
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


“Push me away.”

Her knees weakened. Fingers curled in his shirt, refusing the command her mind screamed to obey.

“Push me away,” he whispered again—softer this time. Almost a plea.

Their foreheads touched. His gaze flicked to her lips. Her body swayed into his—unthinking, instinctive.

“Gordy—I—”

His mouth captured hers—deep, hungry, devouring ten years of pain and longing in one forbidden kiss. The words she’d intended to utter became a moan against him, and he groaned low, pulling her closer, his hand firm at the small of her back. Her heart pounded, her body betraying every vow she’d ever sworn.

Then, as if the weight of the world slammed into him, he wrenched himself back. Chest heaving. His eyes tormented.

Gordon stepped back like the floor had collapsed beneath him.

“Go to bed, Beauty,” he said hoarsely. “Maybe tomorrow there’ll be news about your priests. You can leave. Go back to your holy life.”

Beauty stared at him, trembling, lips tingling with the memory of him.

“You don’t belong here,” he whispered. “And if you need proof—look at your rescuer. I’m not a hero, B. You’re not safe with me.” His jaw tightened. “Learn from Kendra.”

He turned away, sat down, picked up the guitar, and didn’t look at her again.

A sob caught in her throat.

She fled.
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Chapter 1
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Beauty tossed and turned, her blanket a feeble comfort against the storm in her chest. The softness of her pillow cradled her head, yet rest evaded her, slipping through her grasp like moonlight on water.

Outside, the night murmured—a lone owl hooted from the fig tree by the fence, and the wind whispered secrets against her window. The silence wasn’t peaceful; it pressed in, heavy and watchful.

She fluffed her pillow, rolled onto her side, and stared at the faint silver glow that spilled across her room. But unease lay over her like a shroud.

“The journey you’re about to take will demand that you let go of your past hurts. Forgive, as our Lord Jesus forgave... or your judgment will be clouded, and you’ll make a decision you’ll regret for life.” Sister Dorothea’s soft, wise voice floated through her mind.

Beauty loved the old nun. Respected her. But those words... they were impossible. Forgiveness felt like a mountain she had no strength to climb. Pain rooted deep in her heart, the kind of pain that time only polished sharper instead of dulling.

A frustrated groan escaped her lips. She flung an arm over her eyes, inhaled deeply, exhaled slowly, whispered the word that usually steadied her soul. “Shalom.”

Tonight, it brought no peace.

Instead, memories seeped in: her little brother Walter’s easy laughter, the way his eyes lit when he held his children, how tenderly he gazed at his wife. The image pressed against her heart like a bruise.

Throwing back the sheet, she swung her legs over the edge of the bed. The cool wooden floor creaked under her bare feet as if the night itself scolded her for moving.

She reached for a navy T-shirt and black skirt, not bothering with her habit. It was the dead of night. No one would see her. No one would care.

Outside, the air clung damp to her skin. Dew-kissed grass sparkled beneath the moonlight, tiny stars scattered underfoot. The old stone church rose ahead, solemn and silent, its walls bathed in silver light.

The side door groaned as she pushed it open. Inside, the air was cool and still, laced with the soft perfume of polished wood and the faint memory of incense. Moonlight spilled through stained glass, scattering broken halos of saints and angels across the cold stone floor.

She slid into a familiar pew. The bench creaked under her weight like an old friend sighing.

In two weeks, she would kneel here and take her final vows—a lifetime sealed to the Lord. She should have felt radiant, at peace. Instead, unease gnawed at her ribs.

Her gaze rose to the cross, silver catching a lonely beam of moonlight. How did You do it? she wondered. How did You love, even in betrayal?

But she was not Jesus.

What pulsed in her chest wasn’t mercy. It was fury—hot and alive. Two years since her mother’s betrayal, and still, the wound bled in her heart.

“Darling, I love you. I did this for your own good.” Lies. All of it, lies.

Once, she had believed her mother the kindest soul alive. But after Walter’s accident, everything had changed. He became the golden child, and she... she became a shadow.

Even the memory of a young man’s smirk—deep brown eyes, lips curved with a confidence that had once made her pulse race—slid into her mind like a forbidden song. She jerked her head. 

No. 

Not him. 

Not now.

She squared her shoulders, stared hard at the fractured angels in the glass. This was her life now. Her calling. She would bury the past and silence the part of her that still ached for things she had no right to want.

A faint noise broke the stillness. Hushed voices. Whispers, soft and sharp as blades.

Beauty froze.

A cold ripple traveled down her spine as she ducked behind a stone pillar, pressing her back to the chill. Her heartbeat drummed in her ears.

Figures in dark robes glided down the aisle. Faces hidden. Movements silent and deliberate. The moonlight turned them into phantoms.

Her pulse spiked.

When the last of them slipped into shadow, she stayed crouched, heart hammering. She should have fetched Father Vin. He would have come, muttering about her knack for trouble, but he would have come.

Instead, she crept after them. Barely breathing. Feet soft as whispers.

The night outside wrapped her in damp darkness. Trees loomed, branches clawing at the sky.

Then—a low rumble. An engine. Headlights sliced through the gloom.

Chaos bloomed.

One figure stumbled. Another bolted. A harsh voice barked a command, followed by the crack of a gunshot. The sound tore through the night.

Beauty clamped a trembling hand over her mouth to trap the scream clawing its way up.

A hood fell back. 

A girl—so young—hit the ground. 

Lifeless.

No... oh, Lord, no...

“If any of you make a sound,” a man barked, his voice like gravel and ice, “you’ll end up like your friend.”

The girls fell silent. One sobbed softly before another muffled her.

Beauty’s blood turned to ice. She knew that voice. Father Francis—the new priest, the one chosen to replace Father Pious. But here, clad in military gear, rifle in hand, he looked like no priest. He looked like a soldier. A predator.

The girls were herded toward a waiting truck. Another man emerged from the dark, broad-shouldered, carrying the lifeless girl with grim efficiency.

Beauty’s breath caught.

Father Vin.

Her friend. Her protector. Her world tilted. She stumbled back, a twig snapping underfoot.

“Who’s there?” Father Vin’s voice rang out—hard, commanding, unrecognizable.

Beauty ran.

Branches clawed at her arms and roots grabbed her ankles. Shouts followed her into the dark. By some miracle—perhaps divine—she found the hollowed hiding spot behind the old tool shed. The children had shown it to her during a game of hide-and-seek.

She crawled in, curled up, trembling. Boots thudded. Voices cursed. Time stretched into an eternity of pounding blood and shallow breaths.

At last, the truck roared to life. Tires crushed gravel. Silence bled back into the night. Still, she didn’t move. Only when exhaustion dulled the edges of her terror did she crawl out, limbs stiff, heart hollow.

The convent loomed ahead, familiar and foreign all at once. Her room swallowed her whole as she collapsed onto the bed, shoes still on.

Sleep never came.

Only the cold truth seeped in like smoke: the people she trusted most carried blood on their hands.
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Chapter 2
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The incessant buzzing had Gordon banging his head against the headboard. The sharp thud only worsened the headache clawing at his skull. He groaned and reached blindly, shoving the alarm clock off the nightstand. The buzzing didn’t stop—it sliced through the quiet like a dentist’s drill.

With a snarl, he cracked one eye open. Morning light stabbed his pupils like needles.

“Gah,” he muttered, rubbing his temples. His phone lay on the floor, screen flashing. He snatched it up.

“What?” he barked.

“Gordon, what the hell!” Marg’s voice blasted through the line, sharp and unforgiving.

He squinted at the ceiling. “What do you want?”

On the other end, she snorted—furious, of course. Marg only had two settings: laughing or scolding. Right now, she was on fire. “Join us for lunch. We need to talk.”

“I’m busy,” he snapped. His voice was hoarse, scratchy with last night’s whiskey and regret.

“Busy?” Her tone went icy. “Busy carousing every bar in the city and being seen with one skank after another? Can’t you see this will ruin your case even more?”

Classic Marg. Blunt. Brutal. Self-righteous. She should’ve been home fussing over her pastor husband and that kid of hers instead of calling him to deliver a sermon he hadn’t asked for.

That word again.

Case.

Danny had thrown it at him too, like a dagger. His so-called case. His scandal. His name dragged through tabloids like roadkill. 

Outside, the faint hum of a vacuum from housekeeping reminded him the world didn’t stop for his misery.

“Shut up, Marg. Just... shut up,” he said flatly, the exhaustion bleeding through his voice. “I need to get ready.”

He ended the call before her temper could explode through the phone and chase him out of bed. A twinge of guilt pricked at him—he shoved it deep down where it belonged. Not today.

Dragging himself into the bathroom, he twisted the shower knob. Water blasted down on him—cold, punishing—and it still wasn’t enough to numb the raw heat clawing his chest.

Pain had a name.

Kendra.

Kendra in bed.

Kendra with Gifford.

He clenched his jaw, the memory sharp and bitter.

Laura had swallowed Gifford’s innocence whole. Swore he’d changed. Swore he was the grounded twin. The good husband. But Gordon knew his brother better than anyone. Gifford was their father’s shadow—smooth, charming, reckless. He’d always land on his feet and look angelic doing it.

The night of the bachelor party had proved it. The smug wink, the buzzing phone, Gifford slipping out with that familiar secretive grin. No one else questioned it—until Gordon got the anonymous tip.

He scrubbed a hand over his face. Another image surfaced, unbidden.

Not Kendra.

Not Laura.

Her.

Wide brown eyes, steady and unreadable. That rare smile—small, private—had caught him off guard, more intimate than a kiss.

Most women reached for him like a prize. She’d looked straight through him... as if she saw the man behind the music, the scandal, the armor.

He cursed under his breath and twisted the cold knob harder. Ice water slammed into his skin, shocking him into a shiver. Steam curled up, ghostly against the mirrors, as if mocking him.

Why her?

Why now?

She probably wasn’t even his to imagine. Likely married. Maybe kids trailing after her, giggling in some quiet suburban dream. She wasn’t the kind to linger on a shelf.

He shut off the water and stepped onto the plush rug, water dripping from his dreadlocks. A towel wrapped around his waist, another over his head. The whir of the hairdryer was the first soothing note of his day—a small ritual to tether him to something he could control.

He groomed with precision: dried, twisted, dressed. The reflection in the mirror was perfect. Calm. Cold. Controlled. Exactly what the world expected of Gordon Fletcher—the untouchable star, immune to scandal.

The TV clicked on.

“In other news, musician Gordon Fletcher was spotted leaving Dynasty Night Club. The playboy, despite ongoing allegations of physical abuse from ex-girlfriend Kendra Adams, was seen with two women on his arms—”

Mute.

Black coffee.

Bold. Bitter. Unforgiving. Just how he liked it.

By the time he strode into the hallway, his mask was firmly in place.

“Morning, Mr. Fletcher,” Benny, the hotel manager, greeted stiffly.

Gordon didn’t slow his pace. “Save it, Benny. I know your hotel runs on family values and golden images. But remember—my name on your guest list gets you more press than you could ever buy.”

He didn’t need to look to know Benny’s jaw clenched. Didn’t need to hear the muttered curse that followed as the elevator doors slid closed.

“Damn all Fletchers...”

He’d heard worse.

Outside, his sleek black Mercedes waited. No paparazzi. No screaming fans. The Imperial Hotel guaranteed privacy—and the Hendersons, his in-laws, owned the place.

He slid behind the wheel, sipped his coffee, and pulled into the flow of the city. Buildings blurred past his tinted windows. The world still spun, indifferent to his chaos.

The studio waited.

And maybe—just maybe—for a few hours, he could drown the ache in music and forget he’d ever had a heart to break.

***
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Beauty knelt in the garden, the sweet smell of fresh soil and blooming flowers curling into her lungs. For a moment, she let the scent anchor her... until a shadow spilled across the patch she was tending.

The hairs at her nape bristled. Her heart skipped.

She’d been on edge all morning—her gaze flicking over her shoulder, scanning every corner of the grounds, silently praying that no one had noticed her slip away the night before.

What if it was Father Vin?

How could she face him? His eyes missed nothing. What if he already knew?

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
Qﬁ”‘o |
, NNE |
SIBA
NDA

al %





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png
GXO+—





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





