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      Please note this book contains elements some readers may not enjoy. This is a dark romantic thriller.

      This book also contains a love triangle with NO cheating.
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        Bridget

      

      

      Looking up at the huge, looming gray doors in front of me, I sighed. I wanted to be anywhere but here. Then again, it was a little better than home.

      I had faced so much shit in the past couple of years that it was a miracle I hadn’t just given up on everything. One little lie and my entire world fell apart. All of my old friends all of a sudden never even knew who I was. My own parents turned against me, and they hated me.

      I—Bridget Esmeralda Smith—had been broken. Almost broken beyond repair. My entire life was in shreds. Everything I once knew and relied on was gone.

      I gripped the cold, steel door handle of West Hall and pulled it open. Immediately, the chatter of everyone around me filtered into my ears. Teenagers and young adults were talking amongst themselves about what had happened over the weekend and who had hooked up with who. Some were talking about the first day of classes, and how they were sad that some of their friends didn’t make it through the last semester.

      I missed being normal. This was normal. But normality would never be mine to grasp again.

      I didn’t dare look up from the floor as I walked toward my class. I didn’t know if the news had made it here or not. The case had been closed for a year now, but it didn’t mean that it still wasn’t fresh in some people’s minds.

      I winced when I collided with a hard body, stumbling a bit on my feet. A warm, strong hand wrapped around my upper arm to prevent me from falling flat on my behind.

      “I’m sorry,” I stuttered, my heart hammering in my chest. Here I was trying to avoid people, and I just go crashing into them.

      Good going, Bridget.

      “It’s alright,” a deep, slightly rough voice spoke from above me—a voice that could make a girl swoon at his feet. But I wasn’t most girls. I would never be that kind of girl again.

      I glanced up from under my lashes, and my breath instantly caught in my throat. The guy standing before me was absolutely gorgeous. Light-brown hair slightly covered his chocolate-brown eyes. He had eyes that seemed to see everything. It was like he was looking straight into my soul.

      And I didn’t like that one bit. I had too much darkness to hide.

      He was well over six feet tall, and he was muscular as if he worked out every day. He could easily be intimidating, but something about him kind of hooked me—like a fish to the bait. He drew me in.

      And that was even more dangerous.

      I stepped back from him, desperately trying to keep my composure. I was unnerved. I just didn’t know if I was unnerved because of his presence or the fact that I had brought unnecessary attention to myself.

      I let my eyes continue running over him. He was wearing loose-fitting blue jeans with black Nikes on his feet. A grey t-shirt clung to his chest and biceps. He was holding a binder in one hand, and a watch was on the other wrist.

      The only thing ruining the entire gorgeous picture in front of me was the platinum-blonde girl hanging off his arm. She was looking at me as if I was the biggest nuisance in her life.

      I swallowed hard, looking away from her. I had been on the receiving end of those looks enough to last me a lifetime.

      “Baby, come on. We need to get to class,” she spoke up as I began to sidestep them, desperately trying to ignore his eyes boring into me.

      I saw him shrug her off out of the corner of my eye, making her scowl. “Then go to class, Emily. She’s obviously new, so she needs help.” He looked down at me, offering me a small smile despite the seething girl next to him. “Come on.”

      Biting my lip, I silently fell into step next to him, both of us leaving the blonde girl gaping after us. “What class do you have?” he asked me.

      I shrugged. “Calculus,” I muttered after glancing down at my schedule.

      He nodded, not seeming too fazed by my silence. He kept glancing down at me though as if he was trying to figure me out. It made me a little uncomfortable. I wasn’t trying to be figured out. I really just wanted to be left well enough alone.

      We stopped outside of room 204, and the guy grabbed the handle, twisting it down so the door would open. As soon as we stepped in, I realized that I was actually fifteen minutes early, and no one else was in class yet.

      Sighing and chewing on my bottom lip nervously, I found a seat in the very back of the classroom. The professor stepped in right as he was about to say something to me. I breathed a sigh of relief. I didn’t want to hold a conversation.

      “Raul Brunes!” the professor exclaimed, a wide grin stretching across his face. “How’s the business going, man?”

      Jesus, he was that Raul Brunes? Fuck, it never struck me that he might have looked familiar. Fuck my life. If my parents found out I had been rude to him, I would burn in the deepest pits of hell.

      Raul’s family was rich as fuck, and my parents were working for him and his dad. I knew he and his dad ran a tight business with an iron fist that didn’t allow for any kind of fuck-ups. I also knew that people that fucked with their family had a tendency to mysteriously disappear—never to be found again, the cases mysteriously closed or shoved way back in a filing cabinet to never be looked at again.

      The guy—Raul—smiled back at him and then looked over his shoulder at me. “She’s new here, and she just needed some help finding the classroom.” He shot me a grin that had me practically melting in my seat. Fuck, he had a smile that could blow someone away. “Don’t let her leave without me coming to get her, alright? She looks like the kind of girl that’ll get eaten alive in this place.”

      I scowled up at him, but he just shot me another grin and turned toward the door. The professor nodded and looked at me. Something flickered across his face, and that sick feeling settled back into my stomach. I had a really bad feeling that he knew exactly who I was.

      “What’s your name?” he asked me, a bit of hostility seeping into his voice.

      I saw Raul stop in his tracks and turn to look between me and the professor with a slightly curious look on his face, but I ignored him. Clenching my jaw slightly, I answered him, “My name is Bridget Smith.”

      He sucked in a harsh breath, glaring at me with all the malice in the world. I flinched slightly in my seat. I was hoping by moving here that no one would know who I was, but who was I trying to fool? Everyone knew me.

      “I find it hard to believe that the president of this school let you into this university,” he snapped.

      Raul didn’t look very much surprised by the words that came out of his mouth, but I was completely embarrassed. Though he didn’t look surprised, he did look a little curious. I didn’t want anyone to be curious. I wanted to be fucking invisible.

      The professor picked up the phone on his desk and began making a phone call. “Mr. Gregory, I have a young lady in my classroom named Bridget—” He clenched his jaw when he was cut off, and his face turned red with anger as he listened to what the man on the other end of the line had to say. “Yes, sir. I understand.”

      He hung up, slamming his phone down onto the receiver. I flinched again. Turning to his computer without another word, he began typing furiously, and I imagined that he was sending a widespread email that a murderer was in his class.

      I winced at the thought and jumped out of my seat, rushing past Raul to get out into the hallway. I didn’t want to be here. I felt safer at home. At least when I was at home, I knew what to expect and wasn’t blindsided by people like him.

      I couldn’t be in that classroom any longer. Claustrophobia was setting in, and nausea was swirling in my gut.

      “So, what’s going on?” Raul asked me as soon as the door closed behind him.

      I took in a couple of shaky breaths before I turned and arched an eyebrow at him. “You don’t know?” I asked a bit incredulously. How could he not? He had all those resources at his fingertips. He was a billionaire. He could know anything he wanted to know, and to think that he actually didn’t know who I was seemed almost too good to be true.

      One of his dark brows rose as well. “If I knew, Bridget, I wouldn’t be asking.”

      I squirmed a little at the way my name sounded coming off his lips. It was the best thing I had ever heard in my life, but that might just be because for once, someone wasn’t being hostile toward me.

      I sighed, chewing on my bottom lip—a nervous tick I had. I might as well get it over with and tell him what happened. I would rather just tell him myself so I could go ahead and get all the hurt out of the way.

      There wasn’t any point in getting my hopes up for a friend when I knew as soon as he found out who I was and what I was accused of, he would run in the other direction—just like everyone else had.

      “I was accused of killing a fourteen-year-old kid about two years ago. Nothing held up in court, so all my charges were dropped. My record is clean, but people think what they want.”

      He didn’t run in the other direction, but he definitely didn’t say much after that. He continued walking with me, showing me where everything was and where the best spots for food on campus were. Other than that, he kept to himself, seeming lost in his head.

      I didn’t know if that was better or worse than the reactions I was used to.
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      I dropped my keys onto the counter in my kitchen, frowning at the emptiness in the apartment. I had the bare necessities. Nothing was on the walls, and every breath seemed to echo in the rooms. It was unnerving, and almost suffocating despite the large amount of space.

      I lived by myself. My parents were so disgusted by me that they rented me a separate place to live in the worst possible part of town. I was sure part of them hoped I would get shot or run over one day. I was their disgrace, and they absolutely hated me.

      I dropped my school bag on the floor in the hallway and tensed almost instantly when I heard my apartment door open and shut behind me. Swallowing thickly and bracing myself, I turned around to face my dad.

      “I’m sure I don’t have to tell you, right?” he asked. I nodded mutely. “Good. Remember the rules. Keep your fucking hands to yourself. I don’t want another phone call that you fucking slit someone’s throat.”

      Tears filled my eyes, but I blinked them away, desperate to not show him how much his words hurt me. I just nodded silently like a good daughter and watched as he walked back out of the apartment.

      I had learned a long time ago to just shut my mouth and comply. I came out unscathed almost every time.

      When the door locked back behind him, I collapsed onto my couch and sobbed into my arms.

      Why wouldn’t anyone believe me?
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        Raul

      

      

      I leaned back in my computer chair, propping my feet up on my desk as I looked over the background check I held in my hands. I had read over this thing numerous times, and I still wasn’t understanding why so many people were hostile toward her. All of the charges against her had been dropped, and she had even been given a settlement for the hardship that she had been through.

      I shook my head. It didn’t make any fucking sense.

      Tossing the papers onto my desk, I grabbed my cell phone and called my mom. “Hey, baby, what’s going on?” she asked instantly. Mom knew I never called unless I really needed to talk. Otherwise, I normally just shot a text off to her.

      I ran my fingers through my hair, glancing at the background check again. “Have you or dad ever heard of a girl named Bridget Smith?”

      My mom sucked in a harsh breath. “Oh, that poor girl,” she whispered. I ground my teeth. So, she had heard. “Yeah, we’ve heard of her. She spent nine months of her life in prison because of a lie and false evidence.” She sighed. “Someone had it out for her, and they almost got what they wanted. Why are you asking?”

      I sighed. “She goes to school at the university—just started. Something struck me about her the second I saw her, but I didn’t know what. It was just confirmed when everyone was so hostile towards her today.”

      Mom sighed. “The girl needs a friend, Raul.”

      I blew out a harsh breath and hung up, tossing my phone on the desk. Bridget already seemed troubled, and I had a feeling she was a lot more troubled than what my report told me.

      Shaking my head, I got up from my chair and collected my things to leave and go home. Tomorrow, I would talk to her.

      But my plans to do that went to shit when I couldn’t find her on campus at all the next day. Nor did she show up the rest of the week.
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        Bridget

      

      

      I got up from the couch with a wince when someone banged on my apartment door. “I’m coming,” I grumbled when they began banging again. Fucking impatience, I swear.

      I unlocked my door and almost fell over in shock when I saw Raul standing in front of me. His eyes ran over my face, taking in the bruises, tangled hair, and cuts. I sighed, stepping back to let him in. I didn’t really give a shit about the mess that my apartment was.

      He stepped in silently, taking in the area surrounding him. I had broken glass on the floor of my kitchen that I hadn’t bothered cleaning up yet, and my TV screen was shattered. My coffee table was flipped onto its side, and one of my couches was flipped onto its back.

      Raul looked at me slowly, his jaw clenched. Rage blazed in his eyes, letting me know exactly how he was feeling. I grimaced. “Do you get angry often?” he asked.

      I shook my head. “No,” I muttered, being evasive on purpose.

      His jaw clenched even tighter as if some thought of his had just gotten confirmed. I frowned in confusion. “Then, what happened?”

      I shrugged, trying to pass off as nonchalant. “Someone that doesn’t like me, I guess,” I lied, moving to sit down gingerly on the couch. Fucking hell, everything hurt.

      I had told the truth—just not the entire truth. He didn’t need to know that my dad was a sociopathic asshole that hated me with every single fiber of his being. That wouldn’t do anyone any good.

      Raul shook his head, tossing down a packet of papers onto my couch. “I don’t think so,” he snapped a bit harshly.

      I stared at the papers, my stomach twisting with nausea. “Classwork?” I squeaked, desperately hoping it wasn’t what I thought. Had he really run a background check on me? I was going to be sick.

      Raul shook his head. “I know everything, Bridget.”

      I swallowed vomit, grabbed the packet of papers off of the couch, and stared down at my name, date of birth, race, and every single place I had lived. On the next few pages, all of the charges that had been put against me and all of the hospital stays I’d endured were right there in black and white.

      “I know your dad is abusive, Bridget,” Raul said softly, making me look up at him through teary eyes. I blinked, trying to clear my vision. “What was his reason this time?”

      A huge lump formed in my throat. “I—he—” Fuck, I was stammering. I sighed. “I didn’t answer the phone,” I muttered, casting my eyes down to the floor.

      Something as simple as not answering the fucking phone caused this. I really fucking hated my life.

      Raul tapped my chin, making me look back up at him. He stopped a tear from rolling down my cheek, sighing softly. “So, this is why you haven’t been to any of your classes?” he asked gently.

      I nodded slowly. “I’ve been through enough shit,” I grumbled, moving back from his warm, soothing touch. I couldn’t sink into his warmth and safety—not when I couldn’t one hundred percent rely on it. All I had was me. “I don’t want to bring more shit on myself by showing up to school with my face all busted up.”

      He watched me with cautious eyes as I got off the couch and walked to my bedroom. I was contemplating changing my shirt into something a little thinner when I thought about Raul standing out in my living room.

      He was a sweet guy, really. He didn’t have to check on me. He didn’t have to find out the facts for himself, but he did. If that didn’t say something about his character, I didn’t know what did. I also appreciated the fact that he respected my decision to put up with my dad. I didn’t need some pushy person trying to persuade me to go to the cops. I’d had enough of police to last me a lifetime. I didn’t trust them.

      I needed a break from the sadness that was my life. I needed a break from the loneliness. I needed an escape from all of the shit I was always having to deal with.

      Just for a few hours.

      Sliding my shirt back on, I flung my bedroom door back open, determined to do this. If he turned me down, then oh well, I tried.

      Raul looked up from his phone as I came down the hallway. Stopping at the entrance to my living room, I tilted my chin up, meeting his eyes. He was back to watching me with caution.

      “I want to fuck,” I told him bluntly.

      A smirk twisted his lips, and he slid his phone back into his pocket. “Fuck, hmm?” he asked softly, his voice sending delicious chills down my spine, straight to my core.

      I nodded, chewing my bottom lip. He wrapped an arm around my waist, yanking me hard up against his toned body. A breathy sigh slipped past my lips. God, he felt amazing—all hard muscle and tender man. “I assume that I’m the person you’d like to fuck?” he asked, his nose skimming along my neck, nuzzling into my collarbone.

      My breath hitched in my throat, and I softly moaned in response. “Tell me, baby girl, do you want to fuck me?” he asked again.

      I nodded, gasping when his lips closed over my collarbone, nipping gently. Effortlessly lifting me, he carried me into my bedroom, kicking my door closed behind him. He laid me down on my bed, moving over me, his lips meeting mine. His fingertips slid under my shirt, skimming over my skin, making my skin heat and my brain turn to mush.

      His lips moved over my jaw and down my neck slowly, savoring me. “This shirt is in the fucking way,” he growled.

      Kneeling above me, he gripped the bottom of my shirt and pulled it over my head, tossing it onto the floor. “A little better,” he murmured, his eyes running over me like a caress. “The bra needs to go.”

      Reaching under me, I unsnapped my bra, sliding it down my arms. He groaned appreciatively, grabbing the bra from me and tossing it to the floor as well. Leaning down, he closed his lips around my nipple. I cried out, arching my back off of the bed. “Fuck,” I whimpered, gripping his hair, tugging on the strands.

      “You are so fucking beautiful, Bridget,” he rasped.

      He lifted his head up, and I gripped his face in my hands, making him look at me. “Fuck me now. You can play later,” I begged.

      On a low groan, he gripped the top of my yoga pants, pulling them down my legs with my panties. He pulled his shirt over his head, and I sighed at the absolute perfection kneeling in front of me. He was completely toned muscle, not an ounce of fat anywhere on his glorious body.

      Standing up, he yanked his jeans and boxers down his legs, kicking out of his shoes and socks. He came down on top of me, shoving my legs apart. “You ready?” he asked me softly.

      I nodded, biting my lip.

      In one swift push, he was inside of me, buried to the hilt. And I was already coming, my back bowing off the bed.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      A constant ringing sound jerked me out of my dreamless sleep. I groaned, and then panic settled in as soon as I realized what that ringing sound was.

      The fucking house phone!

      I jumped out of bed, running to the kitchen, ignoring Raul’s annoyed grumbles. “Hello?” I asked breathlessly.

      “What the fuck were you doing?!” Dad roared through the phone.

      I winced. Fuck, how many times had he called?

      “I was sleeping,” I whispered, my throat closing up. I couldn’t go through this again.

      “Bullshit. Your mother and I are coming in.”

      He hung up, and I slammed the phone onto the receiver, running back into the bedroom. I grabbed some sweatpants and a baggy t-shirt from my closet, rushing to put them on. Raul looked at me lazily from the bed. I cursed, my brain firing in ten different directions. “You have to go,” I rushed out, desperately trying to find a ponytail holder to tame my wild hair. “My parents are here.”

      Raul slid out of bed in just his jeans and pulled me against him. His lips covered my own trembling ones, silencing any panicked thoughts in my head. “Calm down, Bridget. Everything is going to be okay,” he assured me softly.

      I heard the front door slam closed, and I flinched. Raul’s arms tightened around me a fraction before he released me. I walked out of my bedroom, giving up on my search for a ponytail holder. If I didn’t greet them, shit would only be worse.

      My dad was looking around my apartment, a bit bewildered. I was fucking blown away when I looked around and saw everything had been cleaned up, and my television was replaced.

      My mouth opened to give my dad some kind of explanation, but no sound came out. What the fuck could I say? I had no idea how any of this got replaced.

      Raul pressed himself against my back at the same time my dad shot accusing eyes at me. I flinched, and Raul placed a hand on my hip, gripping it to let me know he was there and that I wasn’t alone.

      “I replaced everything,” Raul said, answering all of our unspoken questions. His voice was practically daring anyone to say something, but it was otherwise very calm. At least one of us had control because I felt like I was going to piss my pants at the murderous look on my dad’s face.

      “Raul Brunes,” Dad said after a moment, chewing on his bottom lip as he tried to think of something to say that wouldn’t cost him his job, considering he worked for Raul.

      “You have got to be the shittiest fucking father I have ever known,” Raul snapped. It was clear he was barely holding onto his control. My dad’s eyes lit up in anger, his face turning red. “Your daughter lost nine months of her life locked in a prison cell for something she didn’t do, and you did nothing to help her out of that situation. Instead, you believed the lies, and you resent her for everything. Bridget needs emotional support, and instead, you abandoned her in her time of need.”

      Raul pulled me further back against him, his other hand now on my hip as well. I was shaking, my knees just about knocking together. My dad looked as if he could fucking murder me. “Bridget has obviously done nothing to deserve the hatred that you and your wife show her. The only reason you guys aren’t sitting in a prison cell for domestic violence is because she’s obviously been too afraid to press charges. She fucking cuts herself because of you and the shit she’s been through. Are you two that fucking heartless?” Raul snapped.

      I looked down at my feet, tucking my arms against my body, suddenly ashamed of the marks that marred them. In my rush to put some clothes on this morning, I had forgotten about my scars and had left them exposed. I hadn’t expected Raul to take notice of them. Hell, most of the time, I forgot they were there; they just mixed in with the rest of the scars I carried.

      “It’s just a phase she’s going through,” my dad sneered, glaring at me. I gulped, sweat beading on my back. The second he got me alone, he would fucking murder me. I knew it. “Bridget will eventually get over it. And for your information, Mr. Brunes, I don’t beat Bridget. She gets caught in the wrong situations. So no, I haven’t been to jail because she’s too afraid to tell anyone. I haven’t been to jail because I’m not the one hurting her.”

      Raul moved me aside and stepped up so he was towering over my dad. “You two will stop hurting her if you want to continue working for me. You won’t trash her apartment anymore, and you’ll be an actual fucking father, understand?”

      Dad nodded, his jaw clenched, his face red. I knew he was pissed, but I knew he liked having the money he made. And my mother looked like she had just seen a ghost; she hadn’t even said a word since she walked in the door, which was definitely a change from what I was used to.

      Raul sent me one last look over his shoulder and walked out of my apartment. My dad walked over to me and gripped my chin roughly, making me wince in pain. “You will get rid of him, do you understand me?” he sneered in my face.

      I nodded jerkily. He shoved me away from him, making me collide with the wall. He and my mom left without another word, and I slid down the wall, dropping my face into my hands and sobbing. Raul had just signed my death warrant, and he probably didn’t even know it. I didn’t want his fucking help. He’d made everything worse.

      Raul stepped back into the apartment and kneeled in front of me, wiping a tear away from my face. “Are you okay?” he asked softly, his eyes sweeping over my face.

      I shook my head. “You have to leave,” I whispered—begged. “Please, Raul, you have to.”

      He chuckled as if what I had just said did nothing but amuse him. “I’m not going anywhere, darling. I own these apartment buildings.”

      I stood up slowly, swiping at my tears. “You have to go away,” I snapped, opening my kitchen drawer and pulling out a pack of cigarettes. I rarely smoked, but I needed something to take the edge off.

      “Bridget—” he started, but I shook my head, lighting my cigarette, not even giving a fuck that I was smoking inside of a non-smoking apartment right in front of the owner.

      “Don’t, Raul. Just go, okay?”

      He sighed, turning on his heel and walking out. I flinched when he slammed my apartment door behind him, finalizing his exit.

      Tears cascaded down my face as I smoked my cigarette. I fucking hated my life.
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