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        Today, we move forward.

        One step at a time.

      

        

      
        Tomorrow is still a mystery

      

        

      
        So live life to the fullest today,

        because tomorrow may never arrive.
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            Chapter One

          

          
            Maddy

          

        

      

    

    
      “Hold her. We haven’t finished the tests.”

      No. Not again. “Let me go,” I mumble around the horrible thing in my mouth.

      No matter how hard I struggle, these terrifying, horrible people keep holding me down, their hands everywhere, their grip unrelenting. I can’t see them — can’t see anything — the smelly fabric tether scraping against my skin, soaked in whatever foulness they’ve drenched it with. They learnt quickly after our first escape attempts. Monsters adapt faster than hope does.

      Blindfolded, I’m left with only sound and imagination, and imagination is always crueler. Every shuffle, every breath that isn’t mine, every scrape of shoes on stone becomes a threat I can’t track. They like it that way. They like us disoriented, stumbling, guessing.

      But the worst part is the silence between their movements. The waiting. The knowing they’re watching and the torment they cause from it.

      A sharp, sterile smell hits me again — something like a medical room, but wrong. Twisted. Every time they force themselves into me, every time they perform more internal tests, something inside me fractures. I can feel pieces of myself slipping, thinning, threatening to disappear.

      A dangerous thought whispers through me: How much more can I take? How much fight do I have left? Will anyone find me?

      My body is weak, but instinct is stubborn. I keep struggling against their hands, against the restraints biting into my limbs. I don’t know if it will save me — but it’s the only thing I have left that’s mine.

      ‘Help me!’ I keep screaming inside my head.

      “Boss, it’s taking five of us to hold the little slut down.”

      Huh? I am not a slut. I’ve never had consensual sex before I was taken.

      Where’s my father? He should have found me by now.

      Is anyone searching for me?

      Is anyone going to rescue me?

      “Doctor, we have obtained samples from the male prisoners.”

      What? …Male prisoners?

      How many others have these bastards taken?

      My cellmate Penni, my best friend from college, who is the same age as me, is just as broken as I am. The only thing…she tried to kill herself a few days ago. I don’t blame her  —  the things these animals have done to us... I don’t know how much more I can handle.

      “Prepare the girl, it’s time.” That voice. I know that voice. He’s the monster who was smiling at me the first day I was strapped with those disgusting restraints to his examining table. I’ll never forget his face or voice, for as long as I live.

      Hang on… Time?

      Time for what?

      No. Not again.

      As weak as I am, I still kick out, wiggle my body, and pull my arms from their grips. I know it won’t be long before they strap my ankles and arms in their restraints.

      No matter how much I struggle, I’m overpowered. My wrists are restrained at my sides for easier access to my veins, and another strap presses down tight on my chest.

      My legs are forcefully spread, my feet suspended and restrained way too tight. I know far too well they’ll go numb. I hate what these animals do to me when they do that. Against my will. Always against my will.

      ‘No. You are not going to invade my body again,’ I continue screaming within my mind.

      “Quick. Bring me the syringe,”

      No.

      Not the needle.

      Please, not the needle.

      It always hurts and makes me feel sick.

      I thrash harder. Moving my shoulders, trying to move my arms.

      “Keep her arm steady.”

      I try to scream, but my voice fails me. It always fails me. They shove something against my face, pushing the disgusting gag further into my mouth tightening the wrap around my head, silencing me.

      My mouth was dry before they shoved that disgusting object in there. Now my lips crack and split. More pain lances through my face.

      Since I was imprisoned here, I’ve lost track of time. I wouldn’t know what day, week, or month it is. Penni and I met just before college started. We went to a party a month after classes first started  —  and that’s when they took us. Whoever they were.

      We started marking the wall to count the days, but every week or so, they move us. Who knows where we are now, or how long it’s been?

      A sharp sting pierces my arm. Within seconds, a coldness races through my veins. Dread fills me until the voices fade and disappear.

      Not again.

      A scream rips up my throat, leaving it raw.

      I thrash, tangled in the bedsheets, my body damp and coated in sweat, as I wake, my eyelids fly open, and glance around the room.

      After a few seconds, I realise — I’m only dreaming.

      No... it was the recurring nightmare that won’t go away.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Two

          

          
            Maddy

          

        

      

    

    
      “You ungrateful girl. I pay for everything, including that pathetic little college you’re attending.”

      Huh? What little college? I was never in a little college. The last college I attend was Harvard. The idiot doesn’t have a clue what I’m doing. I’m no longer in college. My so-called father never paid a cent toward my education — or me—for the past twenty years. He wouldn’t know the difference between a tuition invoice and a grocery receipt if his life depended on it.

      “Father, Harvard is not a little college. Why would you say such a thing?”

      “Don’t talk back to me, young lady. The invoices are on my desk.”

      “Father, I don’t know what drugs you’re consuming, but I attended Oxford in the UK, then went on to Harvard in Boston. You’d know this if you bothered to attend my graduation ceremonies. Those universities are not little.”

      “What lies do you spew?” he yells through the cell speaker. “I’ve got paperwork in front of me that says otherwise. And you did not attend those schools.”

      “Shamus, don’t yell at me. I was made aware you stopped paying for my education after my mother died. Remember, she was your first wife? Since you married Pamula, you haven’t paid for anything for me. And look at your precious second daughter, Mimmi. She has you wrapped around her little finger. You don’t even know where she is right now do you, or what money she has spent.”

      “How dare you say such things about your sister?”

      If I’m not mistaken, he’s spitting while he blasts me with his words. Charming. Glad I’m not one of his maids. The poor women should have a raise, for handling bio waste.

      “Yes, I dare. And by the way, I’m not marrying my betrothed. He cheats on me constantly while claiming to be celibate. Before you start, I’ve had him investigated and followed for the past two years. He’s been having regular sex with other women. He’s been living with a young woman for the past month — and he’s cheating on her too.”

      “Who’s been paying for this investigation?” Typical bastard. He’s more concerned about money than me.

      “I’ve been using my own money, so don’t worry your little selfish head about it.”

      Silence. Or rather, the grinding of rusty gears inside his skull, as he tries to process. “Where did you get this money from?”

      That’s my father — greedy, uncaring, and utterly predictable. I just sneer at the thought — if curiosity about my finances is the only thing that makes his brain tick, then I’ve already won.

      “Shamus, inform Frazer Swanston’s uncle, Mr. Lathams, that I have proof of Frazer’s infidelity, and other evidence he’ll find interesting. He’s broken my trust and the contract.”

      “No, you can’t do this to me. That money is mine…”

      See? Selfish. He cares more about ten million dollars than his own daughter. Typical.

      “Are you serious right now? All you care about is the ten million for the completion of the contract.”

      Thanks, Father. For nothing. What did my mother ever see in you?

      “I’m not going to tell them. You’re a silly little girl.” His laughter fills my ear. “See you in a few days at your engagement party.”

      Before I get the chance to speak, the asshole ends the call.

      Typical bastard. The thought lands like a punch: he hangs up, smug, as if laughter can erase twenty years of neglect.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Three

          

          
            Xavier

          

        

      

    

    
      “Lucios, I want you to track down that gorgeous woman from last night. She’s imprinted on my mind, soul, and body. There’s something about her I can’t quite put my finger on…”

      Since I woke thirty minutes ago, I haven’t been able to stop thinking about her. I gulp down the last of my blood breakfast and toss the empty bag into the hazard bin.

      “Maddy Daniels. I obtained her number…”

      How did he get her number so quickly? My second in command is a cunning bastard. Too smart for his own good at times. But I still trust him with my life. That is why I have him as my assistant. My second in command. “Find her,” I demand, cutting him short.

      “My Lord,” he begins, but his phone rings before he can continue. His eyes widen, then he glances at me with a grin. “Look who’s calling, X,” he says, turning the screen toward me.

      
        
          
            
              
        Maddy Daniels.

      

      

      

      

      

      The very woman we were just speaking about. The one I suspect is my mate.

      “Answer it,” I say with a scowl.

      “Yes, My Lord X.” Lucios smiles, trying not to laugh, and taps the screen. “Hello, Ms. Daniels. How may I direct your call?”

      My assistant of two hundred years places a finger to his lips, signalling me to stay quiet, then taps the hands-free icon.

      “Well, hello, Luke.” Her voice, smooth and low, fills the room — intoxicating. “Can I arrange to see Xavier tonight? Perhaps dinner at a little restaurant.”

      My head nods before I can stop it. Acting like a little boy, as if I had been asked for all my wishes to come true. A smile spreads across my face. If my heart still functioned properly, it would be racing. I feel like an eager teenager. Anticipation floods me.

      Lucios meets my eyes and lifts a brow, silently asking the question. I keep nodding.

      “It just so happens I’m looking at his planner now,” Lucios says smoothly. “He has two more meetings, then he should be free around seven p.m. How do you feel about meeting Xavier at his penthouse for a quiet dinner instead? After the day he’s had, he’ll likely prefer not to be surrounded by people.”

      He’s right. I don’t want to share her with anyone. And sunlight — well, that’s still a problem. If Maddy Daniels is truly my mate, I may soon feel sunlight on my skin for the first time in nearly three hundred years.

      A private setting is exactly what I want. And if all goes well… I’ll sink my teeth in and taste her blood, which I already know will be exquisite.

      I don’t think my head has stopped nodding since I heard her voice. I’m too eager to see her, to touch her, to inhale her scent deep into my lungs.

      “That sounds lovely.”

      “I’ll text you the address and notify security to expect you,” Lucios says.

      “Thank you, Luke. Much appreciated. Is there anything I should bring?”

      Lucios smiles, and the glint in his eye tells me his thoughts are far from polite. I lift a brow and shake my head.

      “No. Xavier will have everything covered. Just bring your gorgeous self.”

      Her laughter fills the hollow space where my heart used to beat with life.

      “You’re cheeky, Luke. Until later.”

      “Until later, Ms. Daniels.”

      Lucios ends the call and turns to me, smug. “See how talented I am? You request, I deliver. Who else can pull that kind of request so fast?”

      My fangs slip down over my lip. “My friend, if you ever flirt with her like that again, you’ll find your head separated from your shoulders.”

      “X, don’t be such a stickler. I’ll leave when she arrives.”

      “Don’t push it, Lucios. It was a coincidence, she called,” I say, raising a brow. “Now, what should we organize for food? I can only eat a little. Make sure I have my blood at least thirty minutes before she arrives.”

      “Yes, and brush your teeth. Nothing worse than blood breath. It’s not nice.”

      A growl escapes my lips, fangs flashing. “Don’t push it, Lucios.”

      He laughs and walks toward the office.

      I lift my hand, cover my mouth, and take a breath, blow, then sniff.

      Do I really have blood breath?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Four

          

          
            Maddy

          

          Mads

        

      

    

    
      With dinner plans sorted, it’s time to contact my so-called fiancé. My soon to be ex-fiancé.  Time to end this sham of an engagement. I wonder if his distant uncle truly knows what he’s been funding all these years. That man deserves either a medal for having a moron for a nephew, or a slap up his head for not taking better notice and care of his useless relation.

      I tap Frazer’s contact number and wait for the call to connect.

      After seven rings, he finally answers.

      “Hello?” The idiot sounds out of breath. Odds are, he’s mid-thrust with his girlfriend. He doesn’t work — he freeloads off handouts from his rich, distant uncle. The thought crosses my mind: if laziness were an Olympic sport, Frazer would take gold, silver, and bronze, then demand a trust fund bonus for showing up.

      “Hello, Frazer. You sound busy — what are you up to?”

      “Who is this?”

      What a moron. I think to myself: pressing ‘save contact’ must be too advanced for his pea-sized brain.

      “Why, Frazer… do you think you’re being contacted by one of your many lovers?”

      “Do I know you? Have we slept together?”

      Oh, boy. In my head I’m laughing at the idiot. When it comes to Frazer — Subtlety is not his strong suit. If stupidity were contagious, he’d be patient zero.

      “Are you serious right now, Frazer? Don’t you know when you’re speaking to your fiancé?”

      “Huh? What fiancé?”

      Thankfully, I record this call. In my head, I picture him digging his own grave with a flimsy plastic spoon — the kind that snaps halfway through the first scoop.

      My cell vibrates, flashing a new notification.

      A quick glance at the screen has me reading a text from my

      
        
          
            
              
        PI:

      

      
        FS is currently in bed with a woman. I now have confirmation. He’s living and has been in a sexual relationship with Mimmi Donahue, daughter of Shamus Donahue & Pamula Molly Sweed. Your half-sister.

      

      

      

      

      

      What the…?

      That little bitch. The thought burns through me: of course it’s Mimmi. Daddy’s spoiled princess, the human embodiment of a credit card bill. Trust it to be her in his bed. She can’t help herself. She wants everything I have.

      “Oh, Frazer. Don’t you remember your long-term fiancé? The woman you swore to remain, celibate, you know — faithful, as per the contract? And here you are asking if we’ve had sex. We’ve never even met. By the way, how is Mimmi? I understand she’s currently keeping your dick and bed warm.”

      “What the hell? Who is this?”

      “Look, Frazer, I’m calling to inform you our engagement is over. I have photo and video proof of your cheating. You broke the contract. Oh, and does Mimmi know you’re sleeping with other women while living with her?”

      “What the actual fuck.”

      “I’ll take that as a no.”

      Then I hear a woman’s voice. “Frazzy, who are you speaking with?”

      “Not now, Mims,” Frazer growls.

      “Is that a woman’s voice?”

      “Hello, Mimmi,” I say louder. “Hope you enjoy sleeping with my ex-fiancé. Daddy can now marry you two together.”

      “What…?” she screams.

      My own laughter fills my mind. Payback for all the BS that ungrateful brat has caused me over the years. “Have a wonderful engagement and wedding.”

      “Mandlyn, is that you? It’s not what you think⁠—”

      The thought races through my mind: Yes, it’s exactly what I think. You selfish, self-centred bitch. Don’t insult my intelligence with half-baked excuses. You and Frazer are caught, and you’re too stupid to even realize the shovel you’re holding is digging your own grave of destruction.

      “Little Mimmi, I have video and photo proof of you two together. Oh, and you’d better have a good explanation for all the college invoices that land on our father’s desk — because he now knows I never attended those colleges.”

      “But… but… can’t you⁠—”

      I bite back a laugh. In my head, I’m screaming: You’re not a child anymore, even if you play one for Daddy’s wallet and his love.

      “Grow up, Mimmi. Take responsibility for your actions. And by the way, our father won’t be receiving the ten million dollars. Thanks to you, Frazer breaks the contract. Congratulations.”

      “But… but… no. That can’t be right.”

      Oh, it’s right, alright. And you just torched the family fortune with your little affair.

      “Mimmi, you fucked up. Literally. Well done.”

      I hit end. Then tap stop on the recording.

      Next step: send the recording to Father.

      It’s time I speak with Grandmother. She won’t be happy. She’ll be upset. But in the long run, I know she wants me to be happy.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Five

          

          
            Maddy

          

        

      

    

    
      “Hello, my darling girl. Are you all ready for your engagement party?” From her tone, I already know she’s avoiding the fact that she’s messaged and called me — repeatedly — for the past thirty-eight hours.

      My gorgeous grandmother. My mother’s mother. The woman who looked after me, taken me in and raised me after my mother died. My father didn’t care. He only noticed my absence when my mother’s solicitor asked where I were and how my schooling was going several months after my mother’s funeral.

      “Hi, Grandmother,” I say into my cell. “That’s why I’m calling. I just spoke with Frazer and ended it. There will be no engagement.”

      No way am I mentioning how she’s blown up mine and Penni’s phones. She expected us back at her home to see her specialist and doctor — the same one’s we’ve been forced to see every year since our teens. Even though, for some reason, I can never remember why. And honestly, if she could, she’d schedule us for weekly check-ups just to keep her calendar exciting.

      “You what?” she screams. “No. You cannot end the engagement,” she demands.

      “Yes, I can, Grandmother. Frazer broke the contract. He’s been sleeping with several women and living in a sexual relationship with my half-sister. And before you say anything — I have proof.”

      I hit send on the email I prepare earlier, attaching all the incriminating evidence. It goes to my so-called father, my lawyer, and Grandmother. I also send her a text with the latest recording.

      Through the speaker, I hear the ping of notifications.

      Good. She’s received them.

      “Take a look. I’ve sent you a text, and the email contains more evidence.”

      “My darling girl…”

      “No, Grandmother. I’m not marrying a man who can’t be faithful or keep his word. Trust is everything, and Frazer destroys any trust I have for him.”

      My phone dings again. A text from Luke. Perfect. Xavier’s address and a reminder of the time for tonight.

      “We’ll talk when I land back in the States.”

      I can actually hear her breath catch. She wasn’t expecting me to say that. Grandmother thrives on control, and I just yanked the rug out from under her — again.

      “What do you mean… States? Where are you?”

      “I’m with Penni. We’re taking a few days off to relax. Flying out tomorrow.”

      Her tone shifts instantly — frustration bubbling under the surface. She hates not knowing every detail, as if my itinerary is her personal property.

      “You still haven’t said⁠—”

      “Grandmother, I’m an adult. Please don’t treat me like a child. I’ll call you once I arrive at my apartment.”

      The thought races through my mind: there it is, the line she hates most. Nothing rattles her more than me reminding her I’m grown. She wants me frozen at sixteen, obedient and pliable, dragged to her doctors like a lab rat. Too bad — I’ve graduated from that circus.

      “Darling girl, I know you’re an adult, but I’ll always worry about you.”

      Aww. “I love you, Grandmother. We’ll speak soon, I promise.” Looks like I’ve dodged the doctor visit conversation. Cue the confetti.

      “Love you, my darling girl. But before you go—” Or maybe hold the confetti. Uh-oh. Spoke too soon. “You and Penni really need to see the doctor.”

      If I could groan without getting into trouble I would. So instead I roll my eyes. Here we go again. Her obsession with doctors could qualify as a full-time hobby. If she had her way, I’d be poked, prodded, and scanned more often than a supermarket barcode. She probably dreams what can I do to annoy Maddy today!

      Before she builds up steam, I cut her off. “Grandmother, have you forgotten I’m a qualified doctor? I’ve reviewed the notes, the tests, everything. I’ve tested both Penni and myself. We’re perfectly fine. We don’t need to see your doctor again. Now I need to go. I’ll see you in a couple of days.”

      She pauses far too long, as if she’s thinking of an excuse. She’s probably drafting a new medical conspiracy in her head. Always another excuse, always another reason she insists I see her doctors, her specialists. If she could, she’d prescribe me a check-up for breathing too loudly.

      Finally, her voice sounds, “Maddy, be safe.”

      I hit end, turn the phone to silent, and pocket it before the argument can escalate. The thought settles: victory. Round one goes to me.

      
        
        Scoreboard

        Mandlyn 1,

        Grandmother’s medical circus 0.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Six

          

          
            Maddy

          

        

      

    

    
      With only minutes to spare, I smooth my hands down the front of my outfit — twice — hoping they’re not sweaty. My pulse is ridiculous, but I force myself to breathe, lift my chin, and knock on the door at the address Luke gave me.

      It swings open almost immediately. Luke stands there with that infuriatingly charming smile.

      “Good evening, Ms. Daniels.” I smile back with a wink. The man is dressed to impress. I wonder if he dresses like that all the time, or is he headed out to give Xavier and myself some privacy?

      “Good evening, Luke. How are you?”

      “Very, well, Maddy. Thank you for asking. Welcome to Xaviers Abode.” He steps back and opens the door fully.

      “Please come in. Here let me take your jacket.”

      I pass Luke my jacket and turn. With slow, deliberate steps, I take in the stunning surroundings

      — the furniture, the artwork, the sheer elegance of the apartment. Wow. Our self-contained place was great, but this? This looks like it belongs to the Billionaire Club.

      Somewhere behind me, Luke says something polite — good-bye, have a pleasant evening — but his words barely register. I’m too captivated by the interior, by the paintings that look unmistakably real. From what little I’ve learned over the years, I know how easily prints can fool you… but these? These are originals. Priceless.

      Then something shifts — like a switch flipping inside me. My senses lock onto Xavier’s presence before I even see him, and my breath catches. Every nerve feels tuned to him alone, as if he’s the only frequency my body can pick up.

      When he enters my line of sight, the reaction is instant: my heart kicks up, my breath stutters, and heat curls low in my stomach.

      He stands by the window, framed by the glow of the city lights, his silhouette sharp and impossibly elegant. The three-piece black suit, the dark shirt and tie, the polished Italian shoes — every detail is deliberate, devastating. His hair is short, styled, just long enough to tempt my fingers.

      When our eyes meet, something brightens in his gaze. His lips twitch, then form a slow, devastating smile.

      I swallow hard. One thought barrels through me: I am in so much trouble. Trouble wrapped in an expensive Italian three-piece black suit, and sexy temptation.

      He is dangerously gorgeous. And tonight… tonight I’m choosing myself. Choosing joy. Choosing connection.

      He says, his voice smooth and warm, “Welcome, Maddy. Thank you, for…coming.” A thought hits me like a freight train. Was that one of those sexual innuendoes? Hmm. I don’t mind if it was, because I wouldn’t mind coming tonight… several times in fact. His sensual voice continues, “Your presence lights up the room. I hope you brought your…appetite.”

      My cheeks heat. Compliments from men usually make me uncomfortable, but from him they feel different — like they carry weight, intention. Maybe even promise.

      But then, I really do not know the man. Deep down I know I should be careful, Mandlyn. Compliments from Xavier Valerius feel less like words and more like foreplay.

      But tonight… tonight, I decide to accept them, and run with it.

      Because the hunger stirring in me has nothing to do with dinner. My gaze drifts over him, visualizing him naked. With strong legs and arms. And completely mine for the night. My eyes continue to roam his body, taking in every detail, lingering where I shouldn’t, and the glint in his eye tells me he knows exactly where my thoughts have gone.

      A thought coils through me: he’s reading me without touching me, stripping me bare. And God help me, I want him to. And I’m not sure I want him to stop.

      As my eyes connect with his gorgeous dark, smoldering, flirty ones again, the warmth in my cheeks deepens as I reply, “Thank you, Xavier. Yes, I have. I am… ravenous.” My cheeks burn hotter. Because the hunger I feel isn’t for food — it’s for the man standing in front of me. Xavier steps away from the window, his movements deliberate, predatory in their grace. Each step closes the distance between us, and my pulse hammers in my ears.

      The thought coils through me: he’s not just walking toward me, he’s stalking me, like a panther who already knows his prey won’t run.

      He stops just close enough that I can feel the warmth radiating from his body. His cologne — dark, spicy, intoxicating — wraps around me like invisible hands.

      “Dinner will be served shortly,” he says, voice low, velvet threaded with command. “But first, I wanted a moment with you.”

      My breath catches. Oh, he knows exactly what he’s doing. He’s not talking about food. He’s talking about me.

      His fingers brush mine — barely a touch, but enough to send sparks racing up my arm. My skin tingles, my body betrays me, leaning closer without permission.

      I swallow hard. “A moment?”

      “Yes,” he murmurs, eyes locked on mine. “To look at you. To feel your presence. To remind myself that tonight, you are here with me.”

      This sexy man is trouble. Pure, delicious trouble.

      If he leans in even an inch closer, I’ll forget dinner exists. I’ll forget the world exists.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Seven

          

          
            Xavier

          

        

      

    

    
      She moves through my space like she belongs here.

      Like the Queen she will become.

      Each step she takes is deliberate, graceful, and utterly captivating. I watch her take in the apartment — the furniture, the artwork, the quiet opulence I’ve curated over centuries. She doesn’t gawk. She observes. She appreciates. That alone tells me she’s not easily impressed by wealth. Good. I’m not interested in impressing her with things. I want her to see me.
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