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Prologue

Caleb

 


I’d never felt like this.

The pain was unreal.

As I climbed into the car where my friends
were, none of us spoke. What was the point in speaking? We’d just
put our woman on a private jet with a whole new life mapped out.
One that only our fathers knew about.

Gael stared out the window.
River had the tip of the blade he’d stolen from Emily
pressing into
his thigh. From this angle, I knew he was pushing it in, slowly
sinking it into his flesh. The tension of his jaw was a clear
indicator.

Vadik’s hands were clenched into
fists.

None of us were used to this
level of pain. River probably was, but I couldn’t seem to stop it. All I
wanted to do was scream and shout.

I sat behind the wheel
without knowing what to say. There was nothing. No
words.

Our entire life had just been put on a jet
and was now making a new one without us. We didn’t know her
brand-new name or where she’d be. She could be in some town close
by, or another country.

“Do you think they’ll keep
their word?” Gael asked.

“Yes,” River said. “They wouldn’t lie to
us.”

“Oh, really? They were more than willing to
kill the only woman we’ve ever loved.” Gael slammed the palm of his
hand against the car window. “Fuck this. Fuck them. Why did we have
to give her up?”

“We couldn’t
allow them to
kill her.” I didn’t know why I was making excuses. Gael knew why
we’d done it.

“There’s four of us. We could
have taken them. This is all fucking horseshit. I don’t … she was …
I don’t…” Gael stopped speaking. One glance in the rearview mirror
showed that he struggled with tears.

We’d gone through so much
together, but
I couldn’t recall any of us crying. It was kind of sad when I
thought about it.

No tears.

We’d all accepted how our lives had
turned out. It sucked.

“Do you just accept
this?” Gael
asked.

“I accept that we made the
right choice with her. We made the choice she needed.”

“It wasn’t the right choice,” he
said. “Not the right choice at all.” He climbed out of the car just
as the jet took off. We all followed him, standing by his
side as Emily was
taken from us.

“She’s going to think we
abandoned her,” Vadik said.

“We know we didn’t,” I said. “We
have given her the best chance. The best opportunity to live.
Try to think
about what she’s now got. She’s got a full life ahead of her. One
she’s going to enjoy more than anything.” I didn’t know if I was
explaining this well or just trying to give a more involved
reasoning for why we’d let our woman go. “She would know we loved
her.”

I didn’t know how long we stood in that same
spot. Cars honked at us as we stood in the way at the airport, but
we ignored them. Gael stared up at the sky as if he imagined Emily
magically sprouting wings and flying.

I didn’t know what to say or do.
I felt completely helpless, and this was all my fault.

Finally, I didn’t know what happened, but
Gael stepped back.

From the look on his face, the
boy he’d once been had just faded. I saw the anger, the rage, the
deep-seated
pain. He didn’t say anything as he climbed inside.

One by one, we got back into
the car, but
I knew we were not the same men.

We were finally the monsters our
fathers had always hoped we’d be.


Chapter One

Emily

 


I sang the birthday song in my
head, staring at the cupcake with one candle aglow. Seven years had passed since
I’d been Emily Crane. Every single part of my past life had been
extinguished.

Now I was Amelia Coast. Ashley was now my
sister, Harper.

I still found it hard to think
of myself as Amelia. We still lived in the apartment I’d first
woken up in. According to my records, I’d graduated high school, and to pass
the time, I’d taken a couple of college courses at
night.

Ashley attended culinary classes
and worked at a restaurant about five minutes from where we lived,
while I worked at a local supermarket. The job wasn’t
very
exciting, but after work, I’d then go to my night job of cleaning.
I liked having two jobs. Ashley believed I worked too much, but it
was much better than sitting around the house moping. I did that a
lot regardless. Like now.

Twenty-five years old and
my heart still ached
for the men I couldn’t have. I hated myself and my weakness. I
should be able to forget about them, but I couldn’t. Caleb, River,
Vadik, and Gael. Four boys, no, they’d been four men, even back in
high school. I rubbed at my chest, the pain still very much
there.

In and out.

I tried to take deep breaths, but it
failed. It always failed. Tears filled my eyes and because I was
alone, I allowed them to fall.

Ashley didn’t need me to be
strong right now. Whenever I was around her, I
always found
myself fighting to be strong for her. She didn’t need me to be
anything but myself, which I found a huge relief. I didn’t want to
be anyone else.

Just myself, trying to focus on the
now.

With the tears sliding down my
cheeks, I stared at the candle, wondering what they were doing. Had they
moved on? Like their fathers, did they have a new woman? Did they
have sons of their own?

At the sound of the door
opening, I
quickly swiped at the tears on my cheeks.

“Hey, it’s me. I’m home. You do
not even know
the day I’ve had it has been so freaking hectic but so much fun. I
have learned so much.” The light turned on as Ashley came into the
room, carrying a whole load of bags on her arms and a white box in
her hand. “Oh, no, you didn’t think I’d forgotten, did
you?”

I got to my feet as Ashley made her way
toward me. “No, no, no, not that tiny cupcake. It’s your birthday.
This isn’t the time for you to be just one single cupcake. We are
not watching our figures here.”

Ashley had once been the thinner
of the two of
us. Now she had the curves and I struggled to eat. I’d tried.
Eating had no appeal to me, but Ashley did everything she could to
help me. She was a damn good cook, and I did feel bad.

One day, she’d come home all
excited about how she was going to cook on camera and upload it onto a
social media site, to which I reminded her that we couldn’t exist
online. She’d instantly deflated and I’d felt like the worst kind
of person. She instead learned to cook and I’d film her on my cell
phone, and we’d watch it.

If it hadn’t been for my father, I just knew
she’d be awesome. She was made to be in front of the camera. Her
smile, her charm, her wit, it all came across as she cooked. I knew
when she wished for something, it was to be a cook. She was so
passionate about food.

I watched as she blew out the candle, pushed
her long brown hair off her face, and slid the white box in front
of me. Opening the lid, I saw it was a chocolate cake. Possibly
fudgy.

“And I got ice cream.” She rushed
away and came back seconds later with a tub of vanilla ice cream. The good kind
with vanilla specks in it.

I smiled.

“Oh, not
finished.”

She produced some birthday
candles, one
in the shape of a two and the other a five. Then I watched as she
struck the match and lit each one before going to turn off the
lights. “Now, don’t forget to make a wish.”

For several
seconds, I
stared at the candles, wondering what I could wish for. What would
be worth the words that could possibly come true? Nothing seemed to
be of any value to me.

What was the point?

I didn’t have my men. There was no one
to love.

Wrapping my arms around myself,
I looked at the burning candle and knew that come this time next
year, I didn’t want to feel this way. I hated the pain, the
sadness. Ashley didn’t deserve it, and for the last seven years, that was
all I’d been, sad.

My life kept on whizzing by and
I didn’t have a single good memory. Well, I did, but I was wasting
mine, and I couldn’t allow that to happen anymore.

Rather than wish for something I
couldn’t
have, I made one plan: to be happy. That was what I was going to
do. No more wallowing. No more wishing for something that would
never happen. It wasn’t lost on me that I’d spent seven years
craving to be back in the arms of the men at Crude Hill high, and
yet while I was there, I wanted to be anywhere but.

No more.

I was going to move on.

Blowing out the
candles, I
felt slightly different.

Ashley clapped her hands,
cheered for me, and giggled. “Do you feel any different?” she asked,
going to turn the light on.

“Yeah, I do.” I
smiled at
her.

She came back. “Now I think it’s
only fair that we have cake, then I’m cooking you a delicious
meal.”

“You don’t have to do that.
We could go out dancing if you’d like?”

Ashley put a hand to her chest.
“Really?
You’d come out dancing with me?”

“Hell, yeah, why
not? I’d like
to.” She’d tried to get me to go out dancing so many times. “I’ve
been a sucky roommate.”

“Don’t,” Ashley said. She offered
me the knife to cut the cake. “You’ve been what you’ve needed to be. I’ve
never felt … you know. I don’t know what it’s like to want to be
with someone that being apart is like a pain in itself.”

Now I felt even
worse. She hadn’t
experienced love, and it was all my fault.

“I’m so sorry,” I
said.

“Stop.” She chuckled. “I’ve gone out dancing.
I’ve been on dates, and believe me, I haven’t met anyone who has
made me want to drop my panties.”

“Just so you
know, I
didn’t want to drop my panties for them for a long time. I actually
wanted to kill them.”

“We shouldn’t talk about them. Not on your
birthday.”

I slid a slice of cake toward
her and she dolloped out the softened ice cream. She ran to get
spoons, handing me one. I made sure I had a nice piece of cake and
some ice cream before having a taste. I closed my eyes. The vanilla and dark
fudgy chocolate were perfect.

“You made this, didn’t
you?”

“Yes, I stayed late last night at
the restaurant. What do you think?”

“You’re really
good.”

“I’ve been trying to perfect this
recipe for so long.” She took a bite herself and closed her eyes. “This is so
good.”

“Are you not happy with
it?”

“Oh, I am, but I’m already moving
on to my next
challenge.”

Ashley had an entire stack of
notebooks full of her ideas. There were plenty of disasters in
there, but
she was never put off. Her enthusiasm was addictive. I finished my
slice off within a few bites, and when she offered me some more, I
accepted.

“I’ll cook us something
when we get back from dancing.”

We ate another slice and then it was
time to get ready.

After heading into my bedroom, I went to my
wardrobe and looked through my clothes. I had a couple of black
dresses, and I picked the one that came to my knees. When I’d
bought them, I’d been a bit bigger, but fortunately, I still had
the tits to pull it off.

Ashley was already waiting for me when I
joined her in our living room.

“Damn, you look hot. How
about we skip men and make out?” Ashley asked.

I rolled my eyes.
“You don’t have to
keep being so nice.”

“I do. It’s your birthday. What better way
to be nice?”

“I’m not looking for a date, or any guy for
that matter.”

“Stop being a party pooper. It’s
not fair.” Ashley stuck her tongue out. “Now,
let’s go and
party like our lives depend on it.”

Our lives didn’t depend on anything.
Grabbing my bag, I followed Ashley out of our apartment, letting
her lock up. We linked arms as we made our way out into the night.
People were already milling about in the street. We walked a couple
of feet away from our apartment, and Ashley hailed us a taxi. It
took a few minutes but finally, someone was willing to
stop.

I smiled, relieved as I didn’t want to have
to walk all the way to the nightclub. I didn’t know where she
wanted to take us, but right now, all I wanted to do was forget
about everything and everyone. Especially four guys back at a town
I once loathed.

Once inside the car, Ashley
kept the
driver entertained, allowing me to sit back, relax, and just focus
on the passing world. I didn’t know if this would be the biggest
mistake in the world.

Going out for my birthday had
sounded like
fun, but now, I didn’t think it would be.

After half an hour, Ashley
grabbed my hand, leading me out into the night. She waved at the
bouncer at
the front door, and much to my surprise, we were allowed
in.

“I know Philip. He’s a good guy.
He comes into
the restaurant all the time and I helped him with proposing to his
fiancée.” Ashley tugged me deep into the nightclub. The lights were
all down. The music was just a jumble of notes filling the
air.

People danced on the main floor.
No one seemed to have any rhythm, but no one cared.

Before I had a chance to turn her down,
Ashley pulled me onto the dance floor and made me work my hips. It
wasn’t so bad. Kind of fun actually. No one expected anything from
me, which was a welcome relief.

Pushing all my previous thoughts out of my
head, I let myself go, dancing and enjoying myself. It wasn’t too
hard to do. Not when I finally let everything go and just enjoyed
the feelings. It was nice. Freeing.

We stopped to get some drinks,
then started back dancing. A couple of guys tried to hit on us, but Ashley
sent them on their way. Tonight was about me,
apparently.

Finally, we were both exhausted
and found a booth that made it a little more private. The music was
still too loud, but we could at least talk to one another.

“This is so much fun, am I right?” Ashley
asked.

“Yeah. It’s great. You
know, I wouldn’t mind if you wanted to go out on a
date.”

Ashley waved her hand in front
of me. “Please, I don’t want to even think about guys right now.
I’m focused
on my career. Guys are like totally boring.” She blew out a breath
as she looked out across the dance floor.

I reach across and take hold of her
hand. “This is our life now, Ash. We’re not going back there. Ever.
This is all we’ve got.”

“I get that,
and guess
what, the only person I want to spend my life with is you. I don’t
care about men or relationships.” She shrugged. “I really need to
pee. How about we have another drink and then go and get some
food?”

“Yeah, I’m game. I’ll wait
here.”

“Thanks.”

Ashley slid out of the booth and I sat,
waiting for her. She disappeared from sight, and I ran my fingers
across the table. It had been nice to dance, but my feet were
killing me. Regardless of what anyone said, there was no good way
to dance in heels. They were horrible death
contraptions.

I couldn’t wait to take them off and give
myself a foot massage.

Someone sat in the booth and I’d
been so busy
looking out across the crowd, I didn’t pay attention.

I was about to tell them I’d be
going, but
all the words died in my throat as I saw who sat opposite me. I
hadn’t seen him in seven years. The night that had changed it
all.

Earl Valentine. The man my
father had
intended to sell me to. My virginity. Not me. I wasn’t the
commodity, my precious hymen had been. Of course, realizing what my
father planned, I’d slept with not one but two of my men, and I
didn’t regret it.

Staring at him now, I
knew we were
in danger. I glanced in the direction of where Ashley had
gone.

“She’s safe,” he
said.

I clenched my hands into tight fists. Seven
years of being all alone had made me sloppy. I didn’t have anything
to back me up. No protection of any kind.

I didn’t know what the fuck to
do.

“What are you doing
here?”

“It’s a free
country, and
London is such a wonderful city. Have you seen it at
Christmas?”

He knew damn well I’d seen it at that time of
year. Fucker.

I didn’t like this.

Even though I’d been miserable,
I enjoyed not living in fear. I no longer constantly put my back to
any room. I took my time where I went. Right now, I was pissed off. I hated
this feeling.

In a few short seconds, he’d made me
ache for the freedom I’d possessed.

“What do you
want?”

“Now that’s a rather interesting
question, isn’t it? Originally, I was promised a virgin woman. Then, of course,
that was taken from me, and in its place as a peace offering, I was
granted an alignment with the Monsters that saw me double my
empire.”

“If that’s the case, why are you
here? How do you know about me?” I wasn’t going to bring Ashley
into this. I wanted to try to make him forget she even existed. I didn’t
know how I was going to do that.

She was an innocent. My
father had
brought her and her mother into the limelight. If it hadn’t been
for Caleb, River, Gael, and Vadik, I knew she’d be dead as
well.

Her mother hadn’t made it.

That was the curse of betraying the
Monsters. There was no way out once you sank into that pool of
despair, and my dad had done that, dragging us all down. There was
no mercy.

In my old world, mercy
was a
weakness.

There was no way the Monsters would be
seen as weak.

I waited, watching him. “Have you been
sent here to finally kill me?”

“How scared you sound,
Emily.”

I didn’t correct him. Emily was no
longer my name.

“You’re still incredibly
beautiful. You’ve lost a lot of weight.” His gaze moved toward where Ashley
had walked. “But your friend, she has really blossomed into one
hell of a lady, and I know for a fact she’s a virgin.”

“You leave her out of
this.”

“You’d like that, would you? To
leave her out of this. I’m still owed a virgin.”

“You got your empire. No one owes you
anything.”

“Ah, but you see, just as quickly an empire
can be created, it can also be taken. It’s been seven long years
since you were last in Crude Hill. I can tell you now, girl, what
was once there is not what’s there now.”

“It’s none of my concern.”

“But it is. People thought they
had seen the real evil of this world. What they didn’t know was by taking you
away, they would unleash hell as we know it. The Monsters’ Crew
were tame before. Your boys, they are … let’s just say, I’m hiding
out.”

I frowned. “I have no idea what you’re
talking about.”

“Crude Hill has entered its
darkest days yet. Pain and suffering come to
many, and
it’s your boys who have taken their fathers’ empire to the next
level.”

“Are they dead?” I asked. Not that it
mattered.

Earl shook his head. “They’re
not dead, but I have a feeling they will regret what they
unleashed. Their sons overthrew them, and now they are nothing more than
shells. Only you can bring them back from this
darkness.”

“That’s not my life
anymore.”

“Life or not, if you love them, do you want
them to face death without telling them once that you loved
them?”

I opened my mouth but he stood up. “Tell
your friend I said hello.”

“You leave her
alone.”

He was suddenly in my face.
“Don’t forget who you are, Emily. Just because you escaped my grasp doesn’t
mean your friend will succeed. I want a virgin, and she looks way
too tasty to ignore.”

In the next
second, he
was gone. Seconds later, Ashley returned from the bathroom, and I
grabbed her hand, making my way out into the night. We had to get
out of the nightclub. It was wrong of us to even go there. I knew
that now. We’d fucked up, but I wouldn’t make that mistake
again.

I had to get her to safety. It
was my only
priority.

Ashley didn’t stop me
or question me as to
why I was in such a hurry to get back to the safety of our
home.

Earl was watching
us, I just
knew it, but what was more, I couldn’t prove it, which I hated. The
first night I’d let my guard down and look what happened. I wasn’t
going to make that mistake again.


Chapter Two

Emily

 


“Do you want to tell me
what the hell is going on?” Ashley asked.

I slammed our apartment door
closed and flicked the lock into place. Normally, that was all I did, but today,
I wasn’t in the mood, so one by one, I bolted the place up. We had
the main lock, along with three bolts above, and four down, leading
to the ground. Looking through the peephole, I checked to see if
anyone watched us, but I couldn’t see anything.

“Now you’re scaring
me, and
that’s not funny. This isn’t fair.”

My heart raced. I heard the fear in
Ashley’s voice and I knew it wasn’t nice of me to just act this
way.

Taking a deep breath, I turned
toward her. She had her arms folded across her breasts, her gaze focused on me,
and I knew she was pissed. “Are you going to tell me what’s going
on?”

“I … yes, I want
to.”

“Then what is the problem?”
she asked.

Running fingers through my hair,
I looked around at what we had. I fucking hated this.
“While you
went to the bathroom, something happened.”

“No shit. I already figured that out. You
know, with us practically running back home. We didn’t call a
taxi.” She leaned down, taking off her heels one by one. “It
doesn’t take a genius to work out that you’ve got some serious
issues, and now I’m pissed. My feet are killing me.”

“Earl
Valentine.”

At the mention of his
name, she
went pale. “What?”

“That’s what happened. He …
stopped by the booth.”

Gone were the anger and blame, replaced by
concern. This was one of the reasons why I loved Ashley. She never,
ever held a grudge. She was so damn sweet and I loved her so much.
She was the sister I never had.

We’d been through hell
together, and
it looked like we were about to go through a hell of a lot
more.

“He’s the guy your father
sold you to, right?”

I nodded.

“What does he want?” she
asked.

“I honestly don’t know. He told
me that … they’d been more monsters than anything else.
They’ve taken over
from their dads and that they regret giving them the choice about
me. I’m sorry. I … I didn’t want to ruin our night out. I was
loving it.”

Ashley rushed toward
me, cupping my face.
“Don’t you worry about it. I mean it. I can’t believe you were on
your own with that asshole and I wasn’t there.” She growled. “I’m
pissed at myself now.”

I put a hand to my
chest.

Within seconds, I was in her arms and she was
stroking my hair. Panic rose. I hadn’t had a panic attack in so
long. Ashley had learned long ago how to get me out of them, or at
least to stop them from being worse than they needed to be. She’d
been my lifeline.

“I’m here. I’ve got you. You’re safe. Nothing
bad is going to happen.”

Even though I didn’t believe
her, just being in the comfort of her arms, and listening to her,
helped to stop the attack from building.

“We’re good?” Ashley
asked.

“I’m good. Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me. Wow, I thought
you were going to lose yourself.” Ashely kissed my head. “I’m going
to make you dinner. It’s still your birthday and that asshole
isn’t ruining
it for you.”

“He knows where we are.” I felt like I needed
to remind her of what the hell was going on.

“I get that, but
he’s part of the
past. It doesn’t matter what he says or does. He’s not going to
ruin our lives. We’ve got each other, Em. That’s all that
matters.”

“We’re Amelia and Harper,
remember?”

“I know you’re
panicking, but stop
it. It’s not right. None of this is going to help us. You know
this. We all know this.”

I ran a hand down my face. “Fine.
Fine.”

“Good. You know I’m
right.”

I didn’t know at all. I had
no idea what
made her right or not. The truth was all I knew was how scary this
was. After all this time, I didn’t for a second think I would have
to deal with my past.

If it had been Caleb, River,
Gael, or Vadik, that would have been different. They were
a past I’d wanted.
I’d lost them before I’d even realized they were gone.

Kicking off my shoes, I followed
Ashley into the kitchen and sat at the island in the center as she
rummaged around, looking for ingredients to use. One of her
favorite things to eat was pasta and she went out of her way to
make a different sauce each time.

Today, it looked like
we were going with a
garlic and pepper sauce. It was watching Ashley like this that I
wished we didn’t have the risk of someone trying to find and kill
us. Ashley would have made one hell of a cook. As it was, she’d
given up all her dreams for this. She had a wonderful personality
as well. People would adore her.

If there was ever one
thing I could
give my friend, it would be something like this.

Ashley hummed as she filled a saucepan
with water and placed it on the stove. I just watched. This was
what I did. I’d never make it as a cook, while Ashley, she was
superb. I’d gotten really lucky with her as a friend.

“Thank you,” I
said.

She turned toward me.
“What
for?”

“For being the best friend anyone
could ever
ask for. For being you. You could have left me a long time
ago.”

She giggled. “Don’t be silly.
This is your birthday and I won’t have you talking like that. It’s
not fun. This is supposed to be fun.” She turned her back to me. “I don’t care
who this man is, he’s not going to spoil this for us. It has taken
us too damn long to find any semblance of happiness, okay? Don’t
let them win.”

I took a deep breath. “I wish I was so
confident.”

“Look, I get that
this is bad news for
both of us. It’s not what we wanted, but there is nothing we can do
about it. He’s rich, right?”

I nodded.

“Then let’s hope he gets bored with the risk
of what kind of hell he can bring to us, and move on. What do you
say?” Ashley offered me a smile. “And the next time he turns up,
keep him around and I’ll gut him myself.” She held a knife up. “And
you know how deadly I can be with a knife.”

I laughed. There wasn’t much else I could
do. “Cook for me, woman,” I said.

Ashley winked at
me but went
back to slicing the garlic. Her hand moved so rapidly but not once
did she take off her fingers. I couldn’t tear my gaze away. She was
so expert.

Once she’d finished with all the
garlic, she grabbed another pan. This was magic in the
kitchen.

She poured enough olive oil
in the pan to
coat the bottom, probably more than I ever would use normally. This
was what made her food so good. She wasn’t afraid of the
ingredients.

Before putting the oil on the
heat, she added in all the garlic, then put the heat on low. The water for
the pasta had come to a boil.

Again, so much salt, it made me wonder if
she was trying to turn me into a fish. After that, she moved back
to her pot with the garlic. Lots of black pepper was added, and she
quickly rushed to the cupboard to grab another spice.

I didn’t see
what this one
was.

There was a time I’d catch her
talking to herself, or pretending there was a camera watching her.
This was how I knew her dream. When she didn’t think I was around,
she’d still do it, and it made me sad to think of everything she’d
lost.

Before I knew what was happening, she’d
drained the pasta, poured it into the other pot. More work was
happening but her back was to me.

Within a matter of minutes, with
plates piled high, we moved to our sofa, sat down with the food and forks,
and ate.

“I had hoped tonight would be wonderful for
you,” she said.

“It was. There was nothing
you could do.”

She sighed. “Doesn’t
help, though,
does it? It drives me crazy that after all this time, all it takes
is one appearance from a guy, and we’re panicking.”

I took a bite of my pasta and closed my
eyes. “This is really good.”

“This is your way of
avoiding the subject.”

“This is my way of
dealing.”

Ashely moved so she
faced me.
“Okay, you now have my full attention. I’m right here. Tell me what
you want to tell me. I know there’s something on your
mind.”

I kept facing forward. There was
nothing to discuss, not really.

“Em, I know you. We’ve done this
so often. Don’t try to fool me.”

“It’s nothing.”

“I mean it.”

“Okay, fine.” I
turned to
look at her. “I’m curious, okay. We all know they were a pain in
the ass when we were in high school, but now, aren’t you a little
curious?” I asked.

“As to how bad they
got?”

“Yes.”

“I don’t know. I do try
to not think about
everything that happened back then. I always felt it was
easier.”

I groaned. “You’re right. So totally
right.”

“It doesn’t make me right, Em.
You know that. They were yours. All four of them.” She frowned. “It
still seems weird to think of four guys belonging to you. I know this wasn’t
easy for them, but they gave you up because they loved
you.”

“Yeah, right.” I snorted.
“They got what they wanted and passed me up.”

“You told me everything that
happened. There’s four of them and you slept with two.
Working on
your theory, they all had to have been with you, to pass you
up.”

I sighed. “That’s not helping.”

“They did this to protect you. I
don’t think that’s anything to be afraid of.”

“What if they’re
here?”

“In London?”

“Yeah.”

“Not possible.” Ashley slurped up some of her
pasta.

“Why?”

“If they had been
here, you’d
have known about it. They wouldn’t have been able to stay away from
you. If they ever come to London, you’ll be the first person to
know about it.” She winked at me. “I remember the way they all
looked at you. It was like you were the sunshine and they
gravitated toward you. One day, I hope someone looks at me like
that, but I doubt I will ever allow myself to fall in love with
someone.”

This made me pause as I watched her.
“Why?”

“Why what?”

“Why won’t you give love a
chance?”

“Come on, Em. Think
about it. I
can never allow myself to fall in love with a guy.”

“And again, I’m wondering why the hell not.” I
wasn’t being stupid.

“You’re being
stubborn.”

“Hello, I’m not the one
who’s
thinking of never being with a guy.”

Ashely put her food down. It
was only half
eaten. She held her hand up. “First, you don’t even look at men.
You turn down dates when you have no reason to. Second, if you love
someone with all of your heart and soul, then you’ve got to be
honest with them. The person I fall in love with, I already have to
lie to them, Em. I’m not me. The me that I am is with you.
Everything else, it’s all a lie.”

“You’re not
lying.”

“I guess you don’t
understand.”

“I do,” I said. “I just want what
is best for
you, that’s all.”

My friend reached out, taking my hand. “And I
love you for it. I do. But I’m a realist. I know there are going to
be sacrifices to keep us safe. This is the risk we took. I’m glad I
did because I love you. You’re the best friend and sister I always
dreamed about. I’m not going to let anyone or anything come between
us. We’ve got this.”

I put my food down and threw myself at
my best friend, holding her close. “You’re the best present anyone
could ever want. I love you so much.”

We held each other for several
minutes.

“Now, I’m
starving. You
don’t think after all of that touchy-feely crap I wouldn’t eat. I
need food and I need it now.”

I laughed along with her, just
thankful she was in my life. If the four monsters from my past got
anything
right, it was bringing her with me to take care of me, and for
that, I couldn’t hate them.

****

Caleb

 


Back in Crude
Hill

The sound of screams filled the air. There
was a time the sounds bothered me, whereas now, I loved it. They
made me feel, and that, nowadays was more important than anything
else.

“Please, I beg you, please.”

Getting up from my seat, I
held the
whiskey in my hand as I watched Gael and River each take a turn
slicing into the man. He was a cop, one who had been working both
sides. He thought to tame us monsters. He’d once worked for our
parents, being the perfect little mole within the force. We’d long
taken over and people needed to realize our parents were like Santa
Claus. We were anything but. We were the real deal. People feared
us more than they ever did our fathers. It was kind of funny when I
thought about it.

The man bled, and Vadik chuckled, drawing my
attention. He had a girl sitting in his lap. More important, it was
the cop’s daughter. She was twenty years old, but she knew where
real loyalty was. When she heard what her father had tried to do,
frame us and bring the real law to our town, she’d come directly to
us. Like all good minions, she was rewarded. This girl would have
the mark of the Monsters. She’d be untouchable. It was rare for us
to give our symbol to a girl, to anyone.

It was so hard to find loyalty in this
day and age.

River stepped back, unzipped his
fly, and
began to piss all over the cop, who tried to swing out of the
way.

His blood
painted our
floor so beautifully.

Gael did the
same, and I
heard a feminine squeal. Turning toward Vadik, I saw him kiss our
guest, his hand cupping her tit. I waited, wondering what he would
do. When he was done kissing her, and the girl in question had her
legs spread, Vadik removed her from his lap and sent her on her
merry way.

There would be no fucking tonight. There
hadn’t been any fucking in a long time.

We’d all
tried,
though.

Emily’s memory was just too damn
strong. She was in our blood.

Her presence was gone, long gone, but we all
still craved her more than anything else.

Gael, seeing that Vadik still struggled,
attacked our man again, this time, stabbing him repeatedly. With
his anger, he rarely was easy to rein in, not that I wanted to. Our
fathers had given us all an ultimatum, and well, that had been
their mistake.

I smiled when I thought of my father, all of
our fathers. They had believed we were controllable. Their biggest
mistake was taking the one person who could keep us in line. Rather
than bring her back, they’d stood their ground. They were old
fools. Now at the ripe age of twenty-five, we’d taken their empire
from them.

They were all still alive. We
couldn’t exactly kill them, at least not yet. The fun was in
showing each one how much they had fucked up. The mistakes they’d made.
This town once had been a town for enemies to walk freely with the
risk. Now, it was no more than a bloodbath.

We didn’t allow them to hide their
true colors. We didn’t play pretend.

Nightmares were not
confined to
the dead of night.

It was real. Every single
day.

“He’s dead,” I said, bored. This was the
problem with letting Gael play. He always took it way too far, and
look what happened. Our fun was gone for the day.

“Fuck,” Gael said. “Damn, he
didn’t last
now, did he?” He stood up, wiping the blood on his
jeans.

Gone were the suits that had once been the
symbol of good business. We only played the part for all our legal
shit, but we paid good men to keep an eye on that. There was a time
we’d have enjoyed running the businesses, playing both sides. Ever
since Emily was taken from us, we’d only been content in the
darkness. There was no room for light in our lives.

“He would have lasted if you
showed any kind of control,” I said, draining the last of my
whiskey. This was
damn good
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