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Chapter 1

“What?” Everything in me halts to some weird frozen moment, suspended in time, and my manic panic calms instantly to surreal numbness. One questioning word jerked out of me in response to his statement.

Standing in the lift facing him while he holds the doors wide, only feet apart and so close to escaping, I can almost taste it. Tears stop, and my body stills. I openly stare at him in complete shock. Brain stuttering on his words and unable to react whilst in a state of disbelief.

I cease my noisy breakdown and hold very still. Breath paused, emotion idling while I wait. The hysteria of a moment ago fades to this eerie silence between us as I pause for an explanation, an expansion of his sentence. Of meaning to him saying the word love, to me, of all people.

He can’t love me. It makes no sense.

He hates me.

He hurts me; he always has.

But he told me he loves me and will do anything to keep me.

My brain is melting. I don’t know how to process any of this.

It must be a game plan. This is who he is—a manipulator. He is a cruel, sadistic devil, and he doesn’t love. He could never love me. He shunned my confession of the same thing not so long ago. This can’t be real.

I lean back against the lift wall heavily to steady my sudden lead weight of a body and jelly legs and give myself space to try to process some of this. I can’t believe we have come full circle, and here we are again.

In the same apartment where I poured out my soul at his feet, he pushed me away into the cold and lonely solitude of a broken heart, where I put a gun to my head and tried to ease myself of the pain he inflicted. This place where he shunned my love. He now has the nerve to tell me he loves me. If that isn’t some sick twist, I don’t know what is.

I’m almost afraid to breathe. It’s like his words have stopped everything around us and between us, and even time itself is hovering in some suspended alternate reality.

Alexi looks panicked, eyes on me widening as he glances away down to his feet nervously and then back at me hesitantly, swallowing hard. The atmosphere fills with his trepidation and consumes the air around us. I don’t know how to feel, but the delay seems like an eternity, and the waves of his emotion are upping the tension of every ticking second.

Waiting for him to lie again and cut me down over and over. That’s what this is, surely? A well-planned devious manoeuvre. To crush my soul again.

I don’t know why he needs to keep hurting me. It’s agony. A form of torture, and I wonder if this is all part of another sick move. I don’t know what I ever did to him that was so bad he needed to destroy me this way.

“I said …” He clears his throat finally, an awkwardness overcoming him, and he can’t seem to keep still. Nervous energy overtaking, moving almost in a fidgeting manner as he inhales heavily, almost willing himself the courage he doesn’t feel.

This is not the Alexi I know, and it only deepens the knot of something large and painful growing in the pit of my stomach.

Fear maybe. Anxiety? Anger?

This is a glimpse of someone entirely new. It’s a far cry from the self-assured manipulator I know and hate. A side he keeps well hidden from the world, and I don’t know if it’s even real. A side throwing me off-kilter, and I’m suddenly faced with a stranger and a head full of doubts and chaos threatening to choke all oxygen out of my body.

A rabbit caught in the headlights of an oncoming truck. Knowing I’m about to be mowed down in another Alexi head fuck. I should run. Go. Not wait for a reply, but my feet won’t move, and I hold my body still in anticipation. My dumb heart is clinging on by one thread that maybe it isn’t a lie.

Stupid pathetic girl.

I should know better.

It’s always a lie.

My heart races, clinging tightly to the things in my hands for some sense of grounding in reality. Hurting myself with my shoes and bag only remind me I was running away to save my sanity. I shouldn’t have stopped.

But like a fool, I am here staring at him, holding my breath and waiting … endlessly.

Tick, tick, tick.

A new kind of agony.

“I love you.” He says it huskily, softly, with less conviction, more haste and apparent fear. Three little words that steal my air with a pain so intense it feels like he has stabbed me in the chest.

His voice is lower and raspier, as though he struggled to get the words out a second time, and he cannot look me in the eye as confidently as he did. Eyes finally coming to rest on mine, and for the first time in all the months I have known him, Alexi looks scared and so very young. He looks like those words are terrifying, and he reveals the most crucial secret he has harboured for a lifetime.

It has the same effect as punching me in the throat unexpectedly, and I try to shake it away, frowning at him while my insides bleed out and my head is filled with foggy confusion. My whole body prickled with cold shards of dizziness.

Shell-shocked. Thrown, I have no clue how to digest these foreign words from the devil’s tongue. Lie or no lie? Believe or don’t believe?

“Why are you saying that to me?” I reply desperately. Voice strained and raw. All the stilled emotions are coming back in force all at once, in a tidal wave, and I’m so overwhelmed with a dozen conflicting feelings. Trying to pull apart my tangled confusion.

I need to figure out what angle this gives him or why he is trying for this instead of letting me leave. If there is more to his games, I have re-opened that door.

I should never have had sex with him. I knew it would change everything once more. Start another round of his specific kind of cruelty. This is how he gets his kicks.

“Because I mean it … I …” He sighs through his words heavily, still acting like a completely different man. One who is almost shy and awkward and not him. Not Alexi Carrero by any means. It fuels my suspicions and rakes the burning embers deep down inside. Anger and hatred grow in the doubts at this contradictory show.

That inner fire in me is battling to be dominant, and she takes a grip on me steadily and firmly, giving my soul a massive shake and rattling my senses into high alert.

This could be a trap of devious proportions, and he could be poised and ready to rip my soul from my body all over again. Just for shits and giggles. Just because he enjoys destroying me over and over. Just because this is who he is.

“Stop it. This is lower than low. What the hell do you get out of this? Why do you need to do these things to me?” I snap at him, tears drying on my skin as a sense of self-preservation floods me instead. My brain is trying to grasp the most obvious answer—Alexi and mind games. It’s all this could be.

“I’m not lying. Why do you think I have spent weeks trying to show you that things are different? I knew you wouldn’t believe me if I told you. I knew this would be the reaction if I came out and said it. I needed you to have a reason to believe me first, so I had to prove it to you. I knew you would run otherwise because you had no reason to trust me.” He moves towards me suddenly, but I recoil and sink slightly into my weak position, shifting to the corner of the lift in a half-crouched foetal position. Still so afraid of this man’s ability to maim me. He pauses, seeing my apparent fear as it envelops me, and holds still. Raising his palms a little to indicate he won’t come any closer, he has to grab the door as it starts to close again quickly. Keeping his hands locked firmly on the sides of this box-like prison.

Angry or not, this man still has the power to ruin me in heinous ways, and I’m still trapped in his lair and the focus of all his attention. I’m no fool. I’m vulnerable and unable to hold my own against him. He proved that so many times in the past. He doesn’t need to touch me to end me.

“Believe you? BELIEVE YOU? Why the fuck would I believe you saying this shit to me, Alexi? You spent months torturing me, making me feel worthless. You sent me away. You broke me into a thousand pieces and told me I meant nothing to you to my face. Why would I believe you suddenly did a U-turn and changed everything you felt about me?” I gasp and thrust my words at him, sounding more venomous than I feel inside. Pulling myself back up to standing, I stay jammed in my little space to keep him far from me.

“I know, Cam … I know! My head was a mess; I had no idea how I felt when everything was so fucked up and confusing, and I didn’t want to trust you in any way. You fucked me up. You made it, so I was all over the place, and I didn’t know what I was doing or feeling, didn’t know what I had. How could I admit I loved you when I didn’t know what was real? I didn’t trust you. I didn’t know what this was between us.”

He looks at me pointedly, voice hoarse and eyes steadfast on mine. His apprehension fading away, and hints of domineering arsehole peeking back through. Somehow it gives me more courage to see the familiar in him.

I choke on his words, though, pain and bitter anger rising inside me. So much rage for what he said to me. The utter bullshit in that little speech.

“It was always real. I never lied to you. I never once played games with you. You had me even when I didn’t want it to be so. You changed everything for me … and you ripped down all my defences until I was nothing. You made me love you, you complete fucking idiot, and then you destroyed me. I did nothing wrong. I never deserved that.” I wail at him in frustration, heartbreak and despair. Angry that it all comes down to this. That he thought I was playing him all that time. That his cruel wanker side was on the full offensive because he believed I was nothing more than a manipulating whore out to get his money, his power, or maybe his heart so that I could become his puppeteer. Just a devious gold digger in his eyes who came with a bad reputation for being that.

He has no clue how wrong he was, how deep my feelings for him ran, or how I tried to be someone else for the first time. Someone who could hold her head a little higher. I wanted to be better than I was.

“I know that now. I do, and I’m sorry. I don’t know how else to say that to you.” Alexi seems completely submissive again, backing down at my spew of pain. Shell-shocked in his posture and not his usual confident sadistic self. Every part of him almost screams at me that this is not an act.

My head and heart are torn at whether I should believe this.

I don’t know this man in front of me right now, and my head is swimming, reeling, and knocking everything out of whack. I’m engulfed with so much hostile energy as it brims inside me, needing a release. I can’t trust him. Anytime I do, he flips me upside down and crushes my soul, and I shouldn’t believe him.

Maybe because of the climactic emotional breakdown followed by an overly majestic orgasm at this man’s hands … I’m now suffering a pent-up release of everything all at once, manifesting in sheer rage. I am bubbling up like an explosive volcano, and I desire to smack him around his stupid head with my shoes.

Alexi silently stares at me as though he has no clue how else to be, or maybe this is part of his game. His plan.

Fuck knows what this even is anymore. I don’t know.

My internal fear and chaos erupt beautifully, and I am unable to hold it in. All the memories and thoughts, conflicting and confusing facts. I push off from my corner, stand tall and come at him with all the fire and fight that dragged me out of those dirty London streets so long ago.

“You’re a liar … you are a fucking liar. I was there. I remember all of it. You don’t do that to someone you love. You don’t treat people like you treated me and tell them it’s because you loved them. You don’t fucking come back from all that with a little sorry.” I’m seething and spitting teeth, unable to conceal my fury anymore. Hating that his excuses are to justify what he did to me.

Nothing justifies what he did. He can never understand the depth of what he put me through. A permanent black hole in my soul is devil-shaped, and nothing in the world can fix that.

It’s better to be angry at him because rage stops my weakness from believing his sweet little words and love confession. It prevents me from being a dumb hopeful and falling for his bullshit all over again. It stops me from hoping that I can ever mean something to anyone and being stupid enough to get sucked in.

“I can explain….” He starts, but I don’t let him finish. That inner psycho is gaining strength. So not doing this shit with him again.

“EXPLAIN!! EXPLAIN WHAT?? That you are a twisted sadist who screwed me over in every way he could and now tries to pull this shit on me? I’m supposed to believe you now because you decided to stop playing with my emotions. Am I supposed to swoon at your feet and forget it all because … Oh, my Lord … the sadistic prick actually loves me?” I spit it at him, tears clouding my vision from the sheer force of everything coming out. Voicebreaking, but I don’t care. He has me stripped naked and raw in all my painful glory, and now he can suffer the consequences of that.

It’s nothing but a game. I repeat this to myself like a mantra, trying to block out how his soulless eyes devour me.

“It wasn’t like that. It was … complicated.” Alexi looks around him uncomfortably, uneasy at his lack of control of the outcomes, but I don’t care. I want him to feel awkward and uneasy. He has no clue what it’s like not to be the man moving the chess pieces. The one in control. It’s nothing compared to how he made me feel for months.

I want him to feel overwhelmed and out of his depth. If I could wound him the way he has injured me in the past, I would, but I know I don’t have it in me. I’m not the girl I used to be. He changed that. I can’t be the cold bitch I once was, even if he deserves it.

“You’re a prick. A fucking arsehole of epic proportions. A sadistic wanker who deserves me to kick him in the balls and then some!” I yell at him, stabbing at the lift button with my heel in my hand to get away from this and him. I know it’s pointless, he still has his hands holding the doors open wide, so I can’t go anywhere, which angers me even more. Keeping me here against my will. Erupting at him with sheer frustration.

“Let them go!” I snap at him, swinging my shoe at one of his hands to dislodge him, but he stands his ground and penetrates me with those pale greys as though trying to climb inside my head. His demeanour returns to calm, cool, and deadpan as he thwarts my escape. Alexi is steeling himself and closing down, I guess he knows a fight is coming, and maybe I prefer that to this other version of him.

There are wet rivers on my cheeks from tears that have again started falling, and I suddenly feel downright pathetic. That he so easily destroys me, even when I’m fighting him tooth and nail. He killed Camilla Walters and turned her into an emotional wreck with no ability to hold her shit together anymore.

“I’m not letting you walk out of my life again.” He grits his teeth, pushing out his words more sinisterly than is appropriate for love confessions, and I glare at him. Seeing only the monster in his midst. Knowing that even with sweet words in his mouth, he has the ability to wreak havoc on my world.

“I’m not your prisoner, and I am not listening to this emotional bullshit. I know what you are doing, and it won’t work this time. I won’t let you fuck me up any more than you have done, and I won’t stick around to become your plaything once again. If you think this will shackle me to your bed, you are sooo wrong. SO FUCKING WRONG!” I swing again, and this time, Alexi dodges my shoe by lifting his hand and holding the door higher, so it won’t slide even an inch.

It triggers my psychotic side.

“This isn’t like that. I’m being honest. Nothing else. I’m not trying to hurt you or play games with you. I want you here because you want to be, not because I can keep you here.” Alexi dodges another jab at his hand, one more carefully and venomously aimed for maximum stabbing. He finally lets go of the one door completely, still wedging them open. His large body is against one side so that they won’t close. My efforts are so futile it’s fuelling my fire.

“Well then, let them fucking go because I want to leave. I don’t want anything to do with you ever again.” I screech at him and this time, hurl my shoe impulsively at his head in complete desperation. He ducks fast, like a bloody panther with those demonic reflexes of his, so it flies over the top of him. Before snapping back to me, he spins his head to see where it went. Furious frowns across that usually pretty face, coming back to throw shade at me.

“Really?” It’s a sarcastic, disapproving wanker tone of his I hate, and I forget everything else and aim better this time. I have another shoe, and that face deserves a heel embedded in the centre of it.

Won’t be so fucking pretty if he is sporting a stiletto nose job, will he?

All sense and maturity die a sudden death. The second shoe flies at his face, and he has to be lightning-fast to get out of the way, finally releasing the doors when trying to save himself from my missile to his head.

“Yes, really!” I yell after him, throwing my bag too, aiming for the back of his skull with a kill shot for good measure, as the idiot is too good at dodging my throws. Now he has me furious, and logic is winging past his face with my handbag. I want to hurt the tosser physically.

I’m so enraged that he thinks he can do this whenever he wants without consequence. As though he owns my heart, body and soul, and I am nothing more than a pawn in Alexi’s game of chess. I hate that he thinks he has a right to pull me around this way and doesn’t give a shit what it does to me.

“For fuck’s sake, Cam!” Alexi bolts to the side as my bag flies beautifully past his left cheek, almost grazing him, but sadly not. I sigh loudly at how annoyed that makes me, smug though that he has had to pull back, and the doors begin to slide shut while he gets out of harm’s way. Finally, set loose, and the lift can get me the fuck out of here.

They are closing too fast for him to get back to them in time, and as I watch the space condense to an almost impenetrable wall of steel, I suddenly realise I threw my much-needed attire into his fucking apartment like an idiot. A fleeing girl would need shoes and bags containing money, bank cards, ID, a passport, and anything else to start a new life.

I can hardly run around New York in nothing but a sheer dress, and I don’t even have any underwear on.

Jesus Fucking Christ!


Chapter 2

Groaning inwardly, I stare at my bare feet and skimpy dress and realise I’m not going anywhere unless I want to sample New York living in practically no clothes when snow is moving in. I’m not brave enough to walk around the club barefoot, let alone the streets. This was such a dumb move on my part.

I had to throw my shit at him, didn’t I? Good move, Camilla, fucking epic.

“Arghh,” I growl out, pissed at myself, slamming a hand between the doors as they almost shut on me, leaving an inch, and push them apart with a little more vavoom than is necessary. Seething inwardly that I have foiled my escape by impulsive throwing. I don’t hesitate to pull myself as tall as possible, jutting my chin out and pulling out my stubborn side.

Wanker can fuck right off; I’m only getting my things and walking back in here.

I march right past him, and his bewildered look towards my bloody bag, intent on grabbing what I need and leaving him for good. If I’m planning on hightailing it into the night, shoes are a must … a bag with money is a second. Maybe even a jacket or a bra now that I’m no longer hurtling out, so he doesn’t see me go. I can pack properly and throw him a big ‘fuck you’ as I stroll out.

He can’t keep me here, and I may as well grab some heavy objects to throw at him on my departure, you know, to ensure he won’t block the lift doors again. Maybe that massive, heavy stone vase thing outside my bedroom door. Confident that might knock him out.

“Don’t look so pleased … I needed that, and I’m only coming in to get them.” I snap at him as I stalk past, head up and not caring one bit that my boobs are bouncing around unsupported in a very loose dress. I never dressed for a great escape, and as I storm in, I think I might need to rethink my running attire. Possibly a suitcase on wheels to yank behind me. Maybe trousers and some flats. It’s cold out there, after all.

As I stoop to pick up my scuffed Louis Vuitton bag, I realise I’m no longer quaking in my boots. I’m upset, seething, and furious, but my fear has dissipated. The inner terror that he would morph into some demon and chain me to his bed has completely evaporated around me. I guess him trying at round two of fucking with my head does that; pulls my self-preservation back into the forefront. It’s weird to suddenly stop trembling and realise I still have much fight left.

Camilla isn’t dead. Not really.

As I turn, I catch Alexi standing idly inside the apartment behind me, watching me with that deadpan expression, and I realise there has been an almighty shift in him. No intimidating me with scowls and deathly stances. No coming at me, restraining me or manoeuvring me to bend to his will. Instead, he is casually standing, waiting to see how I’ll proceed, almost unsure about what else he should do. It’s obvious enough that I take note.

Suspicious of this behaviour, I keep one eye on him as I look around for my discarded items, but he stays put and watches me in that silent predator's way of his. Seeming more like the man of the last few months than the sadist of pre-shooting myself in the face days.

I know it’s been there all along, and I was oblivious to how far it went. The little niggles that something had changed were all dismissed, and now staring at him silently observing me, I can see the uncertainty in his demeanour is very real.

If he isn’t lying and means what he says, it explains much from the past few weeks about his change. I don’t understand why, though.

Nothing happened that made him suddenly grow feelings for me. Nothing at all to sway how he saw me. I left, and he found me; we carried on.

“I’m not good at this.” He blurts it out in an almost painful rush of words as I glance at him again. That broad set of shoulders on that powerfully large body sags slightly, the drop of his chin as he looks at the floor hesitantly again. He seems so much tamer than how he usually is.

“Good at what? Losing games? I’m not playing, so there’s no win or lose about it.” I blanch at him sarcastically, pushing my thoughts aside as nonsense and searching for one of my shoes, bewildered that it’s vanished from sight and venture further into the apartment to find it. I didn’t think I threw it this far. Then again, I threw with venom and probably much harder than I realised. It’s not lost on me that I’m fast regaining my composure and feeling a little light-headed and not quite here. I guess it’s the adrenaline wearing off, and I’m beginning to calm down.

“Feelings … talking about this shit.” He follows me, gaining distance fast and a little too close to where I am, sounding exasperated with me. He hems me in with his looming presence, a little too close to my danger zone behind me, and I spin on him. Still prickly enough to react when threatened by his closeness.

“That’s not what this is. It’s you annoyed because you can no longer manipulate me. And stop coming so close to me from behind; you know I can’t stand it!” I throw a raised eyebrow and ‘fuck you’ look at him and turn back to head off, but he catches my hand in his and pulls me back sharply. That warm searing touch of his skin on mine is a little too familiar, triggering my fear response.

“Don’t fucking touch me!” I yelp in reaction and slap his hand away. Hating that his skin on mine stirs so many unwanted feelings and hopes. Too familiar, too inviting. I bloody hate that amid all this, my body yearns for him the second he lays a finger on me. He’s the devil incarnate with his stupid charms and devious spells.

“Then stop being a pig-headed, stubborn diva and listen to what I’m fucking telling you, woman!” He barks right back with the infamous Alexi temper. Still in there, after all. I gawp at the angry, definitely Alexi Carrero devil tone that threw those words in my face. It’s almost laughable.

“Charming. Haven’t completely changed then, have you?” I cross my arms over my chest and scowl at him with a shake of my head. Simmering with a temper on the verge of breaking loose once again. “From love to whatever that was.” I point out blatantly, waving a finger at his face and nodding as though to point out his tone.

Alexi looks like he might strangle me. There is no other way to describe his erratic expression and heavy exhale.

“Frustration! Because you are one of the hardest women to communicate with, I have ever met. Camilla, I … Love … You. No games, no motives, no fucking anything. No manipulation or underhanded ulterior motives. I love you. And that’s it. Now stop storming around and listen to me. Believe me when I say I want you in my life. Not for money, nor sex, nor this club, but because I want you and want to be with you!”

It’s semi-yelled at me in a harsh tone that is more befitting of him telling off one of his minions than any remorseful sweet nothing, but in that, I can tell it’s not a practised play or a mouthful of horse shit. He isn’t acting. He’s pissed that his confessions are being treated as lies, and he is trying like crazy to keep his cool while that hot Italian temper kicks off.

This is probably the most honest response I have seen in him yet. One I actually believe in.

Maybe.

I don’t know how that makes me feel. Faced with what might be the truth.

My head and heart are in chaos, and I’m so consumed with anger and pain right now as a flood of conflicting thoughts and feelings fight with one another. When it comes to this man, it’s no wonder I’m in a hell of a mess. Nothing with him is straightforward or ever has been. Staring at his face in a suspended sort of mood. Unsure what to say to that. I sigh and let my mouth run loose. It’s always been its biggest flaw.

“You had me. I stood right there … and you let me believe I was nothing.” I croak as tears return at my words, raking up memories I should leave in the past where they belong. I point to the blank part of the wall by the kitchen, with a backwards glance over my shoulder, to where I stood on that drunken fateful night. The wall is marked with a tiny slight indent to where my skull met it, and I shudder at seeing it, even though I have passed it for weeks on end without a second thought.

He is under my skin tonight.

The night I held a gun to my head and pulled the trigger. I wanted to die because of this man right here, trying to play off all that as nothing because he now wants what I offered him back then.

My heart lets loose, pent-up tears and wracking agony as the memory of his rejection and my failed attempt to end it all floods through me, sobbing returning with a vengeance as it hits home that he isn’t lying. Alexi is telling the truth.

I can’t forgive what he did to me to get to this point.

He cares about me?

Why couldn’t he have cared before he destroyed me?

“I know.” He at least sounds remorseful, eyes on mine and voice low. Once again, losing all that hostility, guilt seeping through so that even I can recognise it, as weird as it is to see in his expression. Sombre expression, a slight frown over soft eyes, stormy and dark in colour for a change.

Alexi has regrets. It’s there, on show and seems very real. After all, the king of cruelness has a conscience, but all it does is twist the knife deeper into my already bleeding heart.

This is all too sad for words.

“I told you … I said those three little words to you.” I can barely get my voice out coherently amid the gulping tears and emotional blubbering pulling me apart so quickly. The hopelessness of all of this when so much hurt has come first.

It all feels so empty. After all, this, to finally see something genuine from him when we are at a place where I will never be able to forgive him.

“I know.” Alexi no longer looks controlled or cocky. He seems hurt, sorrowful and intent on gazing into my tear-filled eyes. A softness to him I have seen in short moments these past few weeks and only now realise maybe they were real.

“Why now … after all that? Why, when I’m too afraid to let you close, do you decide I’m worthy of something more?” It’s desperation for answers and a broken heart torn in two. The despair of a confession coming too late.

You can’t fix our kind of tragedy, even for love.

Alexi steps towards me, and I step back. A clear signal I don’t want him near me, and he relents. Stopping himself and moving away instead to give me space, the flicker of pain evident as his eyes dip to avoid me for a second. A show of genuine emotion.

Who knew he was capable of such things? Capable of showing me he is human, after all.

It makes the ache grow, spreading from my stomach to every limb, and even my face trembles with my agony.

“You were always worthy. I screwed everything up. I was scared; I was torn. I was lost in my mistrust of you, blinded by what I believed. I was protecting myself.”

He sounds how I feel. Like he knows that this is pointless and the past is more than can be overcome.

“So, what changed?” My voice cracks, my face wet with my sadness, and I curl my arms around myself and try to give self-comfort from the internal pangs running through me. Clawing for answers to the mountain of doubts and questions within me.

“You tried to hurt yourself because of me. And then I almost killed you in desperation to stop you. That night changed everything. You can’t keep lying to yourself when your heart is lying in a hospital bed after you almost lost her.”

His voice is wracked with strained emotion. I never knew a sentence could rip my heart to shreds, but that one does. Choking me with a lump in my throat, so I have to swallow hard and breathe through another sob.

Alexi impulsively reaches one hand towards me, retracts and shoves them both in his pockets as though he assumes it will make him less likely to invade my space. He shuffles on his feet uncomfortably, looking ashen for his typically tanned self, and I start to go numb as my body takes over to shield me from hurt. Tears roll down my face, but all that goes with them dulls. I’m so exhausted.

“If that’s true, then why did you leave me there, alone? Why did you tell me to go and then try to pay me to leave you alone? Why didn’t you come for me or tell me then?” My head is scrambling back in time for the questions that plagued me for those months. The number of times I told myself he never cared about me. He owes me answers. Months of loneliness and scraping by to survive when he could have ended it all before it began.

“I never left you there alone. I was beside you until I knew you would be okay. Then I did what I thought was best, to protect you. Get away from me so I could never hurt you again or push you to hurt yourself. I didn’t know what else to do to ensure you wouldn’t try a second attempt after recovery. I never wanted you to die or get hurt like that, and I wasn’t sure you wouldn’t do it again if I didn’t let you go.” Alexi's voice softens hugely, as do his eyes on me, and the anger that was firing between us simmers to something gentler. He moves closer slightly, pulling his hands out, and I stand my ground, eyeing him warily. The tension has evaporated, and I’m too tired to fight him.

“I don’t remember you there. I don’t believe you.” Another tear trickles down my face, words uttered softly, and this time he reaches out and brushes it away. His touch, so unwanted yet longed-for, makes me flinch at his caress, but I still don’t move away. Rooted to the spot as my heart aches for answers from him, stopping myself from closing my eyes to savour the gentle way he dries my tears. For so long, I wanted him to feel something for me. So many nights, I cried myself to sleep because I believed I was nothing to him.

Yet, with one simple caress, many little moments surface to give me a new perspective on recent times with him. A reminder of the man who consoled me after Feral died. Miami, before he beat someone half to death. He was in there, but I failed to see it until now.

My knee-jerk reaction to his uttering those words simmers as my confuddled mind tries to piece these things together. Confusion is taking over, and I’m combatting my feelings and thoughts. My emotions are already waning from fatigue, as though I cannot take any more for one night.

“I held your hand. I stood by your bed and watched you sleep. I told you I would never let anything happen to you a million times, even if that meant letting you go. I mean it—I will never let anything happen to you. I promised I would always protect you. I told you I was sorry, and I meant it, Cam. If I could take it all back, I would.”

The intensity of this moment has me trawling through my memory banks. His gently uttered words send tingles down my spine. His voice is soft and low as he stands only inches from me, bodies apart and mirroring poses. The only touch between us is his hand lingering on my cheek and the way his breath fans my forehead and nose from his taller height.

A flicker of him standing in his office when he said those words before kindle in my mind. An intimate moment just like this, a tiny pang of déjà vu and how familiar they seemed even though I couldn’t put my finger on it then. My memories were jumbled and foggy from that night, yet I heard his voice and those words as I struggled in the darkness. As clear as day, they run through my blank head as though confirming the truth. I hear them as though he is uttering them in my ear all over again.

‘I will never let anything happen to you.’

In the office when he tried to give me a gun, and in that hospital when I awoke to darkness and voices. I thought it was Mico. The stranger in the shadows who calmed me and told me they were there. The strange power they held over my racing mind drew me to a peaceful place, so I slipped back into slumber.

It was Alexi in the hospital beside me that night, both were there, but he was the one who laid his hands on mine and soothed me. There were two shadows, and the one who calmed me, as he is doing now, ignites the memory fully with a gentle trailing touch of fingers down my cheek.

Alexi was by my side when he thought I might die. It was him who asked if I knew he was there. I can remember it all now. My head is bursting with new information, which adds to the confusion of my heart.

It’s funny how seeing things from a new angle can alter everything you knew before.

He was there with me. He took me to get help. He stayed by my side and held my hand.

My heart almost breaks all over again at the thought of after what I did, he took care of me and watched over me while in my hazy state of a concussion. I was dying from a wounded heart. If I had known it was him, maybe I wouldn’t have run. Perhaps I would have given him a chance to fix things. I wouldn’t have continued to cry myself to sleep over him for months after. Maybe I wouldn’t have let the hate grow and fester.

“I gave Mico the money to ensure you started somewhere else where I couldn’t hurt you. I wanted you safe and alive, even if that was nowhere near me. I knew I had destroyed any hope of taking it all back.” Alexi leans a tiny inch nearer so I can feel his words on my skin, his breath tingling across my face more than before. I stare blankly at his chest to focus and stop myself from falling apart.

“You left me there, though. You still walked away, and I woke up without you.” I utter softly. Clinging to a reason to deny him still.

“I did. I left Mico to watch over you, where I knew I wasn’t welcome. I got so drunk I lost a week of my life before he came looking for me and kicked my ass back in touch. I was a mess, Cam. I couldn’t handle anything anymore, and all I did was drink myself into oblivion so I wouldn’t keep seeing you inside my head… By the time he sobered me up, they had discharged you, and it was too late.” Alexi steps in so much closer, our bodies a hair width apart, so we breathe the same air, and I can feel his heat radiating through me. We are almost physically touching. His hand drops from my cheek, and we both stand there, millimetres apart, so close yet so far.

I look up into those normally windowless eyes and see the pain reflected in mine. A dark stormy grey sky over a turbulent sea. Alexi is so focused on me that the grey has deepened in multiple shades, and his pupils seem huge in the dim light. Goosebumps cover my body in a direct reaction to his proximity, and I’m almost breathless with the intensity of this moment.

“Why didn’t you come after me if that’s true?”

I want to believe him so badly. I want that yearning part of my soul to have completion finally, but I can’t accept what he says. He has contradicted everything he once told me. People don’t change, and I can’t forget what he did.

“I did. I swear. After battling my brain in a million different ways, but you’d already gone. You’re not an easy woman to find when you decide to disappear, and nothing and no one could locate you for dust… I promise I looked, baby, everywhere. I couldn’t find you. I didn’t stop looking for you in all those months. I made myself insane with it.”

I don’t know what to say, my skin tingling from what he says. Afraid to let his words sink in, afraid to believe in anything. I’m so torn apart inside with confusion and fear.

I disappeared, and he really looked for me? It wasn’t a lie.

I don’t know anymore. My head is so muggy and drained, and my brain struggles to keep processing. I feel like I’m in an alternate universe where Alexi Carrero has a heart and the ability to give a shit. I feel dizzy with all of this.

“Why are you telling me all this now? You’ve had months of me being here to say something. Why not then? Why not in Miami, the restaurant, or after Feral died? You had so many opportunities.” I shake my head at him, still gripping myself tightly to shield my heart. Looking for the flaws in his words. Trying to stop myself from weakening and dissecting it all. Trying to stay strong and deny him.

“I didn’t know how. After everything, I knew admitting it wasn’t simple. I knew I had pushed you so far away that I had zero chance, and I’m not exactly the best person at talking things out. First, I had to show you that I was not the same, and I was looking for that ounce of hope you still cared about me.” There’s a hint of a smile pointing out that my reaction to thinking he was dead was the hope he had been waiting for. I threw myself at him, distraught, and then had sex with him.

What other sign did he need?

It is evident that I cared; he swooped in and took his shot—sex.

My smile drops as cold terror runs through my veins with that single thought, and I step away from him unsurely. Fear clinging as my brain connects with what I already learned in the past—sex gives him power over me. Sex is the catalyst to games and pain and breaking me to pieces.

The inner me is so desperate to protect myself from the wounds he can inflict that she backs up at a hundred miles an hour. Knowing that sleeping with him gave him back the knowledge that I still love him. He had enough belief to admit he cared but knows he has power over me again.

“I don’t trust you,” I whisper as though ashamed to say it out loud, and he sighs heavily.

“I know you don’t.”

We both stand and gaze at each other for a long moment, and he again reaches out to me, this time to brush a strand of my hair from my face, and my body explodes in tiny shivers and trembles at his touch. I’m falling to pieces and should get away from him. I need time to think and let this all sink in at a distance. He’s too potent when he’s close. He makes it hard to see things clearly, and all this could be another manipulation.

“That’s my problem to fix.” He utters it as softly as my words come out. An eerie strangeness surrounds us as all of this sinks in, and I face an undeniable fact … we both know that each of us cares. Yet the ground between us is so broken and marred with the aftermath of our war that I don’t know what to do now. It’s hard to believe in someone who was once Satan in your world and enjoyed seeing you crumble.

I have so many questions and things I want him to tell me, to answer, to clear up my confusion and doubts, but all I do is stand and stare at him helplessly.

Silence grows noticeably before he finally clears his throat.

“So … are you still leaving me?” Alexi cuts to the point, and I sigh heavily. His question is simple yet loaded, and my head is a mess. A simple question with no simple answer.

“I was never with you to leave you.” I point out dryly, lightening the heavy mood and thinning the air a little. It breaks the tension, getting an Alexi frown, and he gently prods my cheek affectionately. This strange new vibe between us has me all out of whack.

“You know what I mean.” He smiles at me softly. Not a full-blown charm your pants off but an honest, slightly amused look. Resembling the one he gave me so very long ago in Luciano’s office when I first figured he found me entertaining, at the very least.

That seems like a lifetime ago now.

This weird heavy atmosphere between us is like a fog blanket covering us up and making the air thick.

“My head’s a mess. I don’t know how to feel or what to think. This was not exactly something I foresaw, and now I don’t know what you want from me.” My voice is shaky and weak, my body trembling with nerves, and I feel like I’m standing on a cliff, about to leap off.

So much danger. So much uncertainty.

“I want you. That’s all there is to it. I want to show you that you don’t have to fear me and maybe prove you can trust me.” Alexi gets straight to the point, lifting my hand into his and sliding his fingers between mine to hold me tenderly. I stare at our entwined digits, feeling his heat flow into my cold, smaller one and gaze at it, disconnected. The space around me is surreal, as though I’m dreaming. I should lie down. I’m verging on passing out at this rate.

“I didn’t know what love was, what was staring me in the face. I haven’t exactly had anything to compare it to.” Alexi sounds incredibly young once more, flitting between his usual cocky self and these glimpses of an unsure teen that are throwing me off. This is a side I doubt anyone ever sees in him, and yet it's softening me to him a little.

Warning signs and neon flashing lights in my brain tell me to proceed cautiously. Half my senses are saying ‘DANGER, DANGER’, and the other half is being pulled into warmth, hope, and many maybes.

Aware that I’m weakening, I slide my hand away quickly to pull myself together. I’m not that feeble or stupid.

I move away, walk to the couch, and slump down to get some breathing space, my body giving in from holding itself up, sinking my head between my palms and elbows on my knees as I exhale heavily. So many emotions are flooding me, and I’m exhausted. It’s the middle of the night, probably nearer morning, and I’ve had an emotional few hours. This all feels surreal and crazy, and I don’t think I have it in me to deal with touching and hand-holding. I don’t have the strength to withstand him. He’s too good at coercing and controlling outcomes, and I won’t be drawn in.

Alexi follows me and sits down too. Not close enough to make me feel crowded, but not far either. He leans forward, his elbows on his knees and his hands hanging between them as he watches me.

“Say something … anything.” He urges me a little desperately, and I turn and look at him for a second. Amused by the desperate tone but wrecked by all of this.

“Something,” I mutter weirdly, unsure what else to say, then giggle at my stupidity. I feel like I have stepped out of my body and am floating in space, dreaming.

“Funny.” Alexi smiles and then throws himself back against the cushions in agitation, exhaling much as I did. Both so frustrated with this odd, strained mood between us. This huge precipice I’m standing on the edge of.

Who knew love confessions could go so badly?

“I’m still here.” I point out as though I need to. I guess it’s my way of saying I’m thinking and maybe believing him slightly. I don’t even know. I feel like part of me wants to try to reassure him. I’m not even sure why. My feet would not head to the door even if I tried. I’m wiped out and practically ceasing to function.

“Yes, you are. For how long, though, is what I want to know.” Alexi nudges me lightly, his hand touching briefly against my arm, and sets his gaze intently on me from his more relaxed position. He seems more comfortable now that I haven’t run out the door. Sitting down is a clue I’m not about to leg it.

Although I am still thinking about it.

“How long is a piece of string? I can’t give you an answer that I don’t have.”

I wish I could say, ‘Yes, I want you too’; the truth is I’m scared shitless of letting this man ever get that close to me again. He has the power to do so much damage on so many levels, and giving him the knowledge that he can, is suicide. I have to protect myself.

“I just need a chance to prove I won’t hurt you again. To be what you need me to be, however long that takes.” He sounds sincere anyway and looks serious. My brain is egging me on to take it at face value.

“How do I do that?” I blink at him, stupefied that it’s even possible.

“Stay. Spend time with me. Give me a chance to turn this around, make this into something more. Just give me time and opportunity—the rest is on me.”

It’s not an unreasonable request, I suppose. Well, not for any average human, but this is him and me and our past.

“And if I can’t? What then?”

“Then I will do what I promised to do. Bow out of this club and leave you to it. There are no strings attached. You still own half of this club, and this apartment is yours. Everything we agreed on in the beginning stays the same. I exit left, so you no longer have to deal with me.”

I stare at him for the longest minute, a lump in my throat and stomach forming, and my fuzzy head still going around in circles. One thing keeps coming to the forefront over and over.

“Do you trust me?”

He never used to. Everything he said and did was because he didn’t. So, I don’t understand why he changed in my absence. It’s an important question.

“Completely.” He says it with heartfelt conviction, no hesitation or thought and a look that swears truth. His eyes are steadfast and focused on mine, an expression that hides nothing, not even adoration, and I shake my head at him, confounded by it. How could he change his opinion so dramatically? The way he is looking at me right now, as though I’m the most perfect woman on the planet, and I can’t have faith in it.

“Why? You didn’t before.” Not even a tiny ounce of trust in me did he once harbour. If his explanation is true, then mistrust was the root of all the evil he did to me. What changed that? And when?

“I didn’t know you the way I do now. I was ignorant of a lot of factors. A lot of truths. I needed to open my eyes and see beyond the mask you wore. I had to take the blinkers off and really see you. Stop doubting what was staring me in the face and give you a chance.” Pain in his words, a knife in my heart that he could never possibly really know me. Not with all the cobwebs and skeletons in my closet. He has no concept of how far my black hole of misdemeanours extends. I knew this was too good to be true.

“And how exactly did you do that?” No one in the world knows all my secrets and scars, only me. No one could love me if they did.

I need to know, though, so maybe I can do it too. Learn to harvest this thing called trust from a surprising source. Right now, he is still as much of an enigma to me as he has always been. And try as I might to have faith in what he is saying, I can’t. He has wounded me deeply, and now nothing but extreme fear blocks my way.

Alexi seems pensive for a second, then shifts in a way that suggests he is getting worried about my reaction. His whole manner changes, a little stiff and guarded, and he moves to a more upright position. An air of tension overcoming him leaches to me and hikes my nerves again.

“There’s something I should have told you weeks ago. I didn’t know how to or how you would react.” He glances at me and away again, eyes flickering quickly, guilt all over that usually blank expression, and my nerves are piqued to epic levels once more. I’m an emotional wreck, and there is no getting around this.

“What? Just spit it out, rip the band-aid off.”

It can’t be more mind-blowing than telling me he’s in love with me. I think now is a good time for confessions because I cannot react any worse than I have done. Load it on, and bring it all out. May as well when I’m saturated to death with all of it.

How bad can it be?

“I need to show you.” Alexi gets up quickly, eyes still avoiding me, and walks toward his room, leaving me to sit here like a confused idiot. Watching the direction he went in and straining to listen to sounds as he disappears. I expect to hear a drawer open or something similar, but it sounds like he’s punching in the digits on his safe keypad instead. Whatever he wants to show me, he keeps in his bedroom safe.

Now I’m worried.

He doesn’t use that thing like an extra cupboard; he uses it as its purpose intends. To store items you wouldn’t want others getting hold of.

I wonder if it’s something sinister or creepy; I mean, he is the master at shocking me to the core with the lengths he goes to with his devil side. I’m unsure what to expect, but my gut says it’s not good.

I fidget, fingers itching, so I pull a cushion into my lap to focus my nervousness. I blow out some air to expel the tension and tap my foot absentmindedly, so wrought and tied up with angst.

Alexi reappears quietly, startling me, carrying what looks like a black shoebox, only a little squarer, and comes around to lay it on the coffee table in front of me. He slides it towards me, a heavy-looking offering, and stays standing, towering over me and looking like a little boy in a lot of trouble.

My stomach turns over, my skin prickling again, and I blink at it. I glance from him to the box, lungs struggling to function as anxiety sits on my chest like a baby elephant, and I sit back nervously, steeped in mistrust.

“This better not be a severed head or something weird … like a hand.” I blurt out stupidly, nerves frayed, imaging some oozing past enemy or maybe Tyler, dismembered and bloated as some weird mob boss love token, and Alexi frowns at me so hard his eyebrows almost touch his nose.

“What?” It’s all he says, and with such disbelief, I try to smile and shrug like I was joking but still lean in tentatively and prod the box warily with my foot in case it’s about to implode on me. I’m sure body fluids would be seeping out of what looks like cardboard, so maybe whatever it is dry…like a shrunken head or a jar of body parts.

“I swear to God, it’s not a human limb. I think you need to steer clear of watching gangster movies, London.” Alexi sighs and flips the lid off for me rather dramatically, causing me to panic, gasp and lean back, revealing something I never thought I would see again.

It’s a sight that makes me shoot forward again and sit upright like a statue like someone fired a rocket up my arse. My stomach somersaults fully, and my heart stops beating as I’m winded so severely I exhale sharply. It’s so much worse than a severed head.

I wish it were a bloodied limb sitting there instead.

Therein lies several journals of my youth. My long-lost diaries are all tattered and worn and displayed in tissue paper like he is presenting me with the crown fucking jewels.

I would recognise them anywhere. A sight worse than any I could have imagined.

I long ago left them in a damp-ridden, mouldy flat in London, hiding under an uneven floorboard when I ran away. I should have destroyed them instead of leaving them to rot along with everything I once held onto. I discarded every possession and tie to my mother in a practically derelict building, thinking they would rot with her. How he came to have them in his possession is beyond me. I don’t know how on earth he could have them or if they are real.


Chapter 3

What kind of witchcraft is this?

I gawp at him, so sure I’m dreaming and should pinch myself to break this god-awful nightmare once and for all.

Diaries of years and years of having no one else to turn to and offload the horrors of my life. This was how I got it out of my head and battled to breathe another day. I put everything into these dire little notebooks. Every woe and dark secret. Every confession and dying dream. It was my outlet to stay sane, and I used them to tear the horror out of my brain and lock them away to burden the books instead of me.

These journals contain every horrid, dark, painful memory I never want to examine again. Almost like cutting open my skull and letting the pictures pour out across the floor for him to see in all their detailed glory. I was always a good descriptive writer; it was my therapy, and now sitting here, it’s the worst thing I ever did. I never intended for anyone to see them, let alone Alexi.

I shove the box away hard with the flat of my foot, so it slides hard off the other end and almost topples off, but he catches it quickly. Scooping fast and righting it back onto the table with a wary glance at my face. He seems unsure how to react to me and stays calm and still.

The icy coldness sweeps over my entire body as the blood drains. I must be white as a sheet with the horrors of seeing the ghost of my past on the coffee table. What’s left of hope and warmth dies an immediate death.

“How did … where did … why, you … I …?” I’m babbling, confused, brain chaotic as I try to think of everything I wrote within those pages, and he has them all. Words are tumbling off my tongue, which suddenly seems not to work.

It’s like giving him every single humiliating, painful thing out of my head and laying it bare. Loading a gun for him and holding it right at my heart.

I held nothing back in those books.

From long before the first time she let Rick touch me while I was her emotional and physical punching bag. The reason her life was so shit. All the blame laid on a child for merely existing. She hated me so much. My mother, the woman who gave me life. I used to wish she would take it away again and relieve me of a life wracked with misery to stop her loathing me with every fibre.

Those books chart a life that’s so shameful that no one should be cursed to read them. Details of things that make me sick to my stomach, pulling back what they contain. I’m surprised they didn’t burn out his eyeballs as he flicked the pages.

I pushed away all thoughts of salvation at 16, accepted my fate and turned myself into a numb whore to make enough money to plot an escape. It’s all in there. Right up to the day I let the pen drop and stopped writing it all down. The moment I died inside and never needed it anymore. The day I left them in that hole to never see the light of day again.

Every tiny, dirty little sad sentence opens my dark past and illuminates every cobwebbed corner. The death of a child. The rise of a worthless shell.

Pain, plans and promises.

It’s how he knew about my dandelions and their meaning, now lying in tatters on the table in the form of the bracelet he gave me. Now even that weighs with significance, knowing why he picked them of all things to gift me.

It’s why he sees me in a different light.

Alexi knows the worst of my years. The worst of me.

He knows everything he could use to snub out the last of me. He knows things I would never tell another living soul. If he wants to destroy me, he has had the power to do so for however long he has had these books. More fodder than I would have given him in a lifetime of living in this club, all in a concentrated, potent dose.

Yet he has done nothing except avoid it. He had so much ammunition he could use to wound me, yet he hasn’t done anything with this information except avoid hurting me with it.

The opposite of what a devil would do.

“I’ve had them since you went missing, and yes, I have read them all. I’m not sorry about that, but I am sorry I didn’t tell you before now.” Alexi has the sense to look ashamed, down to the floor, frowning so boyishly. Like he has been caught with his hand in the cookie jar, but all I can do is tear myself apart and cry that he knows everything.

Every sordid evil thing that Rick and my mother put me through. The men, the abuse, the violence … the shackles and being tied up. The child paedophile rings he passed me around, to be filmed, raped, photographed and used until I grew to look more like an adult and no longer fit the purpose. The years of being destroyed, humiliated, and defiled. I was repeatedly broken into pieces and had to keep glueing myself back together.

He has all of it.

The botched abortion that made me sterile, the years of picking myself up, slapping on makeup, even when my body was bruised and torn, and letting men have sex with me was so painful my legs would give out. He knows how I crawled out of a hospital bed after my insides were stitched together to get back on the streets for fear of Rick’s wrath. For that was worse than internal bleeding and intense agony. Pushing away from the pain and actively getting out there to enhance my ability to seduce men for my own ends. Learning to woo and use my wiles to create the woman who sits before him now. The sham, fake girl who masks a million sins.

A girl who spent years learning how to care no longer.

The beatings, the rapes, the torture. My mother’s overdose and how I stood and let her die, watching her with no remorse as she gasped her last breath. The endless days of wishing myself dead even though my willpower wouldn’t allow me to execute it.

He’s right. He didn’t know a damn thing about me before, and now he knows too much. Things I would never tell a living soul, even under threat of death. He knows everything worth knowing if you want to build a reliable way of mentally torturing someone to death. He could crush me so much more brutally than before.

I don’t know how to feel about this other than suffocating with anxiety. Tears blind my eyes as I stare at that damn box, and he stands there too.

“How?” It’s all I can force out, unable to catch his eye and thoroughly shamed to my core. I feel vulnerable and naked, and now everything between us these past few weeks suddenly makes sense.

The subtle changes in not only him but Mico too, and I don’t doubt Mico has an idea about what’s in these books. Alexi tells him everything; he is his closest friend.

Its unbearable weight is crushing all that’s left of my self-respect.

They know my ugly truths. The worthless mess I really am. My poor beginning and trying to claw myself some sort of life.

It’s devastating.

“I had a PI dig backwards when I couldn’t find you. He tracked you down to Hackney after pinpointing English women and Texan men married with one registered daughter, born in the States. I pay him the big bucks because he is thorough. It took a while, and he found these in an abandoned apartment in a derelict building when he went there to find out more about you. Or should I say about Lisa?”

And time seems to stop.

My face is freezing over with the realisation this goes beyond reading about my past. His PI stood in that very place that I left to rot after I ran. No one else would have moved in after, the whole area was scheduled to be levelled, and they had been slowly evicting tenants over those years. I’m surprised it was still standing. I left such a long time ago.

He knows my name is not Camilla.

He knows I’m not who I pretend to be.

I have no words, no breath in my body. I sit like a startled deer in the headlights. Unmoving, afraid to feel because there’s an entire world of tears and pain behind my dam, aching to be let loose. I blink at that infernal box and pick at my nails absentmindedly, turning it over and over in my head. It's excruciating, and I can’t bear to look at him anymore. He knows absolutely everything there is to know about the sad little girl who died the day I changed my name.

Shame washes over me as all the little bricks of my persona crumble to the ground. He will never look at me the way he did. It’s no wonder he changed.

“I thought maybe if we started at where you came from, we would have an idea of where you would go.” Alexi comes and sits beside me, slowly and carefully, as though he can sense how fragile I am feeling. So many things in my head are drowning him out. I don’t care where he sits anymore. The real danger is facing me in a cardboard box he has positioned back on the table. The past is catching up to me once more, and I’m so terrified that if I touch even one of those cruddy, mouldy covers, everything will turn to dust, and I will never recover. I don’t want those memories back.

He doesn’t seem like a guy who knows he has the edge over me. He isn’t beaming with devious delight. He’s acting like I’ve had a major shock and carefully placing himself and his words around me.

Meanwhile, I want to burn those damn books and never see them again.

“I’m sorry, Cam. If I had known that it was all real … I would never have …” he trails off, his words heavy and raw, reflecting my emotions, and I keep staring at that box, like some numb illiterate mute who has lost all ability to communicate.

I am afraid to do anything else as my entire being turns to fragile stones that could crumble if I move one tiny bit. I feel like all that is holding me up is the lack of air in this room. One slight breeze and I will topple into a pile of ashes and blow away like the nothing I am.

I assume he means when he used my past against me to wound me. Genuinely believing I was lying to him about it all, and now he knows I never did. It’s the apology I had been waiting on, but it doesn’t make me feel any better. It means nothing to me now, in the new light of things.

It all makes sense, though. Why he’s so overly aware of standing behind me, changing how he has been towards me these past weeks. The insight I suspected and know for sure he has. The click, click, click as every detail falls into place.

Alexi has been trying to change how he treats me because maybe, just maybe, he truly cares about me, and these books opened his eyes to everything about that little voice in my head. The one who tells me I’m not good enough. The story of a lonely, hopeless case who tried to survive at any cost. That I keep everyone at a distance because I’m afraid of how people can hurt me.

“It doesn’t matter anymore.” I’m numb and shocked. I think it’s finally seeing something from my past in the flesh. Like, somehow, it’s had this strange effect of slapping me in the face with a lot of pent-up pain. I feel traumatised to have laid eyes on something very real, like a portal to my scars I never expected to examine again. It’s all fresh once more. The things I left behind and swore would never touch me again. All here in my lap.

“It does matter. All of it matters. It’s why you feel the way you do about me. It’s why you're sitting here like this, afraid to believe in me.” His soft tone pulls me to look at him, breaking my connection to that box, and I shake my head sadly.

“How can you stand to look at me, knowing what you do? How can you feel anything for the girl you read about in those books?” The self-pity is oozing, but it’s all I hear as it drowns my head in rushing noise. Blotting out what’s happening between us, I’m caught in the shame of being exposed.

It’s all that matters now. He knows Camilla is not who I am, who I was born. I came from nothing, am nothing and will never be worth anything more than nothing. She’s someone I created to mask where I came from, and nothing about her is true; not the posh upbringing, the high-class education, and all my airs and graces are self-taught. I have had my mask ripped off when I least expected it and by the person I never wanted to see behind it.

It’s the worst feeling in the world.

He doesn’t just have the bare facts and minor plot to my existence; he has every thought, feeling, and gritty detail. He has the evil things I thought of doing to Rick in his sleep, and the times I plotted to make my mother overdose so I could be free. He has moments of weakness where I thought about picking up one of her needles and blocking life out the way she did. The times I talked myself off the ledge of becoming another wasted junkie, fucking her life away.

He has it all. He has the darkest stupid fantasies of a little girl praying for a brave hero on a big fierce dragon to come and burn down the world to save her from her prison. It’s like having a massive microscope and blazing light shining on your deepest darkest depths and exposing them to the world.

It doesn’t feel good at all.

“Why would you think I would look at you in any other way than with complete infatuation? You are stronger than I ever gave you credit for. You survived; you kept going no matter what was done to you, and look at you now. You are not even a shadow of where you came from, Cam. You are worlds apart from what’s in those books. You are a queen among mere mortals.” Alexi sounds genuine, with a strong statement and a hint of pride in that husky voice. His words are a bit strange for the man he is, but it all feels like a fake band-aid to cover my bleeding wounds.

“It’s all a lie. I am nothing but a shell and a mask,” I repeat robotically. I think I’m in shock, this feeling of being stuck in an airless void where emotion is suspended, and I’m detached from everything around me. Dreaming.

‘Cam …’ Alexi starts, but I hush him up.

“Look at me … really look at me. It’s all fake. It’s makeup, hair dye, expensive clothes, and a fake accent I practised to death. It’s tricks, smoke and mirrors and false confidence. Nothing else. Nothing worthwhile. Nothing real. It’s an act to fool people into thinking I am more than I am.” I get up, wrap myself up again in my arms and pace away from him, but he darts to his feet fast and follows me, oozing that hostile aura he wears well. It doesn’t even faze me. He’s not the worst thing in the room anymore.

“That’s bullshit. I didn’t fall for the fake Cam. I fell for the honesty in you. The person you are when someone gives you a chance to open up—I see that now. The parts that were trying to reach out to me and show me the real her. I fell for her even when I didn’t want to, and that’s who I see every day. That’s who I see now.”

He follows me around the room even though I try to walk away from him, suddenly penned in, claustrophobic and needing to be free of his scrutiny. I dodge him, changing direction several times, but he is relentless and keeps blocking me.

“I don’t know who I really am. I’m definitely not who you see. The voice in my head is still that same stupid girl who had hopes for something more, someone to save her. That moron girl who was naïve and weak should have let silly hopes and dreams go to hell.” I cry at him in despair, so mired in self-pity and needing to let it out.

“I’m trying to save you. I’m trying to give you more. So, it’s not stupid. I’m right here offering hope.” He catches my wrist and tugs me gently to face him as I turn to walk off again. Still being cautious even if his demeanour is on the more aggressive side.

“Be real, Lexi. How do you save someone like me whose monsters dwell inside her head? I’m beyond saving.”

You can’t save someone like me.

“By going back and cutting them down at the source. Help remove them from the shadows of your life and free you for a future where all monsters have to go through me to get to you.” Alexi’s eyes glint and his face twists slightly to hint at anger. The more sadistic side peeking out in a micro flash shows his demonic side. Something in his words stilling me in my tracks.

“What do you mean? I don’t understand. Cutting them down at their source? How can you do that?”

His hold on my wrist loosens, and he lets my hand drop to my side again, immediately avoiding eye contact and inhaling slowly and deliberately. His whole manner changes so swiftly, and I recognise the evasive behaviour. I know him well enough to know avoidance and guilt when I see it. The journals are not all he hid from me.

‘Alexi? What are you talking about?’ My little suspicion radar pings into effect, and this time, it’s me who follows him when he moves away. All thoughts of woe and misery held still as that little drama detector in me jumps to high alert. It’s the way he said it. There is something there. That gut feeling of foreboding, and I need to know.

Alexi evades me and paces towards the little unit where we keep the drinks and glasses, but I tug at his sleeve and stop him in his tracks.

‘ALEXI!’ I yell it, this time in frustration, and he stops dead so that I walk into the back of him and jump back from our soft collision. Anxiety and anger are kindling once more. I can feel his hesitation oozing my way.

“I went to London. He didn’t mail me those books.” It’s the same tone of confession, and for a second time, my insides flip over, and my heart stops in my chest.

“What?” it’s that knee-jerk reaction of a response, and he visibly closes up as he turns to face me. Caught out. Shutting down to deadpan when cornered.

“You went there? You were in that shithole? Why?” It’s an accusatory tone, spat at him in response. Forgetting about the box and weakening to lightheaded, this night keeps getting worse.

I swallow hard, blood running cold at how much worse this is getting, and slowly I try to sit on the edge of the table, my legs turning to jelly and giving way on me.

I didn’t think it could, yet he has this great habit of proving me wrong. Alexi in Hackney, in the place I lived. The squalor and shame of that run-down shithole.

Oh, God.


Chapter 4

Alexi seems restless and paces away as though he is having difficulty reeling in a reaction or his thoughts and feelings. This feels like one very long night of large confessions and significant traumatic events. I want to lie on the floor and die.

I swear this better be a nightmare, and I wake up to find none of it is real… well, maybe the first part could still be.

Maybe he thought I went back? I have no clue why he would go there at all. I don’t like it one bit.

It’s one thing to read about the poverty I existed in; it’s another thing entirely to see for yourself. Even I would never go back to that rat hole. I can’t even imagine what he thought when he walked into that rot-riddled tiny flat in one of the worst areas in the borough, especially after all this time abandoned.

“I haven’t told you everything … I’m not sure I should.” He walks across the room, comes back towards me again, with too much nervous energy, and cannot look at me. He emanates so much energy it’s like an instant anxiety trigger, and I don’t want to know anymore. My instincts tell me it must be worse than the books, worse than him being there.

I don’t think my nerves can take any of it, but not knowing will worsen, and my head will riot and twist itself insane with questions.

I don’t want to know, but I need to know.

“I think you owe me a million explanations tonight, Alexi. If you want me to stay, then be honest with me! Stop letting this all filter out in a drib-drab motion and get it over with. I don’t think my nerves can take much more. It surely can’t be worse than …” I wave my hand in the air in an encompassing motion, meaning ‘this, everything’, hoping to God I’m right.

He throws me a look that says, ‘I bet it can’, and my stomach drops to my toes like a lead weight. Not sure what it is he wants to tell me, and suddenly afraid of what could be worse than my past being in his possession. Maybe I should have stayed in the elevator and left after all.

Alexi walks past me to the kitchen, so I’m left perched on the coffee table with a lack of mobility, and he pulls out a glass to pour himself a drink, motioning with a look to ask if I want one too, and I nod. Something tells me I need a stiff drink if he thinks it’s bad enough to warrant one.

Mr Calm and Controlled has done a bloody runner, and this guy is making me antsy.

A million things are running through my head, yet I draw a blank on what he could have to tell me that’s worse than knowing everything about Lisa. That’s the worst in my eyes. The second is standing in that place.

I detailed everything, and I mean every single thing I lived through. Rape does not make for good reading when written by an eleven-year-old on the verge of a complete breakdown. I bleached my body until my skin bled in a bath hot enough to melt bone. I felt so filthy and used. At eleven, I understood what had been done to me. I should never have known that kind of thing at such a young age.

He read that. God … he read it all.

He saw the where. He stood in a room I described and could envision the scene I set.

He comes back, hands me something dark on ice, and downs his in one go, still standing over me, and I can feel the nervous energy coming off him in droves. Apprehensive in his posture and the way he moves around before sitting further away so he can look me dead on across the couch.

Sitting away from me is not a good sign. Alexi needing space is Alexi drumming up the courage to tell me something terrible; I can feel it. King of invading my space only wants his when he is stressed.

“I went there when he told me he had those.” He nods towards the box, and I avoid looking at it again. It’s like a giant black cloud in the room, and I’m afraid if I set my eyes on it again, it will suck me right into misery. I can’t function knowing they are so close. I want them gone.

“He read them … tracked Rick down …” It’s the way he adds it quickly, a strained tone to his voice that snaps my attention to his like a hawk.

Rick!!!

Why would he want to find him, of all people? Even saying that name leaves a horrible taste in my mouth, bile rising in my throat, and I want to scrub that name from his tongue so he never repeats it.

Alexi should never have a connection to that man, not even a verbal one. Those two worlds should never collide. As much of a bastard as he is, it was nothing compared to that sadistic freak. Alexi would never do the things Rick did.

“Why? I would never go back to him. Never go anywhere near that place, not for anything.” It’s an automatic response, and he plays with his glass, rolling it so the ice slides about the empty vessel and makes a dull clink-clink noise as he does so. He stares at its depths, and I know he is wrestling with the right words, a coldness coming over him that is more in keeping with the devil I met so long ago, and I shudder at his appearance. He is choosing his words carefully and thinking over his approach.

“Because I asked him to.” That hint of a low growl as Satan Alexi moves into that face, and my mind puts two and two together and runs in fright at the conclusion. My insides somersault, and a cold weakness flushes my entire body instantly. I know the beast in him and all the signs of it being pulled out to admit it ate all the village sheep. I don’t know if I want to know more, but I need to.

I stare at him, stupefied and holding my breath. My heart is hammering in my chest, and my hands are trembling because a massive part of me already suspects what he is hiding, even if it seems unthinkable to ordinary people.

Alexi is not ordinary people. He is Alexi Carrero; I know he has far worse capabilities than anything I have witnessed him do. His reputation through the years was not built on a myth.

I see where this is heading, even if I don’t understand why he felt he had to go there and do this.

“Why did you need to find him? He means nothing to me?” I can barely whisper the words out because I’m scared to have him tell me more. I know what’s coming, and I don’t know if I can bear for him to say the words. Unable to keep looking at him as my trembling makes the ice in my glass clink uncontrollably, I follow Alexi’s example and down the burning liquid in one go. Warming my throat and roasting it down to my belly, giving me an instant numb warmth that does nothing to calm my insides which have hit a spin cycle on a washing machine.

Oh, Alexi.

“Mico said it was guilt, a way to take back somehow the things I did to you. Maybe it was, or maybe I couldn’t let any man walk this earth who dared hurt you like that. Someone like him doesn’t deserve to breathe and walk around untouched. I wanted to make him suffer the way he made you suffer. I wanted to do something besides searching for you endlessly.”

And there it is.

Exactly what I feared.

What I knew was coming.

The question is, how straightforward was it? I know him. He’s not a quick and clean type when he has a vendetta. That sick, twisted bastard in him isn’t retiring anytime soon.

“Oh, my God, what did you do? Alexi, you didn’t need to do anything. He’s my past. Oh, God … I don’t know if I want to hear this.” I blanch at him, eyes widening as a million thoughts run through my head, and I cannot help but gawp at him. He is in full-blown Mafia King mode. Deadpan, almost emotionless, with that slight furrow of a scowl on his hardened face. His eyes pale out as that meaner side of him comes to fruition. Disconnection from his sins is something he excels at.

This version shields him from remorse when he has wronged, and I don’t like his appearance now. This is how he deals with everything that would make other humans crumble. He cuts off so emotions don’t make him regret what typically accompanies heinous acts. I have seen this side many times with me.

Alexi has done something awful. Worse than a snap of a neck, no doubt. It’s all over him. All the signs are present.

“Not as much as I should have.” He looks away, face changing to show something else, but he’s too quick to turn from me to hide it, and I sit in stony-faced shock. I hate that I know him well enough to figure this out, and my mind struggles to comprehend how bad it could have been. He knows no limits regarding cruelty, and I’m afraid to dig deeper for specifics.

“Is he …?” I can’t even say the words. Bile rises in my throat, choking me, but I have to know if he ended it and he’s not chained up somewhere enduring a lifetime of excruciating torture in my name. I couldn’t bear that. I’m not Rick. I’m not as cold as Alexi either, even if I used to be.

“He won’t bother you or any other girl ever again. It’s done.” He jumps to his feet and stalks back to the kitchen to pour himself a second drink, obviously to hide whatever warring emotions are on show, and I try to absorb what he said. Trying hard not to show anything on the surface of what he just admitted.

Alexi went after Rick did whatever he was hinting at, and now he’s dead. I can summarise that is precisely what he means, and he’s admitting to killing for me for a second time. My gut says he isn’t holding back on the death part because, in his world, life has little value. Alexi doesn’t see cold-blooded murder like someone outside his world would; killing is just a tool, an accepted part of life. It’s not something shocking or unheard of. Sadly, dealing with people this way is part of his norm.

Someone like Rick is like swatting a fly or running over a toad in the road. It’s nothing to him, so I can only guess his aversion to spelling it out properly means he took the long slow route of killing Rick in gruesome painful ways that lasted days. Something he thinks will disgust me.

I don’t even know how to feel about that other than a sense of nothing. Even though I should be abhorred, afraid maybe. I should feel something, perhaps disgust or shock, but I don’t. Not really. Beyond the surprise of his confession to all of this.

Rick deserved to die for all he did.

There’s more fear in connecting Alexi to the sort of monster in my head who could torture a man than knowing that perverted fuck writhed in agony until he took his last breath.

I don’t care that a life has been snubbed out.

I care about seeing Alexi as some evil being who could do it. Afraid he changes how I look at him with a few sentences, I can’t have him give me the details that would do that.

That’s fucked up.

There is something genuinely wrong with me.

What I do care about is that he took it upon himself to track him down and do something about someone who caused me so much pain and misery in my life. Whether it was guilt for how he wronged me or a need to hurt someone that had inflicted trauma on the person he claims to love, he didn’t go after him for anything other than doing it for me.

Alexi does love me. In his own fucked up way.

Killing Rick was a way of making amends for the wrongs he did me or to ease my suffering and snub out the monsters plaguing my life.

Alexi is all about actions and not words, and you cannot get any louder than hunting down and slaying a pig-like Rick for me.

It’s not a lie, a game, a way to get to me—it’s a truth. I’m watching him now as he pours a drink and hides from me because he’s worried my reaction to his confession will be like his mother's rejection and fear of him. Convinced I would only see a monster as she did. Seeing an unlovable cold murderer. Crushing his soul like a cruel woman did to a child who never deserved it. It explains so much about him.

I suddenly feel completely overwhelmed. All those floating emotions swirling around me and the ones that flood my heart are empathy and gratitude for a misunderstood little boy who shows his love in the strangest ways.

Like hunting down a dog killer and beating his car to death.

He didn’t tell me this because he wanted to prove anything other than he’s always cared. He didn’t do it to make me come back to him either. He didn’t even tell me until now. He is only telling me because he wants honesty. Something we never had the first time around.

I put my glass down and stand up slowly, eyes on his tall, strong back as he messes with the ice canister, fidgeting to get his excessive energy under control, and I walk forward. Growing in determination and confidence, knowing this is what I should do.

Watching him as I close the gap between us and sensing his quiet despair that my knowledge about what he did will send me running for the door twice as fast. I can feel his tension from afar. That scared little boy is awaiting the inevitable rejection from another woman deeming him unworthy of love because of the things he was programmed to do.

Who could love someone who kills so brutally, so cruelly?

Me.

I could.

Because I understand why.

No hesitation, nothing else in my head except this overwhelming feeling that I want to do this. I need to do this. I owe him this.

I walk up behind him, slide my arms around his waist, and push my head against his back as I hug him tight for a second and squeeze him with all my might. Somehow, I want him to know that what he did … means nothing to me in the way it should.

I’m not any girl; I’m numb and broken to this world because of all I have endured, and I understand that in his world, torture and murder don’t have the same value as out there in a safe suburban existence. Alexi killed for me … that is how he translates his devotion. It’s fucked up and crazy but utterly suitable for who he is.

And I’m equally insane. Only someone like me could see the act of devotion in something vulgar and despicable and want to reward him for it.

He feels good, too good, smells even better, and the way his touch has always brought me a sense of safety and security envelops me again. Wrapping myself around him as his body stiffens at first with the contact, and then he relaxes in my arms. Feeding my need for his touch and reassuring him that I don’t feel disgusted at what he did for me.

Alexi catches my wrist around his flat, hard abdomen and tugs me around him, lifting his arm so I’m pulled to the front of his body and hugs me back. Wrapping me up tight in his arms, he pushes his chin over the top of my head so I’m cradled small and tight in his embrace. Held firmly in the safest place in the world. Entangled bodies mould together so effortlessly. We just fit.

His tall, muscular mass and my slender curves. Like two yin and yang pieces that slot together to make one whole.

“We are a completely fucked up pair.”

It’s the biggest understatement of the century, yet he’s right. His low husky tone buries into my scalp, and my head tingles with the warmth of his breath. His chest sounds hollow for a second as his voice reverberates through me, and I hold tight.

Only someone as fucked up as him could ever truly see someone like me as worthy. We are both screwed in terms of normality.

“Maybe that’s why I like you.” I bury my face in his chest and close my eyes, breathing in his unique Alexi scent. My heart is hammering through my rib cage because I admit that maybe I do. Wanting to immerse myself in the familiarity of his body. Feeling that tingle of safety and security only he has ever given me and relaxing a little.

It’s a start, I guess.

“I’ll take like. It’s something anyway. Room to grow into something more.” His voice oozes over me like smooth velvet, and I hold on tighter, wondering why this man seems to be made for hugging when, in life, he is not the cuddling type. He doesn’t do much touchy-feely stuff, but that doesn’t matter now. He isn’t letting me go.

His hand smooths down my spine slowly, flat and strong with ample pressure, then back up as he gently strokes down my long hair, flattening it out and brushing its length with his fingers. He seems to have a thing for playing with my hair, not that I’m complaining. It’s crazily sweet and unexpected from someone like him. A tender, genuine affection, and I lift my face to look up at him as I get that little tug as he plays with a strand of my hair.

“What now?” It’s a good question because I honestly do not know what we should say or do after this. I’m not ready to throw myself at this man because he possesses a heart. I’m grateful for what he did, but as I pull myself away, feeling him release me reluctantly and straighten myself up, his eyes wander over me slowly. No further forward than we were minutes ago.

“You tell me.” He looks wary, and I sigh heavily, repositioning myself against the counter so we stand a foot apart. Strained awkwardness returning now we are no longer touching.

Isn’t that just the thing? I have no clue.

There’s a long, tense pause as my brain scrambles for a response, and I stare at him reluctantly, absorbing every single one of those masculine features. He truly is a handsome devil, even with those cold eyes and that brooding frown. He continues with that unreadable expression and watches me as intensely.

“I need time to think. I need to sleep. My head’s a mess, and there are a million and one things in there flying around.” I step away from him to get a little extra space I so need right now, catching the look of disappointment as he realises the hug was a one-off, for now, anyway. This is my only option to get some headspace.

I don’t know what I’m doing beyond going to bed and being alone. There are a million and one things to process that are piling up to mountainous proportions, and my poor frazzled head can’t separate all of this.

London, Rick, Love, Murder … Jesus Christ, Alexi. You are a major in terms of a head mess.

“I’ll be here.” He nods towards the couch, and I stare at him for another long moment.

“Will you do something for me?” It’s soft and pleading, but I need it. Vision strays to that box in the background, yet I still cannot bear letting my eyes fall on them directly.

“Anything.”

His response pulls a tiny smile from me, but I curb it quickly and focus on what I need.

“Burn those journals for me, please. I never want to see them again. I never want to talk about it … or Rick. My past is the past, and everything connected to it no longer exists. It all died with him. It’s a moot subject from here on in... Promise me.”

It’s a stern-voiced command, and Alexi has the sense to nod and say nothing. A moment of intense staring at my face before he shifts on his feet. He immediately turns and walks to the table, picking up the box and fishing around inside it for a moment, pushing the books aside. And I glance down at my feet, afraid to see him pull one out.

I really cannot handle their existence in this room.

He puts it back down and walks to me, something small in his hand and holds it out casually, his face lightening with a hint of a shy smile.

“You may want this. Don’t think it should meet the furnace.”

I blink as my eyes focus on the black tube in his hand, confused for a second as to what I’m looking at, and I realise as my eyesight settles on it that it’s the red lipstick I lost the last time I lived here. The no longer manufactured shade of red that was always my signature colour. The exact shade of my hair. The one I looked everywhere for and realised it must have been left behind.

Weirdly, emotional trauma makes me happy gasp at the sight of it. Genuinely having a last psychotic break after one long evening of way too much drama.

“Oh, my God, where did you find it?”

It’s almost like everything from the last few hours fall away to nothing. Normal on a wave of surrealism. Focusing on something unimportant and meaningless it’s a distraction from this reality. It’s something to yank me back to yesterday before this topsy-turvy night happened, and pulled the rug from under me.

“Cleaner found it under your bed, and I couldn’t throw it away. It’s all I had left of you.” Alexi is instantly uneasy at this blatant admission of feelings, and I smile at him stupidly. His words are seeping in and what he just admitted to.

Even though it was insignificant, Alexi, the devil incarnate Carrero, kept a tiny piece of me. He kept it for sentimentality. It’s cute for him, anyway.

“And I used to think you were devoid of all human emotions.” I jest and poke him in the abdomen for good measure, aware of my sudden jokey urge to touch him and the instant lift of my mood over some worldly object. I always used possessions to push my feelings away into that box in my head. Deflection at its finest. Some habits die hard.

“There she is … my sassy brit with her comebacks. I was worried I had lost you there for a little while.” He smiles back, a natural soft dimple raising glint that reaches his eyes and hands me my tube of rare and wonderful red liquid bliss. I grip it and take a long, heavy inhale, this time careful not to graze my fingers, even though I want to feel his warmth on my skin one more time before I go.

Tonight has drained me of everything and flipped me upside down. There’s too much confusion inside me, and my senses tell me to walk away and give myself headspace. He’s too potent, too good at pulling me back to him. I would be too susceptible to fall back into his bed feeling this way, which would be disastrous. I’m too vulnerable, and I must protect myself, even if he does care about me.

“I should go to bed; I have a lot to process.” The air of awkwardness between us returns once more, and we separate again by a few feet as he returns to the table to put the lid on that damned box before sliding it under his arm securely. Hiding out of sight the things I asked him to get rid of. I’m guessing he will do as I requested and remove it as soon as I’m out of the room, and he knows that space is probably a good thing for both of us.

Doing as I asked without question. There is hope for him yet.

“I think sleep will do you good. You look wiped out. We can talk whenever you want. I’m not going anywhere.” Alexi strays a little closer, but it’s too much. I have so much going on in my head and under my skin that I move away to breathe. I no doubt have a million more questions to get out of my head before I can stand and be okay with him again, but for now, I’m prickling with the need to be alone. I feel like, right now, I don’t know him anymore.

The man of the last months is not the one who stands before me now, and having one sentence change our entire dynamic, has changed who I see before me. It’s too much. My head’s a mess.

Alexi, the cruel, controlling tormentor, has become the man who murdered for me, trekked to London to find me, and confessed to being in love with me. I have so many scenarios to replay and rethink now I know these things, and the last months could do with being analysed carefully while I figure out what to do. It’s a lot to swallow.

He didn’t leave me in that hospital and discard me like an unfeeling son of a bitch. He stayed until he knew I was okay. He held my hand. It changes so much.

He’s complex, and I feel I have barely grazed the surface.

“Okay, so …” I trail off and turn on my foot sheepishly, moving away shyly and trying to go towards my bedroom. That heavy atmosphere of two people feeling strange around each other, even though we were having hot naked sex in the room only twenty feet away only a short while ago.

I blush at the memory. Another odd reaction in a tense and strained moment.

Blushing over sex? I would never do anything that weird. Sex was my life, my skill, my weapon. However, with Alexi, sex always felt different, even when he used it against me. He took it from being a tool for me and turned it into something more. Something intimate.

I turn on my heels properly and walk to my room, gripping my lipstick tightly as though it’s my most valuable possession. Maybe because he held onto it all this time, because it was a part of me, and he couldn’t let it go, somehow helps me believe that all of this is real.

I’m intent on lying down in a dark space and unravelling all this mess in my head. I have so much to let loose and think over.

Alexi, Rick, the diaries, everything that happened tonight, and where I go from here.

What do I want? I’m so emotionally empty.

“London?” Alexi’s voice stops me, and I glance back over my shoulder at him.

“What?” I look at him through narrowed eyes and catch the odd soft expression as he watches me walk away. He is still standing where I left him, only now the box is in his two hands, held tightly in front of him.

“You’re not nothing … you’re everything…. My everything.” His eyes on mine, voice gentle and sexily low with that half-smile I see him with sometimes, a genuine moment of honest Alexi.

My heart thuds heavily with a weird, painful pang that isn’t sore. It’s an odd moment of deep emotion, and I swallow the instant lump that forms in my throat, threatening to choke me. Tears hit the backs of my eyes, and I blink them away.

I have no words, no response to that. He blew me away unexpectedly.

“Goodnight.” It’s all I can force out as my eyes mist over, despite my efforts, and I turn and hightail it to my room before he sees me break down and cry my weird little heart out; because, for the first time in my life, someone said it and I believed them without question.


Chapter 5

Sleep eludes me. Not that I thought it wouldn’t, but it’s frustrating just the same.

I spend what seems like forever tossing and turning in the bed, unable to clear my mind of anything and everything and rolling myself into a frustrating mess, up and down like a yoyo. Mood and emotions are twisting me up and trawling me out to do it over again. My bedclothes get so screwed into an unholy mess I end up getting up and fixing them several times, so unsettled and restless that I’m making myself crazier than hell.

I can’t think straight because I’m so utterly tired, yet I can’t clear my head enough to close my eyes and think of nothing. It’s exhausting and making me irrational and tearful all simultaneously.

He has a lot to answer for.

Alexi is all up in there in a hundred different ways. Good and bad, I guess. Churning over months of scenarios and shining a new light on meanings and outcomes. Picking apart every conversation we have had since I came back. Pawing over hurt and happier memories like I can’t believe any of it for how they seemed anymore. Face value means nothing now I’m looking backwards.

Sex, confessions, Rick, and life in general around Alexi. It’s all a messy, confusing bundle of a mixed and chaotic mess. Trying to slice open all I thought I knew and add this new insight to every detail. Trying to take away the obvious and apply a lot of double meanings to see Alexi acting like someone who gave a shit instead of someone who didn’t.

And that one burning question is sending me into an emotional meltdown.

What now?

I know I love him; no matter how hard I try, I can’t deny that fact. It is how it is, even if I don’t like it, but loving him, admitting it to him, and giving him the last ounces of power over me terrifies me. I don’t think I can do it.

I can’t forget what he did or how easily he can rip me to shreds. He may be playing nice now, but what if he turns? What if we don’t work, or I piss him off? Can I ever trust him with all of me once again? I have been there and done that, and he threw me aside like an empty rubbish sack.

You don’t do that if you care.

He wants us to be something more.

What does that even mean? What is more? Can we be more than what we are? Is that even possible, given where we came from and what happened between us? What does ‘more’ mean for him, and what would he expect from me to be that ‘more’?

A relationship?

I don’t even know what that is, even by usual standards. I never had a real relationship with anyone in my life; in any way. Not even any real two-sided friendship, let alone love; well, Mico and Jackson don’t count because it’s business, and they are paid to tolerate me.

My mother couldn’t stand to look at me, and I didn’t know how to form long-term bonds or trust with anyone, let alone a man who crushed me in two and was the root of my trying to end my life.

Trust is a funny thing, and despite my affection for Mico and Jackson, I don’t even think I trust them. And they have done nothing for me to doubt them. How can I begin to learn to trust Alexi? After everything he has put me through.

To trust that he cares for me so we could be something more—if he even does.

If I believe him.

I do.

Sort of.

Maybe.

I don’t fucking know anymore.

I kind of do, yet there are so many doubts and fears in knowing what he is capable of standing in my way. Blocking any thoughts of trying to see how this goes.

If he loved me back then and could still do those things to me, he could do them again. Why wouldn’t he? He has no limits, and he can snap and repeat shit to hurt me if I push him enough again. Punishing me, hurting me. It’s in him. A guy who can torture and murder someone in cold blood can inflict more mental damage on me. All in a day’s work for someone like him.

I can’t take it anymore, and finally, I relent and get up to fix myself a warm drink and find some sleeping pills in the kitchen. Anything to get a break from this self-inflicted torture and give my head a rest. Sleep deprivation will not help me figure anything out, and it’s giving me nothing but a headache. My brain is wringing itself out and pushing its mass through a meat grinder.

I pad out to the kitchen through the dark living room and almost jump out of my skin when I turn into the kitchenette and walk smack bang into him at the fridge. My heart missing a beat, and squealing like an idiot as I collide with a warm, hard body in the semi-darkness. He has all the lights set to low, so I didn’t see his all-black-dressed skulking self in the shadows.

‘Fuck’s sake, Lexi!’ I jump half a mile and almost drop dead of a heart attack.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you.” He smiles at me, looking daunting and impressed with his sinister prowess when lurking in the partially lit apartment. I eye-roll at him as I try to calm my erratic heart and weak limbs.

Panther comes to mind. He has the silent, confident walk of a ferocious black beast in the shadows. Wearing what looks like a form-fitting workout tee over sweatpants. Modern-day ninja or cold assassin.

“Don’t you use beds?” I ask sarcastically, still recovering from my minor stroke as he moves out of the way to let me pass. I lift the milk jug out before I head for the counter past him to put space between us again and regain control of my shallow breathing.

“Sometimes. It smells of you, so I didn’t think sleep would be achievable.” He answers it as a matter of fact, but those eyes are homed in on me and every movement, and I can feel them following me around the space. I guess Alexi is trying to read me for any reaction.

What he said, though, has a more profound effect. I blush down to my roots and eye him sheepishly as I understand his meaning. What we did in his bed hitting full force like a pornographic replay in my mind’s eye, and I can’t deny that little heated tingle between my thighs at the thought. I push it down again and try to ignore how my whole body perked up with the appetite of a ravenous whore. The guy fucks like a lothario and has the tools to make it memorable. Getting turned on by him has never been a problem.

Seems my libido had a fast recovery anyway, even if my mental state hasn’t.

“Right, of course.” Instantly lose my cool and spill milk everywhere on the surface as I try to fill a mug for the microwave. Very skilled.

“Did you get any?”

What? Sex? The smell of Alexi on my sheets? What on earth is he talking about? I blanch at him questioningly, face warming as that juvenile blush creeps up to my temples and gets two shades darker, judging by the heat my face emanates.

“Sleep … you look frazzled.” He finishes, and that glow turns hot crimson on my face as I inwardly curse myself for turning into this odd uncool freak with him right now. I have no clue what’s wrong with me other than complete fatigue. I’m acting like a virgin who got caught alone with the school heartthrob, hinting at nooky.

What happened to my years of seducing men like a pro and being the level-headed seductress with all the moves?

He’s killed my sexual prowess dead.

I wasn’t expecting him to be out here, and now I’m all fingers and thumbs and feeling unusually nervous around him while he seems completely normal once again.

What the hell is with his effects on me? I swear it’s some kind of voodoo. It must be some demonic skill given to the devil to lure unsuspecting women to their deaths.

“No, not really. Lots going on in here.” I’m overly aware of how big he is in this small space and how he is hovering around me, moving in, and sapping all the oxygen in the room. I tap my temple with a long-manicured nail and try to turn my attention to heating milk for a hot chocolate to help me relax a little and not look like such a ditzy klutz. I drop my spoon and inwardly curse at the uselessness of my digits.

“You seem nervous.” Alexi points out the obvious, and I blow out a lot of air heavily, knowing I can’t hide it from him and resistance is futile. I’m sweating nerves, and he is so close my heart is palpating and making me so uber-jittery it’s crazy. My skin tingles and I’m so sensitive to his nearness that I can practically feel him. He isn’t dumb and reads body language and mannerisms better than anyone. He can see the hot mess I have become.

I drop the spoon again, clattering onto the surface loudly and try to look like I have my shit together when I retrieve it.

I don’t know why he is now having this effect other than because I know he is expecting an answer I don’t have. Or maybe because my head keeps screaming, ‘ALEXI LOVES YOU’.

Nerves because everything has changed between us. Or an emotional break as I finally leap off the sanity shelf and into the mental breakdown pot. Who knows?

“Look, I know you are wondering what I’m thinking about regarding what you said. I …” I have no clue how to say it. I feel like I need to fill the gap with something verbal.

“You’re scared,” Alexi states bluntly, and I pause to catch his eye. He seems normal again, much like the Alexi I’m used to. It’s oddly reassuring in a wildly fucked up way. He seems unfazed, unaffected and devoid of all ordinary human emotions. So, back to usual then.

“Confused.” I correct him, but I knew he was right the first time.

“I’m not expecting you to dive into my arms and announce a relationship, Cam. I’m not asking for that. I know that’s something I have to work towards and earn; all I’m asking right now is the chance to spend time with you. Take you on a date or two and not have you run out the door like a maniac at 4 am after mind-blowing sex.”

Mind-blowing? Is he telling me that sex with me is as good for him as it always is for me?

Don’t overthink it, Cam. Sex is sex for men. As long as they get to poke a dark wet hole until they cum, they’re usually happy.

He leans against the counter beside me, propping his butt at it so he can look at me while I fumble with jars of cocoa and almost drop the mug when trying to get it in the microwave.

Lord, have mercy on my soul.

Please stop disabling my hands and making me look like an utter moron in front of this man.

“Sounds so simple when you put it that way.” I stammer out, attempting to sound like me, only higher pitched, much antsier and hanging on the verge of a mental break.

“It is as simple as we make it.” He takes the jar I have lifted from my hand and opens it for me, laying it on the counter, making it clear he can see how much I struggle to do basic tasks. I take a deep breath, hating how obvious I’m being and try to steady my trembling fingers before continuing.

“Hmm,” I answer as though I’m distracted, but I’m inwardly shaking. He’s not trying to pressure me; actually, he probably is. It’s Alexi, but either way, it suddenly feels very intense in here, and I’m struggling to catch my breath.

I think they call that a claustrophobic response to being cornered. He is pushing for an answer I don’t have, and I’m running the other way because I’m not ready to decide.

“I know you still care about me. Last night coming home to that was all I needed. It’s what I have been looking for … a glimpse that you still feel for me. I won’t fuck this up again. I know I only get one chance.” He leans in again and takes the jar out of my hand as I ungraciously attempt to get the lid back on and closes it for me before handing it back.

So domestic nowadays.

I avoid looking at him as he slides nearer and concentrate on putting it back in the cupboard without dropping it on my face.

“I thought you were dead … I was emotional, erratic.”

Insane.

“Perfect.”

That gets me blinking up at him and catching that weird half-smile he does that has a crazy softness to it. My insides flip flop all over, warning me how dangerously close I am to falling right back under his spell. He has so much power over me and exerts so little effort to use it. I need to be smarter.

There is so much more weight on this now; I must be stronger.

“Why are you being so smug and annoyingly confident right now? You weren’t so self-assured last night, so what has got you smiling and acting like I’m a done deal today?” I snap at him, not so much in anger but irritated that he makes me crazily nervous and awkward, making assumptions, and I’m making an idiot of myself. I hate that I’m not in control of myself. Alexi grins at me.

“You’re still here. My odds increased massively when you stopped trying to escape via the elevator. And you haven’t stopped blushing since you came out here. I can see it even in this light, so I’m reading that as progress.”

Wanker.

“Ugh, you’re an arsehole, you know that?” I sigh at him, turning a mock raised brow and pouted facial expression, but he silences me with a swift move and pauses just before we lock lips. Catching me off guard with such a smooth move, I don’t react initially.

It’s almost like he is awaiting the rejection or seeking permission, and when I make no move to stop him, too busy being mesmerised by his sudden nearness, he inches the last small gap and kisses me softly on the lips.

Moulding his warm, soft mouth to mine gently, making me incapable of any thought.

I should have stopped him. I don’t know why I didn’t. I genuinely am a complete idiot sometimes.

It’s not a full-on snog or a kiss that requires a response, a soft pressing together to render me mute, delivering a very effective stomach of butterflies and skin erupting orgasm of sensations before he pulls back again. Still staying close enough to graze his nose against mine in a cocky way. Almost like confident ownership, and I have no words as I struggle to breathe properly.

“Another ten per cent rise.” He grins annoyingly, and I sucker punch him in the abdomen in a bout of pissed off that his words have thrown me. Enjoying the muffled ‘ugh’ I extract from him when my limb connects with all that carved muscle, winding the son of a bitch.

“You have a lot to learn about romance.” I huff and shove him away from me harshly. Annoyed that all it took was one tiny little kiss, and I turned to mush. The arrogant tosser needs a good kick in the balls.

“I’m sure you will train me in time.” He retorts, and this time, it’s rewarded with a glare and an unimpressed hair flick.

Cocky bastard thinks I am a done deal, and I give him a sterner look than the last one. He seriously is a completely arrogant wanker with an ego far too big for any single man to possess. I'm not sure I like that he is confident all it will take are some well-timed kisses and garbled love confessions, and I’m under his spell.

“I liked you better when I was leaving; I might pack a bag after all.” I sulk, sticking my chin up and get nothing but a smile from him.

Arsehole.

“Have dinner with me tonight.” He ignores my threat, swoops in with a charming smile, and leans in so close I’m sure he might try for another kiss, but I lean away this time. I concentrate on getting my cup out of the microwave as it beeps, relieved to have an excuse not to look at him. Although I’m aware he is so close to my face that with one slight turn sideways, I will end up lip to lip without trying. I pretend I cannot see him and carry on.

“I have a club to run. Money to make and all that.” I point out, eyes down on my hands as I almost scald myself with hot milk and shovel in scoops of sugar haphazardly. I don’t even take sugar, but it’s a task that makes it seem like I’m ignoring him. He needs to learn his place.

“Lunch then.” He presses, not giving up, and I throw him an exasperated look and a heavy frown, careful to lean further back when I turn so I do not end up knocking noses and having that mouth on me again. He isn’t moving back, despite my flip to cool and huffy, and in fact, it’s annoying me more that he’s oblivious to it.

“We did that already, and it wasn’t that successful,” I reply dryly.

“That wasn’t … okay, forget that. Breakfast … it’s not even sunrise. We have plenty of time to get ready and find somewhere to eat.”

How very Alexi! Relentless, pushy control freak. Not taking no for an answer.

“How is this giving me time to think?” I snap at him this time. Now he is frustrating me as an authoritative, bossy shithead moves back in, and I wonder if Alexi, the love confessor was a figment of my imagination. I thought it would last a lot longer than this, but nope. He went right back to his usual prick self. Pushing me around and trying to coerce me into what he wants and not giving a toss about my boundaries and my needs.

“I changed my mind. Thinking gives you more time to convince yourself running is the right option. I’m hoping if I swoop in fast, then you won’t,” he winks, and I’m totally done for. Temper snapping and full-blown diva taking hold. I won’t have him shepherding me to what he wants and trampling all over my feelings like they don’t matter. He has done that too many times. I slam the things I’m holding down and turn on him aggressively, rage igniting and tears close behind.

“This isn’t a joke or a game! This is my heart. My life. This is a big fucking deal to me. You have no idea how afraid of you I still am in so many ways. You hurt me so badly, Alexi, and you cannot just push me around and bully me into dating you because you decide to be fucking nice and say a few sweet things to me. This isn’t how it works!” Tears erupt dramatically and blur my vision as I swing away from him to hide my upset, abandoning my cup but not getting very far.

Alexi catches me by the upper arm, naked in the flimsy nightgown I’m wearing, and pulls me back into his embrace, wrapping me up and holding me tight. Giving me no choice but to remain his prisoner in a manly hug close to boa constrictor pressure. He grips me tight, his heartbeat pounding through his chest against mine, almost in unison.

“I’m sorry. I’m not trying to push; I know how much this means. It does to me too. I’m scared of losing you, and I’m trying to be patient, but I need to be around you. I’m sorry, Cam. I am. I don’t know how else to be; this is who I am.”

His words cool my jets but don’t turn off the waterworks running down my face. His strained tone and genuineness simmer my anger to something else entirely, but I feel prickly still and don’t want his touch.

“You’re pushing me to do what you need and want and not giving me time to breathe or think. I wasn’t lying when I said I don’t trust you. This isn’t how to change that.” I manage to push myself free from his hold and yank myself away to stand by myself, hating that he can break me down to an emotional mess without trying. He stands still and watches me, looking like his usual foreboding self, knowing he shouldn’t do anything else.

He has the sense to leave me be anyway, and I wrap my arms around my body to console myself. Shivering, but not because I’m cold and exhausted from all of it. Aching for some mental peace, even for a few seconds.

“I have never felt this way about anyone. I don’t know how to do this or how to behave. I’ve never wanted this before and never knew how intense this could be. I feel like I can’t breathe when I’m not with you, and now I’ve finally told you I don’t want to pretend anymore. I’m done hiding how I feel about you.” He looks as lost as I feel, eyes boring into me so desperately, and some of my upset dissipates a little at the lost boy look on that face and the words that seem honest.

Neither of us knows how to do this. It’s not like we have a guidebook on how to love and trust.

It’s like the blind leading the blind.

“You broke me, Alexi... Really, really destroyed me, and I never fully recovered. It’s not easy to let someone who does that back in when you found it hard enough to do it the first time around.” I admit, honestly, sheepishly and can’t look him in the eye anymore. Flinching when he moves towards me, caging me in with his body and traces the tears down my cheek. His breath warming my face as he moves in all around me, overtaking my space once more. My head is full of his scent and nearness.

“If I could go back and change it all, I would. Believe me, Cam. I know what I did.” The tender caress of a lover, not the man who terrorised me and reduced me to ashes. My body responds with tiny shivers, and I pull his hand away, unable to bear this when feeling unsure. I’m not ready for caresses and kisses. Coming through here was a mistake.

“I just need one day of space and normal and being allowed to think. I need that from you. It’s a lot to take in.”

More than anything in the world, all I need right now is to let it all sink in, catch up, and try to get my head around things. I don’t even know what happened last night while he was gone, who was shot, what went down, and he hasn’t mentioned Mico. I guess everyone is okay, as he seems completely unfazed.

I’m sure if Mico were hurt, then Alexi would be a mess. He cares about him. He’s his right-hand man, cousin, and best friend. All rolled into one.

“I never thought that request would be so hard … I’ll try. Patience isn’t my strong point.” Alexi reverts to sheepishness too, and I think he realises his confidence was premature. We will not fall into sex and love and happy ever after like a goddamn romance book. We have so much between us; I’m unsure if I can move past it with him. My life is so fucked.

I need to find a crash course in romantic relationships because I have no clue how to have one.

“Is Mico okay?” I ask finally, annoyed at myself that I never thought to ask until these last few minutes. I assumed he was okay because Alexi seemed OK, and it’s only being brought up now because I’m a wimp and looking to detract him from his current conversation to give my head a break. So much for being his friend.

I’m such a shitty person.

“He’s fine. Why wouldn’t he be?” Alexi frowns as though it’s a weird question, looks a little suspicious and moves away suddenly to walk to the couch and give me space. My radar pings immediately, and despite feeling like I have been dragged backwards through an emotional bush, all my attention peaks at the sudden change in his behaviour and his blatant ignorance of a shootout in which I thought he was dead. His instantly giving me space after practically leg-humping me says it all. I honestly might cry if this is another hidden story he should have told me.

There’s more.

I know when he is being an evasive tosser. This is one of those times. I don’t know if I have the mental capacity for more, though.

Oh god, but I won’t rest until he tells me. I hate my brain.

“What happened last night?” I follow him, not satisfied with vague when I need details and intel. Now he has set off my bullshit detector. I need to know what happened. I need to know who was hurt and why it happened. I need to know if Alexi is in danger if he leaves this building again, the chances of a repeat.

Like it or not, I care about this wanker, and I don’t want anything to happen to him. Even if my head might explode at anything more it has to absorb.

My stomach is swirling at the thought of a repeat of that agony, and it makes my insides tighten with anxiety.

“It was nothing. Went as planned.” He dismisses me with a look that’s his normal ‘conversation over’ face, and I gawp at him. The urge to smack him on the head is curbed instantly, and instead, I follow him a tad aggressively to where he sits down and stand in front of him.

“As planned? What are you talking about? You knew there would be a shootout?” I never once thought he would be behind something like that and put himself in the middle of danger. That takes all sorts of insane, and I thought he was more intelligent than that.

He surely doesn’t mean that, does he?

Alexi frowns, sighs heavily and sits for a moment, regarding me as though torn about what he should tell me. I can never tell with his facial expressions, to be honest. Either that or wondering why I walk around his apartment in see-through black lace scraps of satin lingerie when he’s not allowed to touch.

It could be he’s annoyed that he has to explain himself to me or justify his business actions, but he seems to know better than to deny me right now. I move beside him and sit down, eyeing him up accusingly and seeing him relent as he catches my stubborn brow lift. A sign I’m going nowhere without answers.
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