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			Dedication

			To the reader, may you find the person who loves and defends you as passionately as Alexander.

		

	
		
			

			“I felt a Funeral, in my Brain,

			And Mourners to and fro

			Kept treading - treading - till it seemed

			That Sense was breaking through -

			And when they all were seated,

			A Service, like a Drum -

			Kept beating - beating - till I thought

			My mind was going numb -” 

			I felt a Funeral, in my Brain 

			By Emily Dickinson
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			Prologue 

			The ceiling was painted black with exposed brown beams that looked sturdy and reliable. I was familiar with the ridges and indents of each individual piece of wood because I spent almost every night examining them. It was good that I didn’t have a plain white ceiling. Staring at that for hours might have made me lose my mind. Not to say I wasn’t heading in that direction, anyway. Counting the beams over and over again in my mind helped a little, though. 

			Sleep and I were not good friends. In fact, he seemed to do everything possible to avoid me. I, on the other hand, would have loved to get to know each other more. No matter how hard I tried, it felt like I could only close my eyes for a few minutes before waking up again. None of the normal things like tea, reading, or counting sheep helped. I was stuck in the never-ending cycle of tossing and turning until I gave up and finally decided to do something else. 

			The worst part was, during the day, I could never seem to stay awake. I was always exhausted. But when I tried to take a nap, I didn’t get any real rest. I just laid on the couch, wishing I could make my brain stop spinning for a few moments. That wasn’t going to happen, at least not anytime soon. 

			I did have a comfortable bed, though. It was great for watching TV, reading, and relaxing. I had nice, firm pillows and perfectly soft blankets. My bed was one of my favorite places, which I found incredibly ironic. Even though I only slept two or three hours a night, I spent triple that amount of time in my bed every day. Maybe there was a part of me that just hoped I would tip over and fall into the best, most restful sleep of my life. I was a pessimist, though, so I didn’t dare believe that would actually happen.

			Before him, I had slept perfectly well with no late-night panic attacks. Before him, I could have spent the night on a concrete bench and woken up rested. Before him, my dreams were always peaceful and happy. Before Seth…everything had felt normal. At least more normal than this, that is. Now, I didn’t even know what the term ‘normal’ meant. I was just positive that when most of society used it, they weren’t referring to people like me. Specifically, nineteen-year-old girls who wouldn’t leave their house without a can of pepper spray. Women who refused to go outside after dark, even if it was just to take out the trash. People who never, ever slept with their windows or doors unlocked. Those were just some of my unhinged habits and not even the worst ones. 

			When the handyman had asked why I wanted iron bars installed in my windows, I hadn’t given him much of an answer. I knew he thought it was for some kind of criminal purpose, but that couldn’t have been further from the truth. I just wanted to protect myself, and since I didn’t own a gun, it seemed the best solution. After that, I started installing all of my other safety precautions by myself. There were three locks on my door, one of which was double-bolted. It couldn’t be kicked in, either. The men at the hardware store had assured me that metal doors were much stronger than wood and far more difficult to break through. 

			My home was practically a fortress, and I was okay with that. It was the only place where I really felt safe. There was a tactical pen knife in every drawer, a steel baton beside my bed, and an excruciatingly loud alarm button on my kitchen counter. My home could not have been safer. Even with all of the extra precautions, six months ago, I’d decided to make one more addition. Billie, my little brown pitbull, followed me everywhere I went. Other than the one little dot of white above his nose, he was the color of chocolate. Billie’s fur was velvety soft, too. He was like my shadow, and I loved it. We were almost inseparable. I’d adopted him from a woman giving away free puppies and instantly knew he was meant to be mine. Everything in his sweet little face told me how pure and beautiful his soul was. It melted my heart. We were best friends. Though he only weighed thirty pounds, he was nothing but muscle. When he jumped off the furniture, his little body moved like a bullet through the air. And though I knew it was impossible, I was convinced he could run faster than a cheetah. There was nothing stopping him from doing what he wanted to do. I had no doubt that he would do his very best to protect me. More than anything else, Billie made me feel safe. 

			Even so, I couldn’t manage to get a full night’s rest. Billie slept at my feet, his head resting on my ankle, totally content. He almost looked like a stuffed animal. Sometimes, he was so tranquil I could hardly believe he was real. But every time I worried he had stopped breathing, his ears twitched. The little subconscious movement made me smile. He was probably having a peaceful dream. I was glad one of us was getting our much-needed eight hours. He snored, too, which was more cute than annoying. I could never be irritated with him for long, not even after he ate my favorite shoes.

			But even Billie, my sweet angel, couldn’t erase the past. No one could. And because of that, I was left laying in my comfortable bed staring at the ceiling with sleep nowhere in sight. 

		

	
		
			

			Chapter One - When You Met Me

			The canvas was blank in front of me. No matter how hard I tried, the images I wanted to paint refused to solidify within my mind. All I saw were swirling shades of red, black, and gray. There was nothing hopeful in the crimson ribbons that danced through my brain. As much as I wanted to put them on paper, when I lifted my brush to the canvas, nothing happened. My arm froze, and I was unable to let a single drop of paint fall upon the white surface. I felt as if I was under some unbreakable spell. No matter how hard I tried, the brush stayed perfectly still until I lowered it back down. There would be no painting done today, not even a few lines. I sighed, placing my head in my hands. Maybe it wasn’t worth trying anymore. Maybe I was broken. 

			I hadn’t been able to paint in months. The nightmares had been getting worse. For a while, I’d truly thought the healing had been concluded. I was back to painting bright landscapes after years of only depicting black and white scenes. There was light in my work again, and everyone seemed to love it. My paintings sold well enough to provide me with a comfortable life. Then again, sometimes I wondered if people only purchased them out of pity. Did they truly like my professional watercolor pieces, or did they just feel bad? I didn’t want their pity, but I also wanted to be able to support myself. Either way, the money they gave me provided me with a home. That was what really mattered. Even so, the knowledge that they might simply be giving me money out of some need to help a wounded girl made my skin crawl.

			People found it strange how someone like me could end up in the type of situation I had been in three years ago. At sixteen, my grades had been perfect. There was nothing more important to me than being a good student so that I could graduate, find a decent job, and live a calm, content life. Art was my passion, but I hadn’t hoped to make it a career. Maybe because everyone told me it wouldn’t work, or maybe because I was afraid of failure. Either way, I was fine with accepting a normal job. It hadn’t turned out that way, though. 

			I didn’t want anything special, just stability. My dreams certainly weren’t so big they reached the clouds. In fact, I considered myself a realist. But somehow, even though I thought I had some common sense, I’d allowed myself to fall under the influence of a man who had no business being around an innocent girl. Even crazier was the fact that no one had tried to stop it.

			I will never forget Seth’s messy brown hair, devilish smile, and soul-penetrating glare. They were
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From THE AUTHOR OF THE EVERGREEN TRILOGY,
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