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Author’s Note

Dear reader,

Thank you for picking up my book. Enigma, at its core, is a story of loneliness and love. There are dark themes, a misty atmosphere that will linger with you on the pages, and a steamy story of love slightly untraditional, slightly unconventional, slightly unhinged. She is one of my most fascinating female characters, one with a hard shell, and he is the one who pushes her buttons, intent on cracking it.

I wanted to list the themes mentioned in the book so you could decide if you’re comfortable going forward.

Content includes: explicit sexual scenes meant for adults only, graphic scenes of death, graphic postmortem, on-page suicide (mentioned in the opening chapter, “Death Smiles …”), coercion, mentions of suicidal ideation, mentions of sexual trauma, mentions of sexual grooming of a minor, social ostracization and consequent stigma, depression, post-traumatic stress, consensual non-consent, dubious consent, a secret society.

I hope you enjoy the journey to Mortimer with me.

Love,

RuNyx
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In all chaos there is a cosmos, in all disorder a secret order.

—Carl Jung
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The wound is the place where light enters you.

—Rumi
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Part 1



DEATH




Death Smiles …

Unknown Girl, Mortimer University

The girl stood on the edge of the cliff.

There was no moonlight for anyone to witness her demise, not a concerned soul around to make her question herself, not a sound beyond the sea and the whispers of her own moral decay.

Oh, she was of sound mind and judgment. Yet, she stood on the cliff on that moonless night, walking to her own destruction, an invisible gun of her own making to her head.

Maybe, things would have been different, could have been different, if she just had the courage. The world thought she was brave. They would remember her as such. There was nothing to indicate otherwise. Would this be a murder or a suicide or an accident? Would she become the girl on the news pushed by invisible hands, or a girl who jumped of her own free will? Or maybe, they would speculate a tragic fall of a girl who wandered too close to the edge. Literally, metaphorically, who knew?

The wind whistled around her, blowing her dress up and whipping her hair over her face. To anyone watching, she would have painted an ethereal, haunting picture.

Picture. Photographs. Memories.

She had so many of them.

She didn’t want to stand on that cliff.

But she had to. There was no other choice, not for her.

Not when they were watching.

And they were always watching.

Even as she stood weighing her decision, her choices, her mortality.

Even as she stepped closer to the edge, her body shaking, resisting the directives of her mind.

Even as she closed her eyes and took the plunge, the wind rushing in her ears, the silence shattered by her scream piercing for a split second before cutting off abruptly.

They were watching as she lay on the dark sand on a dark night, and died.




… And She Smiles Back

Salem, 12 Years Old

Death was the only truth of life.

The first time she thought of death, she was four.

Salem remembered it distinctly because of the way it had become a core memory. She had been playing and wandered into the woods behind her house, and had fallen into a pit. She had cried and screamed but it had been too far for anyone to find her. And in that dark hole, at all of four years old, Salem had thought she would die. She had been convinced that she would die, and the thought of death had scared her. And then, she had seen the body of a wild rabbit just flopped in the hole with her, its neck torn open, insides spilling out. And her young mind, in its terror of dying, had fixated on the rabbit. That had been the first time Salem had realized there were things hiding inside everyone’s skin.

Junie, their family dog, had been the one to find her, her barks loud and leading others to her. But for a few hours, Salem had spent that time in the hole with the dead rabbit, her perspectives and thoughts shifting, changing, realigning.

Salem rubbed Junie’s fur, finding reassurance in the warmth of her soft body as she had since that fateful day, as the memory flashed before her eyes. Junie, with her beautiful golden fur and an even more beautiful heart, the only creature on this earth who cared if Salem went missing and took the steps to find her.

Salem looked at her grandfather’s body while sitting respectfully at his funeral as her mother had taught her to do in public, Junie by her side.

Death was a curious thing. Planned or unplanned, mitigated or unmitigated, cruel or comfortable, it was the only universal truth that everyone lied about. Most adults she’d encountered spent their lives not thinking about it, trying to outrun it yet heading straight to it. She didn’t know if they realized what she had at such a young age—death was inevitable. It chased everyone from the moment of the first drawn breath and caught them at their last.

Maybe that was why she was so intrigued with it now, of what happened after it came and conquered mortal beings.

Not-so-little Salem, at all of twelve years, found the consequence of death fascinating.

She looked down at her grandfather, and tilted her head to the side in the way her mother always told her not to because it was unbecoming of young ladies with good families.

Her mother, who sobbed so delicately on the other side of his still body, a fragile tissue pressed to her nose, shoulders shaking gently with father’s arms wrapped around her. There was no doubt in Salem’s mind that her mother was sad.

Salem was sad too. She extended her hand, rubbing Junie’s soft fur that felt so warm. Warm and always in motion. Snapshots of memories drifted across her vision—of Junie walking behind Salem as she went exploring the woods behind their big house, slobbering kisses all over her face when she came back from school, pushing against her hand when she wanted scratches, and lying by her side after Salem was left alone. Junie, though she was the family’s dog, had been the only one to love Salem just as she was, never wanting her to change, despite what her mother called her “eccentricities.”

Junie rubbed herself against Salem in that reassuring way of hers, slightly slower since she was older now, and Salem knew she would miss her, miss her a lot, when Junie was gone.

A question popped in her head as she sat in the funeral home.

“What will happen to his body now?” she asked, biting her lips as soon as she spoke, as if to recall the words, not sure if perhaps it wasn’t the best time to assuage her curiosity. She always did that, opened her mouth at the wrong time, said all the wrong things. She didn’t mean them to come out wrong, it just happened, her social cues a little off. Mother didn’t say it but it embarrassed them. Salem didn’t entirely disagree.

“Shut up, freak,” her older sister mumbled, typing away on her phone even at the funeral, though almost everyone was gone now.

Olivia. Prim and proper Olivia. Perfect apple-of-her-mother’s-eye Olivia. Pristine light-of-her-father’s-life Olivia. Pathetic bane-of-her-existence Olivia.

Salem didn’t know how older sisters were supposed to be, but if they were all like hers, the world was doomed. It wasn’t that Olivia was a bad person exactly. No, in fact, Salem had seen her sister glow and be nice to everyone around her, help people and spread smiles and win awards. Everyone loved Olivia. Everyone doted on Olivia. Everyone waited on Olivia. Everyone but her.

She didn’t know why, didn’t understand, and didn’t care by now, to be honest.

A while ago, she would have waited for her parents to maybe correct her older sister and admonish her for calling her a freak. Not anymore. Now, she pretended to be grown-up and used words like “admonish” in her own head to fire back at everyone since the adults in her life didn’t really care to do so.

It wasn’t even their fault, really.

She understood by now how everyone had issues with someone prodding at dead animals and cutting them open to see their insides. Evidently, according to the books she read from the grown-up section of the library, children behaving in such a manner was usually a precedent of criminal behavior. “Precedent.” That was her new favorite word of the week.

She didn’t think she was a criminal though. She didn’t want to kill anything. In fact, the idea made her stomach feel queasy. She just wanted to open what was already dead and see their insides to find out why and how they died. It was the reason that fascinated her, more than the act itself.

“Can I have a moment with him alone, Javier?” her mother sniffed, turning to her father.

“Of course, my dear,” her father agreed, nodding at one of the staff at the place, his olive-toned skin, like Salem’s, looking brighter in the harsh clinic lights. “Take the children out.”

Olivia was moving to the door before the last word left his mouth, aggressively typing on the phone that seemed to be glued to her hands nowadays. Salem wondered who she talked so much to. Her own phone was heavy as a brick in her pocket, mostly a tool for reading and watching movies and lurking in forums she was too young to lurk in. But that’s where the most interesting stuff usually seemed to be.

“Who are you talking to?”

The words escaped Salem before she could bring them back. Twice in a matter of minutes. She needed to get better. Her feet followed her sister outside and she turned to look at Junie, her heart giving a pang at the rare stillness of old age in her fur companion, from what had once been her exuberant existence, before she exited.

“None of your business.”

The words brought her eyes back to Olivia, and she watched in fascination as a flush covered her sister’s pretty face. Olivia rarely flushed. Though she didn’t like her very much, she knew her sister in and out. Very interesting.

Salem jumped on one of the squeaky chairs in the lobby, her sneakered feet dangling slightly off the ground. Her sister took the one beside her, her heels flat on the floor.

“Tell me,” Salem insisted. “I promise not to tell.”

Olivia slid her a glance before rolling her eyes. “Ugh, you’re annoying.”

Salem waited patiently; though she wanted to ask again, she knew Olivia hated silence. She would need to fill it and that’s exactly what she did.

“Fine. It’s a guy at Mortimer.”

Salem felt her eyes widen. Mortimer University was a big deal in their world. It was a place for those with privilege and pedigree, an institution so exclusive and so elite that those who graduated from there were akin to gods in their social circles, becoming symbols of power and prestige. Getting in was exclusive.

It was an even bigger deal in the Salazar household because her great-grandfather had met her great-grandmother at the university, and all their children had attended since then, making their family a part of an even more exclusive circle—the legacies.

Her reaction stemmed from something else though.

“But you’re still in high school and not a legal adult yet.” She couldn’t keep the surprise out of her voice. “Why exactly are you talking to an older guy?”

“Keep your voice down,” Olivia hissed. She looked around to make sure no one heard, before leaning forward. “It’s not romantic, you idiot. He’s just … nice. He’s been there for a while, so he’s just telling me about the cool stuff there for when I get in.”

Salem had no doubt her sister would have attended even without being a legacy, based on grades alone. Her reports were near perfect and her extracurriculars glowing on and off paper.

“You still have two years to go,” Salem pointed out.

“You wouldn’t get it,” her sister said, typing on her phone again. “It’s not like you have any friends or a clue how to make them.”

Salem ignored the jab, mostly because it was true. Friends were overrated anyway, from what she’d seen. They were backstabbing and betraying. People were friends only to use each other.

She focused on the more important thing. “Do you know him?”

Olivia hesitated before finally putting her phone down and turning to face her fully. It struck Salem again how beautiful her sister was, with her reddish-brown hair and green eyes and light skin, a replica of their mother, so unlike herself.

“I met him online … in one of the university groups,” her sister explained. “We have been talking for a few weeks and I’ll see him after I graduate. We’ve decided it’s not proper to meet in person before that.”

Proper. Salem should’ve known it was more about being proper than being unsafe for her sister. Whatever the reason, at least she wasn’t being stupid. Even Salem knew it wasn’t right for young kids to talk to strange older people online. The book she’d found at the library last month had talked about particular criminals like that called predators.

“Anyway,” Olivia went on, when Salem didn’t say anything. “It’s not just me. There are many legacy teens in the group with current attending students and even some alumni, just talking about stuff, you know. It’s a great place to make connections and be on top of the chain even before stepping on campus. You should get on it too.”

“I’ll pass, thanks,” Salem snorted, finding the idea of being in a group of pretentious teens wanting to become pretentious adults nauseating. But maybe they weren’t all like that. Maybe there were kids like her there too—the odd, ill-fitting, born-in-the-wrong-family, squares-in-a-circle kind.

“You know what your problem is?” Olivia sighed. “You’d rather spend time with dead things than living, breathing people. Change that before you end up on the other side.” Her sister shook her head and lit up her screen again.

Salem took a peek.

Mortimer University Group.

The group image loaded in black and teal, before a message board opened. One of her many flaws, as pointed out by her mother, was curiosity.

Salem took her phone out and typed the name in the browser. It was easy enough to find the group. She clicked on the link and a set of questions popped up instead of a sign-up page. What harm could it do?

Are you or will you be a scholarship student?

Salem didn’t think so, not unless her parents disowned her, but that would lead to a scandal and she knew if there was one thing the Salazars abhorred, it was scandal.

She selected NO.

Are you or will you be a legacy student?

That was easy enough. YES, she selected.

The page was redirected and another link opened.

An image in black and silver loaded, the logo of a large vulture with straight metallic wings staring intensely at the screen. Salem had never seen the logo before, not on any of the Mortimer memorabilia in her house.

A word she had never heard before loaded next on the screen in a grungy font that looked like it had been lifted from one of the older library books.

Mortemia

This was not the group her sister was in. She was about to press Back when a question came up on the screen.

What generation legacy are you?

Salem hesitated, but her curiosity won in the end. 4, she selected.

How old are you?

12, she typed.

What username would you like to use?

Salem thought about it for a few minutes, wondering what she should write. Quietly, she typed the answer.

You are just one step away from becoming a part of this elite exclusive group. Once your application is processed, you will need to complete a task. If not completed, you will not be accepted. Do you agree?

Salem hesitated again, sneaking a glance to see her sister engrossed on her phone and the lobby empty. Somehow she had stumbled onto an exclusive group that her sister wasn’t a part of. It was a heady feeling to know she was picked for something that her older sibling wasn’t.

She looked down at the message again, the red button screaming JOIN blinking with every heartbeat, the smaller CANCEL button on the side almost invisible. It felt like a trick. Maybe, she should wait a few years. But, again, her curiosity was winning. What could be the harm?

Shaking her head, she threw caution to the wind and pressed down with her small thumb.

You’re almost in, goldengirl01. Here is what you need to do.




CHAPTER 1

Salem

Present Day, Twenty Years Old

Salem was pretty sure there was a dead body on the beach.

She couldn’t say with full certainty, not with the lack of light on the moonless, cloudy night. But from her vantage point at the top of the cliff, seeing the dark lump suspiciously shaped like a human made her certain enough to investigate.

It wasn’t just about her interest in the subject or her major that was leading her to confirm her suspicions. For as long as she could remember, she had wanted to study criminology, specifically forensics, and understand death in detail. But no, it wasn’t only her academic curiosity leading her. It was the thought that her sister had once been that dark mass on a beach somewhere and no one had seen her for a while. Nothing else explained why she was making her way toward it in the middle of the night when she should have been in bed. In her place, someone else would have immediately called the cops. Someone else would have immediately turned around from the edge of the cliff and run back to campus. Someone else would have definitely accepted the danger in the situation, especially after the last two years.

Anyone but her.

No, not Salem Salazar, the black sheep of her family, the black mark on their lineage, the black scar on their reputation. Though, she wasn’t the one with the most notoriety anymore. Who would’ve thought? Not her.

Her mother hadn’t wanted her to enroll in Mortimer, and Salem had promised that she wouldn’t do anything during her time at the university to bring any more gossip about the Salazar name. But there she was, walking down the steps carved into the side of the cliff, with her phone’s flashlight guiding the way.

The ground was moist under her boots, the soil pressing down easily between the stones as she carefully made her way down the cliff. She had discovered these steps two nights ago on her evening stroll across the campus. Having been at Mortimer for only a week, she was enjoying spending time in the late evenings checking out the property rather than going into town and getting drunk during orientation week like most of the other students. The woods on one side of the campus, the sea at the front, the quiet buildings at night felt more familiar to her than the hordes of students with newfound freedom.

The sound of the waves and wind made her pause on the steps. Salem took stock of herself, realizing she should have worn something rainproof because the light mist in the air was going to thicken soon. She didn’t like the rain, didn’t like the feeling of moisture on herself, which sucked especially since she had the next few years to spend on a cliffside coastal campus. But she had to move past it, especially in the kind of profession she hoped to go into.

She looked back at the way she’d come, realizing she was almost halfway down. No sense in going back, especially when there was possibly a body waiting for her. Though she wasn’t particularly overjoyed that someone had died, the investigative insects that infected her brain couldn’t let the opportunity for information pass.

Just to be sure nothing was lurking around, she cast her gaze over the dark, narrow beach barely visible under the clouds, seeing nothing but a small lump.

Well, then.

Slowly, she made her way down again, holding her phone up in one hand to light the way and leaning against the side of the cliff with her other to keep her balance. After a few minutes of silently descending, she finally stepped onto the sandy shore and let out a breath. Physical exertion wasn’t something she enjoyed at all, but it was a part of the package, especially on a campus this vast.

Taking another breath to steady herself, she turned to immediately make her way toward the dark lump. It was certainly a body. She just had to verify if it was animal or human.

Her heart began to pound with each step, the lump taking the shape of a human body, and something giddy filled her veins. She knew it was not the natural reaction to witnessing something like this. She had been told that more than enough times through the two decades she’d been on this earth. It still tore at her sometimes, what she felt and what she was supposed to feel, the dichotomy sending her own moral compass spinning. But the closer she got to the corpse, the more the compass stilled, and for the moment, alone in the night and away from social expectations of who she should be and should have been, she let herself feel exactly what she felt.

Excitement.

Not just for a dead body, but for the information she might be able to glean from it, the possibility of finding another piece to the puzzle she had been working on for two years, all alone.

Finally reaching the mass, she came to a stop a few steps away, and let her brain do what it loved doing the most—observe, analyze, conclude.

Putting the phone flashlight on her subject, she tilted her head to the side in an instinctive habit she had never been able to get rid of, and opened her notes app, letting her eyes rove over everything clinically.

-Female.

-Young, maybe late teens or early twenties.

-Light hair, color undetermined, length mid-back maybe? Ripped from the root in a place near the scalp. Caught on something accidentally or deliberately pulled?

She paused, realizing the body wasn’t too wet or swollen, as she would’ve expected from one that had washed up on the shore. Frowning, she went down on her haunches and leaned down, seeing a small dark pool behind the skull. Which meant …

Salem looked up at the cliff, tall, imposing, and higher up than she had realized.

-Blood around skull indicates blunt force trauma. Impact from height or an object?

The woman’s hands were by the body’s sides, dark circles around its right wrist.

-Dark, thin bruises around right wrist look old, possibly one week. Marks from bondage or captivity?

A small, almost imperceptible tattoo was behind the woman’s ear.

-A symbol of some kind behind her ear, unclear. Size of a grain of rice.

-Murder or suicide?

-Is this the scene of the crime? The blood is minimal, so did the sand absorb most of it with the moisture or was she moved from the actual scene? If she was moved, then why? To dump or to stage?

She walked slowly around the body, taking notes, engrossed in her task.

That may have been why she didn’t realize she wasn’t alone sooner.

Something in the air shifted, molecules moving and rearranging themselves to accommodate another physical form, and she felt the shift of those molecules behind her. The hair on the back of her neck prickled, sweat mixed with the fine sheen of moisture, the awareness of another person breathing in her vicinity seeped in as a centuries-old human instinct for survival blared inside her.

It was then, standing beside a body with her flashlight on like a beacon, that she realized how it could appear to someone else on the outside watching in. She would look like a perpetrator, or at least suspicious, to anyone.

Unless it was someone who knew she wasn’t, because they were involved.

The breeze lifted the strand of her curly hair that had escaped her usual haphazard bun, the scent of the sea and salt getting stronger the more aware she became of someone else.

She quietly turned her flashlight off, plunging the area into sudden darkness, and blinked rapidly to adjust her eyes to the blackness behind her square glasses.

“Stay still.”

The masculine voice spoke from behind her, not too close but not too far behind.

The sound, strong and husky, merged with the waves like the sea itself rumbled and spoke.

Sea and smoke. Her brain noted the words elicited as a reaction to the auditory stimuli.

There was another sound.

Rustling paper, she made note.

And then the sound of something scratching over it. She knew the distinct sounds very well because she liked background noise to help her focus when she was working on something. Sounds had always elicited some kind of a reaction in her brain.

What is this man doing? Unless he was planning to murder her with a paper cut, she didn’t understand why he’d asked her to not move. And why was she even following his command?

She opened her mouth, thinking of the words she was going to say, then called them back. She wasn’t much of a talker. In fact, until recently, she had completely given up speaking for a few years. It was only two years ago that she had begun again, though not as frequently as expected, and only after … she shook it off, not letting herself go there while being in the situation she was in.

Stay in the present, she reminded herself as she did often, biting her cheek in a routine that worked in grounding her.

“Don’t come closer or I’m calling the cops,” she threatened him, her voice even, almost icy, none of her inner turmoil reflected on the outside.

“I’ve called them already,” he scoffed, the scratching sound on paper picking up speed. “The question is, why haven’t you? You got curious, didn’t you?”

His tone shifted in the last of the words, turning softer, more sensual, almost cajoling. That tone did something to her brain. As someone sensitive to auditory information, she could understand why, but it didn’t explain the little shudder that ran down her body.

It was dangerous, his voice, a weapon sheathed until he chose to expose it. She could imagine him in a time of empires, using that voice to make a mob mad, inciting them to a riot, influencing audiences to herd to an arena, tempting them to step inside, cajoling them to their own demise as he chopped their heads off clean.

“Curiosity is a perfectly healthy response,” she said instead, keeping her own voice low and steady, trying not to let his words pick at the scabs of her mental wounds.

A deep chuckle, more scratching on paper, and then, “I wouldn’t call what either of us are doing here healthy.”

Maybe her metaphor was wrong. Literature wasn’t really her strong suit after all. His voice was more unexplored sea than bloodied sand, like the fables of creatures in the oceanic dark, luring unsuspecting sailors, dragging them to the depths.

Her poetic thoughts surprised her. No one could ever accuse her of being so. In fact, she was the opposite, completely methodical and rational. This, whatever these thoughts were, was a novel experience and not a good time to have one.

It was disturbing. She didn’t like it.

Steeling herself and her mind, her eyes finally having adjusted to the night, she focused on his silhouette, whatever little she could see of it. He stood a few feet away from her, a tall, broad form against the lighter grayish backdrop, one of his hands holding a notebook of some kind and the other moving freely all over it.

He was drawing?

What in the freaking hell!

“You … you’re drawing?” she asked him, the suspicion clear in her tone. If he was, it was an act of indifference to a degree even she didn’t reach. While she was detached when looking at death and examining things, this was a different response, one she didn’t understand—he was feeling and yet unbothered.

His hand didn’t pause but she saw him glance up once, the movement making some other things about him visible to her eyes—longish hair and a killer jawline, pun’s intention yet to be decided.

“It’s art.” He shrugged those broad shoulders, as though that explained his bizarre behavior, speaking in that low, soft tone again. “Let your hair down.”

The audacity and sheer bizarreness of the whole encounter had a huff of unbidden laughter escape her chest. She almost raised her hand to touch the spot in the center where the sound had come from, but didn’t want to betray any vulnerability to him.

“Go fuck yourself,” she replied in the same flat, icy manner, almost calling the words back. She never cursed, not on the outside at least. It was a mix of both not speaking most of the time and the manners with which she’d been raised. Most of them hadn’t stuck, much to her mother’s dismay, but this one for some inane reason had. It was funny though. Opening dead bodies? Sure. Saying fuck in public? Absolutely not.

He chuckled again, the sound waves hitting a vibrato in her chest. “I will when I get home, thanks.”

Lord, he was insufferable. And possibly psychotic. Who the hell laughed and drew over a dead body? As weird as she was, she didn’t disrespect the dead. They could invade dreams and steal peace of mind. She knew because they had done it to her dreams and peace.

“Loosen up, little asp,” he spoke, finally closing the notebook and sticking the pen or pencil, whatever it was, behind his ear, bringing her attention to something glinting in it. A piercing?

Then his words penetrated. Asp? Why the hell was he calling her that odd name?

Salem was squinting, trying to see more as her mind worked, when he was suddenly in motion, taking a few steps to close the distance between them. She stiffened, her hand tightening over her phone in an attempt to keep calm and not let her erratic thoughts overwhelm her. For all she knew, she was going to join the body at her back.

“Don’t come any closer,” she warned him again, pulling her phone up and pointing it at him, backing away slowly, away from the body and toward the cliff steps she’d come down.

Sounds of people and flashlight beams swinging came from the end of the beach. The authorities most probably.

He stopped moving, but she felt his eyes on her, watching her motion almost hypnotically.

Logic won over foolishness. She didn’t know this man, didn’t know why he was goading her, and the circumstances in which she had met him were more alarming than alluring, or so she told herself as she finally reached the bottom of the steps.

“Who are you?” The words escaped her before she could put a stop to them, echoing in the silence that followed.

She paused a heartbeat, then the next, waiting for some kind of reply. That was her usual trick with everyone—ask a question and hold out for the answer. People usually filled it out in a few beats, unwilling to sit in the uncomfortable silence. Yet he didn’t speak, didn’t rush to fill it. In fact, he seemed to be waiting her out.

The lack of an answer settled between them, the question ringing heavy. Was he silent because he didn’t want to tell her? Or was he just toying with her with the same disregard he had shown in the previous few minutes?

Who the hell was this guy?

She couldn’t explain why she did what she did next. It could have been the heavy silence unnerving her, a rare occurrence in her lifetime, or it could have been some deep-rooted instinct to preserve evidence, or her own curiosity he had captured in the encounter. Whatever it was, it made her open the camera on her phone and press the button.

Bright white flash blinded her momentarily, making her blink rapidly to clear her vision, the sound of the shutter alarmingly loud for a split second before it died under the rushing waves.

“Tsk tsk tsk.” His chiding pierced the air. “You shouldn’t have done that.”

She swallowed but stood her ground.

He began casually walking backward, to the opposite side of the beach. “You just put yourself smack in the middle of a game you know nothing about.”

Salem shook her head, not understanding his cryptic words but not needing to, not with that dark tone. Maybe she had been stupid, but she wanted the evidence and damn him if he thought she wasn’t going to keep it.

Turning on her heels without a word, she ran up the steps, back in the direction of the campus, away from the mysterious stranger and the approaching authorities, and the dead body on the beach.




CHAPTER 2

Salem

“Death has found its way to Mortimer again.”

The news blared loudly on the large flat-screen mounted high on the wall of the café Salem had just walked into. The words caught her attention. She stopped just two steps inside the door, her back stiff as she watched the news reporter share the morning headline.

“We are reporting live from the Mortimer beach, where the body of a female was found early this morning,” the reporter continued, her face a serious mask that matched her tone. “While the body remains unidentified for now, sources have confirmed that it was, in fact, a student from the university campus. As you can see behind us—” The camera panned to the side to show law enforcement taping off the area and some locals watching from behind the yellow tape. “—there is a lot of activity happening. No official statements have yet been released.”

There was a pause as the reporter nodded to someone behind the camera. “This incident reminds us of the lighthouse death two years ago, where the body of an unidentified male was found by the rocks. That case remains unsolved.”

An image of the lighthouse Salem had seen from the cliff flashed on the screen before cutting back to the reporter. “Was this untimely death a tragic accident or something more nefarious? What is happening in the small college town of Mortimer? Stay tuned as we find out the answers and wait for officials to release statements. This is Sam Bailey reporting for Nation News.”

The logo for the channel rolled on the screen with loud typical music, the beautiful gray coastal view replaced by the stark blue and white studio as reporters moved on to other headlines.

Murmuring broke out through the space around her, bringing her attention back to where she was. The café.

Snap out of it, she chided herself, biting the inside of her cheek again.

The little café had been her first stop after stepping on campus, and it had become her daily morning haunt for the past week. Located off the main street right outside the campus, Big Bookish Café, or BBC as students called it, lived up to its name. Rows of shelves filled with books lined one whole wall on her right, a bar area and beverage counter taking up the wall adjacent to the main entrance. An abundance of windows to the left showed an unhindered view of the main university gates—massive, tall, wrought iron gates painted black with the university crest in silver and gold in the center—while filling the whole space with natural light. Tables—both separated and placed in front of couches—filled the rest of the space, interspersed with plants and lamps. The atmosphere was cozy and inviting, unlike what one would expect in an uber-elite college town.

Olivia had been the one to tell her about it.

Stay in the present.

She made her way to the front where the checkout counter was. Aditi, one of her classmates and a full-ride scholarship student thanks to her insanely genius mind, stood behind the high-top counter with a black apron tied around her long neck. Salem idly wondered if aprons had ever been used as a weapon, maybe for strangulation in a case somewhere. She’d have to look it up.

Aditi turned to her, giving her a warm smile that felt more genuine than all the smiles she had grown up surrounded with.

“Hey, Salem,” the girl greeted her with a light tone. “Your regular?”

Salem nodded, pressing her student card against the machine so it went to her monthly tab. While the whole town didn’t work that way, BBC was one of the most frequented hubs right outside the gates. One of the reasons she’d actually enjoyed coming there early mornings during the last few days was how little traffic it had at the time, most students in bed with the rush of late nights in orientation week. Since she’d found the place, she could take her drink and find a good spot next to a window for a few hours to research or just people-watch.

“So, are you excited for classes to begin tomorrow?” Aditi asked, pulling her out of her thoughts as she waited for the drink to arrive.

Salem nodded. “You?” she asked as was polite.

“Oh yeah,” the girl said with enthusiasm. “I can’t wait to actually attend School of Arts. Like, how cool is it that Mortimer lets us pick our own modules? I don’t think there’s another university that would let me do fine arts with such an option for such varied minors.”

That was one of the really incredible things about Mortimer, Salem had to admit. Students, who usually came from posh families and studied their whole lives with certain goals in mind, were allowed to create their own curriculum of a maximum of six subjects from a list of modules for the first year of their undergraduate degree. From the second year, they could go into specializations.

Mortimer had four major schools within the vast campus—School of Arts, School of Science, and School of Business and Management for undergrads, and School of Law for the postgrads. There were various subjects in each of the schools, and students were free in their first year to experiment and see which modules worked for them.

“What all have you picked?” Aditi asked her, leaning her elbows on the counter.

“Criminology related subjects, mainly,” Salem replied. “And one psychology module. I want to see if it’s worth minoring in next year.”

Usually, she wouldn’t have used as many words but Aditi was one of the nicer people she had met. They had actually bumped into each other on moving day in their residential block. Aditi’s parents had come to see her off, hanging around the main lobby, and had seen Salem watching them. They had called her over into their little circle, introduced themselves, and left with kind words. It had been a rare, rare interaction, but one that had given her food for thought.

Aditi grinned at her answer. “That’s so sick. I can totally see you nailing that. You already have a major in mind or you wanna see as you go?”

“Forensics.” Salem crossed her arms, hoping her words didn’t come across as weird, preparing herself for the usual reaction she got when her family’s social circle got to know what she’d opted for.

The other girl just continued smiling. “Nice!”

Salem didn’t know what to think of that, but before she could wonder, her drink arrived. She mumbled a thanks and turned around to leave, not really in the mood to stay since there was already a crowd walking into the space, mostly people who had dragged their asses out of bed to discuss a body being found on the beach in the first week of school.

She could hear them talking, catching words and phrases all around her. It was more the sensationalism of it than the tragedy. People, especially those coming from the families that attended this university, loved their gossip like they loved nothing else. Anything that diverted their attention from their own hollow lives and offered distraction was welcomed.

Bidding goodbye to the peace she’d found in her little window seat over the previous week, she took her hazelnut coffee and walked out into a misty morning, the skies cloudy and gray. From her research, this was the weather for most months of the year, the coastal town moderately cool, lightly rainy, and misty except for the occasional sunny days and a month of light snow in the winters.

As new sessions began close to the fall, it was getting cooler by the day and sunnier days were far less than what they would’ve been in the summers. Hence, the warm drink in her hands felt better than ever.

Students were milling around the cobblestoned street that led right up to the huge wrought iron gates of the university. Some were in large groups already, some in duos and trios, and a few were solo like her. She felt conflicted. In her heart of hearts, she wanted to be one of them and have a friend. But her past experiences had jaded her, enough that she accepted the pang in her heart but stayed alone. Her only friend had been another betrayal and another nail in the coffin of her philosophy about friendship. There was no value to it, not for her. It was just people using her for their benefit, some emotional, some financial, some social. It was transactional, until something happened where it wasn’t convenient anymore. The little pang her heart gave, seeing everyone around her and remembering her faux-friendship, it meant nothing.

Her phone vibrated in her pocket.

She looked down to see her mother’s name flashing, and hesitated. Talking to her mother never did anything for her spirits, especially in the last year since her father’s whole incident, but she couldn’t avoid the woman, not when she was her only blood left.

“Good morning, Mother,” she greeted her politely, tucking herself in a little nook right next to the café beside an older building. Most buildings in this town were old but well maintained.

The entire town was set up to accommodate the university and those who attended it. There were a few cafés, bars, local food joints, one fancy grocery store, and for more options, the closest big city was an hour away.

“How are you doing, Salem?” Her mother’s tone was distant, almost distracted. She knew what the older woman was doing—she was checking in on her only child, the only person left in the world, just to make sure what had happened to her eldest daughter and husband didn’t happen to Salem. Salem could almost commend her for her efforts if only they came from a place of love and concern rather than fear of social backlash and ostracization.

She knew the last two years hadn’t been easy for her mother, they hadn’t been for her either, but while she had gone on a mission to find reasons, her mother had gone on a mission to get back their social standing.

“I’m fine, Mother,” she replied as she did every morning. She was fine. And she would continue to be fine, even if it took everything from her. “You?”

“Good, good,” her mother said. “It’s not too late to leave. Are you sure you want to be there?”

Salem sighed. They’d had this discussion too many times. Well, her mother had discussed and Salem had stubbornly refused to budge.

The older woman, understanding Salem’s silence for what it was, sighed as well. “Fine, I won’t bring it up again. Anyway, I have a meeting with the lawyers today. I’m trying to get one of your father’s properties reevaluated. We are going to discuss selling the villa at Tenebrae Hills and …”

Salem listened to her mother talking with half an ear as her eyes caught sight of something in black amidst the sea of browns and grays. A broad back, a lithe frame, a confident, almost swaggering walk, casually going down the street, away from the university gates and toward the tree line that marked a patch of the woods that separated this town from the next.

“That’s great, Mother,” Salem mumbled, already distracted. “I have to go.”

She heard her mother’s goodbye and hung up, quickly opening her gallery to the image she had snapped last night.

She had looked at the image multiple times over the course of the night—the corpse of the girl, the sea at the back, and him. Him with the voice of the rumbling sea and the raspy smoke. That photo, of him with one hand by his side and the other holding up the notebook to shield his face from the flash, just a sliver of his light-colored eyes visible, along with a dark, strong brow and longish dark hair pushed back from his face, a partial high cheekbone, and a partial glimpse of whatever he had been drawing—something with swirly patterns.

But it was the hand holding the notebook she looked at for confirmation. Tattoos, dark ink she couldn’t make out in the blurry image, covered the back of his hand right up to the knuckles.

The same hand as on the person walking casually down the street.

It was him.

Pocketing her phone, she quickly fell in step behind him, far back enough that he wouldn’t be able to tell her from the crowd but close enough to keep him in sight. No idea why she was doing it, just some deep-rooted instinct telling her to investigate.

He entered the woods, the crowd of students thinning out closer to it, and she made her way behind him, ducking behind tall trees for cover, trying to make as little noise as possible, which was difficult with the leaves and needles fallen on the forest floor.

She tried to make sense of why following him was important. Him being at the scene of the possible crime last night, acting all weird, and then her catching sight of him this morning, seeing him twice in two days when she hadn’t seen him before despite being on campus all week, it just sent alarm bells ringing in her head. Maybe he knew something or could lead her to something which would give her some answers about her sister.

Her loved-by-all, pain-in-the-ass sister.

Stay in the present, she repeated to herself, as she had when preparing herself for coming to the university. It had taken her two years, gap years after high school, to be able to attend Mortimer. The university rarely allowed students with gap years but her file and her family legacy had weighed in her favor. She was pretty sure the board’s pity was a part of it too, but she didn’t care. Whatever it took.

As she ventured deeper into the woods, she observed that there wasn’t much of a path, just a small trail—mostly used by students, she assumed.

He walked down the trail, a pencil in one of his hands, spinning it in between his fingers as he whistled some mindless tune. From the outside, it all looked innocent enough to fool someone. But she could sense there was something there, something darker, deeper, deadlier, under the skin. She had seen enough crime documentaries in her life to pinpoint why he could have been one of the prodigies. She wouldn’t be surprised if he spun around and stabbed her with the pencil. It was a surprisingly effective tool, especially when used in the right spot.

She would’ve thought herself too harsh in her quick judgment had last night not happened, had she not sensed a certain chaos within him as his fingers flew over the paper, his demeanor making one thing clear—it was not the first death he had witnessed, nor would it be the last.

After they walked for a few minutes, the trail ended and he turned at a bend, heading toward an old, seemingly derelict building in a small clearing.

Salem took cover behind a tall tree and peeked out.

The building was all stone, like an old temple or church of some kind, she couldn’t be sure. There were no external symbols marking it as such, but it was a small one-story structure made of dark gray stone with an altar of some kind out front. She could imagine seeing something like this in a historical crime documentary, of one or many more people gathering in the woods and using that altar as a sacrifice to whatever entity they believed in, blurring the line between sacred and sinful. The history of humanity was littered with such stories of sacrilege.

A boy stood next to the altar, mid to late twenties from the looks of him, light hair, blue jeans, white shirt. He was in stark contrast to the guy she had been following, who was all dark. Dark hair, dark clothes, dark soul.

The light boy started talking about something, but she was too far away to make out exactly what. Slowly, carefully, she crouched down and made her way closer, avoiding any twigs and branches that would snap or rustle and alert them to her presence, thankful for her habit of wearing sturdy footwear.

“You wanna tell them that?” The blond’s voice drifted as she took a spot behind yet another tree, the last in the line before the clearing.

High-pitched but nice voice.

“Not yet,” he spoke, and fuck if his voice didn’t have the same effect on her as last night. There was nothing nice about it. Somehow, she’d convinced herself that her reaction to the auditory input had been amplified due to the situation and the adrenaline, and in the light of the day, it wouldn’t affect her the same. She’d been wrong.

His voice, that scratchy, deep tone, scratched a deep itch in her brain. It was what she searched for when listening to ASMR, what they called tingles.

“You think it’ll be soon?” the blond asked.

“Who the fuck knows,” he sighed.

The blond took out a cigarette and brought it to his lips, inhaling deeply before puffing out a plume of smoke, offering it silently to him. He shook his head, spinning the pencil faster between his tattooed fingers, a sight that was almost hypnotic.

“You need to figure shit out before the year ends,” the blond pointed out.

He stayed silent.

“You know I got your back, but if you don’t get it done, it’s not just your neck on the line, it’s mine too. And then I’m out.”

Salem frowned, wondering what they could be talking about but filing it all away to ponder upon later.

“I’ll get it done,” he said, the confidence in his tone making her believe he would though she didn’t even know what it was.

The pencil kept spinning.

“I fucking hope so.” The blond threw the cigarette down, crushing it under his shoe. “Don’t make me regret helping you out. You won’t like that.”

The spinning pencil stopped.

Salem held her breath as he went still.

His body seemed to enlarge before her eyes, his back straightening, his posture becoming rigid, his muscles contracting under his t-shirt. It was a mesmerizing change exactly like it had been in the dark of the night, as if the shift in molecules around him reached the molecules around her in a ripple effect, vibrating against her skin.

The pencil that he had been spinning, the one she had thought could be an effective weapon, was suddenly against the blond’s eye, an inch away as both men went quiet.

“I will happily use your blood as paint if you ever threaten me again,” he warned, his tone casual but sharp, and dear lord, she had never heard something more beautiful than a foreshadowing of death with that sound, the imagery of blood being used as paint morbid. “Make you a part of my masterpiece in ways you don’t want, do you understand?” Damn.

The blond’s jaw tensed but he gave a nod.

The Painter. That’s what she was calling him in her head now.

The Painter withdrew from the other man and began spinning the pencil again, flipping a switch on and off, like the last few minutes hadn’t happened.

“Let’s just put a hurry on it,” the blond sighed, running his fingers through his hair. It was interesting seeing the contrast of one boy’s fidgeting and the other’s deliberate movements.

When The Painter didn’t say anything, the light-haired boy exhaled loudly. “Alright. This meeting never happened.” With that, he walked off to the opposite side of the altar.

The Painter stood at the same spot for a few seconds.

Silence descended, broken by the occasional sounds of the birds in the woods.

“Did you enjoy the show?”

Salem stilled, looking around to see who he was talking to. There was no one in the clearing.

He turned his neck slowly, his eyes coming to where she was crouched on the ground, and her heart began to thump loudly in her ears. He knew. He’d known she was there, that she’d followed him, and he’d let her.

She straightened, taking a step back, only to see him take one forward, his face hidden in the shadows of the trees. There was a good distance between them, and yet, it was too close. His presence was too close. The way he was watching her was too close.

Before she could understand why or how, her body was in motion, spinning and running back to the path she’d come from. The moist leaves became slippery under her feet, twigs and needles crunching under her boots, her breaths loud in her ears, making her unaware of any other noise.

That was probably why she didn’t realize how close he had come behind her, why she stepped on a pile of leaves in her haste and felt herself fall, why the solid arm coming around her surprised her.

Heart pounding, pulsing throughout her body, Salem stayed frozen in place, bent forward mid-fall, a muscular arm wrapped around her front. It took her a moment to process that the arm was pressing over her breasts, that his body was pressing into her back, and that the way she was bent was pressing something solid against her ass.

She straightened and he lowered his arm, pushing it around her waist.

“Are you scared?”

The words moved over the top of her head.

No, she wasn’t scared. She was angry. Mildly aroused, which was disturbing in its own way, but not scared.

“Do you accost girls like this often?” she asked nonchalantly, like she wasn’t counting every inhale and exhale and processing.

He chuckled. “Only the ones that poorly stalk me after mildly threatening me the night before.”

Salem rolled her eyes and squirmed, trying to get out of his hold. “Can you let me go?”

His arm stayed solid. “Can I? Yes. Will I? Depends. Why were you following me?”

His words, in that voice that she was realizing had some kind of influence on her, gave her pause. Why did she follow him? It was absurd and she didn’t do absurd things.

“I got curious.”

Damn curiosity.

His hand, the large, tattooed hand she could now see up close, still shrouded in the shadows of the trees, spanned over her stomach. She watched as the hand moved in circles over the fabric, almost hypnotic in its motion, as his mouth lined up next to her ear, his words shooting straight into her veins.

“This one is a free pass,” he murmured softly, seductively, his voice making her thighs clench together. “Get curious with me again and it will cost you.”

Salem gazed unseeingly at the trees before her, the line breaking to reveal the campus a few feet away, the idea of him making her pay doing things to her insides.

“Cost me what?” she whispered. Curiosity was her catnip, mystery her narcotic.

She felt him go still for a second at her breathy voice. “Is this turning you on, little asp?”

She opened her mouth to say no, wanted to say no, but it would have been a lie. Her pulse was warm, her nipples were hard, her core was moist.

She shook her head.

“Fuck,” he almost growled, and the sound sent shivers over her spine, pooling deliciously between her legs. Teeth nipped at her earlobe, sending a sharp sensation through her body. “Stay away from me, for your own good.”

And suddenly, she was free. Disoriented at the loss of the support behind her, she balanced herself and watched as he headed toward the campus, whistling the same tune he had before, the pencil still spinning in his fingers, like he hadn’t threatened to gouge out a man’s eye with it just minutes ago, like that hand hadn’t been all up in her business moments ago, like he hadn’t just subtly threatened and turned her on seconds ago.

And much to her misery, Salem was hooked.




CHAPTER 3

Salem

Classes began the next day, the morning flying by at full speed as she made her way from one class to another.

Salem had spent her morning within the School of Science building. It was a rather old part of the main castle block that had been one of the original three. Mortimer was one of the few universities in the world that were so old. Mortimer had been established as a boarding school in the early 1500s, taking over the castle that had been built hundreds of years before, for the sons of the wealthy, with one tower being an academic block, one residential, and one for the teachers and staff who stayed on the property. Back then, the town hadn’t existed, just the sprawling castle at the edge of the land where reaching it was only possible through the woods and up in carriages.

Over the course of the years, more buildings with the same architecture had been added as the boarding school had turned into a university, first for the sons and then the daughters of the privileged.

She knew all this not because the information was freely available, but because she had heard it in stories passed down in her family since the time of her great-grandparents. She had heard many stories.

Getting out of the School of Science and into the late afternoon lazy sun, Salem headed toward her last class of the day—Introduction to Psychology. It was one of the most popular modules in the first year, with most students from all subjects signing up for it. It made sense why—the human psyche was endlessly fascinating and so vastly unexplored, it could become addicting trying to understand human minds. Salem’s interest in the class, while academic, was also for another reason.

The professor.

Dr. Merlin, one of the most renowned psychologists in the world, with path-breaking papers published to his name and friends in high places beyond academia, was one of the draws of the course.

He was also the only professor her sister had mentioned once beyond the classes.

Once from anyone else could be ignored. Not from Olivia.

That was exactly why Salem was heading down the cobblestoned path, along with a group of other chattering students, to the lone, huge structure at the end of it.

The turnout for his classes was so high that the university had assigned a separate building for him to teach in. Given, it was the smallest structure on the whole campus, at the very back nearest to the woods, at least a few minutes away from any other tower.

The clouds were ever-present overhead, just like the sound of waves and water. It was a soothing sound to her ears, something that calmed her slightly frazzled nerves. She’d been a little off-kilter since the night at the beach, and she was letting herself figure out why.

“I can’t believe how hot Dr. Merlin is,” one of the girls walking in front of her told her group, and Salem eavesdropped as she always did on things around her. “He’s what, like forty?”

“Forty-eight,” another girl supplied. “Widowed, no kids, but rumor has it he’s dating Professor Carlton.”

“Shut up!” the third one in the group gasped. “From Business? She’s like half his age. And she’s married!”

“You think her husband knows?” the first girl asked.

“Who knows?” Every one of them giggled.

Salem filed all the information in her mental drawer as they reached the Merlin Auditorium. That’s what they called it on campus, since there was only one auditorium-style class and Dr. Merlin had been teaching it for almost fifteen years. The simple square structure matched the rest of the castle, the smallest on the property and yet with the capacity to accommodate hundreds of students, the woods as a backdrop and the sloping cliffside on the right.

Salem entered the building and held her breath as a file of students went quickly through a small narrow lobby. It opened up within a few steps, and she felt her shoulders relax as she took in the space. High sloping ceiling, auditorium-style seats in a semicircle, all facing a wall with a massive whiteboard, a large desk, and a chair. A smaller desk and chair had been pushed to the corner of the room.

Salem hurried to take one of the seats next to the window, one that happened to be in the second row
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