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AUTHOR’S NOTE

––––––––
I wrote this book a year ago and published it under the pen name S.A. Jennings, titled: Chasing Lily. It was the first book I ever wrote and edited, and I must admit there were quite a few mistakes. If you’ve read my previous works and notice that this one feels different, that’s the reason. This book was written before I developed my writing style. However, without it, I would never have started my writing journey. It truly is the book that started it all, and for that, it deserves to be published again. I have gone through the originally published manuscript multiple times, revised the errors found in the previous edition, and added content. Even though a significant part of the story has changed, the main structure has remained intact. As always, this book comes with trigger warnings. This dark romance book contains implication of sexual assault, sexual assault on page, mention of sexual assault of a minor, alcohol and drug abuse, and addiction. It also includes content that features sexually explicit scenes, BDSM, knife play, orgasm control, double penetration, use of sex toys, stalking, murder, mentions of psychological manipulation and abuse, mentions of mental health, and mentions of suicide. Please do not hesitate to stop reading if this book is triggering in any way. Your mental health matters. Happy reading.
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Prologue
       Lily
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As I wake up, I struggle to figure out where I am. The room is spinning all around me. My mouth feels dry, and the taste of alcohol is still present from the night before. I can't remember how I got home last night or who I was even with, but that seems to be normal for me these days. Time seems to be an illusion, and I lose more of it every day. Each day escapes me faster than the one before it, but when you are running from yourself, I suppose that is bound to happen. When the voices in your head get louder, drugs look like the ideal way to shut them up. What no one tells you is that by using drugs and alcohol to silence those pesky voices of regret, you also lose yourself.
I have become a ghost of myself. I hardly recognize my own image in the mirror each morning, but then I find a bottle or some pills, and I worry less about it. It’s a vicious cycle that I can’t escape no matter how much I try. I start each day with promises to quit, to get better, and end each night with one more failure. I am digging a hole for myself, an early grave, one bottle, one pill at a time. It’s truly terrifying, yet I am unable to stop. It’s a nightmare I can’t wake up from, yet it’s the only way to silence the real nightmares. The ones he created. The ones that torment me every hour of the day. The ones that come in my dreams and turn them into scenes from a horror movie. But it’s not a scene someone filmed in a studio; it’s real life. And I lived through it. Even though addiction comes with a price, it’s the only thing that helps. Is it worth it? Probably not.
I stumble out of bed, trying to silence the throbbing in my head. I don’t remember who texted me last night to go out or what promises I made, but I can still see flashes of faces, laughter, and the pouring rain that seemed to accompany every burst of joy. There’s a faint but familiar guilt bubbling beneath the surface, a reminder of all the moments I’ve traded for temporary relief. I pass the mirror mounted on my wall and try not to see my reflection in it as I do. The mirror is my enemy; every time I catch a glimpse of myself, I see deterioration instead of a person. Each day I wake up feeling more hollow, and yet the cycle repeats. I try to fill the void with substances, thinking that maybe if I numb my brain enough, I can escape this relentless grip of despair. But it’s a futile game, one I’m losing more dramatically with every passing hour. And sometimes, just moments before my next fix, I wonder if I will ever get out of this. If I will even survive this path I chose for myself.
Is this really living? The thought creeps in like a robber in the night. The idea of reality feels like a distant echo. I close my eyes, wishing to sleep through the pain, yet deep down I know that waking up in this fog only leads me back to this point of confusion. And still, the need for release, even just for a moment, pulls me back to the bottle. I think of change, but the voices whisper that it’s too late. I am too far gone.
And with every passing day, still lost on the path of addiction, I lose myself a little more. I forget another piece of who I am, of who I used to be. Every memory and trait, everything that made me who I am, is blurry now. It’s an image seen through a puddle of water. It’s like the woman I once was existed in another reality, one where I used to be happy. I close my eyes for a moment, wishing I could open them and be back at that time in my life, before I knew all the dark secrets my arranged marriage hid. I would do anything to go back to the blissful ignorance I used to live in. But would I really? Would I choose to live the lie instead of being free? Probably not.
Back then, I was excited to get married and planned every detail like a love-dazed teenager, counting the days until I would get to marry my childhood crush. The man I was promised to since I was a kid. The man I grew up with and was my safe haven until he became my nightmare. Even after surviving all his cruelty, even after I ran away and kept running as far as I could, deep inside my mind, I still find myself missing him. I’m missing the life I had, the safety and luxury my previous life offered. I miss my parents and my friends. I miss myself. But anything, and I mean anything, is better than being locked up in a golden cage.
I open my eyes again, and without shock, I realize that I am still here. In the same dark, musty room, with empty bottles all around me and... wait... Where is my phone? Damn it. I walk back to my bed and search through the covers to find my phone, and when I locate it, I’m not surprised to see the shattered screen. I pause for a second. I take a deep breath, trying to center myself in reality, but like everything else, this is a failed attempt too. Reality seems to be drifting away more and more with each passing second. At this point, it’s a losing battle.
"You really did it this time, Lily," I mutter to myself.
I try to see if the phone will still turn on, but of course, it doesn’t. Just my luck. It’s not like I need the damn thing to maintain my cover and stay hidden; buying a new phone is spending money I shouldn’t spend and risks being discovered by my father. It will also mean that if I need to move again, I will have to settle for something closer until I can make more money. Maybe Georgia will let me pick up a few shifts at Onyx later this week.
The metal bar, where I have found myself hanging out at every night, is not the best place to work, but I can’t afford to be picky. I will have to convince her to give me another chance, though, and that won’t be easy. Let’s just say that the last time I worked a shift there, things did not go as planned. Addicts are the worst type of employees for a bar. We can’t stay sober enough to do the damn thing right. By the end of my shift, I was drunk, disoriented, and following a random guy to his car like a raccoon searching for food. But food was not what I was after; it was the drugs he offered me in exchange for me to fuck him. It was a new low I reached that night; luckily, Georgia was there to prevent me from following through with it. She took me home, helped me into bed, and made sure I didn’t choke on my own vomit while I slept. She is a true friend, maybe one of the only people I could call a friend since I left my previous life. If you don’t count my drug dealer. I know I don’t, not really; he is just a means to an end. Someone who provides what I need, and his company is not so bad that I don’t mind keeping him around for a little bit longer. 
Since my phone isn’t working, I decide to check the time on the kitchen clock. I need to know how much time of the new day I have already lost. Getting up seems like a twelve-hour shift under the sun in the desert. Everything aches. I am only twenty-six; I shouldn’t be in pain just from getting up from my bed, but here I am struggling to stay standing. That’s a good start to my day.
As I make my way through the hallway, I stumble over an empty wine bottle lying in front of my bedroom door, nearly losing my balance. I reach out to the wall in a futile attempt to stay on my feet, but it isn't long before I end up on the floor. The desire to stay awake and deal with the trouble I clearly caused myself last night vanishes in a mere moment, and my eyes start to shut.
But as they do, I see a dark figure at the end of the hallway. I would swear a man is standing there, watching me, hidden in the shadows. I part my lips to speak, to ask the strange figure who they are, but nothing leaves them, and it’s not long before I am drifting back to sleep. And the figure blurs into a haze of nightmares, replaced by masked men and terror. 
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