
STALKER

By Clarissa Wild

Stalker © 2015 Clarissa Wild

Cover art by Clarissa Wild’s Booming Covers

Copy Editing by Editing4Indies

––––––––
[image: image]


This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, places, organizations, or person, whether living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

––––––––
[image: image]


License Notes

This eBook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This eBook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return to the retailer and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

ALSO BY CLARISSA WILD

Dark Romance

Mr. X

––––––––
[image: image]


Delirious Series:

(FREE!) SEEK (Prequel)

SNARE (Book 1)

SEIZE (Book 2)

SCORCH (Book 3)

––––––––
[image: image]


Stalker

Killer (prequel to Stalker)

––––––––
[image: image]


Coming soon

Twenty-One (21)

––––––––
[image: image]


New Adult Romance

Fierce Series

Blissful Series

––––––––
[image: image]


Erotic Romance

The Billionaire’s Bet Series

Enflamed Series

––––––––
[image: image]


Visit Clarissa Wild on Barnes&Noble for current titles.

––––––––
[image: image]


Want to get an email when the next book is released?

Sign up here and receive four free stories too: http://smarturl.it/newsletterbooks

––––––––
[image: image]


[image: image]

TABLE OF CONTENTS

ABOUT STALKER

MUSIC PLAYLIST

DEDICATION

PROLOGUE

CHAPTER 1

CHAPTER 2

CHAPTER 3

CHAPTER 4

CHAPTER 5

CHAPTER 6

CHAPTER 7

CHAPTER 8

CHAPTER 9

CHAPTER 10

CHAPTER 11

CHAPTER 12

CHAPTER 13

CHAPTER 14

CHAPTER 15

CHAPTER 16

CHAPTER 17

CHAPTER 18

CHAPTER 19

CHAPTER 20

CHAPTER 21

CHAPTER 22

CHAPTER 23

CHAPTER 24

CHAPTER 25

CHAPTER 26

CHAPTER 27

CHAPTER 28

CHAPTER 29

CHAPTER 30

EPILOGUE

COMING SOON

EXCERPT OF MR. X

ALSO BY CLARISSA WILD

ABOUT CLARISSA WILD

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

ABOUT STALKER
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Fuck me once, I'll fuck you twice ... then I'll bury you.
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No prison can keep me from seeking revenge. Especially when it comes to her.

She, the woman who put me in jail.

I swore that I’d come for her, to claim what belongs to me: Her life.

I’m not a good man. On the contrary, I love to be bad. It’s in my veins. Just like it’s in my veins to ruin her.

She’s an actress, pretending to be a saint, but we both know that isn’t true. One way or another, she’ll pay for what she did.

I will hunt her. Make her fear me. Make her body mine.


No bad deeds goes unpunished ... And I always go out with a bang.
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WARNING: This book is a DARK ROMANCE STANDALONE - it has a non-conventional ending. This isn't rainbow sprinkles & unicorn fluff. It's a dark, thrilling journey of two people clashing over love, lust, and hatred. Heed the warning. Contains graphic violence, alcohol, drugs & other disturbing content.
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No Cliffhanger. Stand Alone.
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Stalker has a prequel: KILLER
	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

MUSIC PLAYLIST
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“Pretty When You Cry” by VAST

“Desire” by Meg Myers

“Sorry” by Meg Myers

“Hate Her To Death” by Insane Clown Posse

“I Come With Knives” by IAMX

“I’d Love To Change the World” by Jetta

“Everybody Wants To Rule The World” by LORDE

“Homeostasis” by Nostalghia

“Because The Night” by Jan Wayne

“Electra Heart” by Marina And The Diamonds

“Primadonna Girl” by Marina And The Diamonds

“Power and Control” by Marina And The Diamonds

“Tainted Love” by Marilyn Manson

“Every Breath You Take” by The Police Vs Denmark Winter

“Creep” by Michelle Branch

“Bang Bang” by Nancy Sinatra

“Love Is A Battlefield” by Wrongchilde

“One Way Or Another” by Until The Ribbon Breaks

“Dark In My Imagination” by of Verona

“Feeling Good” by Muse

“Ready Or Not” by Mischa Book Chillak Ft. Esthero

“Trigger” by CUT_

“Constant Craving” by J2 featuring Lesley Roy

“Lolita” by The Veronicas

“Consumation” by Trent Reznor & Atticus Ross

“Black” by The Soft Moon

“Pistols At Dawn” by Seinabo Sey

“Not Gonna Get Us” by Tatu

“We Must Be Killers” by Mikky Ekko

“Bassically” by Tei Shi
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DEDICATION
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This is for the people who met fate ... and gave it the finger.
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PROLOGUE
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PHOENIX
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Her skin glistens in the darkness, and my eyes hone in on her like she’s a diamond ready for the taking. Pictures of her and Phillip’s faces hang above her head, with movie awards stacked on top of a shelf to the side. A perfect shell for an imperfect heart. She’s incredible ... and she will be mine.

She is all I can think about, as she lies there in her bed, silently sleeping the night away.

She has no idea that I’m lurking in a corner, hovering close to her defenseless body. She smells of roses and expensive wine, and when she rolls over and her chest is exposed, I lean over her and take in her scent. Breathing out hot air on her skin makes her arch up toward my mouth, her mind unaware of what her body desires.

She’s so close...all I have to do is grasp, and she’s mine for the taking.

She’s a devil in disguise. A vixen. A seductress, but I won’t let her beauty distract me from my goal.

I fucking hate her to death.

Literally. I’m going to kill her.

But doing it now would spoil all the fun. She’s defenseless and doesn’t even know I’m here. There’s no fun in chasing an oblivious prey. I want the hunt. I want to feel the adrenaline and smell the fear as she runs for her life.

She deserves what’s coming for her, but I’m not going to give it to her that easily.

I’ll watch her from a distance; I’ll make her sweat and think she’s going insane.

And then, when she’s at her lowest, I’ll strike.

She’ll never see it coming until it’s too late.

And then, she’ll be begging for mercy.
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CHAPTER 1
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PHOENIX
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Six months done, and four thousand five hundred and sixty days left in prison. With a black marker, I write the numbers on the calendar and cross today’s date off like I do each day. On the corner of this sheet is a black skull, which I’ve repeatedly crossed out, punctured, and stabbed to vent my anger, imagining it’s her face.

That woman ... just thinking about her makes me want to punch holes in the wall I’m staring at.

I hate her to death, in the literal sense. I don’t just want to kill her ... I’ll make it happen. One way or another, she’s going to pay for what she did. Punishment and pain aren't enough ... only death is, and I’m going to bring it to her doorstep.

These walls won’t hold me back. Maybe now, but not forever, and when I get out, she’ll be the first to suffer. She’s lucky these steel bars surround me and keep me locked inside, far away from that pretty little lie she calls life. She thinks she’s safe, she thinks she’s innocent, but we both know that’s not true. She’s hiding behind that fake, perfect mask of hers, but all it takes is a snap and it’ll crack right down the middle.

I’ll make sure to bring the pain when I get out of here. She deserves it.

You might think I’m an asshole for wanting to kill a girl, but this girl has gone pretty far ... further than most girls will ever go to clear their own name. She framed me so she could point the cops at me and put me in jail. That’s like cutting the heart out of a man. If I had one, I’d be dead already, especially because I involved myself with the likes of her.

I admit that I’m not a saint. I did some bad shit, too. I killed her husband, but he deserved every ounce of the pain that he received. He was a cheating bastard, and so was she. They both deserve to go to hell.

I reek of fury and rightfully so. All I can think about is making her suffer the way she’s making me suffer. Lock her up and hurt her. My fingers twist, grabbing the empty air as I imagine strangling her. I can already feel the bones crack.

She fucking ruined my life, and not just because she put me in jail. That girl is full of secrets, cloaked behind a façade that I’m dying to strip away. Of course, nobody believes me. With my tattoos, piercings, and dark hair, I look like the typical killer, someone whose words mean nothing in the face of a threat. It’s always been that way, and I don’t expect that to change anytime soon. My life has always been about bare-knuckle fights to claim authority over whatever I deemed as mine. That’s all I do, all I know. Fighting in whatever way necessary with whatever means I can gather just to get what belongs to me.

And the worst thing is that I once fought for her.

That’s right; she’s not just my most hated rival, but she also used to be the object of my affection. I say ‘used to’, but I’m not so sure if I’ll gut her that quickly when I see her face again. I might actually fuck her first, and then kill her. Exes ... I’d rather ax them.

If I could, I would erase every memory I had of her, just so I’d stop thinking about her. Instead, I’m locked up in this cell, reminded of her day in and day out ... thinking of all the ways that I’m going to make her beg for mercy.

“Are you sulking again?”

I turn my head at the sound of the annoyingly sarcastic voice of my cellmate. At times like these, when he says shit like this, I just want to rip his head off. However, the cavity in my chest has reserved a tiny spot for him to the point of it growing on me like a parasite. That’s what you get when you spend months in the same room with another guy. Somehow, you are attached to the person just because they’re there ... they’re alive, and you can talk to them. That alone is enough to create a bond. At least, in here it is.

So, I’ll spare him ... for now.

I narrow my eyes at him. “Shut up.”

He raises his eyebrow at me, his blue eyes flaring with curiosity. “I know what you’re doing when you twitch your nose, crack your knuckles, and sneer at the wall. You do it every day.” He cocks his head at me as he sits on the edge of his bunk bed, his feet dangling close to my head. “You’re thinking about her, aren’t you?”

“Mind your own business, will you?” I say, shoving his legs aside. “And get those damn feet out of my fucking face. They smell like rotting junk food.”

He attempts to rub his socks against my chin, so I pull his leg so hard he crashes to the floor.

“Ow! Fuck!” he yells, rubbing his head as he crawls up. He runs his fingers through his long, dark hair. “What did you do that for?”

“That’s what you get for taunting me,” I say.

He frowns. “Asshole.”

I smirk. “That’s me.” I flip the pages of my calendar back where they belong and throw it on the table. “Got a problem with that?”

He raises his brow. “Always.”

I smile, and so does he. I know this fucker never gets mad at me, and that’s why I like him. It’s also why he’s still alive. Being in a cell with me isn’t easy ... if you manage to survive. What can I say? The fucker has grown on me.

Suddenly, something strikes the bars of the cell, and it makes me jolt up from my seat and turn around. It’s the guard, flashing a cocky smile.

“Sullivan. DeLuca.” With a low voice, he says, “Time to get some fresh air.”

I sigh, packing up my things, like we always do. Everything has to be left tidy and neat, so the officers can check the cell with a quick glance. The guard opens the door when we’re ready, and he escorts us downstairs where the rest of the inmates gather as well. We always go outside in designated blocks, one block never coming into contact with the other. They do it to separate the racial gangs, which are notorious for starting prison riots.

Me? I don’t belong anywhere, and neither does DeLuca, so we stick together mostly. I hate cliques and avoid them like the plague. They have nothing to offer us, and I have no interest in siding with idiots. However, that makes us easy targets, too. That’s why the guards are always on their toes whenever they let us out of the cage.

We walk outside with the rest of the inmates and go to our regular spot near the picnic table. It’s to the far east side of the premises, close to the fence where the grass is still green instead of soiled by dirty boots. I go on my knees and pluck some grass out of the earth as DeLuca sits on top of the picnic table and leans back to enjoy the sun.

“Fucking fine day it is, Nix,” DeLuca muses, groaning as he stretches.

“Mmmhmm,” I agree, but I don’t want to talk with him right now. Outside is the only place where I can think of other things besides that fucking woman, and I can hear more than just his voice. Being confined to a small cell does things to a person. It makes them vulnerable ... weak almost, and that’s a feeling I can barely stomach. It makes me want to start a riot just for the sake of regaining my spirit.

I pluck some more grass until I find what I’m looking for—a colony of ants has taken up residence here over the past couple of months. I move a few small stones until I find their nest and just look at it. They crawl everywhere with little leaves and other types of food, bringing it to the nest, as well as carrying the larvae. It’s a tiny ecosystem resembling humans, only on a much smaller scale. I just like to watch them. That’s all. And maybe help them every now and then, just for fun.

Suddenly, a boot comes crashing down on top of the nest, crushing the ants.

Enraged, I look up at the person who just butchered a whole city worth of insects.

“Playing in the sandbox, are we, Sullivan?” he snarls, spit flying out of his mouth and onto my cheek.

Getting up to my feet, I wipe it off and lean in with narrowed eyes. He checks me out from top to bottom while his buddies gather around us, creating a circle to trap me. This guy is clearly looking for a fight ... with the wrong dude.

Lifting my hand, I smear his spit right back on his own cheek, dragging it along slowly as everyone watches with parted lips and audible gasps. Apparently, now I’ve gone and done it. Shit’s about to hit the fan. Great. Just the way I like it.

When I’m done, I wipe what’s left of the goo on my pants and cock my head, waiting for him to make the first move.

“You fucking cocksucker. I’ll teach you a lesson.” The guy growls and up his fist goes, right into my face. I take the blow like a man, absorbing the full force and letting my body move with his smack. It takes me a few seconds to recuperate. It’s a good punch. However, not good enough.

“Is that all you got?” I say, turning my face back to him.

The cocky look he’s championing immediately turns into shock, as he probably realizes it didn’t hurt me much. When I smile, he screams and his face turns completely red. Before he can lash out in anger, I punch him in the gut.

That’s when DeLuca gets off the table and hits another guy in the back, causing him to buckle. Then he gives him a knee to the face and steals his knife. He cuts another attacker’s arm, who screams for help, while I fight my attacker until he’s down on the ground and I’m on top of him, beating the shit out of him.

DeLuca scares the others away with the knife, stabbing anyone who dares to come close, as I pummel my opponent with no remorse.

“Who’s teaching who a lesson now, huh?” I yell, my fists spreading his blood all over his face.

By the time the guards arrive, his face is already split open at various points, and his nose is crooked as fuck. I probably broke a few bones here and there. The guards blow on their whistles and sound the alarm, yelling at everyone to get down on the ground. I stop at this moment, as I’d rather not get a fucking Taser on my ass. That does hurt like a bitch.

We lie down, and my attacker is groaning from the pain as the officers swarm in and cuff us all. I’ll probably be put in solitary now, but it was worth every punch I gave him.

Nobody messes with my business. Whether it’s ants or a kill, it’s my fucking business, and everyone best stay out of my way ... or I’ll take down every last one of them.

***
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VANESSA
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“And cut!”

When the director calls out, I let out a sigh of relief and pull out the ribbon that holds my hair together.

“God, I’m so thirsty,” I say, as my assistant hands me my bottle of water, which I eagerly chug down.

“Great performance, Vanessa,” the director tells me as we both watch the images on the screen.

“Thank you,” I say with a broad smile. “I think I just needed that final push.” After thirty takes, it was about time.

“It looks great,” my assistant says. “Especially the kiss. It’s really authentic.”

“You think?” I say, fishing for more compliments. I love hearing how good I can fake things.

She nods. “Loved it!”

She gives me a high five as the director shakes my hand and winks. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“Thanks, David. Great work today. See you,” I say, waving as I walk away.

The smile instantly fades from my face as we walk to my dressing room and my assistant, Paige, keeps on yapping.

“Don’t forget you have an appointment with the vocal coach tomorrow.”

“Yeah, I remember,” I say, as I open the door and walk in, taking off my earrings, which hurt.

“Oh, and before I forget ... Happy Birthday!”

She suddenly wraps her arms around my neck, catching me by surprise. I have no idea what to do with this sudden affection, especially when she refuses to take her hands off me after half a minute has passed.

“Thanks,” I say, as I peel her off me. “But I’d rather not know.”

“Why? Twenty-seven isn’t that old,” Paige says.

I place my finger on her lips. “Not another word.”

She frowns at me. “Okay ...”

“I just don’t like to hear it.” I shrug.

“Well, I do hope you have a great party,” Paige hums.

I give her my regular fake smile. “Of course. Once I get home, I’m pulling out the champagne.” I wink.

She smiles as if she really believes me. “Good. Well, I’ll see you tomorrow then.” She starts to walk away, but then turns to face me again. Walking backwards, she says, “If you need anything, just give me a call, okay? I’m always there to help.”

“I will.” I smile and wave until she’s gone out of sight and then close the door, sighing.

Either being alone is the best feeling in the world or it’s the scariest thing there is. Trapped in silence is sometimes a good thing, especially after a busy day, but on days like this ... it cuts into my soul.

I sit down behind the mirror and grab the face wipes, gently patting down my face until I’ve removed all the make-up. Rinsing my face in a bowl of water, I look at the mask I’m peeling away, layer by layer, until there’s nothing left but a lonely, bitter bitch.

Stripping away everything until only the nakedness remains forces me to face the cold, hard truth. What I see is paperwhite skin, interrupted by an ugly purplish blue bruise. It’s been a long time since I saw one of those, but seeing it now is like a brick to the face. It breaks the façade I hold so dearly.

My eyes grow watery, but I shake my head and take a deep breath, pushing away all thoughts as I clean my face again.

Someone suddenly knocks on my door.

I turn my head, covering the mark with my hair as the receptionist leans in. “Excuse me; someone left these for you at the front desk. I’m supposed to give them to you.”

With furrowed brows and parted lips, I gaze at the enormous bouquet of roses she holds out.

“Who’s it from?” I ask.

She looks at the card and then smiles. “Arthur.”

Something twists at my insides.

I swallow away the lump in my throat as she brings it to me. “I won’t bother you any further,” she says after an uncomfortable moment of silence.

“Thank you for bringing them,” I say.

“Yeah, no problem,” she says, and then she closes the door again.

The roses lie on my desk, right on top of my make-up, and all I can do is lean back and stare at them as if they came out of a long, dried-out well. I can read the note from afar, saying ‘I’m sorry, Vanessa. I didn’t mean to forget your birthday.’

Anger boils up inside me, and I do the first thing that comes to mind. I grab the roses and throw them in the garbage. He’ll have to come up with something better than that to make up for what he did. Especially considering he completely forgot to mention it.

I get up from my chair and put on my coat. Then I put on a big, round hat and some shades, hiding the mark. It’s not perfect, but it’s good enough to get out into the streets without anyone seeing it.

As I walk out of the building so I can get to my car, fans flock to my side, wanting to take a picture with me and demanding my autograph. Of course, I dish them out everywhere, loving the attention. The bright flashes from the cameras clear my head and blur all the bad thoughts swirling through my mind. I do it for these fans, the ones who adore me and love me like no other. I do it for these short moments of happiness, my time in the spotlight, before I have to return to a gloomy, lonely home.

Ignorance is bliss.
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CHAPTER 2
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PHOENIX
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Age 8
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“Kapoow! I’m the Phoenix and I’m going to kill you now!” I slam the action figure against the headboard, pretending it’s a giant alien ship coming to destroy the Earth. The hero Phoenix is the only one who can save the day, with his special laser gun firing from his eyes and his super strength, which can even lift the Earth.

I crawl under the sheets and leave Phoenix up, so he can walk over the edge and lift the sheets to unearth a deadly weapon; the giant human robot he’ll use to destroy the alien ship.

But then Phoenix is suddenly ripped from my hand.

“Hey!” I come up from under the sheets and see a boy running away, giggling. “Give that back!” I yell, jumping out of the creaky old bed.

The boy runs down the immense staircase of the old mansion, skipping stairs along the way, while holding my Phoenix high up in the air as if he’s proud that he stole it. He laughs and says, “Come and get it, stupid!”

I frown, grinding my teeth, and then run after him. Nobody touches my Phoenix. He’s the only toy I have. The caretakers only give us one toy each. It’s a stupid orphanage rule because there isn’t a lot of money. At least, that’s what they tell us. Sometimes I wish I had more toys to play with, or friends who don’t want to steal everything that belongs to me.

I rush after him, skipping stairs to catch up. He’s downstairs in the dining hall, trying to hide behind the other kids and use them like a shield.

“Give it back,” I growl.

“No, why would I? You don’t deserve it,” he says.

“It’s my toy. You have your own.”

“I don’t have enough,” he says, holding Phoenix with both hands, almost tearing off his head.

“Stop, you’re breaking it!”

“So what?” He pulls harder. “Are you afraid? Miles is afraihaid, Miles is afraihaid!” He’s chanting now, pissing me off so much that I want to hit him. Everybody starts laughing when they see my angry face.

“Miles is a loser!” The more he says it, the more the group joins in, and soon it’s all I hear.

I can’t take it anymore. I want my toy back, and I want them to leave me alone.

When my patience runs out, I push the kid he’s hiding behind so hard they both tumble on the floor, and then I grab the kid and punch his face repeatedly. The toy drops from his hand as he tries to block the attacks and prevent my fist from coming down, but I’m too quick.

“Fight, fight, fight!” the kids around us yell.

I keep punching and kicking, letting all my rage out on him.

“Stop!” he yells, but I pay no attention to his screams.

All I can think about is the blood pouring from his nose and the teeth flying around the room.

“Nobody. Touches. My. Toy,” I growl, hitting him in the face with each syllable.

“Please! Stop!” he begs, scratching my arms.

“I hate you!” I scream. “I hate all of you!”

I punch him so hard that my knuckles hurt, and I see red in front of my eyes. All I can think about is kicking his ass so hard that he’ll never be able to steal from me again. This is the last time that he’ll taunt me, the last time that he’ll tease me, the last time that anyone will ever try to hurt me again.

After a few minutes, the caretakers come and drag me away from him before I’m able to grab Phoenix. “What is this? How dare you assault a boy like that!”

“He stole my toy,” I say, folding my arms while staring at the toy.

“I don’t care what he did. You put your hands on him. We. Don’t. Punch. People.” She keeps tapping on my nose after each word, as if it’s supposed to impress me.

But all I can think about is killing the kid lying on the ground, bleeding, pleading for help.

The caretaker sighs roughly. “Here we go again.”

The whole room is quietly staring at me as she drags me out the door and up the stairs.

“You had to do it again, didn’t you? You just couldn’t keep your hands off him.”

“He keeps bullying me.”

“What did I just say?” she says, gazing back at me with a look that could kill. “We don’t touch other kids in here, Miles. You should know that by now. I guess it’s time for you to learn that lesson the hard way.”

She pushes me into my room. “I don’t want to hear any sound coming from here for the next few hours. Got that?”

I sit down on the bed. “But what about dinner?” I look at the clock, it’s almost six, and my stomach is growling.

She makes a face. “Bad kids don’t get food.”

And then she slams the door shut.

I run to the door, banging on it with my fists. “Wait! You can’t do that! I’m hungry!”

“Maybe you should try being friends with the kids first. Maybe then you won’t be so hungry,” she muses through the door.

“They don’t want to be friends with me. None of them do. They only want to tease me.”

“Maybe it isn’t them. Maybe it’s you,” she sneers. “No wonder your parents left you here.” She clears her throat, and then I hear her clicking heels as she walks down the stairs, leaving me upstairs all by myself.

My fingers scratch the wood as I sink to the floor. I try to think of happy things, but I come up empty. There’s nothing happy about this place, and I don’t remember a single day when I wasn’t in here.

Alone in my room, without a toy to play with and only the ticking clock as company, I waste away the hours of the day until I’m left wishing I wasn’t alive at all.

***
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A few months later ...
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I ran away. I didn’t know what else to do after the kids pushed me down the stairs and the staff didn’t even bat an eye. I have nowhere to go, but I don’t want to go back there. I hate that place and everyone who lives or works there.

Nobody understands me.

My finger twirls through the grass and I rip it out of the ground and let it fly away with the wind. It’s so peaceful here in the middle of nowhere near this lonely road. Nothing for a few miles ... all the world to myself. Love it.

This place is quickly turning into my favorite hiding spot. I don’t have to sit somewhere in a cramped, stinky corner to avoid being caught. I can just sit out in the open without anyone seeing me here.

But then a car suddenly zooms up at the end of the horizon, and I watch it come into view. Placing my hand over my eyes to block out the sun, I try to look inside as it passes by. I don’t see much, apart from two adults in the front... except for one little girl sitting in the back of the car, gazing at me with her bright eyes. She has the face of an angel.

And then it disappears just as quickly as it came, driving down that lonely road.

For a moment, I just enjoy the breeze, wondering who those people were and if I’ll ever have parents just like her.

Oh well, I’ll find out soon enough. Time to get back. They’re probably wrecking the whole place in search of me now. Or they haven’t even noticed I’m gone. Either way, I know they’ll be pissed.

So, I grab my bike and drive off onto the long and lonely road back to where I came from.

***
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An hour later...
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I’m sitting on the couch in the meeting room, waiting for someone to approach me, but all the potential parents give me the stink eye. I guess it’s because of the cuts and bruises on my face from getting in a fight again. I can’t help it; the kids here just won’t stop annoying me. It’s like they enjoy getting all up my back or something.

The caretaker comes up to me and gives me a side look. “Why aren’t you talking with them?”

“Well, I can’t just go up to them, can I?” I say.

“No, but you can at least present yourself a little more ... appealing,” she says, clearing her throat. She always does that when she disapproves of me, so I hear it all day long.

“Try to put a little more effort into this, will you?” she says. “I don’t want you to be stuck here forever.”

I nod as she walks away to meet other potential parents with a fake smile on her face. What she actually meant was that she wants to get rid of me as quickly as possible because I’m a nuisance to this place, but she’ll never say that to my face. It was bad enough that she actually mentioned my parents to me, even though I don’t remember anything about them.

I guess that’s life. People just screw you over until you screw them back.

That’s my motto from now on, anyway.

With my hands folded on my lap, dangling my legs off the couch, I look at all the other kids talking with their potential parents, wishing someone was interested in me ... enough to see past the layers of anger.

Sometimes, I wish I could be like those other kids. Happy. Normal. But I’m not, and I don’t know why. Every day, all I can think of is how to be smarter than someone else is. How to outwit them. How to win a fight. How to find someone’s weakness and use it to my advantage. I’m always so angry, and I don’t know why.

Maybe it’s because of who my parents are.

Or maybe it’s because of what they aren’t.

Who knows? Nobody can tell, not even me.

I can tell one thing, though. Even if they don’t pick me now, one day I will make it out this place, and I will show everyone that I am worth it.

***
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Present
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The rain pounds down on my head as I push the shovel into the earth and dig deeper. The hole has become quite deep, enough for me to hide my body underground. In this obscure corner, behind the facility, I work to create a hole large enough to fit a few people ... and to bring them to the other side of the fence.

It’s not too much longer now, only a few more weeks. Maybe months. But we’re getting there. It’s only a matter of time, and I have plenty.

Sweat drips from my forehead as I shovel away while DeLuca is on the lookout. He’s in front to make sure that nobody comes through this narrow gap behind the building. One of the officers has been bribed to keep quiet about our business here. That might be surprising to someone unfamiliar with prison politics, but like anyone else, even guards can be persuaded to turn a blind eye. As long as he doesn’t know what we’re doing and keeps everyone else away, he’ll be paid.

Not by me, of course. Oh no, if I had any money, which is fucking hard in this place, I still wouldn’t give it to some pigs. No, the company I work for pays him each week to keep his mouth shut and help us out. I suppose it’s because they want to ensure their assets are being taken care of. That and the fact I can’t kill for them while I’m in here is incentive enough for them to want me to break out.

I’m perfectly fine with that, of course. I’ll abuse any help I can get. Besides, it’s not like they’d leave DeLuca in this hellhole, so they’ve got two inactive people now ... that’s no good for business.

Not that I care. I just want to get the fuck out of this place. I could give two shits about the company. Really, all I care about is the cash they send me after a completed job. I don’t care about any of them, except for maybe DeLuca ... or maybe not. Like I give a fuck.

I don’t remember ever giving a fuck.

All I know is using and abusing people to my heart’s content. That’s what I know, that’s what I’m good at, and so I’ll stick to that. Keeps me sane.

When I’m done for the day, we place the rectangular plank on top of the hole and place the new grass on top, making it look like we recently maintained the yard. It’s a good cover for a place nobody looks at; plus, all the other guards think we’re keeping the yard clean and fresh. It couldn’t be further from the truth.

I’m working to get the hell out of this place, so I can finally have my revenge. Nobody tries to outwit me, and if they do, I’ll make sure they are punished for it. That woman, Vanessa Starr ... she thinks she can beat me at my own game, but she hasn’t seen me at my best yet. She showed her cards, and now it’s time to show mine. When it comes to power, I come out on top. I’ll make sure to pay her a visit when I get out of this place. It’ll be too late before she ever sees me coming.
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VANESSA
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Age 9
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Running around with the other girls, playing a game of catch, I notice the boy sitting in the grass. He’s in the same spot where he always sits during the break, doing something all by himself. Every time I look at him, I wonder why he doesn’t try to make any friends. Maybe he doesn’t like games. Or maybe he’s afraid. I don’t know.

None of the other kids wants to come near him. They say his parents didn’t want him and that he’s dangerous because the orphanage he lived in kicked him out. I think it’s all lies because everyone else is afraid. But I’m not.

Somehow, that one day, I stop playing catch and decide to go over to him. I wonder if he’s really who they say he is. Maybe I’m just interested to see if there’s more to him than meets the eye. I want to give everyone a chance, even if others don’t.

I go and stand behind him, watching him play with the ants on the ground. He has a magnifying glass in his hand, but instead of just looking at them, he’s trying to burn them.

I kneel down beside him, and then he notices me. He almost falls to the side but manages to catch himself, his eyes widening when he looks at me.

“Hi,” I say, chuckling. “It’s okay. Don’t be afraid. It’s just me.”

“What do you want?” he asks, as if it’s a genuine question.

I don’t understand it. Does he think I want something from him? He must be expecting people only to talk to him if they want something from him. Poor boy.

“Nothing. I just want to know what you’re doing.” I give him a genuine smile, and he just gazes at me with furrowed brows and narrowed eyes.

Then he starts prodding the ants with his fingers, crushing some of them in the process.

“You know, it’s much more fun if you let them live,” I say after a while.

He stops burning and smashing them and turns his head to me. It’s like he’s waiting for me to show him, like he wouldn’t even know how. I rub my lips together, trying to figure out what to do. Then I spot a caterpillar walking up a leaf, and I lean forward to grab it.

“See this little one?”

He nods, biting his lip.

“Well, if you let it live, it’ll transform into a beautiful butterfly.”

“Oh ...” he says. Didn’t he know that? Maybe he just doesn’t pay attention in class. I wish I could do that sometimes ... not pay attention without being punished.

I smile at him and place the caterpillar in his hands. “Give it a name.”

He raises his eyebrow. “Why?”

“It’s your pet now. You have to take care of it.” I laugh. “You have a responsibility now. You have to keep it alive. Otherwise, you’ll never see what it’ll turn out to be.”

“But you just said it would be a butterfly.”

“Yeah, but they’re all different. No one butterfly is the same. And if you don’t make sure he lives, you’ll never know what he’ll look like.” I wink.

“Oh ... right.”

He looks at it up close, like it’s something weird. It’s just a bug, but I guess he’s only used to killing them instead of just watching them. No wonder the other kids are scared of him.

I pick up a leaf and hold it close to the caterpillar. “They need air and a leaf, of course. That’s what they eat.”

“Hmm ... but where do we keep it?” he asks, putting it down on the leaf I gave him.

I mull that over for a second then take in a breath. “Oh, I know! Hold on.”

I jump up, clapping my hands to clean off the dirt, and run back inside the building, leaving the boy behind. I quickly run to the teacher whom I know has a couple of jars stashed in the supplies.

“Miss, can I get a jar so we can keep a bug?” I ask her with my cute voice.

“Of course, honey!” She takes one out and hands it to me. “Here you go. Now remember, they need air, so make sure you don’t cover up the holes in the lid.”

“Will do,” I say, running toward the door.

“Oh, and make sure you give them fresh plants!”

“Thank you!” I yell as I run out and back to the boy.

He has a wide smile on his face the moment he sees me, which surprises me. He’s not as scary as the other kids think. I think he just doesn’t know better, but I can help with that.

“Look,” I say, putting the jar down. I grab the leaf with the caterpillar and place it inside, closing the lid. “Now you can carry him around wherever you go.”

He picks up the jar and holds it up to gaze through it with one eye closed.

“You still haven’t named him, though,” I say.

He looks up at me with a bright smile on his face. “Miles the Second.”

“Miles the Second?” I chuckle a little.

“Yeah, Miles the Second.” He taps on the glass, probably scaring the little bug to death.

I muffle another laugh. He’s adorable. “I love it.”

“You do?” he asks.

“Yeah,” I say. “Hey ... I don’t even know your name.”

“It’s Miles.”

“Oh ...” I blush. No wonder. It now makes sense that he named his bug that way.

“What’s yours?” he asks.

I hold out my hand. “I’m Vanessa.”

***
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Age 10
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With my legs dangling over the edge of the small wall near the playground, I sit and do my homework. The wind is blowing my dark brown hair in front of my eyes, so I have to slide it behind my ears every other second. Only after a few minutes do I notice Miles sitting in the grass only a few feet away. He’s on his knees with a magnifying glass in his hand, watching something on the ground. I watch him from my corner, curious to see if he’ll still burn them or not. I don’t know how long he’s been there or why, but I guess we both just like being in each other’s vicinity.

However, my parents told me to pay attention to my homework, and if I don’t have it all done by the time I get home, I’m sure I’ll get scolded. I don’t want them to be angry, so I’d best not get distracted.

I try to focus on my books instead of the boy, but then other kids flock around Miles.

“Hey, whatcha doing?” a redheaded kid says.

“Nothing ...” Miles answers.

The kid frowns. “Yeah, you are.” He kicks the dirt. “You’re looking at the ants.”

The other kids are laughing. “Ants? Why? Is he that bored?”

“I’m not bored,” the boy says.

The other one folds his arms. “Oh, what then? Checking up if they’re okay?” He pretends to wipe a tear away, and then suddenly stomps his foot on the ground right where Miles was looking at. “Too late! Now they’re dead!”

All the kids burst out into laughter. “He’s stupid. So lame!”

“I’m not lame.” Miles looks up at them, and a certain glare in his eyes makes all the hairs on the back of my neck stand up.

Suddenly, the redheaded kid punches Miles right in the face.

I close my book and place it on the edge of the wall before jumping down. “Leave him alone!”

The kids now turn their attention to me. “Oh, yeah? And what’s it to you?”

I come and stand between them and Miles and hold up my arms. “You want to hit him? You’ll have to go through me.”

“I’m not afraid of a girl ...” the kid growls.

“You’re going to hit a girl?” the kids behind him say.

“Yeah, why not?” he says.

“You can’t do that!” they all say.

He takes a deep breath and sighs, looking me straight in the eye as if he wants to scare me away. But I’m not scared of any bully, and nobody threatens Miles.

“Let’s go,” he suddenly says, and he turns and walks away with the other kids.

I blow out a sigh of relief, closing my eyes for a second to calm myself down.

“Why did you do that?” Miles asks after a while.

I glance at him over my shoulder. “Because they were bullying you.”

“Yeah, but they weren’t bullying you.”

“I don’t care. You’re my friend. Friends protect each other.”

“Friend?” he repeats, as if he can’t believe it.

“Yeah ...” I smile and grab his hand, pulling him up from the ground. “Friends.”

He holds my hand, not letting go, even though he’s already standing up. It feels warm and ... weird. I quickly let go of his hand.

“I have to go home,” I say.

“Why?” he asks. “Now?”

“Yeah, my parents want me to be home by a certain time,” I say as I grab my books and stuff them in my backpack.

He cocks his head. “Can I come with you?”

My lips part, but I have no idea how to say this without it coming across as rude. “No, I’m sorry.” I start walking and wave at him. “I’ll see you later!”

I couldn’t tell him the truth. My parents don’t allow any friends to come into the house ... let alone those they don’t know personally. And they’d definitely not accept Miles. He’s too ... strange for them. He has different habits, likes odd stuff, and he dresses like a chump. No way would they want him in their house.

The sun is already setting, so I have to get home quick, before my mother gets angry with me. She probably already is, since I’m not home five minutes before time. And my homework isn’t even finished yet ... oh, god. Just the thought of coming back without it completed gives me the creeps. I hope she’s in a good mood today.

As I run down the road like a mad girl, not looking where I’m going, I bump into someone so hard I fall backwards onto the ground. “Ow!”

My backpack only softened part of the landing, but my butt still hurts. When I look up to see what’s blocking my path, my eyes widen and my jaw drops.

It’s the redheaded kid.

“Think you could get away with that?” he says, grinding his teeth. “Think again.”

“What do you want?” I ask, as I try to get up.

However, he places his foot forward. “Don’t get up or else ...”

“Or else what?” I say, frowning. “You’re going to bully me, too?”

“Nobody gets in my way.” He points at his chest.

Then he attempts to hit me. I hold my hands in front of my face, expecting the blow to hurt. Suddenly, a loud roar emerges from behind a tree, and Miles comes rushing out. Where did he come from, all of the sudden, and why? Was he following me?

I don’t know what’s going on, but what I see terrifies me. It all happens in a flash. Miles hitting the redhead on the jaw, making him stumble backward. Miles punching his stomach so hard, the kid bends over and pukes. Miles shoves him until he falls to the ground and then jumps on him, punching him in the face.

“Don’t. Touch. My. Friend.”

He punches and punches, until the kid is bleeding from his mouth and nose. I scramble up to stare at them in horror as he keeps hitting, even after the kid is out cold.

Everything feels like a blur, until an older lady comes running toward us. “Stop!”

She takes out her cell phone and dials a number, I think it’s 9-1-1. Then she pulls Miles off the kid. “Stop it!”

I cover my mouth in shock from seeing the kid lying there in a pool of his own blood. Tears well up in my eyes as I look at Miles, whose face is completely red from anger and whose clothes are bloodstained. But the thing that strikes me the most is his eyes ... those eyes, so dark, so violent ... stone cold. Like the eyes of a killer.
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Present
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I chug back the tequila shot; the burn in my throat is a tiny distraction from my thoughts. Why can’t I stop thinking about him? I should be long over him, and yet he keeps drifting back into my mind. That day when he beat up those bullies wasn’t the last time he’d lash out the way he did. So vicious and without remorse ... I knew that day there was something about that boy, something different from anyone I’d ever known. He was cruel and unrelenting, like a beast without a leash.

And, to this day, I still wonder why he followed me. Was it curiosity that drove him to chase me? Or was it some kind of primal instinct, like he knew they were going to attack me instead? Was he there to protect me?

I don’t have the answers because I was too afraid to ask him about that day. I wasn’t even allowed to think about it, let alone him. My parents were pissed that I even attempted to be friends with him. I remember it like it was yesterday, the moment that the ambulance came to pick up the boy and I had to explain the whole ordeal to my parents. I had to tell my mother why there was blood on my shirt ... and I had to tell her that I’d failed her. I hadn’t come home in time. I hadn’t finished my homework. I was hanging around with dangerous kids. At least, that’s what she called him. She called him many things, none of them positive, to make sure that I would never look at him the same way.

Because of him, I was punished. My parents sent me to my room with no toys, no friends, and nothing to do. For a week, they didn’t allow me to go out, except for school. All because I tried to be friends with that boy.

I guess it didn’t pay to be nice. To be kind. To try to make the world a little better.

It still doesn’t pay.

“Hit me up,” I say, beckoning the bartender to give me another drink.

“You sure?” he asks, frowning, as he dries a glass. “You’ve already had five.”

“I’m a big girl. I can take it.”

I give him my charming smile, which makes him put down the glass and pour me another drink. So easily manipulated. Like a puppet on strings. It always comes easy to me because I know how to use my best assets. That’s what my parents taught me to do, so I’d be successful. Or at least successful at finding a husband and manipulating my way through life. God, I’ve lied so many times just to get what I want that I don’t even know what the truth is anymore.

“Here you go.” The bartender slides the drink across the bar, which I catch and hold up.

However, right before I chug it up, someone clears his throat next to me, so I turn my head. I didn’t notice anyone sitting down, but the man in the seat next to me looks rather scary with his hoodie and his tattooed hands. I swallow away the lump in my throat as I gaze at him, wondering who he is and what he’s doing here. He just gives me this vibe that I can’t shake off, like I’m in danger or something ... and he’s the cause behind it.

Or I’m just flipping out over nothing.

I throw back the last drink and throw down a few bills. “See you later,” I say, as I get off my stool, waving at the bartender as I leave the joint.

The cold air washing over me isn’t enough to quell my fear. I feel watched. Followed. Hunted. Everywhere I go, I think people are out to get me. I don’t even know who they are or what they want. Maybe that dude was just there to grab a drink like me, but with his hoodie and tattoos, he looked scary, so I fled the scene because of him. How pathetic. And yet I keep walking. Keep running away from the truth that I’m in deep shit.

The kind of deep shit that gets people killed.

And the worst part of it all is that I knew it was going to happen. I knew I had it coming for me, and I did it anyway. I did something horrible, and someday, I’ll have to pay the price. I’m just waiting for him to come for my head ... Phoenix Sullivan, the guy I put in jail.

If only that was the sole thing I did to him.

I sigh as I walk back to my car and direct my driver to take me home. I’m so glad none of the fans saw me here, so I could have a drink at my favorite bar in peace. I really needed that, especially after what happened the day after my birthday. When I rub my face, I can still feel the bruise, even though the mark is no longer there ... I’ll always feel it burn a hole into my heart.

When I get home, I wobble a little as I walk in the door. “Hey.”

Arthur just waves and glances at me, and then he returns his attention to the phone. “No, I told you it wasn’t for today.”

I don’t remember ever getting home and him not being on the phone. It’s like he doesn’t live anymore. Ever since he took over Phillip’s company, the one he makes all the movies with, things have been going downhill. He spends more time on the company than he can manage, and the two of us have no alone time. It’s like he’s wasting away in that company ... I hate it. It makes me wish Phillip were still alive, just so he could be CEO again instead of Arthur. But that would also mean Phillip was still my husband, and I’d never be able to live with Arthur the way I do now.

I’ll admit that I always preferred Arthur to Phillip. I’m a bitch for not being sad over Phillip’s death, but that’s the way it is. Phillip was a cheating bastard, who couldn’t be loved by anyone but himself. Now, I’m together with Arthur, which is much better. Although
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