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      This is a dark Beauty and the Beast retelling with a heroine who has boundaries, trauma, and every reason not to fall headfirst for the morally gray man obsessed with her. Like Belle, she won’t be instantly soft, forgiving, or submissive — the Beast must earn her trust and atone for the harm he’s caused. If you want an easy, instant-love romance with a heroine who must be immediately “understanding of her captor” to be likeable, this isn’t your book.
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      February 11th, Twenty-one years ago. Mrs. Schroder’s first grade class. St. Augustine Academy.

      

      Erica just gave me a valentine Brayden made for me even though he’s not in my class. She saw him in the hallway at the water fountain a few minutes ago. He is so cute I could die.

      “Hey Maddie, I brought the cupcakes. I got them because I know you like pink.”

      I turn to find the new kid, Aidan looking at me with a face like a puppy that just caught a frisbee. His dad and aunt both disappeared in some creepy way all the other kids have been whispering about. Now he lives with an uncle. I wonder if his uncle will disappear, too. Maybe he will, and then Aidan will go to a different school.

      “That’s nice,” I say. I want to talk to Erica about the valentine Brayden made. I don’t like Aidan.

      “Did you like my valentine? I made it special for you,” Aidan says. He’s still talking to me. Oh my god. Why is he still talking to me?

      Erica gives me a look, and I give her a look, but we don’t say anything. Why is he sitting at this table? This is a girl’s table. He’s the only boy here. Doesn’t he know that’s weird?

      “Oh, was that from you? The one with the little drawing of two stick figures holding hands and all the glitter?” I ask sweetly.

      He nods. Why is he looking at me? I’m going to tell one of the moms if he doesn’t stop.

      I roll my eyes. “I have a boyfriend already. His name is Brayden, and he’s in Mrs. Hancock’s class. And even if I didn’t, I wouldn’t be your girlfriend. You’re weird.”

      I laugh, then Erica laughs. We sound mean, but this kid follows me all the time, and I don’t like it. I look up to see one of the parent helpers, a dad, looking at me with a really angry face. What? I didn’t hit Aidan. I just told him he’s weird. My mom said to use my words.

      Also, this is what my mom calls a “teaching moment”. I mean he needs to know he’s weird. I’m helping.

      Aidan gets up and runs from the room. I roll my eyes again and finish eating my cupcake. I do like the pink frosting.
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      Present Day.

      

      I have always known I would marry her. From the first valentine I ever gave her. Even if she couldn’t see it yet. Even if she couldn’t see me yet. Each year I knew with more and more clarity that this girl was mine, and nothing could ever break that fate.

      My knuckles go white as I grip the steering wheel. My black SUV is parked about a hundred yards from Madison Prescott’s house, and it’s taking everything inside me not to get out of the car, rip the piece of shit she’s about to go on a date with out of his fancy red sports car and beat him until his brains ooze out onto the fine tan leather upholstery.

      I take a deep breath and push this violent urge down. Maddie is going on a date tonight with Michael Whittaker… or Mike as his frat bros call him. He’s from what Maddie’s kind would call “a good family”, and I have no doubt her parents are trying to marry her off before the news spreads that the Prescotts are now destitute—courtesy of Madison’s father not paying his taxes for the last three decades.

      The government has taken everything... down to Madison’s car, most of her jewelry and clothes, her father’s boat, the family vehicles… and now the house is up for sale. But the family has managed to keep their secrets thus far, claiming a job relocation. It won’t last though, and this may be their daughter’s last chance to marry well and set herself up.

      She’s a virgin. Unbelievable, I know. Twenty-seven, and as beautiful as she is? Cheerleaders and sorority sisters tend to be the crop of girls who go wild,  but not Maddie. It’s one part her extreme pickiness and standards, and then it’s also the various ways I’ve quietly stepped in and discouraged men from fucking what’s mine. Not to be be that guy, but the name Stryker does strike fear into the hearts of otherwise brave men.

      The front door to the three-story colonial red brick opens and out steps a blonde, laughing Madison. She bounces like a shampoo commercial all the way down to the car. Mike has the top down so I hear him wolf whistle and tell her to get in.

      I take another deep breath. This is their first date, and I’ve listened to enough conversations with her best friend during my surveillance to know that there is no reality in which Madison Prescott would fuck on the first date, or the third date, and by my observations, even the eighth date. She’s kept that V-card so long that it’s likely going to take a proposal to get it out of her. This is the last date she’s ever going on, so I hope she enjoys herself.

      I wait until Mike’s headlights disappear around the corner to get out of my own vehicle. I straighten my black-on-black suit and take a quick look at myself in the glossy mirrored black paint of the SUV. I feel like a fucking monkey in this suit, but I like to make a good first impression, and suits in the criminal underworld exude power.

      Albert Prescott knows my tailor. He’ll know how much this suit cost. And he’ll also know that his daughter is in good hands. Plus the suit covers up most of my scars and tattoos. Only a few are visible now. A black snake slithers up the side of my neck, and I have some smaller tattoos on my hands. A harsh scar runs down the side of one cheek ending just above the corner of my mouth—I got it from the first man I killed for my mother.

      I considered going to a plastic surgeon, but it’s the one thing that makes me look less like my father, so I kept it.

      I put on a pair of sunglasses even though the sun has set and cross the street to Madison’s house.

      Several minutes pass between when I start knocking on the door and when it finally opens.

      “Albert Prescott?” I say, when Maddie’s father opens the door.

      He looks like he’s seen a ghost, so I know he knows why I’m here. I may be much younger than he would have been, but I’m the spitting image of my father—though with perhaps a bit more ink than my old man had.

      “S-Stryker? I-it can’t be… I… you…”

      “Aidan,” I say, holding out a hand to shake his. On hearing my first name, he realizes who I actually am.

      He awkwardly shakes my hand then moves aside for the inevitable. I step inside the house and let out a low whistle that echoes in the cavernous hall as I look around.

      “IRS take all this?” I ask, looking at the bare walls and places where furniture filled the space only weeks ago.

      He doesn’t bother asking how I know about the IRS. the Stryker corporation has a reputation for knowing things, after all. We should. Our front business is security and surveillance—at least it has been for the last decade.

      “Most of it,” he says. “Some stuff they didn’t want… personal affects and such are in storage.”

      I nod. “Let’s handle this in your office.”

      I catch Madison’s mother from the corner of my eye. She thinks she’s hiding, but there just isn’t enough left in this house to hide behind. I look directly at her so she knows she’s been seen, and she scuttles away like a crab to the back of the house. I follow Albert into the office.

      “Beautiful family, you’ve got,” I say as I look at a framed photograph on his desk. Albert, his wife, Madison from maybe ten years ago when she was still a teenager, an older boy who has since moved away, and a black lab.

      He tenses as my gaze lingers on his daughter.

      “That photo is over a decade old,” he says, as though he’ll dissuade me from Madison, as though he thinks I ‘like them young’. No, Albert, that’s your particular vice, not mine. I’ve seen the porn he watches. Barely legal. Just enough plausible deniability when everyone knows these girls are absolutely not street legal.

      I sigh. “I’m sorry to have to say this, but it’s time for you to pay up.”

      “I’m sorry?” he says it like he didn’t hear me, as though he can wriggle off my hook so easily. No, my friend. Who do you think sold you out to the IRS? I’ve been waiting for my moment.

      “I’m not sure if you’re aware of this, Mr. Prescott, but I inherited the family business a couple of years ago. I was going through the ledgers, and it appears that you owe my family—technically me now—a quarter of a million dollars.”

      He laughs almost hysterically. “That was years ago, your father forgave it…”

      “I’m afraid he didn’t. It’s on the ledger, Mr. Prescott.” If my father had cleared it, it wouldn’t be on the ledger, and we both know this.

      I spot an old baseball bat, glove, and ball sitting on the floor in one corner of the room next to some of Madison’s brother’s baseball trophies. I pick it up and drag it along the wall. Just a little menace so he knows I’m serious. I’m sure he knows what comes next.

      He puts his hands up in a placating gesture. “Mr. Stryker, as you can see, I’m having a bit of a… a financial situation right now… so if you could…just…”

      I do appreciate him addressing me with respect, but he should know I’m not some lightweight. I’m not some kid to be played with. I smash the photo on the desk, as well as three other photos on the wall behind him. The glass rains down as he cowers beneath it.

      “I’m afraid, I’m going to need to collect that money now.”

      Albert gets down on his knees and actually starts crying. Crying. “Please, I… can’t we work something out?”

      “It’s been due for a very long time, Mr. Prescott. The interest alone is… staggering by this point.”

      “I understand it’s just… I need…”

      I lean the baseball bat against the desk and sigh. I think he’s ready.

      “I might be willing to offer you a trade.”

      “A-a trade?”

      “Yes. Your daughter for your life… and for sparing both your daughter and your wife the creative ways I could take this money out of them if you choose not to cooperate.”

      Albert has artlessly gotten off the ground and into his swivel chair. It creaks under his weight and spins him halfway around. He corrects the spin so that he’s looking at me. “What exactly are you demanding, Mr. Stryker?”

      I pull a thick cream-colored envelope out of my front vest pocket and place it on the desk in front of him.

      His hands shake as he breaks the gold wax seal and slides out the engraved wedding invitation. Albert stares at the invitation for a full minute. “I-I’ll have to discuss this with my wife,” he says, as though he’s in any position to negotiate.

      “A corpse can’t have discussions, Mr. Prescott. I’m going to need your consent now or the deal is off. Give me your daughter’s hand in marriage, and I will erase your debt.”

      “I can’t just…”

      “You can and you must,” I say. “I will take very good care of her. She will want for nothing. I will protect her. The church and reception venue are booked. The florist, the cake. The wedding planner. I’ve taken care of everything. I just need you and your family and your lovely daughter at the church in three months. I will cover the wedding dress as well if you send me the bill once she’s picked something out. Anything she wants. It’s been a while since she’s been able to buy anything she wants, hasn’t it, Mr. Prescott?”

      This shames him enough that he finally relents.

      I nod. “Good. I’ll see you all on the fourteenth of June. Don’t be late.”
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      “Stay on the phone with me,” Erica says. She’s been my best friend since first grade, and she was overprotective back then, too.

      “I can’t. I’m running out of battery, and what if I need it?”

      “You have to. It’s not safe out there.”

      If she could pick me up, she would, but she’s literally on the other side of the world on vacation right now, lying on a beach drinking Mai Tais. Our worlds have seriously diverted down different paths.

      She’s right. I shouldn’t be walking in the city this late at night. I shouldn’t have been out tonight at all if we’re being really honest. I didn’t even like Mike. But I haven’t been on a date in six months, and I know my parents just want me to find some nice financially secure guy to take me off their hands—even though I’m helping them.

      It’s been really hard since the IRS took all our stuff. I’m so angry at my father for not paying his taxes my entire damn life and longer. It didn’t have to be this way. One of the few things we have left is my trust fund. But until I’m thirty, I only have access to a three-thousand dollar monthly distribution, which doesn’t go far for three people trying to keep the lights on in our neighborhood. It was tense for a while but after a long investigation it was determined that my trust hadn’t been used to hide assets, it was set up properly, and being mine, couldn’t be taken away.

      My father still has his income, but so much of it is being garnished by the government that very little of it is trickling back to us. Of all of us, I have the most access to money even though it’s not nearly enough.

      Erica offered to let me move in with her for a while, and I should probably do that, but I can’t just leave my family in the lurch. And I can’t sponge off of my friend.

      I’m sure I can turn my fine arts degree into something that pays me money. But Art History is the kind of degree you can really only directly use to teach Art History. Most of the jobs I could get to help out are not the kind of jobs someone in my social class works. And if I got one of those jobs, the cat would be out of the bag and everyone in our social circle would know something has gone very wrong, and the truth could come out. I can’t expose my family like that, so here I am. I technically “have” money, but it’s all locked up in the legal set-up of the trust.

      The plan was always to use college for enrichment and then I was going to take a few years off to find myself or whatever and start a business. Dad would have been able to float me a loan to start it… hell maybe even a gift if he thought my business plan was sound, but just before I could really settle on something, the IRS swooped in. And then it was an endless parade of questions and accusations and confiscations.

      The past year has been a nightmare.

      For the first time we’re pinching pennies. I have to question if I can afford even the littlest things now. I used to never have to look at the price of anything. A thousand dollar pair of shoes? I barely knew how much they cost. I had only the vaguest sense of how much a thousand dollars even was. It all felt like Monopoly money to me. I just put it on the card and knew it would be taken care of. Now I have to waffle over the cost of a small frozen yogurt that I can only have as a treat once a week.

      I wish I still had my Ferrari. I loved that car. It was a gift from my father when I graduated from Vassar. I wish I still had access to a driver. That was for sure convenient. If I did I wouldn’t be walking on this questionable street right now.

      I should have called an Uber, but I used all my cash to pay my half of dinner on a bad date with a guy who not only made lewd suggestions all night about how he expected things to end, but couldn’t even pick up the bill. He said he thought I was a modern woman, so I don’t need daddy or anybody else to pay for me.

      On the one hand this probably means that word about our finances hasn’t gotten out yet. The people at our financial institutions have been very discreet, but the first domino will fall soon. Our country club annual membership is coming due in a few weeks, and they’ll notice when the $40,000 check doesn’t clear. Word is beginning to spread that we’re relocating. It’s the explanation for our house being up for sale. I don’t know what that means for my father’s business. He doesn’t talk about it. I don’t want to relocate. This is my home. This is my city. And my best friend is here. But I’m genuinely concerned my parents can’t make it right now without me.

      Maybe Mike does know about my financial situation and thought he could use it to control me. After all, in my circles you pick up the tab. It’s the classy thing to do, and you’ve got it so why wouldn’t you? The only way Mike wouldn’t be paying for my dinner is… if he knew. Right? Was he trying to squeeze some kind of confession out of me?

      So many people think I’m just some mean girl, but every social aspect of life is brutal when you come from a family like mine. Everything is a draconian hierarchy and people are just waiting for you to fall so they can claim the spoils. It’s medieval really. But I was never mean… at least not since high school. Just… guarded.

      What did I expect of Mike? I knew how he was in his frat. I was a member of their sister sorority after all. I’ve seen things. Did I expect he’d just magically become a decent human in the last five years?

      I don’t know… I thought he’d grow up. Like I did. Doesn’t everyone, eventually?

      “Hey… space cadet… you still there? Did you get murdered?”

      “Don’t even joke, Erica.” I don’t know why I’ve been so quiet, it’s not as though talking on the phone drains the battery any faster than having it on and not talking.

      “Well, talk to me, let me know you’re still with us. Tell me about this motherfucker who lets you walk home alone in all this.”

      “Let is a strong word,” I say. “I snuck out through the kitchen after I said I had to go to the bathroom. He thought he was going to fuck on the first date and he still couldn’t buy me dinner. I swear, the current crop of losers think dating is a way to get a free sex worker.”

      “What a piece of shit.”

      I should have gone with Erica on vacation. She offered to pay for everything, but I was too proud. It’s not even fully spring yet. I could be on a nice warm sandy beach right now instead of freezing my ass off here. I should have called my dad, but I didn’t want anybody to see the car he’d drive to pick me up in which sounds dumber every time I replay my reasoning in my mind.

      “I only have thirteen percent battery, I have to hang up.”

      “Call me the second you get in, or I’ll worry,” she says.

      “I promise.”

      I disconnect the call and drop the phone in my bag. I think I heard a sound. Like… a crunch. I turn, quickly scanning the area. It’s a far too dark street with not enough street lamps.

      I’m so glad I decided against dressing up and wearing heels tonight. I mean, why not make myself even easier prey while I do every dumb thing in the horror movie handbook? I should have just escaped to the bathroom before paying and used the money for an Uber. What exactly was I trying to prove? I should have stiffed that asshole with the bill. He should have been paying anyway. He wasted my night rambling about his stocks and inserting inappropriate commentary about what he thought my bra size was… on a first date.

      Fuck that guy.

      I realize too late that I’ve been going the wrong direction. I’m not used to the city’s layout from a pedestrian perspective. This is decidedly not the good side of town. And somehow while talking to Erica and being in my head, I’ve gotten to a much seedier area than I started out in.

      I’m about to turn around and make a beeline back to the restaurant. I’ll swallow my pride and call my dad and get a ride. I mean… wasn’t that what I would have had to do anyway? It wasn’t like I could walk all the way home. I was just so furious about how my date was going. I just… didn’t think. Mike has probably realized I’m gone and left by now. I can just double back and use the last of my cell phone battery to make my first smart decision of the night.

      “Hey, Baby, you want me to warm that sweet ass up?”

      Normally this kind of lame cat call would have me rolling my eyes, but it’s after dark in the wrong part of the city, and I’m alone.

      I run. There is no point in pretending I’m not scared or that I don’t realize the danger I’ve suddenly stumbled into like every bad B movie that’s ever been scripted. I mean, it may as well be my first day in the Big City, for all the stupidity. I might have gotten an easy degree, but I graduated with a 4.0. I’m not a little idiot. At least I wasn’t before today.

      I hear him behind me, gaining on me because even though I’m wearing the kind of boots that are easy to run in, he’s likely got far longer legs than me. He eats up the distance between us in only a couple of minutes. I didn’t have a chance.

      I’m still in denial that I’m about to become a Netflix documentary as he pulls me into an alley. And he’s got a friend because of course he does. They’re both a lot bigger than me. I fumble in my bag for my taser, but it slips from my fingers onto the ground before I can use it.

      The guy that dragged me off the main street bends to pick it up. He holds it next to my face, and I hear the electric buzz as he makes his threat clear.

      “Should we do her unconscious? She seems like she might be a delicate precious one, lots of screaming.”

      The tears are streaming down my face, and my brain is completely frozen. All the words I’ve learned my entire life are lost to me, unable to make the trip to my mouth. Not that I think these guys can be persuaded. I don’t even have the lure of money anymore. There is no “My father can pay you anything you want” to fall back on. I think I have a coupon in my bag for a free game of Skee-Ball at a closed arcade. Probably that won’t save me.

      Then as if life hadn’t gotten bad enough for me, a third guy shows up in the mouth of the alley.

      “Save some of that tender meat for me,” he says. His voice is a warm dark gravel. It’s so alluring that his prey probably just walk right up to him—a lamb desperate for the wolf to feast.

      I look up to see… well given my current circumstances, I don’t want to say hot. Is he their leader? I don’t know. The guy is tall—over six feet. And broad. The small burst of light from the only street lamp in the area reveals a black snake tattoo. It looks like it’s slithering up the side of his neck. He’s wearing a black T-shirt and jeans, and what look like work boots.

      Tattoos cover his arms and hands as well, and there’s a wicked looking scar on the side of his face.

      I know I’m in real danger here, and he looks like every woman-in-peril movie nightmare come to life, but he is still so unbelievably good looking somehow that I think my brain short circuits. He has a strong jaw, olive skin, dark hair. His eyes are dark swirling pits I could probably get lost and die in. He looks Italian.

      I look back to the skeevy too-skinny guys pinning me against the wall. I have a moment of absolute hysteria where my mind hopes this new guy is the leader and that he lays claim to me.

      Okay, that’s it. No more of the books I’ve been reading for me. Do I really think getting raped and possibly murdered by a ‘hotter guy’ is going to make any of this better?

      “Get lost, motherfucker, we found her. She’s ours.”

      I feel like a half-eaten cheeseburger a homeless man found in a dumpster right now.

      “That’s not how any of this works,” the tattooed guy says. He pulls out a switchblade and I hear the snick as it flips open, the blade glinting in the same light that revealed his snake tattoo.

      What happens next happens so fast I can barely keep up. The guy that had me pinned to the wall moves as though he’s going to taze the tattooed guy, but tattoo guy does this spin kick and knocks it out of his hand like he spent the last nine years training in martial arts on a secret island somewhere.

      He grabs the guy by the hair and pulls him back. He’s just about to strike with the knife, to slit this guy’s throat, to murder him right in front of me. Then his eyes meet mine as though just remembering I’m here. He decides instead to knock the guy unconscious. He starts to go after the second guy, but the second guy runs. He lets him go.

      And now it’s just me and tattoo guy, and suddenly my insane thoughts about wanting him to lay some claim to protect me from the other two has flown out the window because now he’s the new threat. His first words when he showed up did seem to indicate he was here for the same reason they were, so I shouldn’t get too excited that I have a savior. No, I most likely only have a less visually repulsive attacker, and given his casual way with violence, he probably won’t let me live long enough to be traumatized by any of this when he’s done with me.

      He steps over the unconscious guy. He’s still holding the knife, and I wonder if it was always intended for me.

      “Please…” I say, my words finally working again.

      I feel completely consumed by his dark eyes as he drinks me in, deciding my fate, because he is deciding, and I know that there are no words that will alter whatever his decision is.

      He’s too close to me. I can smell his cologne. It smells woody and musky and somehow green, like rolling landscapes in some fairytale land… and it smells expensive. Who is this guy? He takes another step toward me. I stop breathing when he touches my cheek with the back of his free hand. He is so warm and solid, and I’m torn between the terror of what he might do to me, and the overwhelming urge to just sag against his warm body and cry until there are no tears left. I feel one of these tears start to slide down my cheek, but his hand stops it.

      “Shhhh,” he says.

      Finally, after what feels like the same length of time I’ve already been alive in this world, he closes the knife and puts it back in his pocket. A long slow breath spirals out of me now that at least that one threat has been removed.

      Then he takes a step back and gestures toward the mouth of the alley. It’s an unspoken ‘You’re free to go.’ But I feel like he’s still too close, like I can barely squeeze past him to freedom, or like it’s some kind of trap.

      There is this psychotic part of me that feels rejected right now. If I get out of this alive I’m burning every wildly inappropriate romance novel I own. Clearly my relationship with reality is on shaky ground. And bad boys never turn into good men.

      I’ve just reached the mouth of the alley when I feel a strong hand clamp on my arm. I let out a cry. Did he change his mind? Was he trying to be the hero, and then found that he just couldn’t do it?

      I turn back to look at him, pleading with my eyes. Just please let me go. Just let me live until tomorrow.

      “How are you getting home?”

      I just slow blink at him because that can’t be what he just said. But he waits expectantly for my answer.

      “Um,” I clear my suddenly croaky throat. “I was going to call somebody.” If I still have enough cell phone battery to make the call.

      He shakes his head. “No. I’ll drive you.” He pulls out a key fob and there is a double beep as lights flash on a black luxury SUV not far from us.

      I slowly start to back away as if I’m trying not to spook him. “That’s, okay. You’ve done enough. Uh, thank you,” I say. It feels awkward thanking this guy for saving my life when I know for a fact he was contemplating whether he should commit a felony once he had me all to himself. The better angels of his nature seem to have won, but I’m not sure how close that fight was, or if his demons are asking for a rematch right now.

      Either way, for all my painfully stupid choices tonight, everybody knows that you never let them take you to a second location.

      “I’ll drive you home,” he repeats. It’s not a question or a suggestion. It’s a command.

      I shake my head. “Please… just go.” I feel my lip starting to tremble again. Am I a mouse he’s playing with? Did he just bat me away to make me think I had some hope here?

      “Get in the car.”

      Another command.

      I shake my head, turn, and run. But he’s too fast. He catches me before I’ve gone even a block. His arms come around my body and lift me up into the air as I wildly kick out.

      “Please, no. Please… please let me go! Don’t do this… please…” My voice gets more panicked and hysterical with every second that passes.

      He clamps a hand over my mouth to shut me up and carries me to the passenger side of the SUV. He carries me like I weigh nothing, and despite the awkward way he’s holding me, his grip never falters.

      I think about biting down on his hand, but I’m too afraid of what he’d do to me in retaliation. He opens the door and shoves me inside then locks me in. I jiggle the handle, but he’s put the child locks on. That key fob is the only way the door unlocks at this point.

      He gets into the driver’s side and starts the car.

      “Please… my dad can give you money,” I say, even though I know it’s a lie.

      He snorts, like he knows it’s a lie, too.

      Right on cue, a sudden downpour of rain starts. He turns on the windshield wipers.

      “You cold?” he asks as he pulls out onto the road.

      I realize suddenly that I’m shivering. I’m not sure if it’s because March is still pretty cold in the city or if it’s the fear of where he’s taking me, but I nod.

      I shrink back when his hand moves toward me, but he’s just turning on the heat. I’m captivated by the black tattoos on his fingers. They look like astrological symbols, but I can’t be sure.

      I’ve never understood people who get finger tattoos, or neck tattoos… or face tattoos. It just seems like really poor decision-making to me. They’re tattoos that aren’t easily covered that mark you as lower class in society. Sometimes wealthier people do have tattoos, sure, but you still don’t move within the same class circles if you have them visible right out there in the open. It seems this guy’s good decision making abilities came back online just before marring his beautiful face with ink. That snake was edging pretty close though, the hissing tongue flicking out to lick the flesh just under his ear. And sure, the scar on his face should take away from his visceral beauty, but somehow it doesn’t.

      “Where do you live?”

      I just stare at him like he’s an alien. What does he mean where do I live? Isn’t he taking me to some heavily-wooded area to murder me right now?

      I give him the address, and he puts it into the GPS.

      This is the most uncomfortable car ride I have ever experienced. If I thought he was too close in the alley, it’s a thousand times worse now. His scent fills my nostrils… the scent of money… wealth. The SUV is a Mercedes-Benz GLS-Class, not some average Soccer-Mom-Mobile. And while he’s dressed casually, on closer inspection it’s clear he’s wearing one of those super-soft high end T-shirts that were about a hundred bucks each back when I could afford them. I would think he was somebody’s driver if it weren’t for that cologne and the T-shirt a sick part of me wants to snuggle into right now.

      What was he doing on this end of town? And why does a man with so much privilege and comfort have so many tattoos?

      We stop at a red light, and it feels like every other car in the world has ceased existing, or like everyone else’s car has somehow melted away in the rain. There is no one for me to signal to for help. But maybe he really is just taking me home.

      Except that I told him where I live.

      I try not to have a hysterical meltdown about this fact. Why wasn’t I smart enough to give him some other address? Then once he’d left me at some random house, I could have used the last bit of my cell phone battery and called for a ride. Why is my brain not working at all tonight?

      The light holds forever, and the only sound is my breathing, my heartbeat, and the windshield wipers. He turns in his seat toward me, and I let out a shuddering breath as his hand slips underneath my hair, stroking the side of my throat.

      I want to lean into his touch with the same intensity that I want to pull away. Really I just want to run screaming from this car into the rain like a crazy woman. I obviously am a crazy woman.

      The light changes and he reluctantly pulls away. He doesn’t say a word to me the entire rest of the drive to my house. Finally, he pulls up in the driveway.

      “Um, thank you,” I say, again. It takes everything in me not to finish that thought with “for not raping and murdering me.” Because that would seal the deal on my lost sanity. Objectively this man didn’t hurt me—yet—but he’s just so terrifying—especially in a closed space. And I know somehow that he’s a killer. Even if he didn’t kill in front of me tonight, I can’t shake the thought that he has killed.

      He releases the child lock, and my hand goes for the door.

      “Wait,” he says.

      I knew my escape was too good to be true. I sit and wait for whatever is coming next. He retrieves a black umbrella from the back seat and opens his door to walk around to my side. While he’s out there, I look in the back seat, but there’s only a black suit back there. His? Suddenly I’m very inappropriately curious about what this guy looks like formal. Does he cover the tattoos with makeup or leave them alone?

      My door clicks open and he offers me his hand like a gentleman. Why is this dangerous man more well-mannered than Mike?

      I feel the electric sizzle between us as I put my hand in his. Why is he so warm in this cold rain? When I’m out and under the umbrella, he drops my hand, and then he’s touching my lower back guiding me up the drive and up the steps to the front porch.

      “W-what’s your name?” I ask when he turns to leave me under the safety of the porch. I don’t know why I need to know this. I’m afraid because this violent stranger knows where I live now, and I’m afraid of what that could mean for the future. What if he comes back for me later? I just need something to humanize him. A name. Anything.

      He just chuckles, takes a long slow appraisal of me, and says, “I’ll see you around, cutie.”
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      I watch the SUV until it disappears from view, and as soon as it’s gone I’m convinced that none of this happened, that I had some kind of crazy hallucination. There was a blurry unrealness about the whole thing from the moment I stormed out of the restaurant. Only now has my life snapped back into clear sharp-edged reality.

      When I get inside I remember to call Erica, but I need to plug my phone in first. I’m halfway to my room when my parents stop me.

      “We need to talk to you,” my dad says, grimly. They both look like ghosts standing like that in the hallway. My mom wears a long pale lavender dressing gown, and my father has on the same polo shirt from the country club and khaki pants he was wearing when I left.

      “D-did someone die?” because I know it’s not the IRS again. There’s nothing more they can take at this point. Maybe they’re going to charge him and put him in jail. Even after all this? Ripping our whole lives away… Why lock him up? Then he starts costing the government money. I thought the money he didn’t pay was so important for the government to function or is it all just retribution for him daring not to pay them? Why spitefully toss my father in a cell on top of it? Wouldn’t they just break even then after years of housing him in prison? Did anyone in our government ever take an economics class?

      “Let’s go into my office,” my dad says.

      I follow them both into the office. My dad sits in his chair, I sit in the chair on the other side of his desk, and my mother sits in a high-backed burgundy leather chair off to the side. She clasps and unclasps her hands in her lap and twists her wedding ring around then fidgets with her hair, her eyes not quite meeting mine.

      When I turn to my dad, his gaze is avoidant as well.

      “What’s happening right now?” I ask, looking back and forth between them. They look more cagey than they have ever looked about anything in my entire life. It wasn’t even this bad when they told me we were losing everything. What could be worse than that?

      “Is it grandma?” I ask. It’s the only other thing I can think of. “Is it her heart?”

      “No, your grandmother is fine,” my dad says.

      “For now,” my mom says.

      What the hell does that mean?

      “Margot, don’t,” he says.

      “I’m just saying, when she finds out about this, it’s certainly not going to be good for her heart.”

      I look around the office and notice photos on the floor, shattered glass, my brother’s baseball bat leaning against the edge of the desk. And then my gaze goes to a thick cream-colored envelope sitting in the middle of the desk on top of a few stray shards of glass.

      “What’s this?”

      I reach for it, but my father takes it before I can get my hand around it. It feels like it’s about me, and I don’t know where that crazy thought came from, but I know somehow my fate is in that envelope.

      “You are to be married on June fourteenth,” he blurts out, sounding more formal and stiff than he’s ever sounded.

      “What? I most certainly am not!”

      I’m going to move in with Erica and get a job. I already talked to them about this. I am definitely not getting married.

      “I wish this was a choice but… I owe someone a lot of money. These are dangerous people. They don’t deal with things like we deal with things.” His gaze goes to the smashed photos and shattered glass, and I don’t need him to draw me a diagram.

      “Who is it? The Corleone family? Jesus, dad.”

      He doesn’t say anything, and I realize my sarcastic comment hit a bit too close to the truth. “The mob? Are you serious? You’re going to marry me off to some old mob boss because you borrowed money!? Or what? They’ll kill you? Kill all of us?”

      I imagine some old guy my dad’s age or worse wearing a blue track suit trying to unsuccessfully hide his beer gut, wearing a thick gold chain around his neck, and I think I might vomit right here.

      He looks down at the desk.

      “Oh well that’s just great, dad!”

      I’m tempted to start breaking the rest of the shit in this office with the baseball bat.

      “It’s not… the mob, exactly. He’s not even full Italian. His mother was Irish. And… he’s not old. He’s the new boss… he inherited the family business. He’s… young… your age.”

      Oh that makes it better. I hold out my hand for the envelope my father is clutching.

      He sighs and hands it over. I open it and pull out an engraved wedding invitation. I can feel the indentations from the engraving plates on the back of the paper.

      
      Mr. Albert Prescott and Margot Prescott request the pleasure of your company to celebrate the marriage of their daughter

      
      Madison Hilary Prescott

      to

      Aidan Antonio Stryker

      
      at half past six in the evening on Saturday, the fourteenth of June at Our Lady of Hope Church.

      
      I read it no fewer than six times. Finally, I look up.

      “Did you have these invitations printed?” I demand, wondering if they’ve been sneaking around behind my back planning all this.

      “He did.”

      “I’m not marrying him!” I rip up the invitation and throw it on the floor as though it’s the only one that exists, and now it would be quite impossible for anyone to make me go through with this.

      “Madison, please don’t do this. I know a lot has been asked of you. I know I’ve made a lot of mistakes, but… he will kill me if you don’t do this. And then I don’t know what he’ll do with you and your mother, but his implication was not good.”

      “So, you think I’ll be safe marrying him? Let’s just run. Just get in the car and go. It’s not like we have literally anything anymore. We can be poor anywhere!”

      “I’m afraid it’s not that simple.”

      Of course, it’s that simple. What does he mean it’s not that simple?

      “I’ll run away. I am NOT marrying him!”

      “You don’t even know him,” My dad says.

      In ordinary circumstances I would say ‘Exactly, which is an excellent reason to flee!’ but I DO know him.

      “Don’t you recognize that name?” I say. “Aidan Stryker? That’s the kid that stalked me all the way from first grade until Junior High—the weird kid I complained about every single day until he got transferred out.”

      I had forgotten about him until this exact moment. We were thirteen the last time I saw him. He was awkward and gangly and creepy as ever back then. Zero social skills or charisma. Just fucking weird as shit. He finally ended up getting expelled for starting a gang. In Junior High. I should have known he’d end up the head of some criminal enterprise when he was already building a rap sheet at thirteen. I think about those tall skinny guys in the alley. They looked like heroin addicts. That’s how I imagine Aidan looks now. I cannot and will not let this weird little freak win.

      I thought when he went away to another school that was it, his fixation with me would end. Has he been stalking me this entire time? Through high school? Through college and beyond? Just waiting for his moment like a fucking psycho?

      What if I’d just been his girlfriend in first grade? What if I hadn’t gotten that valentine from Brayden? Maybe we would have been boyfriend and girlfriend for a few weeks and then we would have broken up when he pulled my hair, and he would have moved on with his life. Nobody marries their first grade girlfriend.

      I swear that kid is a psychopath. I keep forgetting he’s not a kid anymore. It’s like my brain has frozen him in time to the last time I saw him.

      I shudder at the idea of giving this guy my virginity. It wasn’t like I was keeping myself pure for some religious reason. My family isn’t even religious. I just didn’t like anybody enough to… and I was busy with… things. Though there were times when I was dating when I thought the guy I was seeing might be the one, and then soon after he would mysteriously disappear from my life.

      I don’t mean they disappeared like swimming with the fishes disappeared or anything like that. I mean… they would suddenly seem to lose interest. It was like I couldn’t freaking give my V-card away.

      Was he making them go away? So he could what? Keep me pure for him? I am going to be sick.

      And now after all this, Aidan Stryker is going to be the one to deflower me? Oh no, Hell no. This is even worse than the idea of some old grizzled mob boss. This kid’s presence terrorized me every day. Do they not remember the nightmares I had? How I had to go through such extreme measures to make sure he didn’t follow me home?

      I stand, and I am shaking with rage.

      “I suggest you run because I will not be your sacrifice! I will not marry the guy that stalked me for years. He’s not right in the head!”

      “He would find us. The Stryker empire is… it’s vast. The resources he now has command of… Believe me when I say he would find us.”

      But I’m not listening, I leave the office and slam the door behind me. I have to get out of here, tonight. Fuck, I don’t even have a car. I’ll have to wait until Erica gets back. Erica. She’s probably worried sick that I died tonight.

      Why do I feel like I did? Now I’m the one who feels like a ghost.

      I’m fighting back the tears as I reach my room. There are two armed thugs standing outside my door. They nod at me.

      “Miss Prescott.”

      Aidan put guards in my house? Because I know my dad can no longer afford such a thing. We’re barely keeping the lights on right now while we wait for the house to sell.

      I turn to run even though my phone charger is in my room and I need it, but my parents are coming up the hallway from the other direction. I’m blocked in. So I run into my room and lock the door behind me.

      And then, because interior door locks are feeble courtesies instead of actual barriers to entry, I shove a chair under the doorknob.

      I’ll just climb out the window. It won’t be the first time. But when I look up, there are actual bars on the outside of my window. How could he have had time to do this? I wasn’t even out that long tonight.

      I pace back and forth while my parents knock on the door trying to get me to come out and talk and to “be reasonable.”

      Be reasonable. There is absolutely nothing reasonable about any of this.

      “Go away! You’ve done enough. You have ruined my life!”

      I know I sound like a petulant teenager right now, but they really have. They have ruined me. They have forced me into the arms of my stalker, and I will never ever forgive them.

      My phone rings then. I dig around in my bag and see Erica’s name lighting up the screen. Dammit, I forgot to call her again. I pull the phone out. There’s only 9% left on the battery. I plug it in to charge and answer.

      “I thought you died for real,” she says by way of greeting.

      I can’t stop the tears. Heaving sobs.

      “Oh my god, Maddie, what happened?”

      “Do you remember that kid, Aidan Stryker?” I ask.

      “Your weirdo stalker? How could I forget?”

      “Do you know what the Stryker corporation is?”

      “Shut up… he’s THAT Stryker?”

      I nod, and then realizing she can’t see me through the phone I say, “Yes.”

      “I mean, okay…?”

      I probably should have set this up better but my thoughts are not exactly organized right now.

      “Apparently it’s a front for some kind of organized crime. Oh, fuck. Shit. Shit.  He’s probably tapping my phone somehow. Oh god, he’s going to kill me for talking about it. I’m sure the police don’t know, unless he pays them off… Maybe he pays them off. You can’t say anything, Erica, okay? Promise me.”

      I know I must sound like I’m completely out of my mind.

      “Um… okay? I won’t… Maddie… but what are you trying to tell me, exactly?”

      Oh yeah, I sort of buried the lede there.
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