie loose around his neck, no jacket, sleeves rolled up. She’s teasing him, swaying her hips, wriggling her plump, ripe ass.

      My mouth waters and heart begins to race, blood roaring in my ears, anticipating what’s to come.

      “Who do you want, sweet islander?” Colt asks.

      “Why do I have to choose?” She smirks, learning her little devil grin from him, and swings a bottle of lube between her forefinger and thumb.

      “Naughty little girl,” Colt growls, rubbing his dick through his slacks.

      “You want us both?” I pull my shirt over my head and loosen my belt, popping open the front few buttons of my jeans.

      “I’m greedy,” she purrs, “and famished.” She licks her lips.

      “Fuck,” Colt groans, downing the remnants of his glass before stalking her across the room.

      She slips her dress up her thighs, waist, tits, and then over her head before dropping it to the floor.

      Bare, creamy flesh. Dark, rosy nipples, hard and ready for attention. Slim navel. A slightly rounded stomach protruding with our baby inside. She’s stunning. And ours.

      He clutches her in his arms, claiming her, tasting, loving.

      I push my jeans down my thighs, taking a seat on the couch, stroking up the shaft of my cock, rubbing the pad of my thumb over my Prince Albert piercing.

      “Sit her on my lap, brother,” I instruct. Walking her over to me, he positions her on my lap, still facing him, and lowers her onto my cock.

      My entry steals her breath as my girth stretches her open, burrowing deep inside.

      I pull her back against my chest, my lips sucking on her neck, marking her, my palms kneading her tits, tweaking her sensitive nipples. She lifts her hips and lowers herself again and again in slow, sensual movements. Every fucking time inside her is intense and like the first time.

      Colt pinches her clit—stroke, pinch, stroke, pinch—bringing all the nerve endings to life.

      The music she loves hums around us, our bodies feeling the pulse. Her breathing accelerates with each upstroke of my hips. “Fuck you’re beautiful,” I groan. Colt discards his clothes, watching us fuck.

      “Oh God, I’m going to come,” she calls out, writhing in ecstasy.

      Before I can follow her over, Colt takes her in his arms. She straddles his waist and lowers onto his cock with a satisfied moan. He lies back on the floor, gripping her hips, guiding her movements as she rides him, wild and fucking free.

      I get to my feet, grasping a fistful of her hair, tilt her head back, and dip my cock past her juicy fat lips as she fucks my brother.

      She lets out a sultry moan as she flicks her tongue over the piercing, lapping the pre-cum. I pull out of her mouth with a pop, growling in appreciation.

      Grabbing the bottle of lube from the floor where she dropped it, I lather my cock and take my position behind her. Colt grips her around the neck and pulls her to his lips, giving me access to her tight little ass. I stroke my fingers up the seam of her cheeks, swirling lube around the hole, then dipping a finger inside, then two, fighting past the muscles trying to expel me.

      “Fuck me, Cash. I want to feel us all together,” she urges, desperate and needy.

      Lining my cock up, I push inside, feeling Colt’s cock through the thin layer of flesh between us. “Oh fuck…fuck…” Mona groans into Colt’s neck. I push farther in, then pull out, teasing my way in until I’m buried to the hilt.

      “I fucking love you,” she calls out, making both Colt and I chuckle.

      “It doesn’t count when I’m inside you,” I remind her.

      “It does if you’re in my ass,” she retorts, leaning forward, then pushing back.

      “Fuck!” Colt calls out.

      She gets lost to the sensation, grinding herself over us both, getting a rhythm she’s comfortable with and driving us utterly insane with pleasure.

      Her breath hitches as her orgasms hits, her body squirming, a purring groan escaping her lips on a gasp, her pussy and ass clenching, demanding our hot seed pour inside her, draining us dry.

      We collapse in a heap of sweaty limbs and sated smiles.

      “I love you,” she murmurs, her chest rising and falling as she tries to catch her breath.

      Her words fill me with profound pride and contentment.

      “I love you too.” I lean over and kiss her lips, the shallow dip between her tits, and the small bump of her stomach.

      This is love.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Epilogue Three

      Colt

      

      The heavy scent of sex potent in the air, we lay together, laughing and talking about everything and nothing.

      “Who’s going to feed me?” Mona asks, her voice dreamy.

      “No way you’re ready for more.” I chuckle, palming her pussy, feeling the mess we left there.

      “I need real food.” She slaps my arm, giggling.

      “I’ll order pizza.” Cash gets up, slipping his jeans back on.

      “Can I have the jar of Nutella while I wait?” she pouts, and like a fucking sucker, he runs off to cater to our hungry pregnant mama bear.

      “You thought about names?” I ask, stroking my hand over her tiny bump.

      “I have, but it scares me.”

      I lean up on an elbow so I can look down and see into her eyes. “Why?”

      “Because I want to name her Clara, but what if it saddens me when I call her name?”

      “Baby, Clara is a beautiful name and was a beautiful soul. You’re honoring your sister using her name. It will bring you joy, not sadness.”

      She rubs at her chest over her heart. “I feel like my heart still bears the scars of losing her.”

      “Hearts are fragile things. Like glass, once broken, they are forever changed. Your heart isn’t scarred, baby, it’s full of the memories. She lives there. One day, it will stop hurting and you’ll feel peace when you think of her.” I take her in my arms.

      “I have a flawed heart?” she queries, making me smile.

      “All diamonds have flaws, baby. Even flawed, your heart is perfect to me, little islander.”

      “I hope you feel the same way about other parts of me—especially once I push a baby out.”

      A loud crack of laughter booms through the room from my chest.

      I burrow my head into the nook of her neck. She’s adorable.

      “I love every inch of you now and forever, no matter what happens, no matter how many tiger stripes by carrying our children you gain or wrinkle lines from age. I’ll love every new mark, every new smudge, and imperfection, because you make them perfect. I’ll worship you from this day, the millionth after it, and then forever into the afterlife.”

      “So, you love me, huh?” She grins.

      “Damn straight I love you. I think I’ve loved you since the second you washed up on my shore.”

      “You stole the air from my lungs that day.” She traces a line down my nose with her finger, then over my lips. “Then filled them with life.”

      I take her lips with my own, cherishing every word from her lips.

      “You stole my heart like a thief in the night, and you’ve been stealing it every day since.”
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      I have always had a passion for storytelling, whether it be through lyrics or bedtime stories with my sisters growing up.

      My mom would always have a book in her hand when I was young and passed on her love for reading, inspiring me to venture into writing my own. Not all love stories are made from light- some are created in darkness but are just as powerful and worth telling.

      When I’m not lost in the world of characters, I love spending time with my family. I’m a mom and that comes first in my life, but when I do get down time, I love attending music concerts or reading events with my younger sister.

      Amazon author page link:

      Website Link:

      Facebook link:

      Twitter link:

      Instagram link:

      Bookbub Link: 

      Newsletter link:

      Goodreads link: 

      

      Contact me here:

      Ker: Kerryduke34@gmail.com

      Ker’s PA: terriesin@gmail.com
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