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Author’s Note

	 

	This story contains dark elements.

	There are no “morally gray” characters, no antiheroes or heroes here.

	There are only villains in this world.

	Both the FMC and MC are serial killers in their own right. While the death scenes are few and far between, reader discretion is advised.

	If dark elements in your story are not your cup of tea, please put this book down and do not go any further.

	This is your only warning.

	 

	TW: There is talk of suicide, sexual assault of a minor, child abuse. There’s mention of blood play and cutting. I tried to keep such things to a minimum without sacrificing the story.

	Please note, this is a work of fiction. While I’m fully aware that some things in this story are not how it works in the real world, I took creative liberty to fit the narration of the story. Please remember this is a fictional world.

	 

	Now that that’s out of the way,

	Come meet Zayah and B in their twisted playground.

	 


Playlist

	 

	Check out the playlist for

	Behind the Mask

	 


Dedication

	 

	To those entering their villain era.

	I hope you tear down those structures that have tried to cage you.

	 

	 

	 

	 


Quote

	 

	These violent delights have violent ends

	And in their triumph die, like fire and powder,

	Which as they kiss consume: the sweetest honey

	Is loathsome in his own deliciousness…

	—Friar Lawrence

	 


Chapter One

	 

	Her screams had long since died down the moment the truth had finally settled in. She wasn’t going to make it out of this alive, or in one piece either. Her screams had filled his ears with such a sweet symphony he could listen to her fear on repeat. He wished he could record her so he could play it whenever the mood called for it.

	He looked down at her face—her eyes wide with terror as the last of her breath rattled around in her body—still desperate to hold on even when everything urged her to let go. Her face was blotchy—tears had soaked her skin, and he leaned down letting his tongue taste her silent pleas. She begged for forgiveness to sins she didn’t believe she committed. She begged for her life—offered up things he didn’t want in exchange for her freedom.

	She didn’t understand.

	How could she?

	She didn’t know the death that was waiting for her was her freedom—freedom from the life she was living and from his touch. Once her stubborn heart stopped beating, he would let her go—her soul could do what it wanted. He only needed her body now.

	His perfect dolls had never known sorrow—had never suffered any pain—until him. Even their bodies were void of any real flaws; they had such perfect skin.

	A blank canvas to turn into his beautiful art.

	His gaze wandered over his pretty doll’s body.

	Cassandra Lennox was her name—though her name would hold no importance to him anymore. She had dark hair the color of the night sky and brown eyes that turned black the harder she cried. Her lips, so plump and a soft pink, matched the color of her nipples she’d been so eager to show him when she thought her night would end with her screaming his name in pleasure instead of pain.

	He trailed a gloved hand down her naked body, taking a moment to remember every flinch, every shudder her body made in an attempt to run from his touch—to escape the pain his knives had inflicted. The moments of tension when they both held their breath—watching and waiting for his knife to cut into her flawless skin—had made his cock hard, even now. Her whimpers of pain had mixed in with his groans and the euphoria had elated him.

	A pained sound left her throat. This stubborn doll wouldn’t give up, but he wouldn’t put her out of her misery either. There were no quick deaths for those who found themselves on his table. He wanted them to suffer—wanted them to know what pain and fear truly felt like. They all had been afforded a lifetime of privilege and happiness. All of his little dolls had been tucked away safely—protected in a bubble that made sure no harm had come their way until they met him.

	Nothing about their endings would match how they lived their lives. He drew their deaths out—breaking them down piece by beautiful piece until there was nothing left but resignation that their end had come at his hands. The beautiful man that looked like he promised pleasure and delivered only pain. He’d become their judge, jury, and executioner all at once.

	His fingertips landed on the inside of his little doll’s thighs. He traced the missing piece of flesh with his index finger. Each kill, he carved a marking into their skin, a symbol or something significant about the town he was in at the time or something personal he lifted off of his dolls’ belongings.

	When he was feeling generous, the pieces of his dolls he allowed to be found had carvings on their skin, but there was no rhyme or reason, and it didn’t happen enough so those that chased him—Agent Holland and his FBI friends—could never piece together the puzzle that was left for them.

	Such an easy answer, but Holland was too blind about his past. He would never be able to put the pieces together, and so their game would never end.

	He traced the Z outline against his doll’s flesh. This had been the first cut he made on her after he cleaned her of the grime and dirt that had been on her skin. He wanted his blank canvas as clean as possible when he made that first cut.

	He groaned remembering the way his doll screamed. It reminded him of his time with his little lion. He still had her claw marks on his back—still had the Z she carved into his left pec as a reminder that she would have owned his heart if he had one.

	“Zayah, Zayah, Zayah,” he hummed, wishing he could see her now. Wishing he could show her his new dolls—these new dolls had been as much for him as they were for her.

	He remembered the last time he and Zayah were together—when he had taken her to one of his workstations. He wanted them to work on the pretty doll together—create art out of the human flesh before them, but Zayah held a knife to his neck, desperate to cut his head from his body.

	If he hadn’t figured out she’d been slowly poisoning him for a month, he would have been too weak to fight her off, and that cut probably would have ended his life.

	He let out a light laugh as the doll on his table gasped for breath. Any moment now her body would stop fighting the inevitable and greet death.

	“You’re strong—probably one of the strongest dolls I’ve had,” he whispered against her skin. “But you’re not her or my lion. Give up, no one is coming to save you.”

	His parting words reminded him of Zayah. She’d whisper them to him in the night and when she slit his throat. His Zayah was fierce and meant to rule.

	The month before he realized she was slowly poisoning him, he had exposed himself to her. Showed her how he made his art with his dolls. She had smiled—something close to fire sparked in her eyes when he allowed her to make a couple of incisions.

	He thought her compliance meant that they were going to be together forever. A Bonnie and Clyde that burned this world to the ground for the wrongs it committed against them. She had other ideas. That excitement he saw when she cut into someone had dwindled somewhere, and he hadn’t caught it fast enough.

	“I can’t be this person. I’m not a monster,” Zayah whispered, her eyes watery, but she never shed any tears.

	“You’re not a monster, Zayah. You’re like me, a lion for a wolf. We are the predators—we keep things in balance. You think this life means more than yours? Means more than mine?” He scoffed. “She has never known an ounce of pain. She has never had sorrow, but she inflicts it on others. Do you remember what that was like, Zayah? Do you remember being helpless? Sheep are meant to be slaughtered.”

	Zayah had been so determined to let society turn her into one of its little sheep. She wanted to blend in with the rest of the world—live life on their timetable and their terms, but she was meant for so much more.

	When he tried to show her, she hadn’t been ready to listen, or maybe he had misjudged his timing. Zayah had a way about her that threw him off his course. All the plans he had in place had gone up in smoke the moment Zayah had crossed his path. His consumption had always been for breaking his pretty dolls till they wilted and died by his hands. That had quickly turned into an obsession to see how far he could push Zayah till she pushed back.

	The scar at his throat itched at the reminder of how hard Zayah pushed back. She slit his throat, watching the blood drip down his chest, and waited for him to gasp for his last breath before she called the cops. Her teary-eyed performance—something he baffled at when he saw—was one for the books as she recounted her ordeal with a crazed man.

	She never shared his secrets though, never showed them his favorite hiding spots, even got rid of the doll he’d been working on before she slit his throat.

	It was strange, something he hadn’t understood at first. She had the means to turn him over to the FBI, yet the most she accused him of was domestic violence, knowing a charge like that wouldn’t stick, at least not for long.

	She didn’t want him locked up forever.

	This was a game for her, and she wanted him to come find her.

	His doll finally choked on her final breath, and he closed his eyes basking in that sound. He could only hear his heartbeat now as he gifted Death a new body.

	A peace settled over him, calming his nervous system. Gone were the murky waters his head had a habit of staying trapped in, and in its place stood beautiful clarity.

	He opened his eyes and looked around his work room. He would have to work quicker than he would like in disposing of the body, but by this time tomorrow, this shed would be no more, and his pretty little doll would be broken apart and buried all over the town before he left—taking a piece with him till he was ready to part with it.

	This town held no memories, and thanks to this doll, he would be steady enough for his trip. He needed to be at his best when he coaxed Zayah out of hiding.

	His phone chirped, and a smile spread across his face. He knew who it was—the only number in his phone. His Zayah was intelligent and knew how to keep a low profile, but her skills with technology needed work—her past hadn’t given her time to keep up with the way the world went from minimal digital technology to completely dependent on it.

	It was all too easy to pinpoint her location, and because of her desperation to blend in with society, he knew once she was settled it was only a matter of time before she got on social media so she didn’t look like the outlier.

	The need to document every waking moment in one’s life had been the downfall for all of his dolls. They made themselves easy targets, showing the world exactly who they were, what they had, and what they yearned for. He never had any trouble finding his dolls or keeping up their online persona once he had them. It always took someone too long to report them missing, partly because no one gave a fuck and partly because everyone was so obsessed in their online world, they never knew when someone was gone.

	Once he knew where to look, finding Z was a piece of cake. He knew where she lived, where she worked, and the acquaintances she kept around her so she didn’t stand out as a loner—something that would have been a red flag in a town like Asheville.

	He walked around the table, pulling the glove off before pulling out his cell phone. The message was one that came through a dating app—something he never expected Z to be on.

	“You’re getting soft on me, little lion. Resorting to a dating app like you don’t know I’m coming for you.” He chuckled as he opened the message, seeing her number in the box, underneath his.

	She hadn’t called or texted him when he sent his number two nights ago, and he thought she was going to clam up, making him have to go through the trouble of creating a new page to talk to her, but underneath her name was a note.

	 

	This is me.

	574-555-2183

	 

	He went to send a message to the number when one came through on his phone from her.

	 

	Z: Hey Zion. I had a shit day, and you’re the only one lately who I can talk to ease me out of my shitty mood. Do you have time to talk?

	 

	His smile widened. He had given her a false name. Zion Hicks. His first name was real, but it wasn’t one she had ever known. To her she had only known him as Besnick Byrne or Besnick Vaughn. He had given her a little bit of his sordid family history and why he wanted to erase his mother’s name from his existence.

	 

	Zion: Oh no! I feel like you’ve been having a lot of shitty days.

	 

	Z: Yeah, and it feels like there’s no end in sight. 😞

	 

	B shook his head. He knew what she needed. If he were a betting man, he would wager Zayah was days if not moments away from tapping into that part of herself that was so much like him—that part she was so desperate to deny.

	Zion: Give me about ten minutes and I can make it better. 😀

	 

	And hopefully push you to tap into that part that makes you a killer. The world is yours to burn. Light it on fire, light it on fire.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	The blood covered her hands and dripped down her arms.

	This was too much blood.

	She looked down at the blood pooling at her feet and cursed.

	This was too messy, poison was always the better option, but she didn’t have the luxury of time. She needed to escape—to run—needed to prove that she was the victim here and not the assailant, but this mess said something entirely different.

	It didn’t scream self-defense.

	Anyone worth their salt would be able to tell this was an attempted murder scene, but how could she spin this to make herself the victim?

	The sound of coughing brought her to the body kneeling at her feet. His hands were wrapped around his neck in a weak attempt to stop the blood from seeping out of his body. She wanted to watch the light fade from his gaze, but she was never one for the aftermath that came after a kill. It was why she preferred poison. The death was slow, and the cleaning up was always someone else’s job.

	“So beautiful in all your quiet rage, Zayah,” he wheezed, getting weaker, but the look on his face held pride, and it made her scoff. He barely fought her when she grabbed the knife and went for his throat. It was like he was proving a point—even if it ended in his death.

	“You’re so much like me, and once you stop trying to be something you’re not, you’ll see it, Zayah. You’ll see the beautiful lion instead of the sheep they want you to be.”

	The sound of a phone ringing brought Zayah out of the nightmare she’d been trapped in for the last three years. It took her a second to realize she was still at work—stuck in a mundane cycle that was starting to wear on her. She couldn’t sleep for more than two to three hours at a time at night, and everything was setting her off lately. Her skin was too sensitive to touch—a constant push and pull between being too cold she couldn’t get warm enough or too hot that she couldn’t find comfort.

	She had a dull headache in the back of her head that caused an ache to seep from her neck into her shoulders. All of that would have been barely tolerable if it wasn’t accompanied by the emptiness she felt inside of her. It was a hollowness that brought about a pain she hadn’t experienced before. She felt starved—her body caving in and eating itself, which was slowly driving her mad.

	She hadn’t felt this out of control since she let her walls down and exposed herself to him. The man she thought was going to settle her unleashed her fire—celebrating her rage when she wanted to gift Death the present of a life taken too soon.

	“You are so much like me, Zayah. I thought I was alone, but here you are, my little lion.”

	Zayah curled in on herself, trying to bury the memory of him, but each time she tried, she heard his rich laughter—felt his skin against her own—could taste him on her tongue and feel his warm blood against her fingertips.

	Some dark part of her missed him—missed how he saw her when the world chose to ignore what she was. B had given life to the parts she’d been taught since she was a kid to bury, and while she’d been suffocating, he set her free.

	And you stabbed him in the neck for his troubles.

	Zayah cursed, both regretting and coming to terms with why she did what she did. She wasn’t like B—didn’t want to be. She wanted to be normal and to live a mundane life like those around her. Her thoughts should have been focused on what to eat for dinner and whether she wanted to get married and have kids or not. Not marveling at the way different people responded to poison or the way people’s eyes changed when they realized how close to death they were.

	It was intoxicating watching the life drain from someone. No drug had gotten her higher, and the high she had gotten from sex paled in comparison. There was control and power having someone’s life in her hands, and Zayah had struggled to give that up.

	You feel it too.

	It wasn’t a question; it was more of a statement from B. He had taken her to his special place, and she watched frozen as he killed a woman who’d been missing for months. She wanted to be scared. She knew she should have run out of that room screaming for the cops, but she stayed, salivating when the light bounced off the knife.

	Her body shuddered the second the knife pierced the woman’s pale flesh, and she’d grown wet between her legs. A delicious ache caused her to touch herself while B finished up making calculating cuts into the helpless woman’s skin. Her blood seeped onto the tarp at Zayah’s feet, and once B was done with his little doll, he turned his attention on Zayah, and they fucked—hard.

	He left the doll sobbing and choking for air while he did the same to Zayah, but the pain and pleasure had ended differently for Zayah than it did for his doll. B brought Zayah to her hardest climax since she started enjoying sex just as his doll took her last breath.

	So perfect, my little lion.

	His whispered praise against her skin felt like a homecoming. Finally, she fit somewhere even after he saw the monster under her pretty skin.

	“Alan and Smith, this is Nova speaking. How may I help you?” Nova, Zayah’s coworker, and closest thing to friend Zayah had, picked up the ringing phone. “Ah yes. The donation for the charity masquerade ball was sent out this morning. We will be in attendance as well.” Nova looked Zayah over and concern sprinkled across her features.

	Zayah nodded but didn’t bother hiding her wince. She forgot the masquerade ball was coming up. It was a charity event that apparently started long before Zayah knew Old Evergreen existed. The town's beloved mayor’s wife had gotten sick with some rare form of cancer, and the town rallied around her while she died. Now the town celebrated her life with some over-the-top party that everyone had to attend.

	Nova continued to talk while she kept her gaze on Zayah. Zayah put her hand on her stomach before quickly getting up and heading toward the bathroom. She could see the concern on Nova’s face growing—heard the tone in her voice, she was rushing whoever she spoke with on the phone. It was only a matter of time before Nova’s full attention was on her in a misguided attempt to check in on her.

	Zayah barreled into the bathroom and locked the door behind her. She ran to the sink and splashed cold water on her face, but it did nothing to dose her temperature or the images flashing behind her lids. Her heart beat wildly in her chest—the tempo felt like a battering ram against a weak door, and she didn’t know how long she had before she exploded.

	She thought leaving the city she’d grown up in and met B in would have calmed the impulses down. Three years she’d gone without B in her life, but the longer she was in small town Old Evergreen, the harder it was getting to hide who she really was.

	Stop fighting it, my little lion.

	B’s words sounded like thunder cracking across the sky. She jumped, half-expecting B to be lurking in the bathroom, waiting to collect her and bring her back to his side of the world where things were dark and monsters had all the power.

	There were no heroes in B’s world, only villains who took what they wanted—righting wrongs with blood.

	Zayah looked at herself in the mirror and cursed. She looked like shit. No amount of makeup in the world could add color back into her skin or hide the bags under her eyes. She needed an outlet, one that didn’t involve watching someone’s body burn from the inside out.

	“I’m not who B said I was. I am not who my mom and foster parents or social workers said I was,” Zayah whispered to her reflection, wondering when it would finally click that she wasn’t the wolf in sheep’s clothing everyone thought she was.

	You’re a monster.

	Zayah dried her hands, ignoring the words her mother had hurled at her. She pulled out her cell phone from her back pocket. She checked her email, making sure there were no changes in B’s case. He was still safely secured behind bars in For Leyfai. He hadn’t gotten out yet, and even if he did, there was enough space between her and him. She’d be gone before he would know to look for her here.

	She checked over her text messages, hoping for a new one from Zion, but none came through. She saw the time—it had been thirty minutes since he told her to give him ten minutes. She didn’t want to be those people who got crazy when someone didn’t respond right away, but Zion seemed to be the only one who could talk her off the ledge when she felt like this. There was something about him that sang to her like a lullaby, settling her.

	Maybe it was the anonymity of it all.

	A screen separated them but somehow pulled them closer together than she’d been with anyone aside from B.

	Maybe that should have unnerved her and made her cautious, but she didn’t share all of her secrets with Zion like she did with B. Their relationship—or whatever this was—was as normal as Zayah could get, and she did enjoy talking to him.

	B had enticed certain desires inside of her, and she knew it was better to ignore them. Zion had lulled those desires to sleep, making her feel accepted even if it was with a virtual stranger.

	A light knock sounded on the door, and Zayah pocketed her phone. She let out a breath, which only seemed to heighten the hollowness in her chest. She felt like she was going crazy—the worst this sensation had been since she learned to understand what she was feeling.

	“Don’t be afraid, little lion. That’s your body telling you the world needs to be cleansed. Listen to it.”

	Meeting B had done more damage than good. Zayah was starting to believe falling for him had been a mistake that went beyond the classic heartbreak.

	She may have always had these urges inside of her and acted on them a handful of times, but it was B who taught her how to hone in on them. He was the one who whispered in her ear that it was okay to unleash on the world, and after she fled from him, she never locked the door he opened. All those techniques she had to keep herself in check seemed like child’s play to what was coursing through her now.

	Zayah prayed she would hear from Zion soon or she’d have no choice but to give in to what she really wanted to do, and people missing from small towns tended to draw crowds Zayah didn’t want to deal with.

	Little lions use their teeth and sharp claws. Let’s pierce her flesh and see how well she bleeds.

	Zayah shook her head, desperately trying to ignore the voice in her head that encouraged her down the dark path that called to her like a second home. She gritted her teeth and placed a small smile on her face as she opened the door to greet a worried Nova.

	“You okay?” Nova’s voice was soft, hesitant, and Zayah nodded, not trusting her voice right away.

	They stood staring at each other, and tension started to build in the air, coating it with something Zayah couldn’t quite place. The phone started ringing again, but neither one of them moved until the sound of one of their boss’ voices vibrated through the air. Nova jumped like she’d been caught doing something she wasn’t supposed to and quickly left to answer the phone.

	Zayah watched her walk away. She noticed Alan had been out of his office—leaning up against the doorframe. His eyes lingered on Nova’s ass as he licked his lips. Zayah’s fingers curled into her palms until her nails pinched her skin. Alan was a little too friendly for Zayah’s taste, especially with Nova.

	Make him your special tonic and turn her into a pretty doll for me.

	Zayah cursed under her breath and pushed B’s voice out of her head. She made her way back to her desk and returned to the pile of paperwork. If she focused harder on what was in front of her, those urges would eventually go away and she could continue to make life here in Old Evergreen work.

	Lions aren’t meant to be locked away, Zayah. They’re meant to roam free. Let me break those chains you’ve grown accustomed to.

	 

	 


Chapter Three

	 

	Zayah was drenched in sweat as she rolled up her yoga mat. Her body was exhausted. The instructor had put them through the ringer, and while Zayah loved the intermediate to advanced poses, they did nothing to exhaust or quiet that hollowness in her chest. If anything, those gnawing sensations seemed to be overpowering and downright suffocating.

	Now that the class was over, everything was back to bothering Zayah again. Even Nova’s insistent nervous chatter next to her made Zayah grind her teeth so hard she was surprised her molars were still intact. The woman had been a ball of nervous energy as soon as they met up at the yoga studio.

	Nova was usually quiet. She tended to play small and blend in with the background, but today something made her need to fill the quiet with noise. Zayah half-listened to Nova talk about internet dating. Zayah’s focus had been on trying to ease the painful sensation in her chest. It wasn’t as bad as yesterday, but whatever brief reprieve Nova had given her had disappeared.

	Zayah tried to concentrate on her breathing as she packed up. She tried to hone in on the exhaustion she felt after class, but that Zen feeling she hoped to regain was nowhere to be found.

	As soon as she hit savasana, her mind woke up, zeroing in on every nuisance in the room. Every breath taken by the other yogis and the uneven steps of her yoga instructor as she walked around the room had only served to irritate Zayah. That hollowness—the hunger pains she’d been trying to ignore had increased. Her body was an inferno. The fire she never could douse built to an unhealthy blaze, and there was nowhere for it to go. It was going to incarnate the world around her, but not before it turned her to ash.

	“I know Asheville is a smallish town, but I hoped…. I don’t know what I was hoping for….” Nova’s voice trailed off when she realized Zayah had only been half-listening. Somewhere Zayah knew she should feel bad for ignoring Nova, but she didn’t. Caring required her to feel something, and other than the hollow pit in her chest, Zayah’s feelings barely scratched the surface of what was considered normal. It was sad, really, Nova not being able to pick up on the subtle cues that Zayah didn’t care much about anything besides keeping up appearances.

	Nova couldn’t fully connect with anyone. Her scars—the ones she thought she kept hidden—made it impossible for her to get close to anyone, which made her a magnet for people who were always unavailable. It caused Nova to overcompensate and become what she thought people wanted. It was a flaw, one that Zayah had used to her advantage. Nova didn’t ask questions. She was usually comfortable to keep a silence between them when they worked together and took yoga classes together.

	Everything about their relationship had been on the surface. If Zayah wanted to, she could slip under Nova’s skin—burrow herself under her shitty defenses and turn Nova into the perfect toy to play with. It was tempting, but for all intents and purposes, Zayah wasn’t interested in that. Being Nova’s friend had given Zayah the ability to appear like one of the residents, which had been harder than she anticipated when she first arrived in Old Evergreen.

	She couldn’t blend in or disappear like she hoped. Old Evergreen wasn’t a big city, but it wasn’t some small town either. It just wasn’t big enough for her to avoid the whispers and the looks people gave her when she was out by herself and refused to befriend anyone.

	It was why she was grateful for Nova—at least on the days she kept the conversation to a minimum. Today, however, Zayah was imagining what it would look like to watch her body destroy itself from the inside out or mark her skin with a knife.

	Is that the only thing you’re thinking about?

	Zayah’s gaze fell toward Nova who had finally stopped talking and started packing away her yoga mat. She wore a sports bra that did very little to conceal her large breasts and shorts that revealed long toned legs. Zayah’s gaze stayed on Nova’s legs, and the memory of their interaction at work the other day sprang to mind.

	Something delicious and dark coiled through Zayah remembering the way Nova’s breath had hitched subtly when they were locked in a staring contest. It was so small Zayah had almost missed it. Nova had come to check on her with concern, but something else lingered in the air potent enough that Zayah could practically taste Nova on her tongue.

	“I think I’m done with men and dating apps in general.” Nova stuffed her yoga mat into her bag.

	What about women?

	The thought popped into Zayah’s mind as she continued to stare at Nova like it was the first time she was seeing her. Her long dark hair was a sweaty mess around her face—somewhere along the way in class her hair tie had snapped. She was flushed from the heat. A pretty shade of red coated her skin, making Zayah wonder how easily she could mark Nova’s flesh with her hands, among other things.

	As much as Zayah wouldn’t mind watching Nova die, another part of her wanted to know what it was like to taste her.

	Was she reserved behind closed doors?

	Did she hide under dark lights when she fucked?

	Or did the real Nova show up when the clothes came off and there was nothing between them but skin and need?

	When Zayah found joy in sex, she used it to fight off the urges that whispered in her mind that death was hers to take. Sex had been the outlet she needed it to be—the power exchange had been similar—but still not quite right. But as she stared at Nova, Zayah wondered if Nova’s screams of pleasure would be enough to sate Zayah’s hunger for death.

	“I don’t understand how you found someone on that app I made you sign up for, and here I am meeting fake nice guys who turn into assholes.” Nova took a drink from her water bottle, and Zayah’s eyes stayed glued to her throat.

	Images of wrapping her hands around Nova’s neck sprang to life in her mind. They were a jumbled mess, blending death and pleasure together.

	A knife across Nova’s throat and she’d bleed out slowly.

	I can use garrote wire around her throat while I pleasure her with my tongue.

	Zayah shook the images from her mind and flexed her hands, but that hollowness in her chest was like a ravished beast that demanded it be fed. The more she ignored it, the hungrier it became.

	Something hit Zayah on the side hard enough to make her stumble into Nova. Zayah turned around, not sure what to expect, but when she saw Veronica Watts and her little dimwit posse of two snickering, Zayah had to suppress her eyeroll.

	Veronica Watts was a bully. She was the type of woman who peaked in high school, and because she never had the balls to make it outside of this shitty town, she thought that popular status extended into her sad excuse for an adult life. Veronica thought she had power and tried to intimidate anyone who didn’t bend to that power. It was comical trying to watch her intimidate Zayah every chance she got, especially when Zayah had the means to make Veronica’s life span shorter.

	“Oops.” Veronica smiled at Zayah, but it wasn’t friendly. “You are so forgettable, it’s like you blended in with the floor and I didn’t see you. I guess I should pay more attention.” Her voice was sugary sweet, but all Zayah could do was focus on the pounding of blood in her ears.

	You’re my little lion, Zayah. Show them what it means to be powerless. Show them how easy it is to break.

	B’s voice was a soft serenade urging her to do what she had desperately wanted to do the very first time she crossed paths with Veronica Watts. It would be so easy to slip a little of Zayah’s special mix into Veronica’s water bottle. Within days, Zayah would watch her weaken—organs shutting down until her heart no longer beat in her chest.

	The world would be a much better place without Veronica Watts.

	That’s it, little lion. Do what needs to be done.

	Zayah felt the feral smile across her face and loved the quick flash of panic that bled into Veronica’s eyes. She took a step back when Zayah took a step forward—the air was charged—heat licked across Zayah’s skin as she fully took in Veronica. How fragile she would appear strapped to a table slowly dying from the poison Zayah had given her. How easy her skin would bleed if Zayah took a knife to her.

	The death would be slow and painful for Veronica.

	Zayah wondered how long she would fight before her mind gave up and became resigned to the fate that there was no escape. There were no heroes in capes coming to rescue her.

	Would Veronica plead to live? Would she barter with ill intentions to do better if she was given a second chance?

	“Is there a problem here, ladies?” The yoga instructor’s voice pulled Zayah out of the fantasy, and she took a step back.

	“Nope,” Zayah responded, “Veronica was just apologizing for bumping into me.” Zayah kept her gaze on Veronica, waiting for the moment it clicked that she had just become the prey if Zayah chose to act on the instincts that were getting harder and harder to subdue.

	Whatever panic Veronica initially had was gone. Zayah watched the fake confidence slip into place now that there was another witness here. Her smile was falsely pleasant as she glared at Zayah. “Next time I’ll be more careful.” There was no apology in her voice.

	She turned, mumbling something under her breath, and Zayah sucked her teeth to keep from saying something that would cut into Veronica’s overinflated ego or cause Zayah to snap.

	Too many witnesses.

	Veronica goes missing and I become the suspect.

	Breathe, Zayah.

	“She was always a monster. Even in high school,” Nova quipped beside her.

	Veronica wasn’t a monster. She was a spoiled brat who never knew a hard day in her life. Zayah was the real monster. While her track record only held cases from before she was eighteen, if she ever confessed to her sins, her rap sheet would be a mile long.

	If Veronica wasn’t careful, Zayah would let her monster off its self-imposed leash, and Veronica and company would become part of Zayah’s rap sheet. They’d be nothing more than a fleeting memory while their bodies became food for the earth.

	There’s my little lion.

	 


Chapter Four

	 

	B shifted in the driver’s seat of his Jeep Wrangler. It wasn’t his car of choice, but after his initial research into Old Evergreen, he knew if he wanted to blend in with the locals, he needed to look and act as much like them as was humanly possible; and this was a Jeep town. Thanks to his past, he had honed his skills early on how to blend in when he was standing in plain sight. He knew the second he drew attention to himself, the pain that accompanied it was never worth it.

	Little boys help their mother, right Zion? You want those toys for Christmas, you’ll help mommy with her friends, okay?

	B’s grip on the steering wheel tightened as memories he thought he had purged from his system resurfaced. His mother’s voice accompanied by hands that were too rough and too old to touch his skin made him break out into a sweat.

	That’s it, little Z. It will only hurt for a second, and then it’ll feel good for both of us.

	The way he handles pain is good.

	He’s become a favorite.

	A burning sensation licked down his spine as the memory of a cane kissing his skin—removing flesh from his body played on repeat in his mind. It was like the connection was bad causing it to skip—showing him over and over again how he was forced to bleed at the hands of someone who was sworn to protect and serve.

	You have scars like me.

	Zayah’s voice mingled in with his memories of the past—before he met his little lion. She was supposed to be another trophy in his collection of dolls, but she’d become so much more to him in such a short time. She lured him in with her truth when she removed the mask she’d been wearing. When he truly saw her for the first time, he saw a mirror image staring back at him, and he’d been lost to her ever since.

	They had the same scars, similar upbringings, and the same outlets, though her touch had been more about the finesse. The scar across his throat was proof she could make the same art he enjoyed with a knife, but she preferred a subtle touch that came from poison.

	“Authorities now think Cassandra Lennox had been missing for more than two weeks before her disappearance had been reported. Given that she’d been active on social media, they are now certain that foul play is in place and are upping their efforts to find her.”

	B turned up the volume on the radio. He enjoyed hearing the media try and paint the perfect picture of what happened and why—though they’d never figure it out. His dolls had come from all over, and the pieces he left behind weren’t found until B was ready for them to be found.

	He tried to keep his arrogance in check, knowing that would be his downfall, but it was hard when he watched the FBI and local cops scramble to piece together information that would never make sense unless they had the whole picture. There was only one person who knew all his secrets, and when she sent the cops after him for some bullshit charge, she never uttered his sins to them.

	Zayah protected him because she was just like him, and if she unearthed his skeletons, hers would have to be uncovered too. B had a funny feeling there were more bodies in her garden than there were in his. Poison may have worked slower, but the right combination went undetected unless you knew what to look for. People dying from heart attacks and organ failure might raise a few flags, but not enough for anyone to look deeper.

	His little lion had perfected her art—her gentle touch was as deadly as his. Proof that she was made just for him.

	Flashing lights up ahead had B easing his foot off the gas. He saw a few cars ahead of him, and when he glanced in the rearview mirror, a couple of cars slowed behind him. It was a checkpoint, and B wondered if this was a speed trap, —some drunk driver’s joyride, or the locals doing their due diligence to check who was coming and going out of Old Evergreen.

	B pursed his lips and drummed his finger against the steering wheel, unsure if this would cause a problem down the line. He hadn’t planned on staying in Old Evergreen once he caught Zayah, but getting her out of the town with this checkpoint might prove difficult.

	The state trooper waved B forward. B plastered a fake smile on face, looking as friendly as a puppy. B traveled often. First because of his dolls—he tried not to kill from the same area often even if they all had been connected somehow. Now, he traveled from state to state in search of his little lion.

	 Seeing the state troopers with their flashing lights and false sense of power as they peered into vehicles and checked licenses no longer phased B. If anything, he got off on the exchange—they had a killer in their presence, his tools in the back of whatever vehicle he rented in cash, and they never knew it.

	They wore those badges like crowns—kings of their little turfs, getting their dicks hard by putting away the bad guys, and yet B waltzed passed every one of them without them ever knowing who lurked behind the mask B wore.

	Humans thought they were superior, and in that thinking they were too stupid to see a predator with the sharp teeth until it ripped their heads off.

	B looked over the short, round state trooper with his graying beard and bald head. He looked like the type of man who was always in a shit mood because he never made it out of this shit hole town and took it out on everyone else because it was their fault and not his.

	“Licenses and registration,” the state trooper, Matson, snapped as soon as he was close enough to B’s window.

	B kept his mouth shut and handed him what he asked for. Dealing with someone like Matson, B knew it was better to keep quiet and give the man what he wanted—there were too many witnesses for any other option.

	“You’re a long way from home, boy,” Matson grumbled, and B gritted his teeth, forcing his smile to stay in place. The word ‘boy’ in any tone made him twitch.

	That’s it, boy. You like this, don’t you?

	A red haze fell over B’s vision—images of his past and present blending together in one bloody carousel. The need to take his knife against Matson’s skin almost overwhelmed him, but he ignored it.

	Matson wasn’t one of his dolls or tormentors. Watching his heart slowly stop beating would be nothing more than immediate gratification for B. It would leave him feeling empty and set him on an edge he didn’t need. He was here for Zayah, and that was where his focus would stay.

	B nodded. “Visiting my girl and her family.”

	Matson looked him over and handed him back his information. “I wouldn’t stay too long, boy. Old Evergreen doesn’t take too kindly to outsiders. You have a good day now.”

	B put his foot on the gas, his gaze never leaving Matson’s in the rearview. B wasn’t sure he would consider Matson intelligent, but the threat had been clear in his words. If B stayed any longer than necessary, Matson was going to be a problem—one that B couldn’t solve by killing him. Maybe he needed to take a page out of Zayah’s book and show a little finesse when it came to Matson. B didn’t need him completely dead—just out of the way long enough for him to catch his little lion.

	The sound of his phone going off made him truly smile. Zayah was reaching out more and more now that they had exchanged numbers. She was on edge, spiraling, and instead of calming her like she claimed, he was leaving little breadcrumbs to entice her.

	“Little lions don’t belong in cages,” B whispered to himself. “It’s time I set you free.”
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	“I just don’t know why you insist on inviting her places. Something is off…weird about her. Besides, this is supposed to be our time, and you pick up strays like some crazy cat lady. It’s annoying, Nova.” Elle, Nova’s friend complained around a mouth full of salad.

	Zayah had stepped away to text on her phone. Nova glanced over her shoulder to make sure she was out of earshot of Elle’s unnecessary comments. Elle hadn’t liked her. Most of the people Nova had seen interact with Zayah were either like Veronica and Elle—snarky and wary of her—or of the male variety and lusted after her. Not that Nova could blame them. Zayah was gorgeous in a way that even Nova had been caught staring at her a time or two—like now.

	Zayah had beautiful, tanned skin that seemed to glow in a way no lotion, body scrub, or day at the spa could accomplish for Nova. Zayah’s dark hair was wavy and short—something that Nova knew none of the women she’d come across in her life in Old Evergreen would ever consider doing.

	While women like Veronica and her posse and even Elle tried to stand out and be noticed, Zayah tried to blend in—even though it was a wasted effort. Her silence and her beauty made her stand out in this dull town.

	“You’re crazy,” Nova sighed half-heartedly as she watched Zayah’s agitated steps start to settle. Something did feel off with her, at least from what Nova had picked up on when they were at work together. She didn’t know much about Zayah, but her energy felt cagey—like if Nova put her hand too close, Zayah would bite it off.

	“She’s just not from here and hasn’t had to deal with the same small town that somehow isn’t so small that we date each other’s leftovers but not so big to avoid town gossip.” Nova tried to sound a little more confident.

	The fact of the matter was, she didn’t know shit about Zayah. Their friendship—for lack of a better word—was superficial at best, and Nova sort of liked it that way. She was the only one in this stupid town who didn’t know about Nova’s past—didn’t see or care about the weight Nova carried nor did she look at her with pity in her eyes.

	The main reason Nova had been drawn to Zayah when she first interviewed for the position at the law firm was because Nova could finally breathe around Zayah. There were no expectations, no need to ask how she was doing and offer her false pleasantries. At work, they chatted for a few moments a day about stupid shit, and outside of work, they attended yoga class together. Occasionally, they went out to brunch after yoga and that was it. It was uncomplicated and gave Nova some type of peace.

	Elle rolled her eyes. “Listen, with your track record, I’m just looking out for you. You have a way of attracting the worst there is, and the last thing I want for you is to see you go through what you went through with Adam and Ashley again.”

	Nova couldn’t hide her wince at Elle’s words. This was why Zayah was better company for her. Elle had seen her at her worst and never missed an opportunity to remind her of it. Zayah didn’t know about Nova’s past, and even if she did, Nova had a feeling she wouldn’t give a shit.

	“Sorry about that,” Zayah mumbled as she took her seat across from Nova. “I didn’t want to be rude, but I really needed to respond to that message.” She grabbed her unopened water bottle, twisted off the cap, and took a sip. Nova looked Zayah over—her dark strands were up in a messy bun, and while Nova looked like she’d just finished working out in the hot yoga class, even after the shower, Zayah seemed put together and a lot less agitated than she’d been at work and after her encounter with Veronica.

	“You could have just responded to the message at the table.” Elle sounded annoyed, and Nova winced again when Zayah cut Elle a look. It was the same look she’d given Veronica back at the yoga studio, and it made Nova’s heart beat a little faster in her chest. There was something predatory about it—the way Zayah sized Elle up reminded Nova of a wild animal salivating after a weak and injured animal.

	“You’re okay?” Zayah slid her gaze to Nova as if Zayah could hear her thoughts.

	Some survival instinct kicked in as fear snaked up her spine and wrapped around her throat, choking her. Her body felt caught in its flight-or-fight mechanics, and she couldn’t figure out if she had a chance to run to safety or if she would be able to fight her way out.

	“Nova?” Zayah reached across the table, and as soon as Zayah’s warm hand touched Nova’s skin, her body seemed to relax.

	“Yeah,” she wheezed out. She grabbed her own water and chugged the contents, hoping to ease her suddenly dry throat.

	“You look like something scared you. You’re pale.” Something in Zayah’s tone and warm touch felt more sinister than reassuring. Nova tried to shake it off—the constant complaining from Elle about Zayah must have been what set her off.

	Nova placed her water down and laughed weakly. “Yeah. I’m fine. Not sure what happened there.”

	Zayah’s smile was soft, and when Nova went back to her food, she noticed Zayah’s hand was still wrapped around her small wrist, and that set off a whole new set of sensations flowing through her. Her heart beat faster in her chest, less out of fear and more out of intrigue. She was embarrassed at how fast her pulse raced and knew Zayah could feel it beneath her palm.

	Nova licked her lips before she chanced a glance at Zayah. When she saw that Zayah was still looking at her, she quickly diverted her attention back to her plate. Nova wished Elle would speak or the waiter would come by and interrupt them, if only so Nova could get her erratic pulse under control.

	Something was pulling Nova toward Zayah. It was there back in the office—Nova felt trapped under Zayah’s gaze, and she’d been too enthralled to do anything but let Zayah get her fill. Nova didn’t want to think anything of it, but now at brunch she wondered if she hadn’t imagined the way her stomach bottomed out from Zayah’s attention.

	The waiter thankfully came over to the table to ask if they needed anything else. Elle asked for one more mimosa, and Zayah declined saying she was fine. Before the waiter had a chance to ask Nova, Zayah spoke up, drawing Nova’s attention back to her. “What about you, Nova? Do you need anything?”

	Nova hesitated a moment, unsure what Zayah was asking her. She could feel Elle’s stare on her as well as the waiter as he waited for a response. Nova mumbled something and the waiter was off to another table while Zayah and Nova sat in a staring contest—neither one of them willing to blink first.

	A small smirk teased Zayah’s lips before she released Nova’s wrist, and with it, Nova felt like she could breathe again. Whatever Zayah had seen or decided left Nova feeling a little rattled and unnerved, like she had just exposed every weakness she had to Zayah. Her hands shook, and even though they were outside with a cool breeze, her body felt inflamed, and a small ache bloomed inside of her.

	Nova ignored it just as she tried to ignore the enigma that was becoming Zayah Parker.

	 

	 


Chapter Five

	 

	B watched from the coffee shop across the street from the little café where Zayah was having brunch. She was with two other women, and from what B had been able to gather from his spot, one of the women wasn’t too fond of his Zayah. If Zayah noticed she didn’t seem to care. She was focused on her meal and her cell phone. He caught her glancing at the thing every now and again, waiting for his response. He saw the way her grip on her fork tightened and the way her leg bounced under the table as the women chatted around Zayah.

	B took a sip of his herbal tea. Studying Zayah from this distance was painful for him. She was so close and yet as out of reach as if they had been states apart instead of a measly street. He took in the curve of her slender neck and remembered the nights he spent running his lips across her skin. His palms itched. He was desperate to feel her flesh and erratic pulse beneath his hands again.

	“I don’t know if I want to fuck you or kill you, little lion.” B loomed over her.

	His hands were wrapped tight around her neck—suffocating her. She didn’t fight him—she couldn’t, her hands were bound behind her back, but she didn’t struggle. Her body eased into his hold—and he was almost disappointed by it until he saw the flash of defiance in her eyes.

	“You’re going to fuck me, B, because we both know you can’t kill me,” she wheezed out before a smile stretched across her sinful lips, “at least not before I kill you.”

	The memory of one of the first time they fucked made him hard in the coffee shop. Instead of the caffeine teasing his senses, Zayah’s spice filled him, making him desperate for another hit of her. He missed her and being in the same town as her without reaching out was going to be torture, but it served a bigger goal for him. He needed Zayah to see her truth—and finally accept it.
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