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    First Edition


Prologue

	"Lara, you said you loved me. Why won't you see me?"

	He wrapped his arms around me, whispering against my ear, fat tears spilling from his dark eyes and ruining my makeup.

	But I felt nothing. Nothing but bottomless terror.

	Because he was a monster.

	


Chapter 3

	"Like this," he said. There was no warmth in his voice. "It might hurt a little. Try to bear with me."

	I didn't have time to react.

	He lunged forward. The fruit knife from the coffee table was in his hand. The blade glinted silver in the moonlight.

	I frowned at him.

	A flash. A clean little cut.

	The point of the knife slid through the tip of his own finger. Blood welled up instantly.

	"What are you doing?"

	He tilted his head. He looked at me with something dark behind his eyes. "Just testing how sharp the blade is, Lara. If it were too sharp, I'd hate to hurt you."

	His mouth curled at the corner. "If it isn't sharp enough, you won't feel it. And then you won't learn."

	"Are you out of your mind?" I snapped.

	His brow furrowed. He kept absently tapping the blade against the bleeding fingertip, as if he couldn't feel pain at all. "Lara. Do you love me?"

	"Are you sick in the head?"

	A hand shot down. I threw my arms over my head.

	The crash of glass against the floor.

	I opened my eyes. The white vase that had held a dozen roses lay shattered around me.

	Damien crouched and gathered up the broken pieces and crushed roses in his fist. Squeezed. Blood welled through his fingers.

	"Damien?"

	He smiled. Slowly opened his hand. Glass and petals dropped to the floor.

	A steady drip of blood.

	In the silver moonlight, the

	
	
	
	
	


Chapter 4

	When I woke the next morning, I was in bed.

	Damien pushed open the door and slipped over to kiss the corner of my mouth. "You're awake."

	He was acting completely normal. But the soreness in my body told me last night hadn't been a dream.

	I drew my hand back and slapped him across the face.

	"Damien. We are done."

	He looked at me with wounded eyes, fat tears welling up. "Lara. What did I do?"

	"Don't call me that. You don't get to." I was shaking with fury. "I thought you were the gentlest man I'd ever met. I had no idea I was dating a psychopath."

	The wounded expression dropped off his face. He looked at me coldly. The corner of his mouth twitched up. "You don't like me?"

	I had no idea what he meant.

	"Your bookmarks are very entertaining, though."

	He'd been through my phone.

	I'll admit it — I read dark romance. I had a thing for the obsessive, possessive male lead. But if I ran into one of those men in real life, I would dial 911 before he could finish a sentence.

	It was still the same face. But his brows had drawn into a tight line, the corners of his mouth were upturned in something that wasn't a smile, and the cold coming off him was unbearable.

	I grabbed a pillow and hurled it at him. "Get out!"

	"Get out of my house!"

	He bent and picked the pillow off the floor, rotating it slowly in his long fingers. "Lara. Girls who aren't good get punished."

	A chill rolled down my back. Last night came back in a flood.

	"Damien. Get out of my apartment right now or I'm calling the police!"

	His hand stilled on the pillow. He looked at me sideways, the way a cat looks at a sparrow. "Calling the police? That's very naughty of you, Lara."

	Every alarm in my body went off at once. I scrambled out of bed and lunged for my phone.

	I made it about three feet before I was flat on my back again. Damien moved like he was scooping up a kitten.

	I thrashed. He held me down with the easy indifference of someone holding a paperweight. "Don't fight me, Lara. If I hurt you, I'll feel terrible about it."

	"You're being so loud. Time to take a nap." A firm squeeze at the side of my neck, and the world went black.

	I dreamed of a college lecture hall. Damien in a white button-down at the lectern. Me, hand raised in the audience. He came down the steps to answer my question.

	Halfway down, his face changed. He was a wolf. His teeth closed on my throat.

	I woke up with a gasp.

	I was in a strange bed under a heavy comforter. Damien was curled beside me, his hand wrapped around mine.

	He was sleeping. His lashes lay still against his cheeks. He looked harmless.

	But I knew what he was. A wolf in a man's skin. I had to run. I had to run as far as I could.

	The door was right there. This was my chance.

	I couldn't wait any longer.

	It had been seven days.

	I had cursed him, kicked him, screamed at him until my throat was raw. I was at the edge of my mind.

	He had only smiled. "Girls who don't behave get punished, Lara."

	And then another round. I had to get out.

	I slid my hand out of his. Edged the bedroom door open. Made it down the hallway to the front door.

	Freedom. Right there. My hand closed on the handle.

	The alarm in the house exploded into sound.

	I shook. Cold sweat ran down my back. I wrenched at the door.

	"Where are you going?" His voice, behind me.

	My heart climbed into my throat. The door wouldn't open.

	His footsteps coming closer.

	I spun and pressed my back against the door. I was screaming. "Stay back! Stay back, you sick freak!"

	


Chapter 10

	The road outside the city was dark. There were almost no other cars.

	"Old Town Road" played through the speakers. Where was I going next?

	I was running through my options when I saw it in the rearview mirror. A black sedan. Following me.

	My phone rang. Unknown number. I rejected the call.

	It rang again. The sedan behind me flashed its high beams.

	My stomach dropped through the floor.

	I answered.

	A laugh on the other end. "Lara."

	That sugary, drawn-out voice. My hand jerked. The phone fell into my lap.

	"Lara. You still love me."

	"I do not love you! Stay away from me!"

	"Lara. Stop lying to yourself. I just gave you the chance to kill me. You didn't take it. You couldn't."

	A curse from hell, looping in my ear. He had let me hit him. He had let me escape. Of course he had. That's why my flight had gone so smoothly. That's why he was already free again.

	"Damien. I've called the police. Kidnapping. False imprisonment. That's enough to put you away for ten years."

	I forced my voice down to a flat calm. I had to fight him on his own ground.

	"Oh? Is that so?" he said. "Then I suppose the kids at St. Agnes don't matter to you anymore."

	"You —"

	He laughed quietly. "Lara. You're a terrible liar. Saying you wanted to marry me. Saying you didn't love me. Saying you've called the police. Equally clumsy. Equally pathetic."

	He had me cold. I hadn't called the police. The first time I'd reached for the phone, he had told me very calmly that if I went to law enforcement, St. Agnes would burn.

	I had no parents. I had grown up in that orphanage. Those children were my family. They were my whole life.

	He was the country's top AI researcher. I couldn't gamble children's lives on him bluffing.

	He kept going, voice low and seductive. "Pull over. Come back with me. I'll forget any of this ever happened."

	I said nothing.

	"Lara. Just be a good girl. Listen to me. I'll never hurt you again."

	"The wedding is already booked. When you come home, we'll get married."

	"After the wedding, you can stay home. I'll take care of everything."

	"We'll have two children. They'll be beautiful."

	He kept painting the future at me, brushstroke by brushstroke. "Just like the contract said. The prince and princess lived happily ever after."

	No. The prince and princess do not live happily ever after.

	Damien was a demon. He was the thing that had destroyed my freedom.

	Without him I had my career. My friends. Long nights at a bar with the people I loved. With him I had a manor and a piano and the empty hours between his arrivals.

	I was not a princess. I was never going to be a rose, blooming politely in someone's private garden.

	I floored it. I yanked the wheel hard and took the opposite ramp.

	Damien stayed on me. He sounded almost bored. "Lara. Wherever you go, I'll find you."

	The speedometer climbed from 75 to 110. Damien's voice tightened. "Lara. Do you actually want to die?"

	I locked my eyes on the road. "Yeah. Let's die together."

	I cranked the wheel and floored the accelerator. The car screamed across the median, straight at his.

	Impact. The guardrail crumpled. The airbag exploded into my face. My vision went white.

	A wave of mint cut through the haze and woke me. I crawled out of my wreck.

	Damien's sedan lay on its side, smashed against the steel barrier. His head was wedged against the driver's window. I stood at a distance and watched.

	He stared back at me. His lips moved. He was trying to say something.

	He was too clever. Whatever God had built him, He had given him a brilliant mind and a fault line running straight down the middle of it. Genius and madness are separated by a hair.

	I couldn't beat a genius. I could only burn everything to the ground.

	A boom. The car caught fire. Damien disappeared into the flames.

	The police came. They eased me onto a gurney. I closed my eyes. The last thing I heard was Damien's voice, just before the end.

	"Lara. Do you still love me?"

	He never understood me. Yes — I loved him. But I loved my freedom more.

	He had wanted to grind every part of me into something docile. He had stepped on the one place I would never let anyone step.

	I was born free. There is no cage in this world I will accept.

	If there is — I will burn it down with me inside it.

	But I won.

	

OEBPS/cover.jpeg
7’7’\4\’,,;-.; 2V e e RS
! ’ ' Ao TR
{ :\3‘ - J ) WK i

s

VTR A ST ERLIN G

a





OEBPS/nav.xhtml

    
  
    		Prologue


    		Chapter 1


    		Chapter 2


    		Chapter 3


    		Chapter 4


    		Chapter 5


    		Chapter 6


    		Chapter 7


    		Chapter 8


    		Chapter 9


    		Chapter 10


  





