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  Her Venomous King 

Playlist

Music inspires me greatly when I write. To listen to what inspired this book, click the link below. 
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Venomous King's Spotify Playlist









  
  A Note from A.L. Maruga
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Hello, my lovelies,   
This book is the second and final book in the Venom Series. You would have had to read The Queen’s Serpent for this one to make any sense. This book has a ton of spoilers for the Cabsury Prep series. If you haven’t read that first and plan to, please stop now and go read that first. 
Look, let’s be honest here. If you’re reading this book, it’s because you have submitted your unhinged and depraved little heart to me to play with. You know I like to tear it out and watch you squirm. I take no responsibility for the rollercoaster of emotions you are about to go through. You stepped willingly onto this ride, so buckle up and get ready for some fuckery of the best kind. 
This is an adult, dark romance and is strictly a work of fiction. I do not condone or approve of any behavior, actions, or scenarios which take place between these characters. This book is intended for 18+ only. All characters are over the age of eighteen, and none are blood-related. 
If you haven’t bothered with the trigger warnings because you’re a red flag-loving warrior, there are over 60 of them. Please, for your sanity and mental health, heed my warning. 
Here is a direct link to all of them: 
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1bzSsG_AYDNzvLTiIX2Hj4r8P75Y44tK0dmHi83YktMA/edit?usp=sharing
This is a complete work of fiction and is not meant to target anyone, or any group. There are Spanish sentences in this work of fiction. I took a poll, and readers requested the translations in brackets, so you will see them throughout the book. Before you decide to come for me, just know I am of Spanish, Latino, and Portuguese heritage. 
I would remind you that my books are filled with dark depravity. My characters are unhinged, psychotic, unreasonable, and beyond morally gray, but we both know you have no intention of listening to me, anyway.  
I tried to warn you. *Evil cackle
For you dark pleasure seekers, welcome back to the world of the Serpent; there is no antivenom to save you. 
A.L Maruga xoxo  
             






  
  Dedication
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To the Booktok girlies and guys that are 

good girls/good boys 9 to 5, 

but are freaks under the sheets. 

Take the pleasure with the pain, baby, 

we are about to get completely fucked. 

Remember to let me hear you scream for me.









  
  Author's Quote 
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Sadness is the longing to go home,

even though you are in a place with all your loved ones.  

Surrounded on all sides, 

and still, you feel utterly alone. 

Unwanted.

Uncherished. 

Abandoned. 

Through the noise, 

you know that you have never truly known love,

or what a home is, 

not even within yourself.

A.L. Maruga 









  
  Family Tree
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  Chapter one
[image: image-placeholder]
Issy


“I love you as certain dark things are to be loved, in secret, between the shadow and the soul.”

Pablo Neruda (100 Love Sonnets)

[image: image-placeholder]
I once was pitiful, weak, and afraid of my own shadow. Some called me a princess, but if I ever was one, I was the kind that resided in a locked tower, waiting for a so-called prince to set me free. I spent my days waiting to die, hoping that my misery would finally be at an end, and I could have the peace that I had craved all my short life. 
Privilege can be a death sentence, just as much as poverty. The difference is only in the casket you are buried in. As I waited and longed for death, trapped in a deep, dark hole of my own making, I realized that I had nothing. Nothing to live for, nothing to die for, I was utterly empty. 
Until my desire for death was greater than my need to be loved. Until it was all I craved, and I allowed it to consume me, and change me into this new being. The one that no longer looks at the world in the same way. The one who, in that moment, shed all of her skin and became something else. I am no longer frail and despondent, but righteous in my anger. The need to sprout wings and head for the sky, instead of slithering in the deep, dark undergrowth, is a virus in my blood. 
I am a queen made out of ashes, tears, and devastation, and he is a king who ruled absolute until, one day, I escaped his menacing clutches, and discovered that I was always meant to truly fly. 
Now, he wants me back inside the cage that held me a prisoner, but my need for survival has changed. I am no longer alone in this world. Now, my life has meaning, and I cannot allow him to further corrupt me, and bring me back to his depth of hell. 
The warrior and protector inside of me has risen, and she will not sheath her blade or her teeth. If you come for me, be prepared for me to claw your eyes out. Fair warning, tread lightly. My bite now carries venom, and my claws are sharp, and I am not afraid to use either. I will never lay down before any man again, and be a willing prisoner. 

The Queen of Venom.






  
  Chapter two
[image: image-placeholder]
Diego


“It gives me strength to have somebody to fight for; I can never fight for myself, but, for others, I can kill.”

Emilie Autumn (The Asylum for Wayward Victorian Girls)

[image: image-placeholder]
Four and a half years later
The sound of pain-filled screaming becomes background noise to my ears as I lean against the wall and watch my men, Santiago and Vega, work on the battered and bleeding guy strapped to the chair with their fists. The sound of their fists making contact with his hard flesh is a soothing balm to my abused soul. His screams will lull me to sleep later, or at least I hope they will. The poor stupid fucker thought that he could steal from us. He was fucking wrong.  No one steals from the Cabanos. No one survives our wrath. No one survives me.
The tales told about our cartel’s brutality aren’t fairytales or make-believe. They carry a warning to all those brave or dull-witted enough to try to come for us. We have no mercy or souls. As the number one most powerful cartel in the western hemisphere, there are always cockroaches trying to rise and usurp power, like the one currently having the shit beaten out of him. The ground surrounding him is already stained with his blood, and so much more will spill before my men are done, and extract the information I need. And they will get it, they have yet to fail me.
My father, Manuel, watches comfortably from his oversized black, leather throne chair, like the unmerciful King Emeritus that he is. He’s come out of retirement just to watch this man receive his punishment. His olive green eyes are alight with pleasure, even as his face remains neutral in a mask that doesn’t allow you to read his thoughts. I know him, however, and witnessing the bloodshed and demise of his enemies is akin to watching his favorite soccer team play on national television. It’s a pleasure and pastime that I never wish to deny him. 
He built this organization from the ground up alone until I was of an age to help him. In the last four years, I’ve doubled its reach, profits, and ruthlessness. Now, people utter the name Cabano with fear, as if the mere mention could summon the devil, and they are not wrong; I may as well be the devil. ‘La serpiente’, the snake, that’s what they call me behind my back. A snake has no mercy for anything or anyone, and always strikes to kill. 
I’ve heard the whispers about me losing my humanity, compassion, and sanity. I’m not genuinely certain I ever had any of those to begin with, but now, nothing moves me, not bloodshed, nor violence, and certainly not death. I’m completely hollow inside, carved out and empty, and have been for a while. Since she’s been gone.
“Who else helped you transport the weapons, cabrón (bastard)?“ Santiago lands a heavy punch to the man’s jaw. He’s one of my most loyal men, and has become my right-hand man and confidant over the last few years. A change took over him when I lost her a few years back. He holds himself responsible, even though I don’t blame him. No, the blame solely lies on my shoulders alone. 
I shake my head to clear my thoughts, before they can overtake me and drag me down to my daily routine of wallowing in self-pity. The rage that lives inside of me, every moment of the day, is a volcano constantly threatening to erupt, and cover the world in hot lava and ash. The pain that slices through my chest with every breath, knowing that she’s gone and I have been unable to find her, haunts me. Destroying what is left of me, bit by bit, and turning me into the merciless leader I have become. She’s never coming back.
I swipe harshly at my face, warm blood splatter trailing down my cheek. I stare down at my fingers, painted crimson, and wish it was the blood of the person who took my most prized possession from me. My crown jewel, my Princesa, my Issy. When I find that person, I will bleed them until not a drop of blood remains in their traitorous body.
“Ple… ase, I… beg you.” The man coughs up blood, as he wheezes with every breath. I tilt my head, my eyes boring holes into his skull. He seeks mercy, but I no longer know the word’s meaning. Like his blood is being ripped from his body by force, my mercy was ripped from my own. Soon, we will both be empty shells.
I walk over to the large, long metal table, layered with various knives, scalpels, and tools, along one side of the room. The man watches me with horror in his swollen eyes, as my hand reaches out and grabs one of the construction impact drills, and a handful of metal screws. I turn back, making my way to my captive, my steps unhurried and sure. He begins to struggle again in his tight bindings, but it’s no use. He’s not going anywhere. At least not before he takes his last breath on this Godforsaken earth.
Some days, I wish I could escape, and leave this earth and this life, which have already taken so much from me. Peace. Quiet. Death. I crave them, like an addict craves a hit of their favorite substance. The only thing that keeps me going is knowing she’s out there somewhere, hidden in the shadows from me. My Princesa. I will get her back if it’s the last thing I do.
I stop before him, and crouch down until I’m at eye level with him. What does he see when he stares at me in horror? Does he see his death, a demon in the flesh, someone capable of atrocities without remorse, or worse, does he see only emptiness?
His brown eyes are bloodshot and filled with terror, the skin along his face bruised, swollen, and bleeding, and the rest of his naked body not looking much better. Yet, he’s holding out. He knows he will never leave here alive, but is still refusing to name his accomplices, and guarantee himself a quick death. The question is, why? Who could instill this type of loyalty against me? Who could be more frightening than I am? 
“Keep his feet from moving,” I instruct Vega. He bends down, holding the man firmly in place by the ankles. His breath leaves him in heavy pants, as he struggles to comply with my order. 
I place a long, metal concrete screw on the end of the bit, and jam it into the top of the man’s bare foot, just above where his toes are joined, and use the drill to fasten his foot down to the concrete floor, as his hoarse screams fill the air, and sound like music to my ears. Beautiful. I duplicate my results on his other foot, ensuring that if he tries to yank them, he will tear his flesh apart with the attempt. More, we need more blood, more violence, more destruction, my mind calls out for the darkness that takes the edge off, and holds the madness at bay.
“Who helped you?” My voice is calm, even, and firm, without any inflection of emotion, or the anger that’s simmering just below the surface. The man whimpers, but refuses to utter the words that I crave. When I don’t get an immediate response, I drive another screw through his foot, and another, until there’s so much blood sprouting from the offending appendage, that it’s hard to see the flesh below. More blood, more pain, it’s not enough.
“Mercy… I… can’t… they have… my son!” He screams over and over now, but the time for mercy is long past, and as for someone having his child, that won’t move me either. We all make choices, and his was to betray me. 

“Who helped you betray me?” I stand up, and use my heavily booted foot to apply pressure on all the screws protruding from his foot, while wrapping my hand around his throat, and tightening it. “I will keep you alive indefinitely, and continue to use you as a means to assuage my anger. The choice is yours. Your child is dead either way, and you’re never leaving here alive.” 
Still, the fucker resists providing me with the information I need. FUCK! “Cut off all of his fingers and make him swallow them.” I nod towards Santiago, and he reaches for the blade he religiously has tucked into the sheath on his upper leg. He gets to work cutting the man’s fingers off one by one, and feeding them to him, as I grab a cloth and wipe his blood off my hands.  
His refusal to give me my answers, and his blood tainting the color of my skin, offends me. I would like to call him a coward, but the reality is; he’s not. He has loyalty, it’s just not to me, and for that, he must suffer. The weight on my already burdened shoulders feels heavier still. When will this end? Someone always keeps coming for me. Will I never know a measure of peace? She’s gone; there is no peace without her. 
My phone beeps, indicating a text message, and I pull it out of the pocket of my black jeans with agitation. Who the fuck could be messaging me? Very few people have my number, and even fewer are the ones who are currently outside of this room. Who would contact me directly, and not Santiago? I curiously open the messaging app and see it’s a text from an unknown number. What I read below has my eyebrows shooting into my hairline, my mouth going dry, and my breath quickening with depraved excitement. 
[image: image-placeholder]
Annabell Delburne? Who the fuck is Annabell Delburne? I quickly reread the message from that cunt, Carter. Could it be that my missing Princesa has finally come out of hiding? I haven’t heard from Carter Pemberton in almost four years. Not since I threatened his precious, psychotic, Mia’s life, as a way to gain information on the whereabouts of her sister, Issy. 
“Tell me where your sister is, and I won’t put a bullet in your pretty brain, little reina (queen).” I hold the gun steady against her temple. Her large ocean-blue eyes watch me without surprise or fear, her face a mask of no emotions and indifference. Defiant until the very end, some things never change with these Stratford women.
“Pull the trigger, cunt, I have nothing to tell you. My sister is dead, and you’re the fucking reason.” Her voice is steady, her eyes narrowed now on mine, a blazing fire within their depths as a scowl burns across her face. She’s beautiful, but in a deadly way, the way lionesses are stunning to admire, but will rip your throat out without the slightest hesitation, and feast on you with no regrets. A quality it seems all the Stratford women share.
“She’s not dead. She escaped. You know where she is, Mia, and I’m done playing games with you, and your Stratford witch of a grandmother. I want what is mine returned to me.” Movement behind me has me wrapping one of my hands around one of her biceps tightly, and cocking the gun, ready to shoot and end her life.
“If you don’t get away from my girl, there won’t be enough of you left to scrape off the fucking floor, Diego!” Carter’s wrath-filled voice echoes through the space, and the movement of the other three cunts, who are never far from her, make themselves known. I roll my eyes at his enraged threat, I don’t fucking fear any of them. We both know that if I decide to press the trigger, there is nothing he can do to stop me. She’ll be dead within seconds.
“I’m going to rip your fucking head from your shoulders, for putting your filthy hands on her!” Theo’s loud voice booms through the space, as he comes charging across the room, and stops a mere foot or two away from us. The large vein in his forehead is throbbing, and he’s practically foaming at the mouth like a rabies-infected cur. A part of me wants to see him completely lose it. There’s no love lost between me and this piece of shit, spoiled brat. Do I believe for one second I will walk out of here, once I murder the love of his life? Not even a chance, and that’s what stays my hand.
“Try it, bitch. I’ll pull this trigger, and your precious Mia will be dead. Give me a reason to take from you, what has been taken from me.” Fury fills me at his righteous anger. I know how he’s feeling right now. What the fear and rage are doing to him, as the possibility of losing the only woman he has ever loved enters his mind. Someone took my girl from me, and I want her fucking back. I can’t function or survive without her.
“I can’t give you back what no longer exists, Diego. Isabella Stratford is dead. She died in that jungle, because you kidnapped her and placed her in danger. If you’re angry with your choices in life, you have no one else to fucking blame but yourself.” Mia’s voice is filled with aggravation, as if she’s dealing with a small naughty child, instead of a dangerous armed gangster. 
She lifts her leg, and donkey kicks me in the knee, making it buckle, and my grip on her arm falters, before she elbows me hard in the solar plexus. Fucking bitch! I can’t get a proper breath inside my chest, and as I struggle, she knocks the gun haphazardly from my grip. It flies across the floor closest to her boyfriend, Finn, who immediately picks it up and points it at me. Jesus fuck!
“She’s gone, Diego. None of us can ever have her back. All of us have lost her, and your actions have caused it. Get the fuck out of here and never show your face to me again, or I will help my grandmother utterly destroy you.” She turns and walks away from me, giving me her back without a single fuck or look back. That woman has massive balls made of fucking diamond, larger than any man I know, including myself. 
“Not cool, cunt. You’re lucky my girl doesn’t want you dead. She would rather you suffer for eternity, knowing you caused the death of the love of your life. If you ever come near her again, Diego, I’m gonna forget we’re bros, and put a fucking bullet between your eyes.” Carter shoves me hard, and I stumble back a few steps, as he moves to follow his queen out the door. The other two; Finn, and my cousin Mateo, follow suit without a look back, and I’m left facing off against her last remaining boyfriend, Theo the cunt Saint-Lambert. 
“How does it feel to lose the most important part of yourself, Diego? To know you played the game and fucking lost, huh? I could kill you right now, but death would be a mercy you don’t deserve. No, I would rather you keep breathing, and know, with every painful breath you take, that you are the reason she’s dead. You. Not anyone else, your obsession destroyed both of you.” He shoulder-checks me hard, and walks after his mates and girl, and I’m left there, feeling every single one of his words, like barbed wire is strangling my heart. She can’t be gone. I would know, my heart would fucking feel the loss of her, if she had left this planet for good, wouldn’t it?
I spent over a year mourning her death, and combing through every inch of the Amazon jungle with my men, searching for her remains, or her whereabouts, I found nothing. Not one single trace of what happened to my Issy. I waged war on her grandmother for sending those mercenaries who attacked us, and caused her to flee the compound. She had help, no doubt, but I haven’t been able to piece together who and where it came from, even to this day. 
It’s as if Isabella Stratford disappeared off the face of the planet. Her family even had a memorial service for her, without her body, a year after she went missing. Her grandmother and I are still at war with each other four years later. Just a week ago, the witch had one of my warehouses in California burnt to the ground, and yesterday, I set fire to her compound in Columbia. Tit for tat, that’s what our dangerous war has become, and everyone is caught in the crossfire. We will see the world burn at our feet before either of us backs down.
Now this message comes through from Carter Pemberton, and finally, I have a sliver of hope. The fucker could be leading me into a trap, of course, but somehow deep down, I know that’s not what is happening here. 
In two days, I will have my fucking answer on whether my Princesa is still alive or not. If she thinks she can permanently escape me, and marry any man other than me because we have been parted, she’s got a bomb coming her way. She will never be free of me, she belonged to me then, and she belongs to me now, and I will kill anyone that gets in my way of getting her back. 
“Where are you going, hijo (son)?“ My father questions, as I strut across the room with determination towards the door, excitement building in my blood, and the first deep breath I have taken in four years leaving my lungs. 
“To buy a wedding gift, a leash, and a collar.” If he thinks my comment is questionable, he doesn’t say anything, or stop me from leaving, and I don’t bother explaining myself. 
Issy, if you’re out there, baby, be ready. I’m coming for you.






  
  Chapter three
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Issy


“We draw our strength from the very despair in which we have been forced to live. 

We shall endure.”

Cesar Chavez 

[image: image-placeholder]
Four and a half years ago 
I wait with bated breath as the doctor re-enters the room, with a look of stern concentration across her friendly face. I force my hands into tight fists to stop them from shaking, as I prepare myself to hear that I have contracted some disease, or parasite, out in the fucking jungle with that psychopath, Diego. Nothing at this point would surprise me. I haven’t been able to keep food down for over a month; everything I eat decides it wants no part of me, and the constant exhaustion is kicking my butt. I can now fall asleep standing up. 
“Miss Delburne, ma’am? We have your test results. The reason you have been feeling so tired and unwell isn’t due to infection, as we thought.” The young female doctor at the community clinic gives me a look of deep sympathy, and my hackles instantly rise. Oh my god, I am going to die, he gave me something terminal. Fucking bastard. If I am dying, I will kill him.
“I know you said that you had an IUD and couldn’t be pregnant, but we found no evidence of the IUD present when we did the ultrasound on your abdomen. Your blood work also confirmed my suspicions. You’re pregnant, Annabell, just under five months along. You had lost so much weight that it wasn’t noticeable.” 
WHAT. THE. FUCK. My ears are ringing, and my vision blurs, with the sudden dizziness that assails me. There is no way that I heard her correctly. There is no way this woman, this doctor, just said I was pregnant. The urge to jump off this exam table, and run from the room screaming, is a living fire in my blood. “Recheck it, you’re wrong. You have to be wrong.”
“I did, miss, twice, in fact. There is no mistake, you are expecting a baby in about four short months.” She reaches out and grips my shoulder in sympathy and support. Her words keep replaying over and over in my mind, each time getting louder and louder, until I want to scream. 
No, this is not happening. This can’t be happening. I get another chance at life, at freedom. I didn’t survive that jungle, and a madman, only to end up here. A tear slides down my face, followed by another, as I angrily swipe them away with my hand, and try to keep the sobs that want to escape me from wrenching from my body.
I sit there, shocked to my core, not understanding what she is telling me. How can the IUD be missing? They don’t just fall out. She has to be wrong; her tests have to be incorrect. I can’t be pregnant. Then it hits me: the reality of the life I was living with him. Anger races through my veins like hot lava, and causes my whole body to shake. That fucking bastard would have done anything to keep me with him. Nothing was ever off the table with Diego, there is no level of depravity he wouldn’t have debased himself to. Even stooping so low as to remove my method of birth control, and impregnate me while I was unconscious.  
No wonder he couldn’t keep his hands off of me. It was his plan all along, to make sure that I would never leave him. He knew I wouldn’t be capable of leaving my child behind, and I’m sure he never planned on letting me take it with me if I left him. Son of a bitch, he covered all his bases to ensure that I would always be trapped, a mouse facing off with a deadly cobra. 
“You have choices, Annabell,” the doctor tries to reassure me in a soothing tone, but there is no solace to be had. My choice was already taken from me. I meet her dark brown eyes with my own, and know that my life has irreparably changed in just mere moments. One word, ‘pregnant’, and my world has gone careening on its axis. 
“No, I really don’t.” The mere thought of this baby inside of me, a piece of Diego and I together, forever intertwined, has me laying my hands on my mostly flat stomach. Joy replaces anger, and the need to nurture, and keep it safe, fills me. Mine. This child is mine. It is a blessing for a future I never planned on, but somehow, deep inside, I always wanted. 
A new beginning, that is what this is. My grandfather Jaxon’s words from long ago enter my mind and cement my decision. “Fate has a funny way of giving you what you need most without you even knowing it, my beautiful little doll. Trust that what happens in life is meant to be; fate makes no mistakes when it casts its weave. It’s up to you to pull on the correct thread.”  
The thread was there for me to pull all along, just waiting until I was strong enough to bear the next part of my journey, and now I am. I will be this baby’s mother, protector, and cheerleader. This baby will be mine and mine alone, and I will destroy anyone, friend or foe, that tries to take it from me. 
I can never let Diego know that this baby exists. He would use it against me as a way to tie me to him forever. He would use our child as a noose around my neck, until the day I took my last breath on this earth. I’m sure he never counted on me getting away from him. A love forced is a love scorned. He will never understand that, and I have no intention of ever going back to teach him. 
Love will fill this baby’s life; I will ensure it. It will be the two of us against the world, and I’ll give it everything I lacked when I was growing up. It will always know it is wanted, needed, and valued, and I’ll destroy anyone who tries to hurt it. It may never get to know that it is a Stratford, but that won’t stop me from instilling our Stratford strength into it. 
Joy fills me with the possibility of a new life, one where I am no longer alone. I will do what I need to, to survive this world, because I am a Stratford. You can’t keep us down. A Stratford never forgets, and always pays their dues. I will be no exception to the rule, and neither will my child. 
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“Annabell? Girl, we have to do something about that tramp stamp.” I look over at my roommate, and witness the look of disgust on her face. I don’t blame her; I wasn’t overly thrilled when I finally caught a glimpse of it in a mirror four months ago. The fucking audacity of Diego. I can’t believe that asshole branded me with his name, like property, like goddamn cattle. Yet, despite the rage at knowing he did that, without my permission, I have yet to remove it or tattoo over it. 
Some irrational part of me believes it is still a link back to him, a piece of him remaining on my body as a reminder of the love we once shared, regardless of whether it was toxic. It certainly wasn’t the only thing that he forgot to mention. A snort leaves my lips at the thought, and has Rachel’s eyebrow instantly rising. 
I’m apparently a glutton for all the things he leaves behind on my body. My hand slowly rubs circles over my aching stomach, feeling the rippling of my child moving beneath my palm. Strong, this little one will be fierce once she enters the world. How could she not be when she will be a Stratford, and a Cabano. The world’s not ready for that combination, but it better prepare itself. 
“Annabell?” Rachel tries again to get my attention. 
Shit, my mind keeps wandering off, and I need to get my shit together. At least my mind is being pulled back into happier memories; that one was bittersweet. It was the first day of my new life. The day I knew I had to not only survive for me, but for my baby. “I can’t see it, so it doesn’t bother me, Rachel.” I smile and take a sip of my water, as I turn away from her, and stare back at the soothing ocean. 
So much has already happened since that day, when I discovered that I was going to be a mom. Now, I’m once again facing a crossroads, and I’m unsure of the road to take. I wanted to do this alone, to hide away from the world and have this beautiful life with my baby, but life has once again thrown me a curveball. I have to do whatever I can to save my child, and for that, I need him. 
Memories and dreams plague me in this peaceful town. Signs of him are everywhere, even though I never visited here with him. All of his stories have left his ghost everywhere I look. 
I can no longer ignore what my heart is begging for; I need to reach out to him, and hope he doesn’t betray me. Although I don’t need a savior anymore, I still need him. He wouldn’t, he loved me. 
Yes, loved, as in past tense, as in no more. I live with the guilt daily that I caused that to happen. Do I even have the right to drag him into this mess? Do I have another choice? I can’t keep going like this; this baby is my everything, and without his help, it may not survive to live a full life. The risk is too great to leave it up to fate. I must make the choice myself, and pray that I don’t end up endangering us all. 
I return to my feet with a slight groan, a chuckle escaping me at Rachel’s worried expression, as I waddle back and forth on the sand like a fat penguin. The image of me sitting on an egg has another snort leaving my lips, and causes Rachel’s thick red eyebrows to furrow. She sometimes reminds me of my sister’s best friend, Raegan. She’s fiercely protective and takes no shit from anyone. She’s also bat-shit crazy, and believes in ancient gods walking amongst us in disguise. 
I miss my sister Mia, Raegan, and my grandmother, but I know that I can’t contact them. To do so would ensure that Diego finds me, and I can’t allow that to happen. I have to remain in the shadows, hidden and out of prying eyes, if I am to hold on to the meager freedom I now have. 
“I’ll be right back, just taking a walk to stretch my legs.” I smile down at Rachel, as she gets the look of an overprotective mother hen. I know she’s worried about me and the baby. If I’m being honest, I am too. 
I grab my burner phone, walk down the beach, and dial a number I never thought I would again. My heart races in my chest, and I almost disconnect the call on the first ring. My palm begins to sweat so much that I nearly drop the phone. Get it together, Issy; we are doing this for her. 
“Hello?” The rough voice on the phone has my insides tightening, and sweat beading on my neck and chest. What if I’m doing the wrong thing? What if this puts him in danger? What if my grandmother finds me through him? “Hello, is someone there?” 
Worst of all, what if he tells me to go to hell, and hangs up the phone? What will I do then? How will I help my baby? 
Survive, we will survive, with or without him. My hand rests against my rounded stomach, the curve now present and impossible to hide on my petite frame. I have no choice but to survive and keep going; it’s no longer just about me anymore. 
“Kai, please don’t hang up.” I hold my breath for his reaction, and my heart beats furiously inside my chest. 
“Isabella?” The name is said with disbelief. “What the fuck! Isabella, where are you? I thought you were dead. The news has been reporting your death for weeks. They say you were kidnapped, and taken for ransom against your grandmother.” 
“KAI! I don’t have much time. I can’t explain now, but you can’t tell anyone that I am alive. I am being hunted, Kai, and they will recapture and take me back.“ I brace myself against the stone wall surrounding the beach, my legs threatening to buckle at just the thought of what Diego Cabano would do, if he found me now. The violence and ruthlessness that he is capable of terrifies me. He loved you. No, that wasn’t love, that was ownership. He wanted to own and possess me, like a pretty item he could remove from a cupboard when he felt like looking at it, and then place me right back when he had had his fill. 
“Isabella, holy shit. Are you safe, baby?” 
His voice soothes me immediately, and his use of the word ‘baby’ reassures me that I have done the right thing, and pulled on the right thread. “Do you remember where you told me the seagulls like to play in the sand, and waves feel like magic at twilight?” 
“Seagulls, waves? Isabella, just tell me where you are, so I can come to you to keep you safe, please, baby.” 
“Come find me in the waves, Kai, and keep me a secret, or it will mean my death.” I disconnect the call, pull the SIM out, and snap it, throwing both it and the phone into the nearest garbage can. Then I continue down the beach, waiting for my prince charming to arrive, while hoping the beast doesn’t find me first. 
“It’s okay, baby, we will be safe. I’ll make sure of it.” I stroke my belly and stare back at the tempestuous ocean. I’ve done the right thing, right? 







  
  Chapter four
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Kai


“Even before we met and long after we’re both gone, my heart lives inside of yours. I’m forever and ever in love with you.”

Crystal Woods, Write like no one is reading 2
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Four and a half years ago
The phone rings, and I tear my eyes away from the screen, which is in a vicious cycle of playing images and news stories I’ve saved, about the one woman who I have never been able to get off my mind. I almost don’t answer it. It’s so hard to look away from her smiling, beautiful, radiant face on my television. It’s the only place where I can still see her now, that and in my dreams. Dreams that have become nightmares, now that I know someone took her and snuffed out her life. 
My Isabella, the one woman I would have given up everything for. The one woman who brought life to my heart and soul, while in equal measures destroying it. I should have never let her go. I should have fought harder for her. Instead, I abandoned her, just like everyone else in her life, and made her feel less than, when the truth was, she was my everything. I was never worthy of her.
How could Stella Stratford have allowed this to happen? Someone took my Isabella and made her last days terrifying, in order to punish her power-hungry tyrant of a grandmother. The intent was to punish Stella, but my beautiful, soft Isabella paid the price. 
Rage fills every part of me, lighting up dangerous parts of my mind, ones hell-bent on retribution. She took something from me. She took the most important thing from my world, and now... now it’s gone forever, and I have nothing. Not even a desire to continue on living without my girl. Although I am not usually prone to bouts of violence, I crave it now against Stella Stratford, and all those who harmed Isabella. 
I groan as I get off the sofa and reach for my phone. My head swims a bit, causing my vision to blur, and I stumble with all the alcohol that I have consumed in the last couple of days, to help dull my senses, and drown out the heart-wrenching sorrow that is all-encompassing.
My hand drags through my messy, knotted, chin-length hair that is in complete disarray. I raise my arm up towards my nose and take a sniff, fuck, when was the last time I showered? I’ve been sitting here on this sofa, unable to pry myself away, terrified that if I do, I will never see her again, not even her images. She will become only a ghost that haunts me, along with all the mistakes I have made. I should have never walked away from her. Fuck, I have no one else to blame but myself for my broken heart. I could have kept her safe. 
“Hello?” I almost drop the phone in my clumsiness to grab it before it stops ringing. I squint to see the numbers, but don’t recognize the caller. Fuck, if this is some telemarketer or scam, they just picked the wrong person to call. I need an outlet for my rage, and they are about to be my unwilling victim. “Hello, is someone there?” 
“Kai, please don’t hang up.” A soft voice utters from the other side, and I stumble forward, crashing into the wall as my knees shake and give out on me, bringing me down to the floor. What. The. Fuck. 
Is my mind playing games with me? Have I finally fucking lost it? How much have I had to drink? It can’t be her, there’s no way... she’s dead. Her sister confirmed it to me just a week ago. I pull the phone back away from my ear and stare at it, to ensure the call is indeed connected, and I’m not imagining this whole scenario in a drunken state. 
“Isabella?” I utter her name with pain and disbelief. My heart races in my chest, and my throat threatens to constrict with the syllables. “What the fuck! Isabella, where are you? I thought you were dead. The news has been reporting your death for weeks. They say you were kidnapped, and taken for ransom against your grandmother.” 
This has to be some fucked up scam, there is no way that my girl is on the other side of this line. Even as I think it, my heart pounds furiously in my chest, and nausea races up the back of my throat. Please be real. Please be alive. 
“KAI! I don’t have much time. I can’t explain now, but you can’t tell anyone that I am alive. I am being hunted, Kai, and they will recapture and take me back.“ Her voice trembles with fear and desperation, and has me longing to wrap her tightly in my arms, and promise her that I will keep her safe. That I will always protect her. 
Hunted? She says she’s being hunted, and they are trying to recapture her. I drag myself to my feet and start pacing back and forth. I have to get to her, I have to protect her. I can’t let anything happen to her. “Isabella, holy shit. Are you safe, baby?” 
She pauses for a moment, the background noise coming through, and it’s the only indication that I know she’s still on the line with me. That and her soft breath, a sound I have never been more relieved to hear in my life. What the fuck am I hearing in the background? Is that water? I’m almost positive that it’s the sound of waves. 
“Do you remember where you told me the seagulls like to play in the sand, and waves feel like magic at twilight?” 
“Seagulls, waves? Isabella, just tell me where you are, so I can come to you to keep you safe, please, baby.“ Her words aren’t making any fucking sense. Panic sets in that I have no idea what she’s talking about, and she’s in danger and needs me. Why is she being so cryptic? Fuck, she’s in so much danger and alone. Someone is hunting my beautiful rose, and I am here, unable to protect her. I fist my hair and rip out strands in my agitation, and my muddled mind hyper-warps into sobriety.
“Come find me in the waves, Kai, and keep me a secret, or it will mean my death.” 
The line goes dead, and I release a massive, frustrated shout, and punch a hole in the wall next to me. “No, no, no, fuck! Please, baby, call back. Call back, Isabella! FUCK!” 
I try immediately redialing the number, but it gives me an out-of-service message. Fuck, she’s gone. I run over her words again and again in my mind. She’s being hunted by whoever took her. She must have somehow escaped her captors. She doesn’t want anyone to know she’s alive, she said it would mean her death. Why call me instead of her family if she’s scared? 
FUCK! Where is she? She’s not safe out there unprotected. She needs me to come to her, but she doesn’t want Stella or her sister to know. Is that because they pose a danger to her? Are you for fucking real right now? Of course, Stella Stratford poses a threat to her. She’s the fucking reason she was kidnapped to begin with! 
I have to be careful here; Isabella is in danger, and for all I know, someone might be watching me to get to her. I wouldn’t put it past that psycho, Stella, to have me under surveillance. I run Isabella’s words through my mind again, slower this time. She said, “where seagulls like to play in the sand, and waves feel like magic at twilight.” She told me to come find her in the waves. 
Her words force a memory to the forefront of my muddled mind, and images start playing out, as if they happened just yesterday.
“Where you grew up, was it beautiful, Kai?” Isabella lifts her dark head from my chest, and stares up at me with stunning crystal blue eyes; eyes that remind me of a dark night and arctic waters. She’s so beautiful, almost otherworldly, like my own precious fairy brought to life. She’s my delicate rose filled with thorns, just waiting for me to hold her tightly, and pluck all her pretty petals. How I managed to even capture her attention is still a mystery to me. 
I know that she is entirely out of my league. She’s a gorgeous, wealthy heiress from Manhattan, from one of the most powerful families in the world, and I’m a farmer’s son, without two pennies to rub together, and a stack of student loans that are drowning me. 
A chance encounter at a charity event, sponsored by her family, for one of the women’s shelters I volunteered at, led us to meet. The minute I laid eyes on her, my breath became trapped in my chest, and I couldn’t even get out a proper introduction, stumbling over my own name like a loser. She gave me the most endearing smile that reached all the way to her eyes, and in that moment, I fell deep under her spell. She instantly became mine, and I saw my future laid out before my eyes. Isabella Stratford was going to be my everything. 
I haven’t left her side in months, content to play her white knight, and give her a safe space to hide from the world, the limelight surrounding her, and the expectations placed on her by her family name, and demanding grandmother. 
I run my fingers slowly and reverently through her long, dark hair. The scent of her perfume rises, to further entice my senses. Everything about Isabella Stratford is captivating. She was never meant for mortal men; she’s a pixie fairy just waiting to flutter away on a warm breeze. My head lowers towards her face, and I can’t resist capturing her soft lips. She opens immediately for me, allowing me to deepen the kiss further, my tongue swiping against hers, as more of her body finds its way across my prone form. 
Fuck, I need her. I will never get enough of her. I wrap her long hair around my fist, yanking it until I bow her neck, and I can take from her all that I desire. Little breathless moans escape her, and have my cock rock hard and trapped between us. I drag her petite body more fully into my lap, and she moves to straddle my hips, rubbing her perfect pussy back and forth over my rigid length. Her hands make purchase with my shoulders, nails digging into my flesh, and ripping a groan from my lips. She knows how much I enjoy her scratching and marking me up. Fuck, yes, more. 
My hand trails up the side of her abdomen, until I reach the soft globe of her braless breast. I love that she very rarely wears a bra. She strains against me as I cup it, and use my fingers to pull on her stiff nipple through the fabric of her shirt. Jesus, I need a fucking taste. I pull my mouth away from her delectable lips, and trail open-mouthed kisses down her jaw until I reach her neck. My teeth graze the soft skin until she shudders above me, and I sink them into her soft, warm flesh, knowing how she gets off on the hit of pain. She’s fucking perfect for me. 
“I need inside of you, Isabella. I want to feel your pretty pussy strangling my cock,” I groan into her flesh as I pull her off of me, and force her to stand before me. “Strip, baby. Show me what belongs to me.” 
She stands shyly before me, her dark strands partially covering the side of her face until only one of her stunning blue eyes, and half of her sensual lips, are visible. I slouch down further on the sofa, unbuttoning my pants and lowering my zipper, as her eyes watch my actions intently. Her tongue snakes out and brushes against her plump lower lip, that I long to suck and bite. I need her with an urgency that is starting an eruption of wildfire through my veins, but I force myself to slow it down and give her what she needs. Isabella needs to be loved, devoured, and tamed, and I mean to do all three, for as long as she’ll allow me. 
At her hesitation, I raise an eyebrow. “If I have to strip you, baby, you know I’ll punish you.” A deep exhale leaves her, and her small hands make their way to the hem of her shirt, where she plays with the fabric, lifting it up an inch or two and then dropping it back down. The corner of her lip tilts up in a mischievous grin, and just like that, I know my girl wants to play, and I’m so fucking ready for it. 
“You naughty little rose, I’m going to make that ass red for disobeying me.” I lunge forward and grab a fistful of her shirt, yanking her closer, and ripping the shirt in two down the middle. Her pale, soft skin looks luminous in the room’s dim light, as I feast my eyes on her soft, blush-tipped nipples, standing erect and waiting for my mouth to devour them. My arm bands around her body, forcing her to lean backward and allow my lips to grace her soft stomach, and trail upwards, until I reach the underside of her small breast. Her skin is so velvety, so delicious, so fucking mine. I allow my teeth to sink into the soft flesh, and a whimper escapes her mouth. Her hands find their way into my thick hair, and they yank me closer. Fuck, the hit of pain almost has me losing my precious control. I don’t want to hurt her, and at the same time, I do, because I know we will both enjoy it. 
It’s my turn to grin against her skin, I can hear how worked up she is already, her breaths are leaving her in needy little pants, and her toned thighs are rubbing back and forth tightly, looking for friction. “Kai... please,” she begs, her tone desperate, and filled with arousal. Jesus, she’s so fucking sexy. Everything about her is filled with temptation. It’s as if I was a drowning man, and she was a siren leading me willingly to my death. 
I take her engorged nipple into my mouth, laving it with my tongue until she’s writhing in front of me, and her head tilts backward, allowing all that glorious hair to cascade toward the floor. I release her nipple with a pop, and use my hand on her chest to push her back. “Is your pussy soaked for me, little rose? Are you dripping down your naughty thighs, just waiting for my cock to fill you up?” 
She nods her head while sliding her hands teasingly up her abdomen, until she’s cupping both her breasts and twisting her nipples. Fuck. I have to bite down on the inside of my cheek, to stop all the blood from draining from my brain, and heading straight for my dick. “Remove your pants and underwear, and bend across my lap, Isabella. You need to be punished, baby.” 
She slowly complies, rising and releasing her grip on her round breasts, and sliding her hands into the waistband of the black biker shorts she’s wearing, before pulling them and her panties down her legs, until they pool at her ankles. I finally get a glimpse of her pretty, pink pussy, and the small, neat landing strip of dark, neat hair nestled just above it, leading to my favorite place. My mouth fills with saliva at the desire to eat her up. I can smell her arousal, and her pussy lips are slick with the evidence of how turned-on she is for me. Fuck, I want to lick, suck, and devour her, but first, I have to teach her a lesson about disobeying me. “Are you ready for your punishment, slut? Does my pussy need to be spanked?” 
She steps out of her bottoms and climbs up on the sofa like a sleek cat, ready to purr for her master, laying her body across my lap with her legs partially spread, and her sexy ass up in the air. My large hand graces across one of her round, thick asscheeks, enveloping it, and squeezing tightly, before rearing back and slapping it hard. The sound is jarring, as a gasp leaves her lips, and her flesh tinges red immediately. “FUCK! KAI!” 
I strike her again in the same spot and then rub her heated flesh, before repeating the motion on the other side. “You can take it, Isabella. You’re my good girl, aren’t you? You want to deserve my cock, don’t you, baby?” 
I slip my middle finger through her slick folds until I reach her opening, and tease her with just the very tip, refusing to enter her. A groan of frustration emanates from her mouth, and I use my other hand to slap her asscheek again, and plunge my finger inside of her simultaneously. I work my finger deeper, slipping in two more until she’s clenching around me. “Are you going to be my naughty good girl, and do what you’re told?” 
“Ye... yes...” Her breath leaves her with a ragged gasp, as I pick up my speed and thrust inside of her, until my fingers are buried in her warm cunt. I pull my fingers suddenly from within her, and spread her moisture on her asscheeks, before spanking her once more. Her skin is becoming a beautiful shade of red, and it excites me that I can see my handprint on each side. Stunning. 
“Get down on your knees before me, and take me in your mouth.” She scrambles from the sofa and kneels between my spread legs, sliding her hands seductively up my jean-clad thighs, until she reaches the spread sides of my pants. Her slim, dainty fingers reach inside and free me from the confines of my boxers, releasing my hard, weeping cock, and I shudder in her grasp. Fuck, I am so turned on that, if I’m not careful, I could come right in her slender hand. The things this woman does to me. She wrecks me with just one touch, one kiss from her mouth, one glance from her eyes. Mine. 
“Mmmm,” a moan leaves her lips, as she uses her thumb to slide my precum across my slit, and down the ridges of my head. She gives me a stroke from root to tip, before taking me in the warm heat of her mouth, pulling me back out, and licking the head like a fucking ice cream cone. My eyes almost cross with the amazing feeling, and my balls draw tightly. Fuck, don’t fucking cum, I try to talk myself down from the ledge. The naughty minx hasn’t even taken me to the back of her throat yet, and I’m ready to explode; that just won’t do. 
I slap her right breast with the palm of my hand, while my other hand digs into the hair at the back of her head. “Don’t tease me, Isabella. Take me to the back of your throat like my perfect little slut.” 
Her eyes stare up at me with blue glittering fire, before she takes me deep into the back of her throat and gags. “That’s it, choke on me. Let me feel that tight throat constrict around me. What a good little slut you are.” 
She begins bobbing on my length, taking me as far down her throat as she can, until she gags and chokes on my cock. The heat of her mouth, and the tightness of her throat, has me fighting my need to cum. I need to hold on, I need to push her and myself over the edge, so that we both fall into bliss. I use my grip on her hair to propel her head further down my length, and force her to hold it in her tight throat until she can’t breathe, and her nails bite into my thigh and forearm. Her nose is pressed against the flesh of my abdomen, and her mouth is leaking saliva and precum from the sides, making a beautiful mess of her, and pooling on my overheated skin, as she panics without air. 
The sounds leaving her have an orgasm racing up my spine with blinding heat, forcing all the hairs on my arms to stand on end, as beads of sweat break out across my forehead. I tip my head back against the backrest of the sofa, my eyes lowering to half-mast, as I watch her struggle and choke on my cock. “You’re doing so well, baby. Make sure you swallow every drop,” I grunt as I cum deeply, forcing her to keep my cock lodged in her throat, as she tries to fight my grip. “Good girl.” 
Once she’s sucked me dry, I release my harsh grip on her hair, and she pushes off my cock with a gasping shudder. Her heaving chest rises and falls, black mascara tear tracks trail down her high cheekbones, saliva and cum coat her lips and chin, and her skin is beautifully flushed pink. She looks like sin and temptation, and I feel my cock twitching at half-mast. “Come here, Isabella. Come ride my face, you’ve earned it for being a good slut.” 
She rises shakily from the floor and crawls onto the sofa, before straddling my body, and rising to her feet unsteadily. I grab the back of her thighs to help stabilize her, and lean forward, giving her pretty pussy a lick. I lick and suck her pussy lips as I release my grip on her legs, and use my forearms to force her to widen her stance, and my fingers part her folds, so I can lap at her clit. Her moisture leaks out of her, coating my tongue, and has me moaning against her slick flesh, at her delicious taste. “Fuck, baby, you’re drenched.” 
“Oh fuck, oh fuck, Kai, fuck!” She rides my face, abandoning herself to all the sensations overriding her senses. She parts her legs further, and I lick her from her clit to taint and back, before slipping three fingers inside of her and thrusting deeply and mercilessly, as I suck arduously down on her hard nub. She detonates with a scream that everyone in the neighboring apartments are sure to hear, before collapsing all her weight down on me as her breath leaves her in ragged pants. 
I drag her boneless body down to my lap, her juices still coating my mouth and chin, and kiss her firmly, making sure she tastes herself on my tongue. After a few moments of kissing tenderly and our heart rates calming, I pull away from her lips and tuck her gently against my chest. “What were we talking about?” 
A groan followed by a snort exits her, and a huge smile breaks across my face. “Your town, where you’re from. I wanted to know if it was beautiful.” She snuggles her face into my chest with contentment. Not as beautiful as you are, my pretty rose. 
“Ah, yes. Well, the tides look like they are being ridden by mystical water creatures, by the moon’s light as it reflects off the surface. I’ve never heard such beautiful and haunting music as the water makes as it’s hitting the shore. It’s magical, truly. During the day, the warm sand soothes your soul. You can sit there for hours watching the seagulls just playing in the sand. It honestly is a beautiful place, Isabella. I hope to take you back there one day.” 
“I can’t wait to see it with you, Kai.” 
I snap out of the memory, and panic strikes me. She’s gone back to my hometown. A place I never got to show her, because we ended far too quickly and devastatingly. Why would she go there? Fuck, I have to get to her now, but I have to do it smartly. She’s terrified, and it’s not safe for her. I refuse to lead anyone back to her that will harm her, including her controlling bitch of a grandmother. 
I race across the room and yank my laptop out of my bag. I will have to book different flights across the country, and then backtrack by car, so no one knows where I’m headed. I have to ensure she’s safe, and the only way to do that is to guarantee I’m untraceable. 
I’m coming, Isabella, and I will never let you go again. 






  
  Chapter five
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Kai


“We seek the truth and will endure the consequences.”
Charles Seymour

[image: image-placeholder]
I allow my eyes to search along the sandy beach, as I make the two-mile trek again, up and down its picturesque shore. It’s the third time I’m completing the long walk in my search for my beautiful rose, and anxiety is riding me hard at the thought of not finding her.  Where the hell is she? Have I made a mistake, and she’s not here? 
After two horrendous and panic-inducing days of traveling, during which I flew across the country from New York to Arizona, and then got on another plane to the Midwest, only to have to beg one of my very confused college buddies to meet me out of state, and lend me his vehicle, so I could make the remainder of the journey back to Oregon undetected. I haven’t slept more than four hours in three days, my body and mind are exhausted, and I’m questioning my sanity. I’m still not completely convinced that I didn’t imagine that phone call, but if there is even the slightest chance that any of this is real, I must get to Isabella. 
I drove directly to the only beach in my hometown, without even giving my parents the heads up that I was back, for fear that they, too, were under observation. This is where Isabella will be waiting for me, if I have not entirely lost my mind, and conjured up my dead ex-girlfriend calling me. Except there’s no dark-haired, petite beauty to be found. 
The beach is barely inhabited, as it’s out of season. The brisk wind causes my hair to tangle in my face as I brush it back with agitation, and keep searching for an apparition. Only the very brave are in the cold water, and only a few people are strolling with their dogs along the pale sand. Panic and desperation are warring inside of me. The need to scream her name is a vicious entity inside of me, threatening to strangle me. I hold myself back, not daring to place her in even more danger with my stupidity. I have no idea if I’m being watched, despite all my precautions. 
As I approach the beach area’s center, where small shops are just steps from the sandy shore, a small woman with a short, blonde pixie haircut stands at the shore, with a takeaway cup firmly gripped in her hands, and catches my attention. Even from a distance, I can see her small, rounded stomach protruding from her petite frame in her tight clothing. A sense of longing fills me; I had one day hoped to see Isabella, rounded with my child swelling in her belly. 
Maybe that could still happen. Perhaps we are receiving a second chance at a life together, a life far away from her glittering family responsibilities, and her family’s demanding matriarch. She will never abandon them, 
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