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PROLOGUE

VALERIA

12 YEARS OLD

Iwrap my sweater tighter around my shoulders asIwander in the crisp autumn

air.Mybreath comes out in small puffs, visible in the cold, the leaves crunching

beneath my feet.

Theorphanage, which also serves as my school, looms behind me, casting long

shadows over the garden.Thebuilding is ancient, maybe centuries old.Myheart beats a

little faster asIglance back at the towering spires that seem to pierce the gray sky.

Iwalk down the path to the secluded area whereIgo to quiet my thoughts.

Thewalls are cold and rough under my fingertips, sending a chill through my hand

asItrail them along the stone.Thecreeping ivy, now a deep red with the season,

scratches against my palm.Narrow, arched windows line the sides, their glass panes

cloudy and cracked.Atightness forms in my chest, andIremind myself to breathe.

Thisplace has been my home for as long asIcan remember.

Ilost my parents in a home invasion whenIwas just a toddler.Idon’t remember much,

just vague images that don’t quite fit together.FromwhatIwas told, no family

members came forward to take me in.Evennow, it’s hard to make sense of it,

knowing that no one came for me—no parent, no relative.Itmakes me feel as ifIwas



forgotten, likeIdidn’t matter enough to anyone.

That’swhyIlove going to the hidden part of the forest.It’smy escape, a place

whereIcan be with myself, away from the other children and the noise of the

orphanage.

Outthere,Idon’t have to pretend or worry about being forgotten again.Thetrees don’t

judge, and the quiet feels like a comforting embrace.It’sthe only place whereIfeel a

sense of peace, whereIcan breathe without the weight of everything pressing down on

me.

Icontinue down the path untilIsee the opening to my favorite spot.

Thewind rustles in my hair, causing strands to temporarily blind me.Ibrush them from

my face asIcross the tight entryway of branches.WhenIopen my eyes,Isee her.

Camila.Thenew girl.

She’sdifferent from the other kids—quiet, withdrawn, carrying an air of deep sadness

and trauma that most of us understand.

Mybest friend,Isabel, took it upon herself to be the girl’s companion.Sheappointed

herself the unofficial orphanage tour guide, chattering endlessly in her ear as she

showed her around.Isabelwas determined to break through her shell, to make her

smile.

Atfirst, the girl remained distant, barely acknowledging her presence,

butIsabelpersisted, undeterred by her calm demeanor.Shefound ways to involve her in

games andactivities, always by her side, offering a stream of conversation even if the

girl never responded.



Slowly, almost imperceptibly,Camilabegan to thaw.Shestarted to followIsabel,

observing her antics with a faint hint of amusement in her eyes.Thoughshe never

uttered a word, her silent presence spoke volumes.

Theonly thing that seemed to catch her attention were butterflies.

Imove quietly through the dense overgrowth.AsIget closer,Ican see her more clearly,

sitting cross-legged on the lush green grass.She’shumming softly to herself, the sound

almost hypnotic.Ipause for a moment, my breath catching in my

throat.There’ssomething aboutCamilathat feels...different.Thenagain, it always has.

Istep forward, slower this time, careful not to break the spell.Myfingers brush against

the rough bark of a tree asIsteady myself.Shestill hasn’t noticed me, andIwonder if

she can feel my presence, if the hairs on the back of her neck are standing up like

mine.

Surroundingher are fluttering butterflies of various colors, dancing around her like

confetti caught in a breeze.Shewatches the delicate creatures with an intensity that

borders on admiration.

Intriguedby this enchanting sight,Iapproach quietly, careful not to startle her or the

butterflies.

Icatch snippets of soft, whispered words seemingly meant for the butterflies

alone.Igasp under my breath; it’s the first timeI’veheard any sound come out of her

mouth.

I’mmesmerized by the scene before me.Butterflies, usually so elusive and fleeting,

found a companion inCamila.Theyflit around her, landing briefly on her outstretched

fingers or in her hair, as if responding to her unspoken commands.It’sas though she

possesses a secret language only they understand.



Curiositygetting the better of me,Istep closer, close enough to see the strands of her

blonde hair catching in the light, close enough to notice the way her shoulders rise

and fall with each breath.

Atwig snaps under my foot, and she tenses, her humming cutting off

abruptly.Herhead turns slightly, just enough for me to see the edge of her profile,

andIfreeze, waiting for her next move.

Myheart pounds in my chest, andIswallow hard, my mouth suddenly dry.Theforest

seems to hold its breath along with me, the sounds of life fading into the

background.Itake one last step, then another, untilI’mstanding right

behindCamila.Ican see the way her hands curl into fists, her knuckles white, but she

doesn’t turn around.

“Hi.”

Shedoesn’t respond.
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Isettle down beside her, the grass cool against my legs.Sheglances at me briefly

before returning her attention to the butterflies, andIwatch in silence.

There’sa tranquility in her presence that washes over me.

Whenshe finally speaks, her voice is soft, almost fragile. “Hi.”

1

VALERIA

Present

Musicpulses through the walls.I’mwedged in a corner of the living room, clutching a

glass and trying to disappear into the wallpaper.Theplace is packed with people

laughing, talking, dancing.It’soverwhelming.

Thisis one ofEbonridge’stopHalloweenparties, where all the socialites and the best of

the best go to see and be seen.

Itake a deep breath, the air thick with the smell of alcohol.

Everyoneis dressed up for the holiday.Iglimpse down at my own outfit: a sequined

pink top and matching skirt.Then,Iglance over my shoulders at the pink butterfly

wings strapped to my back.AtleastI’mdressed the part.

Myfingers keep tugging at my costume, trying to smooth out nonexistent wrinkles.



Ilook around, hoping to see a familiar face, someoneIcan latch onto for a semblance

of comfort.Unfortunately,Idon’t know anyone here exceptIsabel, who promptly

vanished into the crowd, off to have her own fun, leaving me to navigate this chaos

alone.

Iconvinced her to come to this party in the first place, soIshouldn’t be upset that she’s

enjoying herself.

Despitehow muchIhate crowds,Ilove spooky season.There’ssomething magical about

this time of year—the crisp air, the eerie decorations, the costumes, the thrill of ghost

stories and horror movies.

Eventhe most mundane settings become enchanting and a bit sinister, allowing people

to embrace the macabre.

There’san honesty in the darkness thatIfind oddly reassuring.

Whileothers might seek comfort in the familiar and bright,Ifind mine in the shadows

and stillness.

Myattention is drawn back to the party.

Everyonelooks so comfortable, so at ease with each other.There’sa group of men in

the center of the room, all wearing the same white mask with hollow eyes and eerie,

expressionless faces.It’shard to tell if they’re supposed to be famous horror characters

or some kind of cult.Theymust be part of theWhitmores.

Themystery of their costumes intrigues me, andIcan’t help but stare a little longer,

hoping for a hint that might reveal their identities.ThelongerIlook, though, the more

unsettledIfeel, butIcan’t pull my eyes away.



Oneof the guys catches me staring and turns to look directly at me.Myheart skips a

beat, and a flush creeps up my neck to my cheeks.Hisgaze, hidden behind the mask,

feels intense and unnerving.Iswallow hard, trying to play it cool, but my body betrays

me asIshift my weight from one foot to the other and tuck a strand of hair behind my

ear.

Itake a deep breath, trying to steady myself, but the moment stretches on, my pulse

spiking faster.Hishead tilts slightly, as if he’s acknowledging my curiosity, and a chill

runs down my spine.Idart away, my heart pounding in my chest.

Iweave through the crowd, feeling like an outsider, a ghost haunting the edges of this

lively, colorful world.Mythroat tightens, andItake a sip from my glass, the bitter taste

of my drink unappealing.

Themusic shifts to a new songIdon’t recognize but everyone else seems to love.Itry to

smile, to look likeI’mhaving a good time, but it feels forced, unnatural.Mycheeks

ache from the effort.

WhydidIthink it was a good idea to come here?Rememberthe plan,Valeria,Iremind

myself.

Awoman dressed as a cheerleader stands beside me, looking almost as uncomfortable

asIfeel.Buther slightly glazed eyes and unsteady stance suggest she has had a bit too

much to drink.Sheseems to be alone, nervously glancing around, as if searching for

someone.

“Hi,” she says after a moment, her voice shaky. “Nicecostume.”

“Thanks,”Ireply, smiling softly. “Yourstoo.”

Wemake small talk for a few minutes, and she introduces herself asLisa.



Eyesdarting around the room, she leans in closer, her breath warm and smelling

strongly of alcohol. “Watchout,” she whispers, her words slurred.
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Myheart skips a beat. “Forwhat?”

Lisa’sface pales. “I—Ican’t say,” she stammers, shifting uncomfortably again.

“What’sgoing on?”Ipress gently.She’sstarting to freak me out.

Beforeshe can respond,Lisafreezes.Followingher gaze,Ispot one of the masked men

staring directly at us.Hishollow eyes seem to bore into me, and my blood runs cold,

my body unsettled down to my bones.

Withoutwarning,Lisasprints away, disappearing into the crowd and leaving me

alone.Whatthe hell was that?

Itake a deep breath, trying to steady my racing heart.Theenergy here feels different

now, tinged with something darker.

Iscan the room forIsabel.Wherethe fuck is she?Myanxiety is growing.Ineed to find

her and get out of here.

Then,IrememberIcan’t leave before doing whatIcame here to do.

Atthat same moment,Icatch a glimpse of my best friend at the top of the stairs,

giggling as she’s led away by a guy in a sharp suit, wearing the same mask as that

group.Igasp under my breath.Fuck.Ihave a bad feeling about this.Iwant to follow her,

to make sure she’s okay, but she doesn’t seem to be in danger—yet—andIdon’t want

to ruin her night.



Aguy stumbles into my path, almost spilling his drink.Hiseyes are glassy, his smile

lopsided. “Hey,” he slurs, leaning in closer thanI’mcomfortable with. “Youneed a

refill?Ormaybe a dance?”Heseems to be dressed up asPennywise, but his face

makeup is all smudged.

Itake a step back, shaking my head. “No, thanks.”

Hefrowns, clearly disappointed, but before he can say anything else,Islip past him.

Thehallway is less crowded, andImake my way to the back door, my heart lifting

slightly whenIspy the night sky through the glass.

Butjust beforeIreach the patio, my eye catches on the slightly ajar basement

door.Yes.Thisis exactly whatI’vebeen looking for.Theperfect opportunity to snoop

around.

Hesitatingfor a moment,Iglance back at the party and make my decision.

Iopen the door wider and start descending the stairs.Thesteps creak under my weight,

the air growing cooler asIdescend.Igulp down the lump forming in my throat.

WhenIreach the bottom, it’s almost pitch-black and silent, save for a light beaming

from the far corner and the distant hum of machinery.

Anarrow corridor stretches out before me.Mypulse quickens asIwalk down, the walls

seeming to close in around me.

AsIapproach the end, the light becomes brighter, almost blinding.Ishield my eyes

with my hand asIstep into a large room.Thewalls are covered with monitors, each

displaying different parts of the gathering above.Thereare dozens of them, and the

sight stops me in my tracks.



Isquint, trying to adjust to the sudden brightness.

“Hello?”Icall out, my voice echoing in the emptiness.

Noresponse.Istep further inside, and a shudder ripples through me whenIrealize how

isolatedIam down here.

Theimages flicker on the screen, showing people partying, but there’s something

unsettling about watching them from this hidden vantage point.Everyfew seconds, the

snapshots switch, showing different rooms, some empty, but others displaying

footage that makes my stomach churn: men and women, in various stages of undress,

engaging in intimate acts.

Icatch sight of a hallway through the monitor, doors lining both sides, some open,

others completely shut.Thewalls are a deep crimson, covered with intricate, almost

hypnotic patterns that twist and turn, adding to the disorienting effect.

Myeyes narrow on a specific screen.Thecamera captures a bedroom where a woman

is sitting on the edge of the bed, looking distressed, while a man stands over her,

talking animatedly.Awave of nausea surges through me.It’sLisa, the womanImet

upstairs.

Shedashes out of the room, her movements desperate as she tries to find an exit, but

she’s moving too slowly, her stepsuneven.Theman behind her is gaining ground, his

strides purposeful and unyielding.

Thescreen flickers for a second, andIswear under my breath, willing it to

stabilize.Whenit does, my stomach drops.There’sa dark stain spreading across the

back of her costume, trickling down from her neck.Blood.

Myheart races asIwatch her struggle with the doors, her fear palpable even from this



distance.Iwant to shout out to her, to warn her, but my voice catches in my

throat.Therealization sinks in that something is seriously wrong here, something

beyond the eerie atmosphere ofHalloweennight.

Themasked man emerges from behind her.Inone hand, he holds a length of rope, and

in the other, a large knife.Hisbody language is cold, seemingly devoid of any

humanity.What.The.Fuck.Is.This.Place?

Theimage switches.
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Theother rooms appear to be playrooms filled with an array of sex toys and fixtures,

displayed almost like macabre exhibits in a twisted museum.Swingshang from the

ceiling, restraints bolted to the walls, shelves lined with various tools, their

purposesIcan only guess at.

Suddenly, one of the screens catches my eye.It’sfocused on the same masked

menI’vebeen seeing all night.Theystand in a circle, their heads bowed slightly, as if

they’re in silent communication.Mystomach twists with unease.

Ican’t believe whatI’mseeing.Theinvasion of privacy, the hidden surveillance—it’s

all so wrong.Mymind races with questions and a rising sense of panic.Ineed to get out

of here, to findIsabeland tell her whatI’vefound.

AsImove to walk away, my gaze lands on another monitor, and my breath catches in

my throat.There, in the low light of a room,Isee my best friend.She’swith the guy she

went upstairswith, and they’re on a bed, but it doesn’t look like she’s having fun

anymore.Shelooks scared, her eyes wide and pleading.

“OhmyGod!”Igasp.Panicsurges through me, andIknowIneed to get toIsabel, to help

her.Ican’t leave her up there, not like this.

AsIturn to leave the basement, something stops me in my tracks.

Oneof the monitors now shows an image of me standing in this very room.Mybreath

falters asIsee myself on the screen.

Adoor slams shut behind me, andIwhirl around, a lump rising in my throat.



Go,Valeria.Run.

Icharge forward, bumping into someone.Startled,Ilook up to see a tall figure standing

in my path.Iscream, the sound piercing the stillness.

Beforemy voice can carry far, a hand clamps over my mouth, stifling my

cries.Mybody is turned, and panic surges through me asIstruggle, my muffled

screams vibrating against the stranger’s palm.Ican feel their warmth on my back, hear

their harsh whisper, butIcan’t make out the words.Mymind races, fear gripping me

asIdesperately try to pull away, but their hold is too strong.

Then, just as suddenly as they grabbed me, the stranger releases me.

Istumble forward, nearly losing my balance asIface them.

Theperson is wearing a neck scarf pulled up over their mouth and nose, adorned with

the image of a skull.Itake in the rest of their appearance—black eyes framed by thick

lashes, curly black hair, an eyebrow piercing, and fingers full of rings.

It’sawoman.Iglance closer and notice a delicate butterfly necklace resting against the

hollow of her throat.Thesight of it sends a jolt through me—a rush of

recognition—but the memory remains just out of reach, teasing me with its

familiarity.

Ifeel a wave of unease wash over me, pinned by her intense stare.It’sas if she can see

right through me, her gaze stripping away all pretenses.Ifeel exposed, skinned, and

it’s deeply uncomfortable.Yet, at the same time, there’s something almost electric

about it, like being lit from the inside.

Ifeel both emboldened and unnerved by her silence.



Herpresence alone is commanding, demanding attention and respect.Mythroat feels

tight, andIstruggle to find my voice.TryasImight, no words come out.Theair between

us is thick, andIcan’t shake the feeling that she knows exactly whatI’vejust seen.

Hergaze slowly shifts to the monitors behind me, eyes narrowing as they take in the

disturbing images.Ifollow her stare, my own anxiety rising as the reality of the

situation sinks in.

“Youshouldn’t have come here.”

Abreath catches in my throat.

Hervoice cuts through the tension with an unexpected calm.It’ssoft, velvety,

wrapping around me like a warm blanket, andI’mstartled by the immediate effect it

has on me.Thesheer contrast between her earlier aggression and this gentle, almost

melodic, cadence makes my heart skip a beat.

Imanage to find my voice, though it comes out as little more than a whisper.

“I…Ineed to help my friend,”Istammer.

Hereyes flick back to mine, and she gives the slightest nod.It’sa gesture that feels

both like permission and a command, urging me to go.

Witha final, shaky breath,Istep around her and make my way back up the stairs, the

urgency in my steps renewed.Theencounter with the mysterious woman lingers in my

mind, her image seared into my thoughts.

AsIpush through the crowd, searching desperately for my friend,Ican’t help but

wonder who she is and what she knows.

2



VALERIA

Iburst through the basement door and re-enter the crowded, noisy party.Thelaughter

and music hit me like a wall as my eyes scan for the stairs that lead to the second

floor.

“Excuseme, excuse me,”Imutter asIweave between people.
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Finally,Ispot the staircase and race up, my mind focused on my best friend and the

imageIsaw on the monitor.Ireach the landing, breathless and anxious, scanning the

hallway forIsabel.Whereis she?

Iremember the layout from the screen and head toward the room whereIthinkIsaw

her.Thedoor is slightly ajar, andIpush it open, my heart in my throat.

“Hey!”Ishout, my voice shaking. “Getaway from her!”

Theguy looks up, startled, as my best friend’s eyes meet mine, filled with relief.Irush

to her side, my hands trembling asIhelp her up. “Areyou okay?”

Shenods, tears brimming in her eyes. “Iam now.Thankyou.”

Iglare at the man. “We’releaving,”Isay firmly, guidingIsabelout of the room and back

downstairs.

Itake her to whatI’massuming is the bathroom, given the line leading to the

door.Weskip it, hearing a medley of shouts and grumbles, butIjust turn my face and

scowl at them.

It’sunlike me to bare my teeth at strangers, but my best friend is in shock, andIneed to

figure out what the fuck is unfolding in this house.

Assoon as we’re locked in,Iplop a still-shakingIsabelon the closed toilet seat.

Irinse an empty cupIfind on the counter with soap then fill it with water, handing it to



her.Shegulps it all in one go.

“Didyou know that guy?”Iask once she takes a few calming breaths.

Hereyes are filled with tears, ready to overflow, as she nods. “Yes.He’sthe one who

invited us here,” she replies, her voice trembling.

It’sthe man fromVanguard,Ebonridge’selite men’s club, an exclusive establishment

tucked away in the heart of the town.

Themembers are all affluent men of esteemed status.Eachmember is distinguished not

just by their wealth, but by their achievements in business, politics, or the

arts.Membershipis by invitation only.

Andmy best friend happens to work there.

Ilean against the sink, the cool porcelain grounding me asItry to collect my

thoughts.Myfrustrated eyes meet me in the mirror.

“Iasked you to get us an invitation to this party,”Ibegin.Ican’t quite meet her gaze

directly, soIfocus on the tiles beneath my feet. “Iwanted to snoop around, figure out

what’s going on with theWhitmores.Ishould’ve known it would turn out to be

something like this.”

Iswallow hard, the lump in my throat making it difficult to speak.Theguilt gnaws at

me, twisting in my stomach.I’venever felt so selfish. “I’mso sorry,Isa.”

Isabelshifts on her seat and takes a deep breath, her gaze finally softening as she

looks at me through the mirror. “It’sokay.Idecided to come with you.Noone forced

me.It’snot your fault.”Herhand reaches out to touch my arm. “Ichose to be here

becauseIwant to help you find out what happened toCamila.Don’tbeat yourself up



about it.We’rein this together.”

WhenIsamentionsCamila, my heart clenches, an ache that never truly goes

away.I’vebeen searching for her ever since we were torn apart.

Wewere just kids back then, but the bond we formed was unbreakable.

Losingher felt like losing a part of myself, a piece of my heartI’vebeen desperately

trying to find ever since.

“Thanks,Isa.”Itake her into my arms and squeeze tight.

Isabelnods. “AllIwanted was to go somewhere quiet.That’swhy he took me

upstairs.I’mso stupid.Ishould’ve known he’d come onto me.”

“Pleasedon’t blame yourself.Youknow how entitled those types of men are.Theythink

everyone owes them something, especially women,”Isay on a sigh. “I’mjust

happyIgot to you before he did anything else.”

“Howdid you knowIwas in trouble?”Isabelasks, sniffling into my chest.

“Iwent to the basement to look around and saw a bunch of screens.Therewere dozens,

showing different rooms at different angles.Itwas so fucked up.”Achill runs down my

spine. “There’ssomething sinister about this place,Isa.”

“He…he asked me to play a game,” she says.Theimage ofLisarunning through the

halls flashes in my mind.

“Whatkind of game?”

“I’mnot sure.Hesaid something about hide-and-seek,” she mutters.
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Suddenly, there’s a sharp, insistent pounding on the door,

andIsabelandIjump.Shit.Ialmost forgot there are people out there waiting to use the

bathroom.They’remost likely wondering what’s taking us so long.

IfIhad any guesses, they probably think we’re fooling around.

Justthen,Ihear a voice through the door. “Hey!Ifyou’re gonna stay in there any longer,

at least let me in.I’dlove to join in on the fun,” the guy shouts.

Iroll my eyes.Justas predicted.

Isabellooks at me with a playful grin, raising her eyebrows. “Shouldwe let him in and

pretend we were all over each other while making out?” she teases, any hint of

distress disappearing.

Iroll my eyes. “Nope!”

Isabelis the only person in this world who cares for me.Idon’t want anything to affect

our friendship.

We’veknown each other since we were toddlers, having met as orphans in an

institution.Isabelwas abandoned at the orphanage’s doorstep as a baby, left without

any explanation or note.Shehad been there long beforeIarrived.

Shebecame my closest friend and confidante from the moment we met.Weshared a

bond forged by our circumstances.Wewere inseparable, finding strength in each

other’s company, even afterCamilacame and left.



Mymind inevitably wanders back to that haunting encounter in the basement, how

that woman’s presence seemed to materialize out of nowhere, tall and slender, like

something from a dream.Hergaze, intense and unwavering, pierced through me,

leaving me strangely vulnerable yet oddly captivated.

Ifelt small in front of her, not just physically—her stature towering over mine—but

also in the way she held herself, with an aura of confidence that drew me in.Therewas

a thrill in theuncertainty, in not knowing what she was thinking or feeling behind that

composed façade.

Ihad an urge, almost something desperate, to see more of her.Itwasn’t just about her

physical features; it was about unraveling the mystery that seemed to surround

her.Iwanted to peel back the layers, to bring down the mask she wore soIcould

glimpse the rest of her face, the emotions hidden beneath.

Atthat moment,Iwas entranced.Timeseemed to slow as we stood there, two figures in

the quiet depths of the basement.Theworld outside faded away, leaving only her and

me, suspended in the moment.

WhenIsabelandIfinally step out of the bathroom, the guy who had shouted at us

through the door is standing right in front of it, crossing his arms around his chest.

“Abouttime,” he says with a smirk.

Iscoff. “I’msure there are other bathrooms in this gigantic house,”Iretort, having no

patience for his antics. “Now, please move out of the way so we can leave.”

Hestares us down, but after a few seconds, he steps out of the

way.That’swhatIthought.

Lookingfor the easiest and fastest way out of the house,Isee a sliver of space leading



to the front door.

ItakeIsabel’shand and guide her away from the pulsing music and swirling lights of

the party.Herfingers tremble slightly against mine, a sign she’s still shaken by what

happened with that guy.

Iglance at her sideways, noting the furrow between her brows, the distant look in her

eyes.Ihope this doesn’t linger.

Aswe step into the cool night air,Ifeel her tension ease a fraction, butIknow she’s far

from calm.

Aswe walk further down the property line, away from the mansion and toward the

gates,Isense it beforeIsee it.There’sa shift in the air, a subtle change that sets my

nerves on edge.Fromthe corner of my eye,Icatch a glimmer of movement—a shadow

darting between the trees.Myheart skips a beat asIglance over, trying to make sense

of whatIsaw.

Then, like a flash,Isee it again: the hint of that distinctive skull mask from the

basement.Isshe watching us?Thefigure disappears as quickly as it appeared, leaving

me questioning ifIeven saw it at all.

Itighten my grip onIsabel’shand in a silent signal to keep moving, my mind racing

with unease.Wecontinue down the path, but the feeling of being watched

persists.It’sunnerving, like a weight on my shouldersIcan’t shake off.Ican’t help but

glance back toward the trees, half-expecting to see her again.

Andthere she is.Thistime,Istop in my tracks, my eyes locked on the mysterious

woman.Isabelhalts her steps next to me, confused.

Thestranger’s gaze is fixed on us.Inotice detailsIhadn’t before: her honey-colored



skin adorned with intricate tattoos, the uneven dangle of a cross earring—one lobe

adorned, the other bare.

She’swearing black cargo pants and a white t-shirt with the sleeves rolled up.

Theintensity of her stare sends tingles down my spine, a sensationIcan’t ignore.It’snot

just fear—it’s something else, something that stirs arousal deep within

me.Theunknown surrounding her, the danger she seems to embody.Itall adds to her

allure.

Isabelsqueezes my hand, breaking the tension. “Val, what is it?”

Itear my eyes away from the woman. “There’ssomeone watching us.”
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Hereyes widen in fear. “Whatdo we do?”

Ihesitate, torn between curiosity and caution. “Let’skeep moving,”Ifinally say, my

voice steady despite the uncertaintygnawing at me.Partof me wants to go into the

forest and ask her what she wants.

Wecontinue walking, the woman’s gaze burning into my back until we round a bend,

and she disappears from view.Buther presence lingers, and my mind races with

questions, suspicions swirling like a storm.Isshe part of whatever is happening in that

house?

Oncewe pass the gate,Ipull out my phone and call anUber.Thewait feels interminable,

every rustle and distant sound putting me even more on edge.Isabelstands close, her

eyes scanning the surroundings, as if she too can’t shake the feeling of being

watched.

Weexchange a glance.Tonighthas been too strange and unsettling to part ways.

TheUberarrives, and we slide into the back seat, the tension in my bones easing just a

fraction as the car pulls away from the mansion.

We’reheaded toIsabel’splace, whereI’llbe sleeping tonight.

Whenwe first left the orphanage, we shared a small apartment next to the

university.Itwas cramped, but it was ours, a sanctuary where we felt

safe.Sincegraduating and getting jobs at opposite ends of the city, we’ve had to adjust

to living apart for the first time.Thetransition wasn’t easy.Thefirst few months, we



spent almost every night together, refusing to be apart.

Now, we do it less often, finding a new rhythm to our separate lives.Butafter a night

like this, there’s no wayI’mleavingIsabelalone.Thememory of that basement, of what

happened in the bedroom with that creep, the unsettling presence of the woman in the

mask—it’s too much to face alone.

Wearrive atIsabel’sapartment, and she fumbles with her keys.Onceinside, the familiar

surroundings bring a sense of comfort.Idrop my purse by the door and followIsabelto

theliving room, where she collapses onto the couch, exhaling a long, shaky breath.

Isit beside her, our shoulders touching, a silent reassurance that we’re here together.

“Youokay?”Iask softly, my eyes searching hers.

Shenods, though her expression is still troubled. “Ijust can’t stop thinking about what

happened.Howmuch further would he have taken it if you hadn’t found us?Whowas

that woman, and why was she watching us?” she asks, now rambling.

“Idon’t know,”Iadmit. “Butwe need to be careful.There’ssomething suspicious going

on.”

Isabelleans into me, her head resting on my shoulder. “I’mglad you’re here.”

“I’mnot going anywhere,”Ipromise, wrapping my arm around her. “We’llfigure this

out together, just like we always have.”

Thenight stretches on, and the fear and confusion gradually give way to

exhaustion.Wemove to her bedroom, the familiarity of sharing a space bringing me a

small measure of peace.

Aswe lie there in the dark,Ican feelIsabel’sbreath evening out, her body relaxing next



to mine.Tootired to change my clothes,Icurl my body around hers, bringing my front

flush to her back.

That’swhenIfeel something poking me through my skirt.

Ireach into my pocket, and my fingers snag around a chain.WhenIpull it out, the sight

sends a jolt through me.

Inarrow my eyes, examining the necklace.It’sintricate, delicate, with a small, pink

butterfly pendant dangling from it.It’sthe same one the masked woman was wearing

around her neck in the basement.Myheart pounds in my chest asItry to make sense of

it.

Ishake my head, unable to provide any answers as my fingers close around the

necklace.

Thisis hers.Butwhy would she give it to me?

Howdid she even put it in my pocket without me noticing?

Onething is clear: the chain is a clue, a connection to the masked woman and

whatever secrets she holds.Iwill cherish it, keep it safe untilIfigure out what it means.

3

VALERIA

16 YEARS OLD

Iclutch the edge of the wooden banister, my knuckles white asIstrain to seeCamilaone

last time.Mychest tightens, a sharp pain spreading through me as the heavy front



doors of the orphanage creak open.Ifeel like my heart might shatter into a million

pieces.

“No!”Icry out, my voice breaking.Itry to run after her, butSisterAgnes’sfirm hands

pull me back.Hergrip is gentle yet unyielding, andItwist in her hold, tears streaming

down my face. “Please, don’t let her go!”

Camilaturns at the door, her small face pale, eyes wide with the same fear and

sadness tearing me apart.Shelooks so tiny standing there—even though she’s a year

older than me—her suitcase in hand.Thestern-looking couple is distinctly

cold.Thehusband’s face is serious, with sharp, angular features and piercing gray eyes

that seem to scrutinize everything around him.Hiswife has perfectly styled blonde

hair and a statuesque figure.Herpale blue eyes are icy, her expression

perpetuallydistant, as if she’s preoccupied with something more important than

what’s in front of her.
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Iwant to scream, to tearCamilaaway from them, but all that comes out is a choked

sob.Mybody trembles, andIfeel likeI’mfalling apart, piece by piece.Thecold air in the

hallway feels even more biting, cutting through the thin fabric of my dress.

“Valeria, hush now,”SisterAgnesmurmurs, her voice soft but firm.Shepulls me closer,

wrapping her arms around me, but it does nothing to stop the flood of tears.Ibury my

face in her rough, scratchy habit, my hands gripping the coarse fabric as if it could

anchor me to something solid.

Butnothing feels solid anymore.Camilawas the only one who understood me on a

deeper level, the only one who knew how to make the endless days in this dark,

looming place feel less lonely.

Ipeek overSisterAgnes’sshoulder.Hurtand fear are etched intoCamila’sexpression, the

way her hands clench tightly at her sides, as if she’s trying to hold herself

together.Thedistance between us feels like a chasm, one we’ve never had to face

before.Thewords we’ve said to each other countless times flicker through my mind,

andIknow she’s thinking the same.

“Morstua, vita mea,”Imouth silently to her.It’sour saying, our bond—an

understanding born from watching the delicate, fragile life cycle of

butterflies.Wealways knew one’s life often means another’s end, but it has never felt

as real as it does now.

Herlips tremble, and she swallows hard, fighting back tears.Shedoesn’t say anything,

but her eyes speak volumes.There’sanger there, but beneath it,Isee the raw, aching

sadness she can’t hide.Sheraises her hand slightly, as if she wants to reach out, but



she stops, letting it fall back to her side, the weight of goodbye too heavy to lift.

Ican’t bear to look at her anymore.

Shenods, just barely, her shoulders slumping, as if the words have drained the last of

her strength.

Theheavy doors groan shut behind her.

Ilet out a final, heart-wrenching sob, feeling the weight of it all pressing down on

me.Mylegs buckle, andSisterAgnesholds me up, whispering wordsIcan’t hear over

the sound of my own broken heart.

4

RONNIE

Present

Istep into my office, slipping into the small adjoining room, closing the door behind

me.Thespace is dimly lit, most of the light coming from the array of screens lining

the walls.Eachmonitor displays multiple different camera feeds.Thehumming sound

of my computers instantly offers me comfort, a constant buzzI’vegrown accustomed

to.

Iwalk to the control panel, its surface cluttered with buttons, plus a joystick for

navigating the cameras.

Theair is thick with heat, making the room feel like a sauna.Ireach for the air

conditioning unit mounted on the wall.It’san old model, but it gets the job done.



Witha flick of my wrist,Iturn it on, and the machine sputters to life, emitting a cool

blast that cuts through the warmth.Iclose my eyes for a moment, savoring the relief as

the cool air washes over me.

Withmy coffee in hand,Isit back on my chair, the screens flickering slightly asIadjust

the controls, zooming in on one ofthe live feeds to get a better look.I’llbe stationed

here for the next few hours.

Forthe past several weeks, this has become a ritual for me.

Everyday,Iopen the door, turn on the lights, power up the machines, and watch her.

Acrossthe many monitors,IobserveValeriawalking around her apartment.

It’ssix a.m.Asusual, she never misses her alarm.It’salmost as if she has been trained

to jump out of bed as soon as she hears the first ring.

Iwas never a morning person untilImet her.Metis a strong word, but it’s all the

same.Ifeel likeIknow her from the countless hours spent in front of these screens,

memorizing each beat of her breath when she sleeps, every step she takes, the noises

she makes.

Onmore than one occasion,I’vecaught her in bed touching herself, wearing those

slutty pajamas, her taut nipples protruding through the thin fabric.Shealways looks

annoyed when she does, as if she doesn’t want to be doing it, as if it’s something

bad.Butas soon as the tips of her fingers reach her center, her body slackens, and she

gives in to the feeling.

Whenshe becomes frantic, overcome with sensation, she’ll turn onto her stomach to

find more friction, more purchase, shoving her blanket between her legs or humping a

pillow.



I’vewatched her bring herself to orgasm on many occasions, the need to jump through

the screen and nip at her clit almost unbearable.

Justthinking about it makes me want to spread her juicy thighs open soIcan feast on

her for breakfast.Mycenter throbs at the thought.

Ishake those thoughts away and attempt to focus.

I’vebeen watchingValeriafor a few weeks now, but it feels like an eternity.

Everyday,Iobserve her through these screens, learning her routines, her habits, how

she interacts with others.
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Herdays always start the same: wake up, shower, get ready for work, have breakfast,

leave.It’sso mundane, so one-dimensional.

ButIget a kick out of it.

Mylife is the opposite.

Everywaking moment is consumed by a singular purpose: revenge.

Idon’t remember much of my childhood.It’slike trying to grasp smoke—just

fragments, distorted images that slip through my fingers wheneverItry to piece them

together.Sometimes,Ihave these twisted and vile nightmares that make my skin

crawl.Idon’t know if they really happened to me or if my mind is just playing cruel

tricks.AllIcan clearly recall is being eighteen years old, waking up in a placeIdidn’t

recognize, hooked up to machines.Ifelt like a caged animal, terrified, confused, and

completely alone.

Ididn’t understand what was happening, butIknewIhad to get out.So,Iripped the tubes

out of my arms and ran.Ididn’t know whereIwas going, just thatIhad to get away.

That’swhenImetRachel, the head of theSolaceNetwork.Theydon’t like to call

themselves vigilantes, but that’s exactly what they are.Sincethen,I’vespent my life

helping women like me, by taking down the bad seeds of society one by one.It’snot

an easy path, but it’s the only oneIknow.

I’vededicated myself to uprooting the predators among us, the terrible people who

deserve nothing but death.AndtheWhitmoresare next.



Thefamily has been on my radar for a while now, ever sinceIfirst heard whispers

about them from my underground contacts.Itwas always the same story: multiple

women dead, their bodies discovered in various places over the years, and somehow,

theWhitmorename was always attached.Whetherit was near their estate, or the

victims had been last seen at one of their extravagant parties, the connection was

undeniable.

Butdespite the glaringly obvious link, they were never once

investigated.Notofficially, anyway.Callit white privilege or whatever, but

theWhitmoresalways seemed untouchable, never facing the consequences of their

actions.

Thethought makes my blood boil, andIcan feel my jaw clenching asIlean back in my

chair.Theleather creaks under my weight, a familiar sound that usually brings

comfort, but tonight, there’s a tightness in my chest that won’t ease.Ican’t shake the

feeling that this goes deeper than just a series of unfortunate coincidences.

WhenIfirst started digging into theWhitmores,Ithought it was just another quest—just

another job.Butthe moreIuncovered, the moreIfelt drawn to them, as if this mission

was somehow personal.Asif this one hit closer to home than any other

before.Butwhy?

Mymind drifts for a moment, butIsnap my attention back to the screen in front of me.

There’ssomething aboutValeriathat draws me in, something that makes it hard to look

away.I’vegrown attached to her.It’sunconventional, feeling a strange sense of

connection to someone who doesn’t even knowIexist.Though, she kind of does

now…

EachtimeIsee her,Ifeel a pull, a magnetic attractionIwishIcould resist.Idon’t

understand it.



ButIcan’t afford to be distracted.Myfocus needs to remain sharp, my mind clear.

Takinga deep breath to steady myself,Izoom in, focusing onValeria’sface, her

eyes.Despiteher bright exterior, there’s something cold and calculating about her, a

darkness that matches my own.

Idon’t know how she’s linked to theWhitmores, but every piece of

informationIgather, every detailIuncover, brings me closer toValeria.Everymoment

spent thinking about her is a momentImight miss something important.I’mcaught in a

struggle between duty and desire.

Valeriastops in front of her long mirror and stares at her reflection.

Herlong, honey-blonde hair cascades down her back in soft waves, catching the faint

sunlight creeping in through the curtains, making it shimmer against her tanned

skin.She’sthe image of a fucking goddess.

Shedrops her shorts first, followed by her top, and stands in front of the mirror, her

breasts free, nipples pierced, her round ass hugged by her panties.

Fuck.

Isettle deeper in my seat and sling my head back to stare at the ceiling.Lettingout a

huge breath,Isqueeze my eyes tight as the constricting feeling in my chest grows.

Theattraction is undeniable, butIfight against it, reminding myself of the gravity of

my task.Ican’t let my feelings for her cloud my judgment.

ButIcan’t fucking help it.

WhenIopen my eyes,Valeriareaches up, lightly touching the pendant hanging around



her neck, her fingers brushing over the delicate necklace.Herdark brown eyes focus

on the reflection, a soft smile spreading across her lips.

Ithas been three days sinceIran into her at the party, and she has been wearing it ever

since.

Istill don’t fully understand whyIfelt the need to give her that chain, why it seemed so

important she have it.

Iwore it every day.It’sone of the few thingsIkept from my past, a small reminder of a

life that once was.

ButseeingValeriawear it fills me with a sense of contentment.
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Shefinally turns away and steps into the bathroom.

Ihad the decency to not put cameras in there, despite every ounce of me craving to

see her shower.

Thethought of invading her privacy in that way is a thin lineI’mclose to crossing as

my mind is filled with images of her under the water.

Iimagine the drops glistening down her skin, the way they would trace every curve

and contour of her body.

Thedesire is overwhelming, a fierce pullIstruggle to resist.

Iwant to witness the water sliding down her back, her wet hair clinging to her neck.

Ican almost taste it, the urge to lick each one off her skin strong, to savor the

sensation of being close to her.

Shakingmy head to get rid of the tempting thoughts,Iturn away from the monitors and

rub my temples.Ineed to get a grip.

Ithink back to the nightIsaw her at theHalloweenparty.

AfterwatchingValeriaand her friend disappear,Iturned on my heels and walked deeper

into the forest, dead leaves crunching under my boots.

Ishivered as the chill penetrated me.



Iknew my way around those woods, sinceI’dbeen keeping an eye on

theWhitmores.OnceIcaught onto what they’d been up to,Ilearned the ins and outs of

the property.

WhenIreached my bike,Iopened the compartment and pulled out my leather jacket,

zipping it all the way up.Outof habit,Ireached for my butterfly pendant, wanting to

make sure it didn’t get caught in the zipper, but it wasn’t there.

Right.Ihad slipped it insideValeria’spocket whenIfound her in the basement.

Mynewest affliction.

Ispent hours digging into her background.Tomy surprise,Ididn’t find much.Shewas an

orphan who had spent most of her life atGloomwoodSanctuaryuntil she was of legal

age.Then, she went toAshburyCollegeto studyForensicPsychologywhile bunking with

her best friend,Isabel, who was also an orphan.Now, she lives on theEastSidein her

own apartment, working as a forensic associate with theEbonridgePoliceDepartment.

ButifIwas sure of anything that night, it was that she wasn’t going home.She’dbe

sleeping at her friend’s house, as she usually did.

IfIdidn’t know any better,I’dthink they were a couple, but watching them confirmed

the opposite.They’remore like sisters.

Ihopped onto my bike, bracing each arm on the handles, and lowered my head

between my arms.Ilet a deep breath out.Shefucking caught me.

Ican’t believeIlet that happen.

Somethingabout the way she moved, the soft patter of her steps against the cold floor,

drew me in.



Herscent hit me first—black coffee and vanilla.Itfilled the air, wrapping around me,

pulling me in.IknewIshould have kept my distance, but my curiosity got the better of

me.

Stepby step,Iinched closer, my senses overridden by the need to know more, to see

more.

Suddenly, she moved, too quick for me to react.Ifroze, caught in the act, my heart

pounding in my chest.Valeria’seyes met mine, andIknew there was no escape, no

plausible explanation for whyIwas there, lurking in the shadows.

Shedidn’t say a word, her mouth forming a perfect circle.Hercheeks were flushed

when she looked up at me, our height difference obvious.

Thetension was palpable, like a static charge in the air between us.Itwas as if our

unspoken thoughts hung in the air around us, creating a moment neither of us knew

how to break.

Isnap back to reality.Itwas so sloppy of me to have followedValeriadown there,

butIcouldn’t help it.WhatwasIthinking?Thisisn’t like me.I’musually so meticulous, so

cautious, but she clouded my judgment.

Beforeshe’d ventured down into the basement, she looked like a lost deer, standing in

the corner alone.Icould feel the distress from across the room.Itwas palpable.

Lonelyin a room full of people.

Icouldn’t stop myself from trailing closely behind as she made her way down the

stairs.Itried, but failed, to keep a safe distance behind her.Iknew what she’d find

down there.
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Islipped out of the party but couldn’t leave untilIcaught one last glimpse

ofValeria.IknewIshould’ve left, butIwas drawn to her.

Iwanted her to see me, to feel my presence, to fear me.

Iwatched as she sensed me before she even fully saw me, her body tensing subtly,

andIcould picture the way her nipples hardened under my gaze, wishingIcould be the

goosebumps that erupted all over her skin.

Thememory sends a rush through me.

Icraved her fiercely.Iimagined pulling her into the darkness of the woods, pinning her

against a tree, claiming her lips with mine.Instead,Isettled for something more subtle

yet equally powerful: intimidation.

Herbreathing was ragged, her chest rising and falling rapidly.Icould sense the thrill in

her, even though she looked scared.

Herfrightened expression turned me the fuck on.

Itwasn’t just the fear in her eyes that stirred me; it was the powerIfelt

knowingIprovoked such a reaction in her.

Hervulnerability fueled my desire, andIcould feel my pulse quicken in response.Itwas

as if she was at my mercy.

Now, as she emerges from the bathroom,Ifeel a primal need to assert myself, to



dominate her in ways that go beyond the physical.

Iwant to press her further, to see how farIcan push her.

AsIwatchValeria, a thrill shoots through me.

I’mgoing to finally make my presence known.

5

VALERIA

18 YEARS OLD

Theday is finally here, andI’mnot sure how to feel.

Istand in front of the small, cracked mirror that’s been my only companion in this

place, staring at the face that hasn’t changed much in the past few years.Maybea little

older, a little sharper.I’meighteen today.

I’mfree.

Igrab my old, worn bag from under the bed and start packing what littleIhave: a few

clothes, toiletries, a bookI’veread a hundred times.It’scrazy how little you accumulate

when nothing really belongs to you.

Theroom is silent, save for the soft ticking of the clock on the wall.Isabelis scribbling

something in her journal.Theother girls are out in the common area, probably waiting

for me.Iexhale slowly, the breath catching in my chest.

Istand by the door, my hand resting on the worn wooden frame asIlook at my best



friend.Myheart feels heavy, like it’s being pulled in two directions.

“Idon’t want to leave you,Isa,”Isay, my voice trembling. “You’vebeen my rock

through everything.HowcanIjust walk out of here alone?”

Isabelgives me a small, reassuring smile, butIcan see the pain she’s trying to hide.

“Val, you’ve been waiting for this moment for so long.You’vecounted down every

day until you could leave and findCamila.Youcan’t put that on hold because of me.”

“Butyou won’t turn eighteen for another few months,”Iargue, more desperate

thanIintended. “Ishould stay.Weshould leave together.”

Isabelshakes her head. “No, you need to go now.Thesooner you start, the sooner

you’ll find her.Youcan’t waste any more time.I’llbe fine,Ipromise.”

Tearswell in my eyes. “Itjust feels wrong.”

Shestands up and crosses the room, wrapping her arms around me in a tight hug.

“Iknow, but this is what you need to do.ForCamila.Foryourself.I’llbe right behind

you when it’s my turn, okay?”

Inod, trying to hold back tears. “Okay.”

Wepull apart, andIcan see the resolve in her eyes.Itgives me strength, even though my

heart aches at the thought of leaving her behind.Iknow she’s right.Ihave to go, but it

doesn’t make it any easier.
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“I’llcall you,”Ipromise. “Everyday.”

Isabellaughs. “Youbetter.AndVal...be careful out there.Youknow how dangerous it

can be.”

Iswallow the lump in my throat. “Iwill.”

“Goon, then.I’lljoin you and the others as soon asI’mdone writing.”

Beforestepping out of the room, there’s a soft knock on the door before it creaks

open.SisterMariapokes her head in, herkind eyes crinkling at the corners as she

smiles. “Valeria, dear, we have a little something for you in the common room.”

Iforce a smile. “I’llbe there in a minute,”Ireply.Shenods and closes the door behind

her.

Theidea of sitting through some awkward, half-hearted celebration makes my

stomach twist.Theymake such a fuss about celebrating our eighteenth birthday, like

it’s a new era, like we’re being reborn.Theirony isn’t lost on me.

Iclose my eyes and take a deep breath, steadying myself.Idon’t want to be

ungrateful.Thesisters here have been kind, in their own way, especially given that no

one adopted me.Idon’t know whether to feel disappointed or relieved,

honestly.I’velived here for what feels like a lifetime—years of mundane, monotonous

existence, just counting down the days untilIcould finally leave.Thethought of

freedom always kept me going, a distant light at the end of this long, dark

tunnel.Though, now that it’s here,I’mnot sure what to do with it.



AsIhead toward the common area,Ican’t help but think ofCamila.It’sfunny—Iused to

see butterflies all the time.They’dflutter around the garden in the summer like little

pieces of the sun.Butsince she left, it’s as if the butterflies disappeared too.

Butterfliesare supposed to symbolize rebirth.Butwhat happens when they’re gone?

Idispel those thoughts whenIenter the room, decorated with streamers and balloons,

all in shades of pink and purple.Asmall cake sits on the table, the frosting a bright,

cheerful yellow.Theother girls are gathered around, smiling and chatting, but their

eyes keep flicking to me.SisterMariahands me a small box wrapped in plain paper,

her smile a little too hopeful.

“HappyBirthday,Valeria,” she says, pressing the gift into my hands.

“Thankyou,”Isay softly, trying to sound sincere.Ipeel back the wrapper, revealing a

small, delicate butterfly pin.Iswallow hard, my throat tightening asItrace the shape

with my fingers.

“It’sbeautiful.”It’sthe first giftI’veever received that feels like it means

something—but it’s also a reminder of everythingI’velost.

Weeat cake, andIforce myself to participate, to smile and laugh.Thefrosting is too

sweet, soIpush the plate away after a few bites.TheSisterschatter on about the future,

about how this is the start of a new life, a new chapter, but allIcan think about is

getting out of here, of leavingGloomwoodbehind and never looking back.

Oncethe celebration is over,Igrab my bag and sling it over my

shoulder.Everyonegathers at the front door to see me off with hugs and well

wishes.Inod and smile, feeling likeI’mplaying a part in a playIdidn’t want to be cast

in.



“Takecare of yourself,Valeria,”Isabelsays, her arms wrapping around me.

“Iwill,”Isay, squeezing her back.Igive her one last smile beforeIstep out into the cool

afternoon air.

Thegate clicks shut behind me, andIfeel a mix of emotions—relief, fear,

anticipation.Istand there for a moment, glimpsing at the world beyond the orphanage

walls.It’sstrange how the sky seems a little brighter, the air a little fresher.

Itake a deep breath, adjusting the strap of my bag, and start walking.Idon’t look back,

not once.Ihave a new life to find, and with it,Camila.She’sout there somewhere, and

now thatI’mfree,I’llfind her.

Andmaybe, just maybe,I’llfind the butterflies again too.

Afew monthslater

Ihear a knock on the door, a soft but eager rhythm that could only belong

toIsabel.Myheart races asIrush to open it—and there stands my best friend on the

other side of the threshold.

“Valeria,” she says, stepping into my small apartment.Thespace already feels

different with her in it, warmer somehow, despite its cramped quarters.

Isabellooks around, taking in the tiny living room that doubles as a kitchen, the lone

mattress on the floor that serves as my bed.It’snot much, but it’s allI’vegot, and now,

it’s ours.Ican see the questions in her eyes, the unspoken concerns about how we’re

going to make this work.

“Ican’t believeI’mfinally here,” she murmurs.



IsabelandIhaven’t seen each other in seven months.Wekept in touch as best as we

could, but it wasn’t the same.Isabelwas stuck at the orphanage, waiting for the day

she’d turn eighteen so she could join me.AndIwas here, in this small apartment,

trying to figure out how to survive.

Onher birthday,Isabelpacked up what little she had and made her way

toEbonridge.Thatwas two days ago.

Isqueeze her hand. “We’llfigure it out, like we always do.”

AfterIsabelsettles in, we decide to treat ourselves to some takeout—our first meal

together in months.Sittingon the two bean bags that create our makeshift couch in the

tiny living room,Ifinally tell her everything about my search forCamila.
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Afterweeks of digging through every corner of the internet,Ifinally got in touch with

someone who might have answers.Isabel’seyes widen whenImention thatIhad to go

into the dark web to find them.

“Valeria, are you serious?”Isabel’sshock is palpable.

Inod. “Ididn’t have a choice.Ineeded to dig deeper to get more information.Plus, the

guyIspoke to was in an anonymous forum about mysterious disappearances of

women inEbonridge.”

Itell her about the guy’s cryptic message, how he mentioned a wealthy family named

theWhitmores.Hedescribed them as predators who look for young women, pretending

to be saviors.Hewouldn’t say much more, only that he could connect me with

someone who might help.

Dayspassed beforeIheard from anyone, and during that time,Istarted looking into

theWhitmores.Assoon asIsaw their photo in an article,Irecognized them—they were

the couple who tookCamilaaway.They’reolder now, but they still have that same

allure.

Isabellistens intently, her brow furrowed asIdescribe whatIfound.

“Yesterday,Igot a message from someone namedRachel.Shesaid she was part of a

group that helps women, and whenIbrought up theWhitmores, she nearly

flipped.They’vebeen investigating the family because of a series of murders around

their estate.That’swhenIstarted thinking—maybeCamila’sdisappearance wasn’t just a

disappearance.Maybeit was a murder.”



Isabelgasps. “Doyou really think they killed her?”

Ishrug. “Whoknows.Butif one thing’s clear,Ebonridgeisn’t what it seems.Ithas its

problems, sure, nothing out of the ordinary, but there’s something darker

here.Everyonehas a secret, and the more you dig, the more you realize how twisted it

all really is.”

Mybest friend shudders at my words. “So, what didRachelsay?”

“Igave her all the informationIhad onCamila, hoping she could help,

but—”JustasI’mexplaining this toIsabel, my phone buzzes.Speakof the devil.It’sa

message fromRachel.Myheart pounds asIread it out loud.

“Camilawas adopted by theWhitmores,”Isay, my voice shaking. “Butshe disappeared

right before she turned nineteen.Theypronounced her dead after they supposedly

found her body on the property, but there’s no trace of her death

anywhere.TheWhitmoresconcealed everything—they even had her body

cremated.Noautopsy.Theydidn’t even suggest foul play.”

Theworld tilts beneath my feet, andI’mfree-falling.Ican’t get a full breath in no matter

how hardItry.Camila…dead?Mybrain can’t wrap around the words.It’sas if they’re

not real, as if this is some cruel joke that will unravel at any moment.Myfingers

tremble asIrereadRachel’smessage, the words blurring in front of my eyes.

Myhands are shaking so much,Ican barely control them.Mypulse roars in my

ears.She’sgone.Camila’sgone.Ipress my hand to my mouth, feeling bile rise in my

throat.

“No,”Iwhisper.

Iclutch at my chest, as ifIcan stop the ache, but it doesn’t work.



Ifeel a hand on my back, andIflinch at first.Then,IhearIsabel’svoice, “Val,I’mso

sorry.”

Mybreath hitches as a sob escapes my throat.Isqueeze my eyes shut, pressing the

heels of my hands into them, but it doesn’t stop the flood.

Ican’t even respond; the tears are coming too hard.Myentire body trembles,

andIfeelIsabelsit next to me, wrapping an arm around my shoulders.Shepulls me in

close, andIcollapse into her, burying my face in her shirt.

“Itdoesn’t make any sense,”Ichoke out.

“Iknow,”Isabelagrees. “Something’soff.”

Isniff and wipe my face with the back of my hand.

“I’mgoing to find out what really happened.I’mgoing to investigate it

myself.”Myhands clutch the phone tighter, as if somehow that will keep the last few

pieces of my world together.

Isabeldoesn’t hesitate. “I’mwith you,Val.Whateverit takes.”

6

VALERIA

Present

EarthtoValeria,”DetectiveNathanielBennettsays as we wait in line for our drinks at

the coffee shop.



Ibarely slept last night.I’vebarely slept for the past three nights.

Eversince theHalloweenparty, my mind’s been a tangled mess, caught up in two

things that just won’t let me rest: the screensIdiscovered in the basement andher, the

mysterious woman whose chain is wrapped around my neck.
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EverytimeIclose my eyes, her gaze pierces through the darkness, making me feel

thingsIcan’t quite describe.There’ssomething about the way she looked at me that

stirs something deep in my gut.

I’vealways tried to understand people, to get inside their heads and uncover the

truth.Ican’t ignore the possibility that she might be involved with whatIsaw on those

monitors.

EachtimeIreplay our encounter in my mind,Ianalyze every gesture, looking for clues,

but she didn’t give me much to go on.

Shewas so guarded and barely spoke a word, leaving me nothing to work with but her

silence.Itwas like trying to solve a puzzle with half the pieces missing.Shewas a mask

of calm, giving nothing away, but her gaze was telling a different story.Itwas intense.

Ineed to understand her, to figure out what those eyes were trying to tell me.There’sa

connection between her and the screens,Ijust know it.

“Valeria?”

Nathaniel’svoice jolts me back to the present.Iblink, suddenly aware of my

surroundings again.I’min the coffee shop, and my colleague is standing in front of

me, holding out my to-go cup and a danish.

“Youokay?I’vebeen calling your name for a minute now.”

“Oh,”Istammer, feeling a rush of heat to my cheeks. “Sorry,Iwas lost in thought.”



“Mustbe some pretty deep thoughts,” he says, handing me the goods. “Here, this

might help,” he says with a gentle smile.

Itake the cup, and the warmth of the drink seeps into my hands, grounding me.

“Thanks,Nate,”Imumble, trying to shake off the lingering fog in my mind.

Hestudies me for a moment, concern flickering in his eyes. “Yousure you’re

okay?Youlook like you haven’t slept in days.”

Iforce a smile. “I’mfine, really.Justa lot on my mind.”

“Well, if you need to talk,I’mhere.”

Inod, grateful for his kindness. “Iappreciate that.”

Itake a sip of the coffee, letting it jolt me further awake.Ineed to pull myself

together.Thereare too many questions swirling in my head, andIcan’t afford to let

them consume me, not whenI’mon the cusp of figuring out what happened toCamila.

Ithas been six years sinceIfound out about her death.Sixyears of searching, digging,

chasing every leadIcould find.I’veinvestigated theWhitmoresfrom every angle, tried

to expose them, tried to find anything that ties them toCamila’ssudden end.Butthey’re

too powerful, too rich, and have everyone in their pockets—even the police

commissioner.EverytimeIthinkI’veuncovered something, it turns out to be another

dead end.

Twothousand one hundred and ninety days of dead ends.

Partof me—the tired, worn-out part—wants to just accept the story they’ve fed

everyone: thatCamilakilled herself.Yetthere’s a part of my mind that won’t let me

believe it, not for a second.Ican’t shake the feeling that theWhitmoreshad something



to do with her death.Iknow they’re involved.Ican feel it in my bones.

Throughmy digging,I’vemanaged to link some of the mysterious deaths of other

women inEbonridgeto theWhitmores.There’sa pattern, but without hard

evidence,Ican’t prove it.Noone believes me, or they’re too afraid to even try.

Thekillings appear to be focused on young women.Thevictims are usually found in

secluded spots where they wouldn’t be immediately discovered, each crime scene

with little physical evidence left behind.

Butthey all have the same cause of death: a slit throat.

I’vepoured over photos and reports, trying to piece everything together, but it has

been a struggle, to say the least.

Idon’t know what it is about those murders that have me so intrigued, butIfeel

connected to them somehow.

They’remeticulous and controlled, yet seemingly driven by impulses that break

through that façade.Thekillings are precise and riddled with ritualistic aspects,

suggesting a need to regain control.

I’vealways had a fascination with death and what causes people to act so

heinously.It’sironic, given my appearance.Youwouldn’t thinkI’minto that kind of

darkness.Idress invibrant colors, my hair always perfectly styled, makeup carefully

applied.

Butlooks can be deceiving.

Beneaththe surface, there’s a part of me that has always been drawn to the macabre,

to the shadows that linger in the corners of the human psyche.



SinceIwas a teenager,I’vebeen captivated by the darker aspects of human

nature.Ispent countless hours reading about infamous serial killers, studying their

methods, trying to understand their motivations.Therewas something intriguing about

the contrast between their outward normalcy and their hidden monstrosities.Iwanted

to know what made them tick, what pushed them over the edge, and if there was a

way to predict and prevent such horrible acts.

Everyinsight, every breakthrough, brings me closer to understanding the depths of

human depravity.
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Sometimes,Iquestion my own perversion.WhenI’msurrounded by images of brutality

and violence,Ican’t help but wonder what it would feel like to step into the mind of

the killer.Totruly understand the darkness, wouldIneed to embrace it myself?

Itake another sip of coffee, feeling the caffeine start to kick in asNathanielandIwalk to

the office in comfortable silence.

Assoon as we step inside the building,I’mambushed by my colleague,Joshua, his face

flushed with urgency.

“Valeria, did you check your email?”Hisvoice is sharp, almost panicked.

Ifreeze mid-step, my heart skipping a beat. “No, not yet.Why?Whathappened?”

“Anotherwoman was found dead.Threedays ago, on the east side ofEbonridgeat

aHalloweenparty.”

Mybreath catches in my throat. “Wasit at theWhitmoreestate?”

Joshuanods, his expression grim. “Yes.”

Mymind races, the blood draining from my face.Iwas at that party. “Tellme

everything.”

Aswe walk to my office, the corridors seem to stretch longer than usual.Finally,Ipush

open my door and gesture forJoshuato follow.



“Closethe door.”

Joshuacomplies, and as soon as it clicks shut, he drops a file on my desk with a soft

thud.

Isit down, my fingers trembling asIopen the folder.Thefirst thingIsee is a photograph,

and a gasp escapes my lips.Iruffle through the papers frantically, each image more

horrifying than the last.Myeyes widen asIrecognize the person in the pictures.

Thiswoman…Isaw her in the first camera feed in the basement.

Joshuawatches me intently. “Doyou know her?”

Ishake my head.

AsIsift through the photographs, each image intensifies the sinking feeling in my

stomach.Ivividly remember the woman—the way she nervously glanced around the

room, her discomfort palpable even through the grainy footage.

Themurders always seem to circle theWhitmoreproperty like vultures.Everytime a

body is discovered, it’s always nearby, as if the estate itself draws the violence in,

absorbing the darkness hiding beneath its polished surface.

Ishake my head, feeling helpless.

“Valeria, what’s wrong?”Joshua’svoice breaks through my racing thoughts.

Imeet his gaze, eyes wide with apprehension. “Iwas there,”Iconfess.

Joshua’sreaction is immediate; he plops down hard into the chair opposite my desk.

“Ohshit,” he mutters under his breath,running a hand through his hair. “Didyou see



anything?Anyonesuspicious?”

Ishake my head again, feeling the weight of guilt settle over me. “Iremember details,

but nothing definite.Didanyone come forward with information?”

Joshuasighs heavily, his shoulders slumping. “Someonedid, but it was a dead

end.Aguest mentioned seeing the victim go upstairs with a man during the

party.Theycame back down together, and everything seemed normal.Noone recalls

anything suspicious afterward.Thenext morning, she was found in the forest next to

the property with a slit throat.”

Mymind races asIabsorb the details, trying to piece together the puzzle.

Examiningthe rest of the photo,Inotice her clothes.Theylook disheveled and torn, as if

she had been running through the forest.Herdress is ripped in several places, the

fabric snagged and shredded by branches.It’sclear she was being chased.

Thisfurther proves my assumption thatCamila’sdeath reeks of something

sinister.Shewas declared dead, but the circumstances surrounding her passing have

always felt off.Therewas no official investigation, no signs of foul

play.TheWhitmoreswere quick to claim she committed suicide, but we’ve found

nothing to prove it happened.It’slike she just vanished, and that doesn’t sit right with

me.

TheWhitmoresare filthy rich, the kind of wealth that stretches back generations, with

roots deep in this town.Theyown half of it, probably more, and their influence is

everywhere.Moneylike that can buy a lot of things—silence, loyalty, cover-ups.Ihave

no doubt they used it to bury whatever really happened toCamila, to make sure no

one asks questions or digs too deep.Afterall, in a town like this, everyone has a price,

and theWhitmoresknow exactly how to pay it.



It’sinfuriating knowing that they can just erase her like that, wipe away the truth with

a few well-placed bribes.ButIwon’t let them get away with it.Camiladeserves justice,

andI’mgoing to find out what really happened to her, no matter how many walls

theWhitmorestry to put up.Theirmoney may buy a lot, but it won’t buy my silence.

Themysterious stranger from the basement flashes through my mind.
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Couldshe be involved?Thethought is irrational.Thekiller’s—orkillers’—DNA, found

at previous crime scenes, definitively point to a male perpetrator, but what if she was

an accomplice?

Joshuawatches me closely. “Whatare you thinking?”

“Isaw a woman that night, near the woods.Ineed to find her.Shemight hold the key to

this.”Iquickly give him a description of her and what she was wearing.

Joshuanods slowly. “Alright, we’ll start there.I’llpull up footage from that area and

see if we can identify her.”

AfterJoshualeaves my office,Ilet out a slow, steadying breath.

Assoon as the door clicks shut behind him,Iturn to my computer, my fingers moving

swiftly over the keyboard to bring up the security camera feed from

theHalloweenparty.Joshuadoesn’t know thatI’vealready been obsessively reviewing

this footage for three days now, though initially for a completely different

reason—pure infatuation.

Atfirst,Iscoured social media, sifting through hundreds of pictures and videos from

the many socialites present, but there was no hint of her.

Theinternet was getting me nowhere, soIdecided to use my own resources.

IcontactedMarcus, a hacker employed by the agency.We’dworked together many

times before on special projects and hada friendly, professional relationship, soIknew



he’d comply without too many details.

Hesent me the footage at record speed, andIdidn’t waste a second.

Now, asIclick through the timestamps, my eyes scan each frame with a newfound

purpose.Thereshe is.Herpresence in the footage sends a jolt through me.Istudy her

movements, her interactions, searching for any clue that might connect her to the

events of that tragic night, but nothing stands out.

Butthe answers are there,Iknow it.Ijust need to find the right angle, the right piece of

the puzzle to make everything fall into place.

7

VALERIA

I’msitting in the back of myUber, headed toIsabel’sapartment.

Tonight, we’re returning to theWhitmoreestate, andIcan’t shake this gnawing

anxiety.Ioffered to go alone this time, butIsabelinsisted on coming with me.Ina

way,I’mrelieved to have her by my side.

Ithas been two weeks since theHalloweenparty, and we’re halfway

intoNovember.Theholiday has passed, and the weather has started to cool, but the

eerie vibes fromHalloweenstill linger in the air, a haunting presence that hasn’t quite

left us.Theleaves are falling, but there’s a strange stillness, like the world is holding

its breath.

Iglance at my phone to check how far we are fromIsabel’splace: three minutes.

Iopen our chat.



Me: Come out now.

Isa: Yes, Mommy.

Me: Haha. Two minutes.

Ichuckle and slip my phone back into my purse.Lookingdown at my outfit,Istart to

second-guess my choice—a checkered pink skirt paired with a white and pink crop

top.MaybeIshould’ve gone with something less playful.I’mnot sure what to expect,

but if it’s anything like theHalloweenparty, it’s bound to be disturbing.Aknot tightens

in my stomach, my nerves making my hands slightly clammy.

Thecar stops,Isabelalready waiting outside.Asshe hops into the back seat,Iwhistle.

“Wow.Ontimeanddressed to impress,”Itease.

Isagrins, giving me a playful wink. “WhatcanIsay?I’ma good listener.Doyou think

this outfit is too much?” she asks, gesturing to her purple tie-dye skirt and white crop

tank.

Ishake my head. “Youlook great, babe.Ijust hope whatever they have planned doesn’t

involve bending over or running.”

Shelaughs. “Let’shope it’s not hide and seek.”

Themention of that game sends a shiver down my spine asIrecall the memory

ofHalloweennight.Mybody stiffens involuntarily.

Isanotices and touches my arm gently. “What’swrong,Val?”
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“Whatif itishide and seek?”Imurmur, my voice betraying my unease. “ThegirlIsaw in

those monitors was running, and it felt so…creepy.”

“ItwasHalloween.Everything’screepy onHalloween,”Isabelsays, trying to reassure

me. “Idoubt they’d do anything like that on a normalSaturdaynight.”

Inod, but my eyes drift to the window, lost in thought.Soon,I’llbe at

theWhitmoreestate again, searching for any clues aboutCamila’sdeath.Ifshe lived

there, there must be something, some evidence of her disappearance.I’mdeterminedto

find it, even ifIhave to sneak away and search on my own.Hopefully, no one catches

me in the act.

Inthe six yearsI’vebeen inEbonridge,I’venever found a way inside

theWhitmoreestate.It’sfrustrating—the family is impossibly secretive, their parties

even more discreet.Ifyou don’t have an invitation from aVanguardmember or the

family itself, you’re not getting in, no matter how hard you try.

Isabeleventually landed a part-time job atVanguardas a waitress, just to get us

closer.Finally, this pastHalloween, we got our first real chance.WhenIsabeltold me

she’d managed to schmooze one of the members into inviting us,Ialmost

cried.Afterall this time, we finally had a foot in the door.Tonightis my

second—maybe last—chance.

Aswe approach the estate, the atmosphere around us shifts, growing more

somber.Thetrees seem to close in, their branches arching like twisted fingers over the

narrow road.



“Thanks,”Imutter to theUberdriver when he drops us off.

Atthe entrance, two men stand guard, their expressions unreadable.Iinstinctively step

ahead ofIsabel, protectiveness flaring up inside me.Myheart pounds as one of them

approaches us.

“Name?” he asks curtly.

“Uh,Valeria.ThisisIsabel.”

Isabelchimes in smoothly. “Yes.TheRSVPshould be under my last

name:Soto.Theinvitation was fromMr.Montclair.”

Idon’t missIsabel’sslight flinch at the mention of his name.WhenIasked her if she

could get us another invitation,Ididn’t expect her to reach out to the same man who

had led her upstairs onHalloween.Sheassured me it was our only option, but guilt

gnaws at me, remembering how scaredIfound her that night.

Theguard nods and steps aside. “Rightthis way,Mesdemoiselles,” he says, his voice

dripping with an unsettling formality.

Aswe ascend the grand staircase,Itake in the details of the mansion that were

obscured by darkness the last time.Thearchitecture is imposing, with archways that

seem to stretch on endlessly.Achill runs through me, making my skin

prickle.Itreminds me ofGloomwood.

Atthe top,Ireach forIsabel’shand, seeking some comfort in her presence.

Weexchange a final, tense glance before stepping into the unknown.

“Well, who do we have here?”a sleazy voice slithers from my right.Theman speaking



is tall and broad-shouldered, with slicked-back hair.Hiseyes are dark and predatory,

raking over us with intensity.

Anotherman, leaner and a bit taller, cuts in. “Lookslike fresh meat,” he sneers, his

tone dripping with malice.Amaniacal laugh escapes his lips, sending a chill down my

spine.

IsabelandIstand in the foyer, flanked by two men wearing the same eerie

masksI’dseen at theHalloweenparty.Itmust be some sort of rule to attend these

gatherings incognito, likely to protect their identities.Themasks, with their hollow

eyes, only add to the suffocating atmosphere.

Suddenly, a third man appears from the shadows.He’sstriking, with an aristocratic air,

his blonde hair perfectly styled and his tailored suit fitting him like a glove.Heexudes

a cold, calculating charm as he steps forward. “I’venever seen you here before,

ladies.”Hisvoice is smooth but laced with condescension.Hetakes our hands, lifting

them to his lips and planting a kiss on each of our knuckles. “I’mTheodoreWhitmore,

but you can call meTheo.Theseare my brothers,MaxwellandJulian.”

Maxwelllets out a small chuckle. “Notactual brothers,” he adds with a smirk.

Theodoreturns to scowl at him—at least,Ithink it’s a scowl beneath that mask.

“Thanksfor the clarification,” he snaps.

Maxwelljust laughs and shrugs whileJulianremains silent, his eyes fixated

onIsabeland me.

“Whatare your names?”Theoasks, his gaze lingering onIsabela second too

long.Theothers’ eyes are on her too, their interest palpable.Whatthe hell is going on?

Isabelshifts uncomfortably, her cheeks flushing a deep red. “Myname



isIsabel.ThisisValeria,” she says, her voice a bit shaky as she gestures to me.

Theonods, a sinister smile spreading across his face. “WelcometoLatibulumNoctis,”

he announces, spreading his arms wide, as if to embrace the night itself. “Tonight,

leave your inhibitions at the door and enter with an open mind.Ipromise we’ll show

you a good time.”Hisgrin is almost delirious.

“Followme,” he commands, turning to lead the way deeper into the house.

Itake a deep breath, steeling myself for whatever lies ahead.Nomatter what happens

tonight,Ihave to stay focused on whyI’mhere.Ifletting go of my inhibitions is what it

takes to uncover the truth aboutCamila, then so be it.She’sworth the risk.

Aswe follow the three men into the dark hallway,Ilean over toIsabel, who still seems

distracted. “Youwere enjoying the attention, weren’t you?”Imumble with a teasing

grin.

Sheshrugs, a mischievous glint in her eye, her lips curling into a small smile.

“Maybe.”
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“Youlittle slut,”Iwhisper with a chuckle.

“Hey,I’mhere for a good time, not a long time,” she replies, her tone proud as she

nudges me playfully.

Itug her closer. “Aslong as you promise to be safe.”

“Yes,Mommy,” she teases, her grin widening.

“OhmyGod.Areyou ever going to stop with that shit?”Igroan, rolling my eyes.

“Nope!” she quips, clearly enjoying herself.

“Whatever.Justremember, if we get separated and you need help, text me our

keyword,”Iremind her, my tone more serious now.

“Yes,I’llmake sure to pull out my phone and text you whileI’mbeing murdered,” she

says in a mockingly dramatic tone.

Istop in my tracks, shocked by her flippancy. “IsabelLuciaSoto.Beserious for two

fucking seconds,”Ihiss, my heart pounding in my chest.

“Fine, fine.I’llmake sure to reach out if anything looks sketchy,” she concedes, her

tone softening when she sees the worry in my eyes.

Weround a corner and enter a grand hall, where more people are gathered, talking and

drinking.It’san intimate party, but there are at least twenty other people here, most of



them men in those spine-chilling masks.Thesense of danger hangs thick in the

air.Wearereallyoutnumbered.

Aserver glides over to us, holding a silver tray with flutes of champagne.Thebubbles

fizz enticingly in the crystal glasses, but something about the scene makes me

hesitate.Iexchange a glance withIsabel, who looks just as uncertain.Still, we each take

a glass, the cold metal of the tray brushing against my fingers asIaccept it.Thewaiter’s

face is expressionless, his eyes vacant, as if he’s just another part of the decor.

Withour drinks in hand, we scan the room.Theother women present are a mixed

crowd.Somehold themselves with a haughty air, their noses slightly upturned as they

gaze downat us, as if being at aWhitmoreparty is some kind of exclusive privilege

they’ve earned.

Butothers, hidden or standing awkwardly near the walls, paint a different

picture.Theireyes dart nervously around the room, and they cling to their glasses as if

for dear life.Theylook frightened, their faces pale and tense, as if they’ve been

coerced into attending this event.Icatch one girl’s eye—she looks like she’s barely

out of her teens, her hand trembling as she brings her glass to her lips.

Suddenly, an older man with graying hair steps forward, commanding the room’s

attention with a loud, authoritative clearing of his throat.Hissuit is impeccably

tailored, his posture straight, and there’s an air of long-standing power around him.

ThelongerIstare at him, the more recognition

hits.It’sLionelWhitmore,Camila’sadoptive father.I’mrooted to the spot.

Theconversations die down as everyone turns to face him, the room falling into a

tense silence.

“Goodevening, ladies and gentlemen,” he begins, a hint of a smile playing on his lips.



“Welcometo tonight’s gathering.Asalways, it’s a pleasure to see so many familiar

faces...and a few new ones,” he adds, his eyes briefly sweeping overIsabeland me,

causing a shiver to run down my spine.

“Fortonight’s entertainment,” he continues, his tone growing darker, “we have chosen

a game both thrilling and exhilarating.I’msure many of you are familiar with

it.”Hepauses, letting the anticipation build, andIfeel the room collectively hold its

breath.

“Wewill be playing...hide and seek.”

Myheart drops, andIglance atIsabel, who is now visibly tense, her earlier bravado

fading.Lionel’ssmile widens at the reaction his announcement elicits, and the men in

the room exchange eager looks, their excitement barely contained.

“Therules are simple,” he continues, his eyes gleaming with something almost

sinister. “Youhide, and when the clock strikes midnight, we seek.Butbe

warned—those who are found...Well, let’s just say that’s when the real fun

begins.”Hischuckle is low and menacing, and it reverberates through the room,

chilling me to the core.

IgripIsabel’shand tightly, feeling the cool sweat on her palm as we stand there, our

nerves fraying with each passing second.

“Lookslike we’re in for a real treat,”Isabelwhispers.

Thegame might seem harmless in theory, but in this context, it feels ominous.

Mr.Whitmore, still standing in the center of the room, raises a glass in a toast. “Toa

night of thrills and surprises,” he announces with a grin. “Maythe best hiders win.”



Hisspeech is followed by a chorus of muted laughter and a few nervous

giggles.IsabelandIexchange a worried glance.

“Doyou think we should stick together?”Isabelasks.

Wewatch as the guests scatter, disappearing down shadowy corridors.

“Definitely,”Ireply, trying to keep my own anxiety in check. “Weneed to stay close

and keep an eye out for anything strange.”



Page 19

Source Creation Date: July 12, 2025, 3:55 pm

Aswe move deeper into the mansion, the sense of isolation becomes more

pronounced.

Wefind ourselves in a room that appears to be a library, its shelves lined with ancient-

looking books and dusty relics.Theheavy air seems to press in on us, and the silence

is occasionally broken by the distant sounds of footsteps and hushed voices.

“I’mstarting to feel like we’re in one of those old horror films,”Isabelwhispers.

“Pleasedon’t.”

“What?I’mjust saying.Itfeels like we’re being hunted.I’veseen this before.”

“Isa,”Igroan, rolling my eyes. “Let’sjust keep moving and stay out of sight.”

Isabelchuckles. “Okay,Mommy.”

Igrab a book from the shelf and toss it at her, narrowly missing.Herlaughter only

grows louder.

Grabbingher arm,Ipull her along as we move through the library, passing a grand

fireplace.Themantle is cluttered with strange trinkets, framed portraits of grim-faced

ancestors watching us from the walls.Ispot a small door partially hidden behind a

large leather chair and motion forIsabelto follow me.

Weslip through and find ourselves in a narrow passageway.Thewalls are lined with

old portraits that seem to watch us with disdainful eyes.It’scramped and the air is



musty.

“Doyou think this is a good place to hide?”Isabelasks.

“It’sas good as any,”Ireply, trying to sound reassuring. “Ifanything feels off, we get

out of here and regroup.”

Wehuddle in the tight space, hoping no one finds us.

We’vebeen hidingfor what feels like hours.

Mylegs are tucked up against my chest, butIdon’t dare move.Ican feelIsabelbeside

me, her breathing slow and steady, thoughIknow she’s just as tense asIam.Myheart

hammers in my chest, andIclose my eyes, willing it to quiet down.

Thesound of a clock chimes unexpectedly.One, two, three…Itechoes through the

walls, each ring stretching the silence tighter.Twelverings.Midnight.Thesignal.

Isabelplaces a hand on my arm, her grip tight.

Ipush myself up slowly, legs shaking as the blood rushes back into them.Mymuscles

scream in protest, but there’s no time to linger.Thesearch begins now.Myfingers

tremble asIpress them against the hidden latch we came through earlier.Islide the

panel aside, just a crack, enough to peer out.Nothing.Theroom is empty.

Isabelleans forward, her hair brushing my arm, andIcan hear her barely-there exhale

of relief.

Atthat moment, footsteps echo in the near distance, steadily approaching before

halting abruptly.Atense silence follows, andIfreeze, trying to remain as still as

possible.



Aftera few seconds, the footsteps resume, moving away from us.Ilet out a slow

exhale.

“Let’sstay here a bit longer, then make our way back to the main hall.Ineed to start

looking for clues.”

Isabelnods, her eyes wide with unease.

Butthen, a group of masked men strides past us.Mybreath catches in my throat asIsee

the glint of metal in their hands—knives, long and wickedly sharp.Theymove with a

predatory grace; their intentions clear in the way they hold their weapons.

Isabel’sgasp slips out before she can stop it, andIlock in place, silently praying they

didn’t hear.Tomy great dismay, one of the men abruptly halts, turning slowly toward

us.IfeelIsabel’spanic radiating off her as she presses herself against the wall.

Asthe man turns, my heart sinks.It’sone of the brothers we met earlier, the one who

introduced himself with that unnerving sneer—Theodore.Hisforehead scrunches

behind the mask as he scans the area, suspicion flickering in his gaze.

Whyare they carrying knives?Thequestion pounds in my head, making it hard to

think.Thisis supposed to be a game, but the way they’re acting—like they’re

hunting—doesn’t add up.WasIsabelright?

Heseems to look right at us, and for a moment,I’msure we’ve been spotted.Buthe

shrugs it off, turning back to the others.Theybegin to walk away, their footsteps

fading, butsomething’s wrong.Theyvanish from view far too quickly.Thecorridor

stretches out ahead of them—they should still be in sight, but it’s as if they’ve

disappeared into thin air.

“Whatthe hell?”Iwhisper.



Beforeeither of us can move, one of the brothers appears out of nowhere, his hand

clamping down onIsabel’sarm.
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Shescreams, the sound piercing the eerie silence, andIlunge forward, desperately

trying to grab onto her.Myfingers brush against hers, but he’s too fast, dragging her

with a chilling ease.Isabelkicks and struggles, her legs flailing as she tries to break

free, butTheodorejust laughs—a dark, cruel sound that fills me with dread.

“Lether go!”Iyell, my voice raw with panic asIreach for her again, but it’s too

late.Theother two brothers materialize from the shadows, each grabbing one of her

legs, hoisting her up as if she weighs nothing.

“No!Isabel!”Icry out, chasing after them, my heart racing asItry to keep up.It’slike

they’re moving faster than humanly possible, pulling her further and further away

from me. “Whyaren’t you taking me too?”Ishout, desperation and confusion knotting

in my stomach.

Astrong arm wraps around my waist, jerking me backward.Aleather glove clamps

over my mouth, muffling my startled yelp.Ithrash wildly, but the grip is unyielding,

andI’mpulled against a solid, immovable body.

Fearparalyzes me, but something about this hold is terrifyingly familiar.Mybody

instinctively molds into my captor’s, likeI’msupposed to be there, and that realization

makes my blood run cold.Mybreath comes in ragged gasps asItry to think of a way

out, but my mind is a blur of panic.

Thegloved hand tightens around my throat, the leather pressing against my skin,

cutting off my air supply.Irecognize this grip.It’sher.Itmust be her.

Myvision begins to blur asIstruggle to breathe, to stay conscious, but my strength is



fading.Iwriggle against the hold, adrenaline surging through me, but my assailant is

too powerful.Fearshoots through me, but there’s an odd thrill too, an unexpected rush.

Withthe last bit of energyIcan muster,Ibite down hard on the fingers over my

mouth.Theperson lets out a sharp hiss of pain, their grip loosening just enough for me

to wrench myself free.

Theworld tilts asIspin, panic rising like bile in my throat asIcome face-to-face with

the woman from the basement.Mynext inhale falters asItake her in, the same skull

mask covering half her face.

Hereyes, dark and penetrating, seem to bore into mine, sending prickles down my

spine.Goosebumpsrise on my skin despite the adrenaline coursing through me.

Ourchests rise and fall in sync, the silence between us heavy with tension.Timeseems

to stand still as we size each other up.

“Comewith me,” she says after a few silent beats.
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I’mtoo stunned to respond.

Iback away instinctively, but she steps forward, her gloved hand reaching out as if to

reclaim what she believes is hers.

Myfingers find the familiar shape of my pink, pointed kubotan in the waistband of

my skirt, andIgrip it discreetly for reassurance.Iassumed they wouldn’t allow the

guests to come in with actual weapons, so this was the next best thing.Itighten my



hold on the stick, ready to defend myself, if necessary, but the masked woman

doesn’t budge.

JustwhenIbegin to contemplate my next move, she surprises me.Inone swift motion,

she whips out a knife and presses it against my throat, her eyes gleaming with a

dangerous glint.

Fora moment,Ifreeze, caught off guard by her suddenness, but anger surges within

me.

Ipivot, twisting her around and pinning her against the wall.

Myweapon is now at her neck, mirroring her threat.We’relocked in a deadly dance,

each holding the other at bay.

“Whatdo you want from me?”Imanage to choke out.

Imeet her gaze head-on, searching for any hint of weakness, but instead,Ifind a

glimmer of amusement in her dark eyes, as if she’s relishing the confrontation.

“Youpicked the wrong person to mess with,”Ihiss.

Shedoesn’t answer, but her eyes crinkle with a smile.

Finally, she speaks again, her voice steady despite the stick at her throat.

“You’remore cunning thanIthought” she admits, a hint of admiration in her tone.

“Butyou still have nothing on me.”

Thestranger’s leg sweeps under mine with a grace that almost makes me miss what’s

happening.Theground slips away beneath my feet, and there’s a rush of air asItilt

backward, my heart leaping into my throat.Butbefore panic can even set



in,I’mcaught.

Herarm is there like it knows exactly whereI’llland.Sheguides me down as if we’re in

some kind of twisted dance, her grip firm but not bruising.

Iblink up at her, half in shock, half in awe.

BeforeIcan do anything more, the cold steel of her knife presses against my chest,

poking a hole through the fabric of my top.Igasp, my skin erupting in goosebumps.
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Hereyes bore into mine and the edge of her blade rests against my skin.

Mychest heaves with rapid breaths, the rush of fear mingling inexplicably with a

surge of something else entirely.

I’mnot supposed to feel this way—pinned beneath a knife, my life hanging in the

balance.Butbeneath the fear, there’s a dangerous thrill that courses through me like

electricity.

Thetension between us crackles like static in the air.

Ishould be terrified, fighting for my life against a masked assailant.Instead, a part of

me wants to challenge her further, to see just how far she’ll go.

Sheleans in closer, the blade pressing lightly against my skin.

Iinhale sharply. “Youdon’t scare me.”

Herbreath warms my ear despite the fabric of her thin mask. “Whatare you really

afraid of then,Valeria?” she taunts, her voice a seductive lure, andIfreeze at the

mention of my name.

Sheknows whoIam.

Inthat moment, the line between fear and arousal blurs.

Shefixes her gaze on me, and slowly, almost reluctantly, removes the mask.



I’mmomentarily stunned into silence.

Thedim light of the passageway accentuates her features.

Herbeauty is disarming, almost hypnotic.Ifind myself unable to look away.

Hernose is perfectly sculpted, her lips plump and inviting.I’mdrawn to the subtle

curve of her mouth, the way they part ever so slightly as she smirks at me.Thesmile,

both mocking and enticing.

Aglint of metal catches my eye—a tongue piercing—andIlick my own lips

subconsciously as my gaze lingers on hers.

Mywhole body shivers involuntarily.

HowcanIbe so entranced by someone who’s holding a knife to my throat?I’mtruly

questioning my sanity.

“You’renot whatIexpected,” she remarks casually, her voice a velvet whisper.

“You’reeven better.”

Herfingers toy with the handle of the knife asIstruggle to find my voice, torn between

the urge to retreat and the inexplicable desire to get closer.

“Whoare you?”Iswallow hard, my pulse racing asIsearch for words that elude me.

Sheleans in, her breath brushing against my cheek. “Doesit matter?”

“Yes,”Ibreathe out.

Sheshakes her head. “Justfollow me.”



“WhyshouldItrust you?”Imanage to ask, turmoil rising within me.

“Becauseyou’re in danger,” she replies simply. “AndI’mthe only one who can help

you.”

Iweigh her words carefully, assessing the sincerity in her

eyes.TheWhitmoresandCamilaloom in the back of my mind.Shecould hold the key to

unraveling their secrets.Oris she merely another player in this dangerous game?

IguessI’llhave to find out.
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Ifinally push myself offValeria, the adrenaline still coursing through my veins.Ican

feel the tension in my muscles asIsheath my knife, sliding it back into its holder

around my thigh.

Myhand hovers aboveValeria, ready to help her up, but she shrugs me off.

“Idon’t need your help,” she spits. “NordoIneed your protection.Idon’t even know

you!” she argues, a defiant glint returning to her eyes as she squares her shoulders.

Asoft chuckle escapes my lips. “Youmight be a little warrior, but you don’t know

what you’re up against.We’realone here,Valeria.Proceedwith caution,”Isay, noticing

the slight tilt of her head and the way her eyes hold mine, daring me.Herskirt is hiked

up, and the sight of her bare thighs makes my breath catch.

Asshe moves to adjust her clothing, her eyes meet mine.

Herhair is tousled, a few strands framing her face, and her cheeks are tinged with a

rosy hue.

Myeyes follow the angles of her face until they reach her lips.

Astrange wave of familiarity hits me, so strong, it nearly knocks the breath out of

me.It’slikeIalready know how theyfeel—soft, warm—and,God, the taste of her

tongue flashes in my mind like a memory that shouldn’t be there.Thefeeling is so

vivid, it’s unsettling.Itear my eyes away, shaking it off, but the pull lingers, like

somethingI’veforgotten but can’t fully grasp.



Fuck, fuck, fuck.

I’mso entranced byValeria,Ibegin to wonder if it was a bad idea to get involved with

her outside of observing her through screens.Watchingher from a distance, through

the safety of a monitor, had seemed much simpler, safer.Buthere she is, so real.

Geta grip,Verónica.Allthe stalking and diggingI’vebeen doing is messing with my

head.I’vegone too deep, watching her every move, reading into things that probably

aren’t even there.Butstill, the sensation won’t leave me, clinging to me.

Valeriastraightens, smoothing her skirt with a confident flick of her wrist.Then, she

turns on her heels and tries to walk away, butIgrab onto her arm.

“Notso fast,”Isay.

Istep closer, and the space between us crackles with energy.Herinhales are sharp,

andIfeel the warmth radiating from her body, so close,Ican almost feel her heartbeat.

“Youdon’t know whatI’mcapable of,” she taunts, her lips curling into a daring smile.

“Now, if you’ll excuse me,Ineed to findIsabel.Ican’t just stay here?—”

“Relax.Theywon’t hurt her.”

Valeriascoffs. “Howcan you say that?Thisplace obviously isn’t what it seems, and

they had knives.Knives!”Hervoice cracks.

“I’vebeen watching them.Theydon’t hurt women.Theyjust...like to have fun with

them.”

“Fun,” she repeats, as if the word tastes bitter in her mouth. “Isabel’sout there,

probably terrified, andI’mstuck here with...withyou, whoever you are.Ineed to check



if she’s okay.”

Ilet out a pent-up breath.She’snot going to make this easy.Idon’t move, my gaze

holding hers with an intensity that makes her coil into herself. “Valeria, you need to

listen to me.Isabelwill be fine, but if you go after her, you might not meet the same

fate.”

Hereyes widen. “Whatdo you mean?”

“TheWhitmoresaren’t to be trusted.Thesegame nights are dangerous.”

Shenarrows her eyes at me, crossing her arms over her chest, causing her perfect tits

to push upward. “Thenwhy are you here?”

Imirror her stance. “I’mnot here as a guest.LikeIsaid,I’vebeen watching this family

for a while now.Thoseboys might be harmless, but the others aren’t.So, you either

stick with me or end up dead.”

Valeriafreezes, my words finally sinking in. “Fuck.Camila,” she mutters.

“Who’sCamila?Ithought your friend’s name wasIsabel.”

Sheshakes her head, as if to dispel her thoughts. “Uh.Yeah.Camilais…an old

friend.Iwas hopingIcould find out what happened to her tonight.”

“Icould help,”Ioffer, noticing a glint of silver catching the light.

Myeyes land on the butterfly necklace aroundValeria’sneck.Mynecklace.Itsuits her

perfectly.Withoutthinking, my hand reaches out, fingers brushing against the cool

metal.



AsItouch it,Valeria’seyes meet mine, and for a second,I’mworried she’ll see

everythingI’mfeeling written all over my face.Mypulse quickens, andIswallow hard.
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“Areyou sure?Imean…this place,” she says.

Ireach up to brush a stray lock of hair from her face, my fingers grazing her

cheek.Valeria’sbreath hitches. “Yes, princesa.”

Hergaze darts to the floor. “Okay,” she cedes.

IgrabValeria’shand, feeling her pulse quicken through her skin.She’snervous.

“Comeon,”Iwhisper.Hereyes are wide, filled with questions she hasn’t asked

yet.Shenods, trusting me even though she has every reason not to.

Thecorridor is narrow, damp, the kind of place that makes your skin crawl if you

think about it too much.ButI’vestudied the entire layout of the mansion, soIknow the

way.

Ikeep moving, one foot in front of the other, leading her through the darkness.

It’sthenIhear voices—too close for comfort.IpullValeriasharply to the side, pressing

us both against the cold stone wall.Thespace is too damn tight, barely enough room

for the two of us.

“Shhh,”Isay.Thevoices get closer, andIcan tellValeria’sholding her breath, trying not

to make a sound.

It’sjust a couple of drunk men who have no idea how close they are to us.Westay

frozen untilI’msure they’re gone, and thenInod toValeria. “Let’sgo.”Weslip out of



our hiding spot and continue down the passage, quicker this time.She’skeeping up,

butIcan feel her fear, the way her hand shakes slightly in mine.Itighten my grip,

hoping to steady her.

Finally, we reach the end, facing an old elevator.It’srusted, barely functional, and

looks as if it hasn’t been used in ages, but it’s our only way up.

“Thisway,”Isay, pulling open the barrier.

Ican see the hesitation in her eyes. “Areyou sure about this?”

“Iknow it looks bad, but it’s the only way up without being seen.Trustme.”

Shetakes a deep breath and steps inside, the floor creaking under her weight.Ifollow,

closing the gate behind us.Thespaceis tiny, claustrophobic, butIpush the feeling down

and focus on the controls, trying to remember the sequence.

“Whyare you even looking into theWhitmores?”Valeriaasks, her voice cutting

through the silence.

Ifreeze, my fingers hovering over the buttons.

“TheWhitmoreshave done things—terrible things—and they’ve been getting away

with it for years because no one has the power to stop them.”Myvoice shakes with

angerIcan barely contain.

“Yeah.Ithink they have something to do withCamila’sdisappearance,” she mutters.

Theelevator lurches into motion, the old gears groaning in protest.Valeriagrips the

railing, her knuckles white.



“Wewere orphans,Isabel,Camila, and me.WhenCamilaturned seventeen, she was

adopted by theWhitmores.Iwas younger…Ihad no way of keeping in touch with her,

so whenIleft the orphanage two years later,Istarted looking for her.”Valerialeans back

against the cold metal wall, staring down as if she’s watching memories play out on

the floor. “Theytook her in like they were doing her some big favor, but she didn’t

last long.Theyclaimed she tried to run away and committed suicide.”

Myhead snaps up to look at her.Valeria’sstill talking, soIdon’t interrupt.

“Theysaid there was no foul play, that she wasn’t happy and just couldn’t handle it

anymore.ButCamilawas never suicidal,”Valeriacontinues, her voice growing firmer.

“Shewas quiet, almost mute, and she kept to herself, but she wasn’t broken.Shejust

needed time, and they never gave it to her.”

Valeria’shand goes to the butterfly necklace around her neck.Shetouches it gently like

it’s some kind of lifeline. “Webonded over butterflies,” she says, and there’s

something soft, almost tender, in her voice. “That’show we got close.That’showIfell

for her.”

Herwords hit me like a punch to the gut.Ijust stare at her, trying to process everything

she said.

“That’swhyI’vebeen wearing this necklace ever since you gave it to me,” she

murmurs, her fingers still tracing the pendant. “It’slikeI’mcarrying a part of her with

me.Butwhy did you give it to me?”

Ilook down, my thoughts swirling.WhydidIgive it to her?Ididn’t know the story then,

didn’t know what it meant. “Ihave no idea,”Iadmit, feeling an odd vulnerability in the

confession. “Ijust felt like you needed to have it.Andnow, hearing all this,

maybeIunderstand why.”



Theelevator jolts, andIgrab onto the railing, steadying myself.Valeriadoes the same,

but her eyes are far away, most likely lost in thought.Iwant to say something to

comfort her, but the words just don’t come.

“Doyou still love her?”Ispit out, regretting the question as soon as it slips from my

mouth.

Valerianods. “Ido.ButI’vemade peace with her absence.Ijust need to find out what

really happened to her.Iowe her that much.”
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Theelevator shudders to a stop, the doors creaking open with a metallic whine that

echoes down the hallway ahead.Thecorridor stretches out in front of us, lined with

old wooden doors, each one closed.

“Ifwe’re going to do this together,Ishould at least know your name,”Valeriasays from

behind me asIstep out.

Turningback to look at her,Ianswer, “Youcan call meRonnie.”

“Ronnie,” she repeats.Hearingher speak my name in her sweet voice makes me want

to hear her moaning it in my ear.Stat.

“It’sshort forVerónica,”Iadd.

Shenods as if absorbing the information. “I’venever seen you around.Imean…before

theHalloweenparty.Thatwas you, right?”

“Yes,”Isay with a deep breath. “Youshouldn’t have been there.”

Valeriascoffs. “Whynot?Youwere there too.”

“Notin the same capacity,”Iretort.

Sherolls her eyes. “Wewere both there for a reason,”Valeriasneers. “ButI’mactually

interested in knowing why you were in the basement then proceeded to watch me

andIsabelfrom the tree line like a stalker,” she continues, meeting my gaze head-on.



I’mwalking down the hallway backward now. “Astalker, huh?”Isay, eyes narrowed

asIabruptly halt my steps, causing her to stop right in front of me.Mylip grazes her

ear asIlean forward. “Isthat what you really think, princesa?

Ignoringmy question, she backs away and lets out a growl of frustration. “Justanswer

the question.”

Mylip curls upward. “Andwhat ifIwas?Wouldyou be scared now?”Iwhisper in her

ear, getting close again.Valeria’sarms erupt in goosebumps as my breath touches her

skin, but she doesn’t falter and keeps up her tough façade.

“Youdo look really pretty in the mornings, though,”Itease.

Valeria’sexpression shifts as she processes my words slowly, connecting the dots

with a sudden realization.Thecolor drains from her face. “Whatthe fuck?” she

whisper-yells. “You’vebeen watching me?”Valeria’svoice is sharp as she takes a step

back, her fists clenched at her sides.

Ihold her gaze steadily, my expression neutral. “Ihad to keep an eye on you—for

research purposes.”

Valeriashakes her head incredulously. “Watchingme without my knowledge

isillegal!”Hervoice rises a tad.

Iremain composed, unmoved by her accusations. “Isee it differently,”Irespond

calmly, my confidence unwavering. “Ihad my reasons.”

Valeria’sfists loosen slightly, her anger giving way to a sense of incredulity.

“Youdon’t see how wrong that is?” she asks, her voice edged with disbelief.

Ishrug nonchalantly, a hint of a smile playing at the corner of my lips. “Maybenot



from whereIstand,”Iadmit unapologetically. “ButIunderstand if you don’t feel the

same.”

Valeria’sjaw clenches as her hand reaches back.Inone, swift movement, she grabs the

kubotan stick from her waistband and charges at me.

Shelunges forward asIgrab my knife from its holder, and she strikes at me with

precision.Goddamn.She’sactually trying to hurt me.

Witha sudden twist,Imanage to deflectValeria’sstrike, seizing her by the throat and

slamming her against the wall.Herbreath comes out as a wheeze asIpress the knife to

her throat, teasing the chain around her neck with the blade. “Minhaborboleta

linda.Itold you not to try me.”

Breathingheavily, our faces mere inches apart, we lock eyes.Valeriastruggles against

my grip, butI’mnot letting her go.Ilove seeing her at my mercy.

Sensingan opportunity,Iwrench the kubotan stick from her grasp.

BeforeValeriacan react,Ispin her around, pushing her over the hallway table

forcefully.Thetrinkets sitting on top clatter to the ground, andIdon’t even care that

someone might hear us.Idare them to come.

Aloud gasp escapesValeria’slips as the front of her body thuds on the wooden

top.Liftingher skirt,Itear her underwear away in a single, forceful motion.

Hersweet smell invades the air, andIclose my eyes momentarily.

“Fuck, princesa.You’regoing to be the reason for a hundred deaths onceIget a taste of

you,”Igroan, not able to resist any longer.



Grabbingher wrists,Isecure them behind her back, tying them with a piece of

ropeIhad in my pocket.Then,Isink my fingers into her luscious blonde hair and jerk

her head back with enough force to pull her lips apart soIcan stuff the torn fabric of

her thong in her mouth.
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“Stayput,”Iorder beforeIdrop to my knees behind her likeI’mgetting ready for prayer.

Onlythis iswaybetter.

IspreadValeria’sass cheeks, and she draws in a breath. “Ronnie, what are you doing?”

she mumbles through her gag.

“Teachingyou a fucking lesson,”Igrit out.

Ipress the pink kubotan stick firmly against her slick folds, and the metal slips.

“Foda-se, princesa.You’resoaked.”

Mymouth salivates at the thought of her wetness coating my tongue.

Slowly,Itease her pussy with the stick until the tip slips inside.Valerialets out a mewl,

which turns me on tenfold.Ineed to taste her.

Withouta moment’s hesitation,Ipush further inside her.Valeria’sbody jerks forward at

the intrusion, and she lets out a yelp that carries both pain and pleasure.

Atthe same time,Istick my tongue out, letting the metal of my piercing glide over her

swollen clit.Valeriaknees buckle on contact. “OhmyGod,” she mumbles.

Imoan as soon as her arousal hits my tastebuds. “Jesus.Youare a fucking delicacy.”

It’sright then thatIrealizeValeriahas to be mine.



10

VALERIA

WhenRonniesticks the torn-up thong into my mouth,Iinstantly taste my arousal, and it

makes me even wetter.

Thefeeling of her barbell stroking my clit causes my legs to shake beneath

me.Holyshit.I’venever experienced this amount of pure pleasure.

Myeyes roll back, andImoan as my body shifts on the tabletop.

Pushingmy ass towardRonnie,Imoan through the cotton of my panties.

Shechuckles and speaks directly into my center, causing my breath to catch in my

throat. “I’mshowing you what it means to mess with someone like me,

princesa.”Shesucks my clit, swirling her tongue, and my knees buckle. “Tofight

someone like me,” she adds, pushing the kubotan stick further into my pussy.

“Tofucksomeone like me.”

Ronnie’swords cause a rush of heat to surge through my body, my heart pounding

wildly in my chest.

Idon’t know this woman, don’t know what her intentions are, butIcan’t seem to think

straight around her.Mybody acts of its own accord, ignoring the logical part of my

brain thatwarns this might be dangerous.ButIdon’t feel scared aroundVerónica.

Onthe contrary—I’mthe most aliveI’veever felt.

EverymomentI’vespent in her presence has been electric, and my senses are

heightened in waysInever thought possible.Thethrill of being near her outweighs any



caution, and it’s fucking intoxicating.

Ronnie’stongue runs laps around my clit as she gently maneuvers the kubotan inside

me, andIfeel my climax bubbling to the surface.

Shedevours me like a woman starved, andIcan barely hold myself up, gripping the

table desperately to stay up.

Shepulls out the weapon and replaces it with two fingers, hooking them downward to

apply pressure to myG-spot.

Myarousal drips down my thighs, andIcan only imagine how wetRonnie’sface must

be.Thethought amplifies every sensation.

“You’remaking such a mess,Valeria.Fuck,”Ronniegrunts, temporarily removing her

mouth from my mound to lick up my thighs.Whenshe makes beckoning movements

with her fingers inside my pussy, my mind is consumed by the sheer pleasure

coursing through me.Consumedbyher.

Thefeeling is overwhelming, andIlose myself entirely in the moment.Itry to speak, to

tell herI’mclose, but it comes out as a whimper.

“Yes, butterfly.Vem-te para mim.”Comefor me, she groans, fucking me hard and

steady with her hand.

She’sspeaking to me in what sounds likePortuguese, and the way the words roll off

her tongue only turns me on more.Ican’t fully understand what she’s saying,

butIdon’t even care—it’s just sohot.
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Slowly, she swirls her piercing over my swollen nub, and my breath catches. “Oh,

fuck,I’mcoming,”Icry out, but it’s muffled.

Withina few seconds,Icome hard, my body trembling with the intensity of my

orgasm.

Mylimbs feel heavy, every muscle in my body exhausted asIcome down from the

high.

Witha gentle motion,Ronnieremoves the thong from my mouth, her fingers brushing

my lips, and stuffs it in her pocket.

AsItaste the air again,Ronnie’svoice reaches me. “Fosteincrível.Malposso esperar

para que sejas minha.”Youwere incredible.Ican’t wait for you to be mine.

BeforeIcan fully process her words, her hand slides to my nape, her grip firm yet

tender.Shepulls me close, and our lips meet in a passionate kiss, her mouth claiming

mine with an intensity that makes my heart race anew.

Fireworksexplode in my veins, leaving me breathless.Ronnie’slips move against mine

with both urgency and tenderness, her tongue teasing mine, deepening the

kiss.Theworld fades away, leaving only the two of us.

Everytouch of her lips, every brush of her tongue, sends waves of pleasure coursing

through me all over again.

Witha gentle motion, she unties the rope from around my wrists, and the moment the



string loosens,Iroll them, enjoying my renewed sense of freedom.

Then, she reaches between my legs and swipes her fingers through my slit, gathering

a coat of my arousal. “Goddamn,Val.Istoé tudo para mim?”Isthis all for me?

Mybody responds instinctively, pressing closer to her, craving more of the connection

that makes me feel so alive.Asthe kiss continues,Ilose myself in her.

Ronniepulls away, rubbing the pads of her fingers all over my lips, spreading my

wetness over my mouth.

“Tasteyourself, princesa,” she whispers into my ear.Oh,God.Hervoice is so fucking

attractive, like a magnet drawing me in and making my skin tingle.

Shepushes her fingers into my mouth, and it instinctively opens, letting me taste the

tanginess of my cum.

Isuck on them,Ronnie’seyes almost rolling behind her head from the act, then bite

down.Shehisses in pain. “Shit,Val,” she says with a chuckle. “Don’tbite me too

hard.Eusou capaz de gostar dessa merda.”Imight actually like that shit.

Hermouth lands on mine again, andImelt into her embrace once more.

Whenwe finally pull away, both breathless,Imanage to murmur, “Letme return the

favor,” between lingering kisses.

Ronnieleans into me, shaking her head. “I’mselfish and want to enjoy the taste of

your pretty cunt for the rest of the night.”

Herrejection only makes me want her more. “Ronnie,”Iwhine.



Ronnie’seyes darken. “Ilove it when you say my name, princesa.”Hergaze smolders

as it locks onto mine.

Shegrabs my hand, guiding it down her pants.Igasp whenIreach her warmth.

“Seewhat you do to me, butterfly?Iwant you; there’s no denying it,” she explains as

my fingers explore her wetness.Ronnie’sbreath hitches ever-so-slightly, but her

words don’t falter. “Butnext time,Iwant to take my time exploring every inch of your

body.Andright now, we need to keep moving before we’re caught.”

11

RONNIE

Fuck.

Icurse myself for getting so wrapped up inValeria.Whatthe hell

amIdoing?Fingeringher in the hallway during some twisted game of hide-and-

seek?It’sreckless, stupid.

Ineed to get the fuck away fromValeria.Now.

Ishouldn’t be losing focus like this.I’msupposed to be investigating theWhitmoresand

these damn murders, not playing with fire.I’mhere to bring them down, not get

tangled up inValeria’smessy past.Offeringto help her dig up information on her lost

lover—what wasIthinking?She’sa distraction.EverytimeIget close to her,Ilose sight of

whyI’mhere.

ButIcan’t stop.

Thetaste of her perfect cunt is lingering on my tongue, and allIwant to do is find a



room and finish what we started.I’muncomfortably wet, andIblame the blonde, girly

pop bombshell standing in front of me.Alight sheen of sweat slickens her forehead,

her chest expanding with every breath, her mouth slightly parted, still swollen from

our kiss.
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I’mscrewed.

Valerialooks back at me. “Areyou coming?”

Ishake my head to dispel my thoughts. “Doyou even know where you’re going?”

Justas she’s about to answer, a figure emerges from the shadows.

12

VALERIA

Ronnietakes a step forward, and that’s whenIsee a man stepping out of the shadows

like a nightmare come to life.Inhis hand, he’s holding a large knife, the blade streaked

with red.

“Whatthe fuck?”Ibreathe, my voice trembling.

Hedoesn’t say a word; he just tilts his head slightly, studying us, as if deciding what

to do next.Then, he starts toward us, slow and deliberate, the knife catching the light

with each step.

“Run!”Ronnieyells, grabbing my arm.Idon’t need to be told twice.

Wetake off, our footsteps echoing loudly in the large corridor.Thehallway twists and

turns, narrowing in places, the old doors passing by in a blur.Iglance at them, and a

chill runs down my spine.



“Thesedoors—Isaw them on the monitors onHalloween!”Igasp, but there’s no time to

stop, no time to think.

Theman’s footsteps are growing louder behind us, closer with every second.Weturn

another corner, but beforeIcan register what’s happening,Ronnieis yanked backward

with terrifying force.

“Ronnie!”Iscream, my heart lurching asIsee the man pulling her down to the floor.

Shehits the ground hard, and the knife in his hand glints as he raises it high.Ifreeze for

a split second, terror paralyzing me, but thenIseeRonniefighting back, thrashing and

kicking with everything she has.Shemanages to pull out her knife, slashing at his

arm.Bloodsplatters everywhere, dark and thick, but it doesn’t stop him.Hesnarls in

pain, his mask slipping just enough for me to see part of a twisted, scarred face.

Iwatch in horror as the man’s hand clamps down onRonnie’sthroat, squeezing with

brutal force.She’sgasping for air, and a wave of helplessness crashes over me.Ireach

into my pocket, my fingers closing around the kubotan, butIknow it’s useless against

him.

Desperately,Iscan the hallway, my eyes landing on a small ceramic statue on a nearby

table.Irush to grab it—a bust of some old figure, heavy and solid in my hand.Iturn

back just in time to see the man tightening his grip aroundRonnie’sneck, her face

turning a terrifying shade of red.

“No!”Iscream, running back to them.Iswing the statue down with all my strength,

smashing it against the back of his head.Theimpact is sickening, the sound of ceramic

shattering mingling with the crunch of bone.Bloodsprays as the man bellows in pain,

butIdon’t stop.Ihit him again and again, each blow more savage than the last.

Bloodpours from the gash in his skull.Hisbody jerks and twitches, but he doesn’t let



go ofRonnie, his fingers still wrapped around her.She’sstruggling, clawing at his

hand.

Withone final swing,Ibring the statue down as hard asIcan.Shardsfly everywhere, and

the man’s body finally goes limp.Hecollapses on top ofRonnie, his blood flooding the

floor around us.

Idrop the broken pieces of the statue and stumble back, gasping for breath.Theman is

dead.Myheart is pounding so hard,Ican barely hear anything else.

Iwatch asRonniepushes the man’s body off her, rolling to her side and coughing,

gasping for air.Thehallway is eerily silent now, save for the sound of our ragged

breathing.Thesmell of death hangs heavily around us.

AsIstand there, trembling,Ilook down at my hands covered in blood.Itdrips from my

fingers, soaking into the fabric of my pink skirt, staining everything.Forthe first time

in my life,Iunderstand what it feels like to be depraved.

I’venever come close to killing anyone before, but whenIbrought that statue down,

again and again, something broke inside me.Therewas a rush—an unexpected high

that flooded my veins, a feeling of power that made me unable to stop, even

whenIshould have.Itonly pushed me further, drove me to keep going until his body

was nothing but a broken, bleeding mass on the floor.

Andnow...

Now,Ican’t stop shaking.

Istagger back, choking on air that feels too heavy to breathe.Therealization of

whatI’vedone crashes over me like a wave, andIfeel sick.Mylegs give out beneath

me, andIcollapse onto the blood-soaked floor, tears streaming down my face.



I’mterrified of whatIdid, of whatIfelt, the thrill of it.It’sas ifIwas living inside the

mind of a killer—and for a moment,Iliked it.

Thethought sends a shudder through my whole body, andIsob, my hands trembling

asIpress them to my face.Theblood smears across my skin, butIcan’t stop the flood of

tears.Iglance down at my clothes, once a soft pink, now drenched in deep

red.Thecolor seeps into everything, staining me in waysI’mnot sureIcan ever wash

clean.

“Valeria,”IhearRonnie’svoice, strained and hoarse, but it feels distant, like it’s

coming from another world.
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“Icouldn’t stop,”Iwhisper through my sobs. “I…couldn’t…stop.”

Ronniecrouches beside me, her face pale, still bruised from the fight.Shedoesn’t say

anything; she just wraps her arms around me, pulling me close.Icling to her, my body

shaking uncontrollably.

“Hey,”Ronniewhispers, holding me tighter. “Youdid what you had to.Yousaved

us.Don’tthink about it right now, okay?Justbreathe.”

Aftera few moments,Ifinally gather myself, wiping the blood and tears from my

face.Myheart is still racing, butIpush down the nausea rising in my throat.Ican’t fall

apart now.

Ronniehelps me to my feet. “Weneed to keep moving before someone else finds us,”

she says.

Inod and let her lead me away from the crime scene.Eachstep feels heavier than the

last, butIforce myself to keep walking.Ronnie’space is quick, her eyes scanning our

surroundings.Mymind is still spinning, but she breaks the silence.

“So, tell me more aboutCamila,” she asks, glancing back at me.She’strying to distract

me.

Iswallow hard, trying to focus on the question.Camila.Ihave to think aboutCamila,

not the blood, not the manIjust killed.

“We—”Iclear my throat, swallowing hard. “Shewas my first love.”



Ronnietenses.It’ssubtle at first, the way her shoulders stiffen as she walks, her fingers

twitching slightly at her sides, but then it deepens.Herjaw tightens.Ipause mid-

sentence, watching her carefully.Thisisn’t jealousy—Imean, we just met.

ButRonniedoesn’t acknowledge the change in her demeanor.

Wereach the end of the hallway, and we approach a large staircase leading to another

floor.Thesteps look freshly polished, the banister smooth and gleaming.It’sa stark

contrast to the nightmare below.Thispart of the mansion looks like it’s lived in, the

doors no longer worn and old.

Ronnieglances around, ensuring no one’s in sight. “Let’sgo.”

Weascend the staircase quietly whenIsuddenly rememberIsabel.

Ifumble for my phone, pulling it out of my pocket, my fingers shaking.Icheck for

messages—nothing.Myheart sinks:Isabelhasn’t texted

me.Nokeyword.Nosign.Mystomach twists with panic.MaybeRonniewas

wrong.Maybesheisin danger.

“What’swrong?”Veronicaasks.

“Isabelhasn’t messaged me.Yousaid they wouldn’t hurt her, but what if she’s phone-

less?Whatif shecan’ttext me?”

Ronniepauses, turning to face me, her expression softening. “Itold you; those guys

aren’t going to hurt her.They’reprobably just keeping her busy.ButIget it—you’re

scared.Aftereverything, it makes sense.”

Ibite my lip, torn.Partof me wants to run and findIsabel, to make sure she’s

safe.Butafter what we’ve just been through, after whatIdid…Idon’t know ifIcan do



this withoutRonnie.Idon’twantto do this without her.

Ishove my phone back in my pocket and take a deep breath.She’sfine,Itry to convince

myself.

Wecontinue going upstairs, and when we reach the top,Ronniepicks a door at

random, slowly pushing it open.

Whatwe see freezes us in place.

It’sa bedroom, neutral but dark.Thewalls are a deep, muted gray, with subtle pops of

color here and there.Avase of dried flowers sits on a dresser, their petals faded and

brittle.Butwhatreally catches my eye are the butterflies.Imagesof them cover the

walls, intricately drawn, their delicate wings captured mid-flight.They’reeverywhere,

on every surface, every wall.Thesight of them sends a chill through me.

Mountedright above the bed is a wooden sign, the carved letters spelling out a name

in delicate cursive:Camila.

Alump forms in my throat thatIcan’t swallow down.Ifeel it like a punch to the

gut.Thiswas where she slept, where she lived, where she dreamed.

Ronniesteps inside, her eyes narrowing as she takes it all in. “Thisis her room,” she

says quietly, like she’s speaking the thought aloud to confirm it for herself.

Idon’t answer her.Ican’t.Ifeel frozen, my gaze glued to the name above the bed, my

mind reeling.Camilais everywhere in this room—the butterflies, the subtle darkness,

the quiet way it all feels like a part of her.It’salmost like she’s still here, haunting the

space.

Istep further inside, my fingers brushing against the back of a chair by the



bed.Thewood is cool beneath my skin, andIimagine her sitting there, brushing her

hair, silent as ever.Theimage makes my chest tighten.

Ronnie’sjaw clenches as she takes in the room again. “I’vebeen here before.”

13
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RONNIE

ThemomentIstepped into the room; a strange feeling hit me.It’slikeI’vestayed here,

maybe even slept in this bed.Ican’t explain it, but it’s familiar.Ican feel it in my soul,

like a memory trying to resurface, just out of reach.

Isit on the edge of the bed, my fingers brushing over the soft sheets.Ashiver runs

down my spine. “I’vebeen here before,”Imutter, more to myself than toValeria, but

she catches it.

“Whatdo you mean?”Valeriaasks, waiting for me to explain somethingIdon’t even

understand myself.

“Idon’t know.”Ishake my head, my hands gripping the edge of the mattress. “Itfeels

likeI’vebeen in this room before, slept in this bed.Butthat doesn’t make any sense,

does it?”Myvoice cracks at the end, frustration bubbling up.Nothingabout this should

feel familiar, yet it does.

Valeriadoesn’t respond right away.Instead, she stretches out next to me, staring up at

the ceiling.Shelifts her arms above her head, the long line of her body relaxed,

andItry to focus, to shake the feeling creeping up my spine.Butthen,Isee it: a tattoo,

small script along her ribcage, just under her shirt.

Morstua, vita mea.

Mybreath catches.Theworld tilts on its axis.



Thesentence burns into my memory from a timeIdidn’t even knowI’dforgotten.

Istare at it, my mouth suddenly dry.Myheart starts racing, pounding so loud,Ican hear

it in my ears. “Val,”Isay, my voice barely a whisper, “when did you get that tattoo?”

Valeriaglances down at me, confused. “I’vehad it for years.Why?”

Ican’t speak, can’t move.Everysingle forgotten memory hits me at once, a rush of

images, feelings—everything.Myvision blurs as the memories flood in, an

unstoppable tidal wave.

Valeriasits up, her eyes wide now. “Verónica, what’s going on?Youlook like you’ve

seen a ghost.Didyou hear something?”

Ican’t answer.I’mshaking, my hands trembling asIgrip the bed harder.Mythroat feels

tight like it’s closing.Everythingstarts falling into place, andI’mterrified.

14

RONNIE

17 YEARS OLD

Theunfamiliar softness of the mattress beneath me is completely

disorienting.Thesilky sheets tangle around my limbs asIblink in the morning light

filtering through the sheer curtains.Fora moment,Ican’t remember whereIam.

Gloomwoodhad always been so different—everything cold and gray, the walls made

of rough, unyielding stone, the constant sound of the sisters shuffling outside our

doors.Therehad been the ever-present hum of the other girls’ chatter, muffled but

never absent, but here, in theWhitmoremansion, there’s nothing but silence.Toomuch



silence.Thestillness seeps into me, amplifying the lonelinessI’vecarried since arriving

here months ago.Thisplace, no matter how beautiful, makes me feel hollow,

likeI’mslowly fading into the background.

Isit up, rubbing my eyes, willing myself to shake off the remnants of

sleep.Theorphanage had been harsh, but it had been full of life, noisy and

chaotic.Thishouse, however, feels like a museum, grand but devoid of any

warmth.It’sas ifI’mmerely a piece of art, meant to be seen but not touched, not

understood.Ifeel like a ghost wandering through halls that don’t belong to me.

Anddespite their smiles and polite words, theWhitmoresdon’t see me either.Iknow

they adopted me—like they adoptedTheodore,Maxwell, andJulian—for the sake of

appearances.We’rejust part of the decor, another set of trophies they can show off

when the moment suits them.Theboys seem fine with it.Maybethey’re used to being

invisible.

I, on the other hand, can’t stop thinking aboutValeria.She’slike a wound that refuses

to heal, an ever-present ache.Thelook on her face whenIleftGloomwoodbehind is

etched in my mind, as if branded there.Theshock and hurt in her eyes, the betrayal

whenIwas taken away...Ididn’t have a choice, but it doesn’t stop me from

wishingIhad.Ileft her, and that guilt gnaws at me more than the quiet ever could.

Slidingout of bed,Ilet my feet sink into the plush carpet.Everythinghere is too perfect

and delicate, but it only makes me feel more out of place.Ican’t help but sigh asIpull

on a sweater.What’sthe point of all this luxury when it feels like a gilded

cage?Evenmy adoptive brothers don’t care about me, andIdon’t care about

them.I’venever been around boys before, soIavoid them as much as possible—except

for the forced dinners or outings.Theylaugh, joke, and seem comfortable here, butIsee

through it.Beneaththe surface, there’s something off.

Idrag myself downstairs for breakfast, already dreading the routine.Mr.Whitmoreis



seated at the head of the long dining table, hidden behind his newspaper,

whileMrs.Whitmoretalks quietly with the housekeeper.It’salways the same stifling

politeness, formal and distant.

Theyglance up asIenter.

“Camila,”Mr.Whitmoresays without much interest, gazing over the rim of his glasses.

“We’rehaving a party at the house this evening.I’msending you and your brothers

away for thenight withMrs.Deering.She’lllook after you in the guest house.”

I’veonly seen the guest house from a distance while wandering the estate.It’ssmaller,

tucked away, hidden among the trees.Once,Isaw the boys coming out of it.I’vealways

wondered what goes on inside there, butI’venever been curious enough to

investigate.Now,Isuppose,I’llfinally find out.

Inod and take my usual seat at the table.Breakfastlooks perfect as always—flawlessly

arranged, the kind of meal you see in magazines—butIbarely touch it.Ican’t stop

thinking aboutValeria.Withouther, everything feels so pointless.Shewas my anchor,

my tether to the world, and now,I’mfloating aimlessly through life.

Afterour meal,Iretreat to my room, pulling out my sketchbook.Ilose myself in

drawing likeIalways do, letting the familiar motion of my pencil on paper soothe

me.Butterfliesfill the pages.Ican’t help it—they remind me of her.Weoften used to

talk about them, how free they were, how weightless.Drawingthem makes me feel

close to her, even though we’re worlds apart now.

Bythe time evening arrives,I’vesketched page after page of delicate wings and

intricate patterns.Mrs.Deeringknocks on my door, reminding me it’s time to head to

the guest house.Ipack my things and toss my sketchbook into my bag, and asIsling it

over my shoulder,Idon’t notice my pencil slipping to the floor.
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Downstairs, theWhitmoresare busy with preparations for the party.Ipass through the

foyer, catching fragments of their conversation with a woman scribbling

notes.Mr.Whitmore’svoice is low but sharp as he says something that sends a shiver

through me.

“Makesure the basement is ready.Andmake sure no one goes down there, do you

understand?”

Ididn’t even know this place had a basement.Ishake off the uneasy feeling creeping

up my spine.It’snone of my business.Still, the way he said it sticks with me

asMrs.Deeringleads us outside.

Dinnerat the guest house is a quiet affair.Theboys retreat to their rooms afterward

whileMrs.Deeringfusses over the dishes.Ihead to my temporary bedroom, unpacking

my sketchbook and reaching for my pencil, only to realize it’s

missing.Groaning,Iretrace my steps in my head, realizingImust’ve dropped it back at

the mansion.

Fora moment,Idebate whether to sneak out and retrieve it.Itseems risky, butIhate

leaving things unfinished.IfIhurry, no one will even noticeI’mgone.

Slippingout the back door,Idart into the woods.Themansion looms ahead, imposing

and dark.AsIapproach, something catches my eye—a man wearing a white mask,

slipping out of a doorI’venever seen before.

Curiositytakes over and, instead of heading to the main entrance,Icreep toward the

mysterious door and slip inside just before it closes.



Anarrow set of stairs spirals down into darkness, andIdescend slowly, each step

making my heart pound louder.Atthe bottom,Ifind myself in a room filled with

monitors—dozens of screens showing different parts of the house.Mystomach twists

asIstep closer, watching the guests mingling and drinking.Anotherscreen grabs my

attention—it features a large room with a stage in the middle, surrounded by chairs.

Maskedfigures drag a woman onto the stage, her body weak as she struggles.Igasp,

my blood running cold as they tie her to a chair.Whatthe hell is this?

Istep back, panic seizing my chest.Ineed to help her.Irace down the corridor and see

double doors at the end of the hall.Thatmust be where she is.Withouthesitation,Isprint

toward them, flinging them open.

Mybody tenses when the masked man on the stage jerks the woman’s head back by

her hair.Hermouth falls open as she gasps for air, her eyes wide and glazed with

terror.Blooddrips down her face from the gash on her head.Ican’t breathe—Ican’t

even blink.Myheart hammers in my chest asIwatch in horror, rooted to the

spot.Mylegs scream at me to move, butI’mfrozen, staring as the man pulls out a

knife.He’sgoing to kill her.

Dosomething!

Adrenalinesurges through me, snapping me out of my stupor.Ilet out a strangled

scream, rushing forward. “No!Stop!”Idon’t even know whatI’mdoing—Ijust

knowIcan’t watch this woman die.Icharge toward the stage, but beforeIcan reach him,

someone grabs me from behind, yanking me back with brutal force.Mybody jerks

andIthrash against the strong arms holding me. “Letme go!”Iscream, kicking and

twisting as hard asIcan.Theman’s grip tightens, butI’mfrantic.

Theman on stage sneers at me from behind his mask, his hand still twisted in the

woman’s hair.Shewhimpers, her voice faint and broken. “No, please…”Herwords are



cut off as the knife presses to her throat.

Myscream rips through the room asIthrow my foot back with every ounce of

strengthIhave, aiming for my captor’s groin.Iconnect hard, and the man behind me

grunts in pain, his grip loosening just enough for me to get away.

Istumble forward, dodging the hands reaching for me.Maskedmen close in on all

sides, butI’mtoo fast.Iduck under one man’s arm and dart toward the door.Myheart

pounds in my ears asIpush through, slamming it behind me.

Outside, the air is cool and sharp, andIgulp in a deep breath, my chest heaving.Ican’t

stop running.Ihear footsteps behind me, heavy and fast.They’recoming.

Ibreak into a sprint, my feet pounding the ground asIrace toward the trees.Mylungs

burn, my legs screaming with every step, butIdon’t dare look back.Ijust need to reach

the woods, whereIcan disappear into the shadows and find a way out.

Outof nowhere, a force slams into my back, andIgo flying, crashing into the ground

hard.Theimpact knocks the wind out of me, and for a moment,Ican’t move.Myface

presses into the dirt, filling my mouth asIgasp for air.

Handsgrip my shoulders, flipping me over.Myhead spins asIblink at the figure above

me, my heart sinking into my stomach.

It’sMr.Whitmore.

He’snot wearing a mask, but the cold, empty look in his eyes is worse than

anythingIcould’ve imagined.Helooks down at me, his lips curling into something like

a smirk. “Youshouldn’t have seen that,” he says, his voice calm—almosttoocalm.

Iopen my mouth to scream again, to beg, to say something, but beforeIcan,Ifeel a



sharp sting in my neck.

“No—”Igasp, but it’s too late.Thedrug floods my veins, and my limbs go

numb.Myvision blurs asIstruggle to keep my eyes open, but the darkness is too

strong, pulling me under.

Thelast thingIhear isMr.Whitmore’svoice. “Younever should’ve come here,Camila.”

Iwakeup to blinding light, the kind that burns through my eyelids and makes me

wince.Slowly,Iforce my eyes open, but the room around me swims in and out of

focus.

WhereamI?

Itry to piece it together, but allIget is fragments.It’slike someone ripped out entire

chunks of my memory, leaving me hollow.Myname…What’smy name?

Ilook down at my body.Myarms are tangled in tubes.IVlines snake out from my

hands, pumpingGodknows what into my veins.Myheart starts to hammer in my chest,

my breathing coming in short, ragged bursts.WhyamIhooked up to all this?Panicgrips

me like a vice.

“Hello?”Myvoice is hoarse, weak, likeIhaven’t used it in days.Iclear my throat and

try again, louder this time. “Isanyone there?”
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Noresponse.

Istruggle to sit up, tubes tugging at my skin, and the sharp pain that shoots through

my arm makes me gasp.Myhead spins, butIgrit my teeth and swing my legs over the

side of the bed.Thecool metal of theIVstand clinks asImove, sending my pulse racing.

Ican’t stay here.Idon’t know wherehereis, but something deep inside tells meIneed to

leave.

ThemomentIdecide to act, my hands move on instinct, ripping theIVsout of my arms

with a wince.Bloodwells from the punctures, a small line running down my wrist,

butIignore it.Itear off the patches on my chest and the oxygen tube hooked to my

nose, the beeping of the machines escalating into a sharp alarm.

Ipush myself off the bed and immediately collapse.

Mylegs give out from under me, a surge of dizziness overtaking my senses.Ihit the

cold floor hard, and pain explodes through my head as my skull feels like it’s being

split in two.Icurl up, clutching my temples, trying to stop the world from spinning,

nausea churning in my stomach.

Ilie there for what feels like hours, every second dragging on, the pain searing

through me.Idon’t know how long it takes, buteventually, the spinning stops enough

for me to move.Iforce myself to sit up, bracing a hand against the floor, fighting to

stay steady.Mybody feels all wrong, likeI’vebeen asleep forever, my muscles weak

and brittle.Howlong haveIbeen here?



Ilook around the room—no windows, no personal belongings, just sterile, cold

surfaces.There’sno file, no chart hanging from the bed, nothing that tells me whoIam

or what happened.

Icrawl to the door, pulling myself up by the handle and carefully cracking it

open.Thehallway outside is long, stretching out into an unfamiliar maze of white

walls.There’sno sign of whereIam.

Istep out, but my body is sluggish, every movement slow and uncoordinated.Istumble

forward, wincing as my bare feet hit the cold floor.

Ihardly make it ten feet whenIsee two guards down the hall.Theyspot me, and panic

hits like a freight train.Iturn and run.

“Hey!Stop!” one of them shouts.

Idon’t look back.Mylegs are weak, barely holding me up, butIpush through the

burning in my lungs, the stabbing pain in my head.Theair rushes against my face, my

hospital gown flapping wildly asIbolt down the hallway.

Ifind a side door at the end of the corridor and slam through it, bursting outside into

the open air.Thecold hits me like a slap, my breath visible in the night.

Idash into the trees, the ground beneath me turning rough and uneven.

Brancheswhip at my face, sharp cuts opening on my skin asIweave through the

forest.Myheart pounds in my chest, echoing in my ears, butIdon’t slow

down.Ican’t.Theguards are still behind me, their shouts growing closer.

Myfeet are bare, every rock, every twig, digging into the soles, but the pain is nothing

compared to the fear driving meforward.Then,Istep on something sharp, and agony



shoots through me.Iscream, stumbling forward, my legs almost giving out, butIkeep

going.

Iglance back as my foot catches on something—a root, maybe—andIfall.Mybody

slams into the hard ground, my head cracking against a rock.Painexplodes behind my

eyes, white-hot and searing.

Itry to get up, to crawl, but my limbs refuse to obey.Darknessseeps into the edges of

my vision, swallowing me whole as the guards’ footsteps grow louder.They’reclose

now, their voices just above me.

Andthen, everything goes black.

Iwaketo the sound of rustling leaves and the cold bite of the ground beneath me.

Mybody feels heavy, weighed down by pain.

Slowly,Iblink against the fog clouding my vision.Theforest comes into focus—dark

trees loom over me, their branches creaking as they sway in the night air.

Iturn onto my back, wincing as a sharp pain stabs through my skull.Themovement

sends another wave of nausea rolling through me, andIclamp my eyes shut for a

moment, trying to breathe through it.Myhead feels like it’s splitting open, the dull

throb now a searing ache, making it almost impossible to think.

WhenIfinally open my eyes again, the moon stares back at me, huge and impossibly

bright, hanging high above the trees.Itssilver light cuts through the darkness.Iwince,

squinting against the glare drilling into my skull.It’sbeautiful, but it

hurts.Everythinghurts.

Itry to move, to lift my arm, but my body is heavy, likeI’msinking into the



ground.Everyinch is a struggle.

Mybreath hitches asIreach up to touch my head.Myfingers graze a large, wet gash

near my forehead, and pain flares so violently,Ican’t stop the scream that rips from

my throat.Itechoes in the quiet of the forest, andIimmediately regret it.

Shit.

Ifreeze, terror settling in.Whatif the guards heard me?Whatif they’re still looking for

me?

Butthe forest remains silent, save for the wind.Nofootsteps, no voices.Noone comes

for me.
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Idrop my hand and glance down at my fingers, blood smeared across my

skin.Tearsspring to my eyes, hot and stinging, and beforeIcan stop them, they spill

down my cheeks.Everythinghurts so much.Mybody feels broken.

Thepain, the fear, the exhaustion—they’re all too much.Iclose my eyes, crying

silently, andIwonder why the guards left me here in the first place.Whydidn’t they

take me?Didthey thinkIwas already dead?Ormaybe they just didn’t care.

Asmall, fluttering movement catches my attention, andIslowly open my

eyes.Amonarch butterfly floats down from the dark sky, its orange-and-black wings

illuminated by the moonlight.It’ssurreal, like something out of a dream.Iwatch,

mesmerized, as it drifts closer, landing delicately on my knuckle, its wings fanning

out, soft as silk against my skin.

Fora moment, the world seems to still, and a strange, quiet peace washes over

me.Mybreath steadies, the tears slowing.

Ishut my lids again.Thistime, it’s not out of pain, but something gentler.

Forjust a moment,Ifeel okay.

WhenIwake again,the world around me is softer.Thesky is tinged with pale pinks and

grays, the air cool and damp from the night.Myhead still throbs, though not as

violently as before, andIcan hear my own shallow breathing.Thescent of pine and soil

is sharp in the air, but something else cuts through it—a faint smell, like clean linen

or soap.



Iblink, and suddenly,Isee someone.

Awoman is hovering above me.Myheart lurches, and instinctively,Itry to

move.Panicflares in my chest, andIlet out a startled gasp.Istruggle to push myself

back, and the pain surges in response.

“Shh…it’s okay.I’mnot here to hurt you,” she whispers, her voice calm.Shereaches

out and gently grabs my hand. “You’resafe now.I’mjust trying to help.”

Iwant to believe her, but the fear is still there, tightening my throat.Mybody aches

with every breath, the pounding in my head almost unbearable.Ican’t find the words

to respond.AllIcan do is stare at her, wide-eyed, chest heaving, as my body trembles

uncontrollably.

Thewoman shifts her weight, crouching down beside me. “Canyou stand?” she asks,

her grip firm as she helps lift me off the cold ground.Itry to push myself up, but my

legs feel like they’re made of lead.Shesupports me, easing me to my feet.Myhead

spins again, andIsway, nearly collapsing, but she holds me steady.

“I’vegot you,” she says softly.Hertouch is careful, her hands strong as they keep me

from falling again.

I’mbarely on my feet when she reaches into her bag and pulls out a small

syringe.ThemomentIsee it, panic rips through me.Myheart kicks into overdrive,

andIthrash, shoving her away with what little strengthIhave.

“No!Don’t!”Icry, my voice coming out raw and broken.

Shegrabs my arm. “It’sjust to help.Ipromise.”Hervoice remains calm, though more

urgent now. “Thisis just pain medication.You’rehurt, andIneed to treat you, okay?”



Ikeep struggling, my breath ragged, but my body’s giving out.I’mtoo weak, and my

mind is screaming in every direction.Still, something in her voice makes me want to

trust her.

Shemeets my eyes. “I’mRachel.I’mpart of a group that rescues women in

danger.I’mon your side,Iswear.”

Ihesitate, but what doIhave to lose at this point?I’mtoo exhausted to fight

anymore.Irelax just enough for her to pierce me with the needle.Thesharp prick

stings, but it’s nothing compared to everything else.

“Good,”Rachelmurmurs as she finishes. “It’sgoing to help with your

injuries.Youprobably have a concussion, but this should dull the worst of it.”

Iwait, not sure what to expect, but after a few minutes, a warm numbness starts

spreading through my limbs.Thesharp edge of pain in my head dulls, just enough for

me to breathe again without wanting to scream.Ifeel strong enough to stand on my

own.

Rachelslips an arm around my waist, supporting my weight as we start

walking.Mylegs are still shaky, andIlean heavily on her, but it feels good to move

again, even if every step makes me dizzy.Thetrees thin out ahead, andIcatch glimpses

of an open road, an old truck parked nearby.

“Howold are you?”Rachelasks, her voice soft as she guides me forward. “What’syour

name?”

Iopen my mouth to answer, but the words don’t come.Instead, a knot tightens in my

chest. “I…Idon’t remember,”Ifinally manage. “Idon’t know whoIam.Ionly remember

wakingup in a room, and…”Ihesitate, the memory flooding back, bringing fear with

it. “Twomen.Theywere chasing me.”



Rachel’sface darkens. “Twomen?”Hergrip tightens slightly on my arm. “We’lltake

care of it.Youwon’t have to worry about them anymore,Ipromise.”

Aswe walk,Rachelglances down at my wrist. “What’sthis?” she murmurs, lifting my

arm gently.

Ilook down, too disoriented to have noticed it before: a bracelet—a hospital band,

maybe—wrapped tightly around my wrist.It’sblank, except for a single date printed

on it:November3, 1998.

Rachelstudies it for a moment. “Thatmust be your birthday,” she says quietly. “It’sall

we’ve got to go on for now.”

Mybirthday.Itdoesn’t feel like much, but it’s something, a small piece of the puzzle.

Westep out of the forest, the sunlight breaking over the horizon in soft rays.Thetruck

looms ahead, an old beat-up vehicle with dust coating its sides.Rachelhelps me to the

back seat, where two other young women wait.Theyimmediately reach out, helping

me get comfortable.
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“WelcometoSolace,”Rachelsays softly as she closes the door behind me.

Afew months later,Solacehas become my home.Afterfinding me almost dead in the

forest,Rachelbrought me to the underground headquarters.Thephysical wounds

healed quickly, but my head took longer.Theconcussion was bad, andIspent weeks

with my brain wrapped in fog, my thoughts stumbling over themselves asItried to

piece together fragments of a lifeIdidn’t even remember.

Butnow,I’mwhole again—physically, at least.Idon’t get dizzy anymore, and the

headaches are gone.Butdespite all the healing,Istill can’t remember.Idon’t know

whoIwas before waking up in that sterile room with those men chasing me.Nomatter

how hardItry to push through the haze, nothing comes.

Idon’t know my real name.Idon’t remember whereIgrew up, what my family was

like.Ican’t even remember what the men who were after me looked like.Theirfaces

are shadows in the back of my mind, blurry and unrecognizable.

Sometimes,Iwonder ifIever mattered to anyone.Ithas been months sinceIescaped that

place, and there hasn’t been a single missing person report or news article mentioning

me.Nosearches, no flyers, no pleas for help from a frantic

family.Nothing.WhoeverIwas before, it seems like no one’s looking for her.

Partof me wonders ifIever had a family at all.MaybeIdidn’t.MaybeIwas just another

lost girl no one cared about.Orworse—maybe whoever they were wanted to get rid of

me, and they succeeded.I’mgone.

So,Igave myself a new name.Itstarted whenRachelasked whatIwanted to be called,



andIhad nothing.Nomemories, no identity, just this empty space where a person was

supposed to be.Inamed myself after somethingI’dalways loved: horror films.They’rea

comfort somehow, even in the middle of this nightmareI’mliving in.Idon’t remember

anything about my past, butIdo remember loving the movieVerónica.

So,IbecameRonnie.

15

VALERIA

Verónica’swords hit me like a sledgehammer.

Myheart stops, and it feels likeI’msuddenly outside my own body, watching this

moment unfold from a distance.No.No, it can’t be.Itry to speak, but nothing comes

out.Mythroat is tight, my mouth dry.Ifeel the blood drain from my face, leaving me

cold.

“Camila?”Ifinally manage to croak. “That’snot possible.”

ButasIsay the words, something inside me shifts, like a piece of a puzzle finally

sliding into place.Theway she moves, the way she talks, the way she always seems to

know just a little too much—I’dfelt it from the start.Thatfamiliarity tugged at me, like

an old memory buried deep.Iwas drawn to her, even when it didn’t make sense.Ijust

couldn’t figure out why—until now.Myhead spins asIgrab the edge of the table to

steady myself.

“Ididn’t remember,”Ronnie—no,Camila—says, her voice soft. “NotuntilIsaw the

tattoo.Then, it all came back.TheWhitmorestaking me away.Myname.Ididn’t know

whoIwas for so long, butI’mher,Valeria.”



Istare at her, my heart breaking and mending all at once. “Thiscan’t be real.”Myvoice

cracks, tears welling in my eyes.Ishake my head, trying to fight them back, but they

spill over anyway. “You’renot her.Youcan’t be her.She’sdead.”

“Theywanted everyone to believe that,”Camila—Ronnie—says, her voice

tight.Sheleans forward, desperation in her eyes, pleading with me to believe her.

“ButIsurvived.Theymight’ve erased whoIwas, but they couldn’t break

me.Camilamight be dead, butI—Verónica—am very much alive.”

Myvision blurs, andIpress my palms to my temples, trying to wrap my mind around

this as my body trembles with disbelief.Howcan this be real?Allthese years of

searching, of mourning, of thinking she was gone, and now, she’s here, sitting across

from me.

“Ilooked for you,”Iwhisper, the tears choking me now. “Inever stopped looking for

you.”

Shereaches for my hand, andIdon’t pull away.Themoment her fingers touch

mine,Ifeel it—somethingI’dlost so long ago.Awarmth spreads through me, even

thoughI’mstill shaking.

“I’mhere now,” she says, her voice barely audible, but it hits me like a tidal wave.

“I’mhere,Valeria.”

Asob escapes my throat, andIthrow myself at her, wrapping my arms around her neck

likeI’llnever let go.She’sreal.She’shere.Afterall this time, after all the pain, she’s

back.Sheremembers.

Wehold each other, andIcan’t stop crying.It’severythingI’vebeen dreaming of,

everythingIthoughtI’dnever get.



“Whatdid they do to you?”Imanage to ask between ragged breaths, my face buried in

her shoulder.

“Theymust’ve drugged me enough to cause a memory lapse,” she says, her voice

shaking now too. “Idon’t remember everything, but they messed with my head.Ididn’t

know whoIwas for years.Ibecame someone else.Butyour tattoo brought me

back.Itmade me remember.”

Ipull back to look at her, wiping my tears with the back of my hand. “Ican’t believe

this.IthoughtIlost you forever.”

Ronniesmiles, but it’s sad, full of everything we’ve been through. “IthoughtIwas gone

too, butIfound my way back.Ifound my way to you.”

Everythingclicks—the strange feelingIhad the first time we met, the inexplicable pull

toward her, even whenIdidn’t know why.Iknew her, on some deep, instinctual level,

even ifIcouldn’t explain it.

“Thenecklace,”Imutter.

Ronnielets out a sigh. “Itwas the only belongingIhad whenIleft that place.Ididn’t

know where it came from or what it even meant, butIkept it all these

years.Now,IknowIwas wearing it for you.Imissed you every fucking day afterIwas

taken fromGloomwood.”
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Ireach forRonnie’sface, cupping her cheeks.Herskin is warm under my fingertips,

andIcan feel her breath hitch asIpull her closer.

“Camila,”Iwhisper, her name like a prayer on my lips.

Shedoesn’t say anything.Shejust looks at me with those same eyes that have always

known me—truly known me—even before all this.

Mygaze wanders over her face, taking her in the wayIshould’ve done from the very

start.Ronniehas changed so much, but now, with everything out in the open,Ican see

the thread that connects the girlIonce knew to the woman in front of me.

Backthen, she had long, wild blonde curls tumbling past her shoulders in unruly

waves.Iremember how they framed her face, making her seem ethereal.Shewas

beautiful then, so beautiful that it almost hurt to look at her sometimes.

Now, she’s different.Short, black curls cling close to her neck, the sharpness of her

new look matching the edge she has grown into.Herfeatures, once soft, are now

bold.Tattoossnake up her arms and across her collarbone, intricate designs that tell

storiesIdon’t yet know.

Butsomehow, she’s just as stunning—morestunning.Thewoman in front of me is

fierce, powerful, owning every inch of who she is.Thechanges don’t hide her beauty;

they amplify it.There’sa rawness to her now, a danger that wasn’t there before, but

it’s beautiful.She’sbeautiful.

Ireach out, tracing the ink on her arm. “You’vechanged,”Imurmur, not as an



accusation but as an acknowledgment.

Shegives me a half-smile, one corner of her mouth tugging up. “Weboth have,” she

says softly, her hand covering mine, pressing my palm to her tattooed skin. “Butyou

know what?Ithink you were there with every version of me, guiding me

back.Icouldn’t be whoIam now without you.”

Herwords send a shiver down my spine, andIfeel that same familiar pull, stronger

now than ever.She’sright.Nomatter how much has changed, she’s

stillCamila.She’sstillmine.I’mstill hers.

Hergaze flicks down to my mouth, and suddenly, the air between us is thick and

charged.Idon’t even think about it;Ilean in, crashing my lips against hers.

Thesecond we touch, everything inside me ignites.Herlips are soft but urgent, moving

against mine in a way that makes my entire body hum with energy.Ican’t

stop.Idon’twantto stop.I’vebeen waiting for this moment for so long, and now that it’s

here,I’mterrified to let it slip away.

Ipull her closer, my fingers tangling in her hair, and she responds just as fiercely, her

hands gripping my waist as she kisses me harder, deeper.It’slike we’re trying to make

up for all the lost time, for every second we didn’t know each other, everymoment we

were apart.Ican feel her wild heartbeat against my chest, matching mine.

Thekiss turns desperate, needy.Myfingers glide down her neck, across her shoulders,

andIfeel her hands slipping under my shirt.Hertouch sends shivers down my spine,

andIcan’t get enough of it.Ineed more.

Ilet out a gasp as she pulls me onto her lap, her hands exploring my body like it’s the

first time, but also like she has always known exactly where to touch, exactly how to

make me come alive.Myskin is burning, and allIcan think about is how



muchI’vemissed her, how muchIwant her right now.

Webreak the kiss for a moment, panting, our foreheads pressed together, but the

moment is short-lived.Ronnie’sfingers are already at the hem of my shirt, tugging it

up.Ihelp her, lifting it over my head, and then her hands are on me again, skin on

skin, and it’selectric.

“Valeria,” she groans.

Thelook in her eyes says everything.Shewants this badly too.Shepulls me closer, her

lips finding mine again, and suddenly, our hands are everywhere—on skin, in hair,

tugging and ripping at the fabric between us as if it’s the only thing keeping us from

each other.

Islide my hands under her shirt, cupping her breasts, and they feel perfect in my

hands.Shegasps against my lips asIpull on her nipple.

Ronnie’slips trace a slow path down my jawline, and when she reaches my neck, her

teeth sink in sharply.Igasp, a mix of pain and pleasure sparking through me, but

beforeIcan protest, her tongue glides over the mark, soothing the sting and sending

shivers across my skin.Herkisses trail lower, across my collarbone, down my

chest.Whenher mouth closes over my breast, a jolt of electricity shoots straight to my

core, leaving me breathless.

“Ineed you.Now,”Iwhisper, my hands fumbling clumsily with the buttons on her

pants.

Clothesfall to the floor in a tangled mess, andRonniepulls me onto the bed, her body

pressing into mine.

“God,Valeria,” she breathes, her voice thick with desire. “HowcouldIhave ever



forgotten you?You’reperfect.EverythingI’veever needed.Justlike

this.Bare.Underme.Completelymine.”

Shestraddles me, her thigh pressing between my legs as she lowers herself just

enough to kiss my nipples, teasing me with the soft scrape of her teeth.Herhips begin

to move, grinding her slick center against my leg, and the feel of her arousal against

my skin sends my own need spiraling.

“Please,Ronnie,”Iwhine, arching beneath her. “Letme taste you.I’vebeen dying for it

since you made me come in the hallway.Please.”

Withouta word,Ronniemoves, positioning herself above me, her knees framing my

head as she grants me exactly whatI’vebeen begging for.

Mytongue flicks against her, and she lets out a loud, throaty moan.God, she tastes like

heaven—sweet and intoxicating.Igrip her thighs and pull her down onto my mouth,

pressing her against me so she’s no longer hovering.Withher fully seated on my

lips,Isuck her clit into my mouth, swirling my tongue with just the right

pressure.Ronnie’ships begin to rock forward, riding my tongue asIwork her closer to

the edge.

“OhmyGod,Val.Princesa,” she breathes, her voice thick with lust.

“Nãopares.”Don’tstop.

Islip a hand between her legs from behind, teasing her entrance with my

fingers.Shegasps, a breathy mewl escaping her asIslide two fingers inside her.

“Comefor me,”Imurmur against her skin. “Makea mess of my face.”

I’mso turned on,Ican’t resist.Myother hand slips between my own legs, fingers

finding my clit.Ispread my thighs wide and gather some of my own wetness, circling

the sensitive nub with just the right touch.Itfeels so good,Ican’t help but moan



againstRonnie’spussy, the vibrations sending her even higher.
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Hearingme pleasure myself drives her wild, and her hips move faster, grinding her

center over my mouth, her moans growing louder, more desperate.She’sso close,

teetering right on the edge.

“Ah!Fuck,Valeria,I’mcoming,” she gasps, her body trembling as she finally lets

go.Herlegs shake, struggling to keep her steady as she falls apart, screaming my

name.

OnceRonniecatches her breath, she leans down and kisses me fiercely.Thetaste of her

still lingers on my lips, mingling with the sweetness of her tongue, making me crave

more.

Herhands grip my shoulders as she suddenly flips me over, positioning me on top of

her, straddling her hips. “Grabmy belt,” she commands.Confusedbut eager to

please,Ipick it off the floor and hand it to her.

“Comecloser.”Ilower myself toward her, and she loops the strap around my neck,

pulling it snug.Mybreath hitches, a tightness forming in my throat asIstruggle for

air.Ronnieholds the belt like a leash, a wicked smirk tugging at the corner of her lips.

“Rideme, princesa,” she orders, her voice dark with desire. “Putyour soaking cunt on

mine and make me come again.”Shegrabs my still-wet fingers, pulling them into her

mouth, slowly sucking and licking them clean. “Useme to get off.Showme what a

good little slut you are.”

Herwords send a wave of heat crashing through me.Idon’t thinkIcould be any more

turned on.



Ilower myself between her legs, positioning my hips so my center rests perfectly

against hers.Grippingher knee forleverage,Ibegin rolling my hips, the friction coaxing

a deep moan from my throat asIgrind down, her clit rubbing against mine in a

delicious rhythm.

Iclose my eyes, letting the sensation wash over me, untilIfeel the sharp tug of leather

around my neck.Ittightens, choking me, cutting off my air. “Eyesopen,

butterfly,”Ronniesays, her voice commanding. “Iwant to see them roll back when you

come for me, asIsteal all the air you breathe.”

Ilock eyes with her asImove, desperate to find my release.Ourwetness mixes, slick

and hot, andIcan hear her inhales coming in ragged gasps, spot her chest rising and

falling rapidly beneath me.

“Fuck, fuck, fuck,”Iwhimper, the orgasm rising, creeping closer with every grind of

our bodies.

Ronniewraps the belt tighter, the pressure increasing around my throat, making it

harder to breathe.Myvision blurs and my chest heaves, but the lack of air only

sharpens the pleasure.I’mdizzy, on the verge of passing out, and whenIcome, harder

thanIthinkIever have, my body threatens to give out.

“Yes, princesa.Justlike that.”

Iride out the last of my orgasm untilRonnietenses beneath me, her climax overtaking

her.

Ibend down to kiss her, and she pulls back just enough to look into my eyes.

Shebrushes a strand of hair from my face, her fingers tracing the curve of my

jaw.Herbreath is warm against my skin, and for a second, the world feels impossibly



still.

“Youdid so fucking well, butterfly.”

Mycheeks feel hot at her praise, andIsmile shyly. “Thankyou.”

“Doyou feel it?”Ronniesays. “It’slike the stars waited for us—like every scar, every

broken piece, was leading us to this point.”

Iblink, the intensity of her words sinking deep into my chest.Myheart pounds as she

goes on, her fingers moving to trace the tattoo on my rib, the one that sparked this

entire moment.

“Morstua, vita mea,” she murmurs, her eyes burning into mine. “Yourdeath, my

life.Butit was never about death, was it?Itwas always life.Yougave me

life,Valeria.Evenwhen they tried to take it from me,Iheld on because somewhere,

deep down,Iknew you were out there, waiting for me.”

Tearsprick at my eyes, butIcan’t look away from her.She’severything—my past, my

present, my future—all in one.Andshe’s right; we’ve been waiting for this, maybe

even longer than we realized.

“AndI’mnot lost anymore.I’mnot broken.Wefound each other, and

nothing—nothing—can tear us apart again.”

16

RONNIE

I’mstill coming down from my high, my breath steadying asIwatchValeriacatch

hers.Herbody, still glowing, lies beside me, and for a moment, everything feels



right.Finally.

Iglance down at the mess we’ve made, and a smile tugs at the corner of my

lips.Butthen,Inotice the blood, our clothes still damp and stained from earlier.Ishould

clean her up.

Iremove the belt from around her neck, rubbing at her red skin to soothe the soreness.

WhenI’msatisfied,Iget up slowly, legs wobbly, and move to the small drawer near the

bed, rifling through it, trying to find anything useful.Myfingers brush against some

old rags.Perfect.Igrab one and head to the adjoining bathroom.

Thewater runs cold asIwet the cloth, squeezing out just enough water before heading

back to her.She’sstill lying there, her eyes closed, butIcan tell she’s not asleep.

“Hey,”Iwhisper, kneeling beside her. “Deixa-me tomar conta de ti.”Letme take care

of you.
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Shelooks into my eyes, seeing the sincerity there. “Why?”

“Becauseyou’re mine now.”

Ibegin to gently wipe the blood off her skin, working my way over her arms, down

her stomach.There’sa softness in my movements, but underneath it all,Ican’t believe

it’s real.What’sshocking is thatIremember everything—every detailIburied, every

connectionImissed.Allthis time, it wasn’t just about theWhitmores.

WhenI’mdone cleaning her up,Ihelp her slip her shirt back on, the fabric sticking

slightly to her skin where the blood splattered.Thered stains contrast deeply with her

skin, but it doesn’t make her any less beautiful.Ifanything, it makes her look stronger.

Istand, grabbing my own clothes from the floor and tugging them on, piece by

piece.Mybody aches from the fight, but my mind is sharper than it has ever been.

Shewatches me asIdress, her brow furrowing slightly. “So, what’s the plan?”

Ipull my shirt over my head and sit beside her, leaning in close enough to feel her

warmth again. “Wego after them—onourterms this time.Andwe make sure they never

hurt anyone again.There’sno way we let those motherfuckers tear us down.”

Herlips curl into a determined smile. “I’mready.”

Wespend the next few minutes devising a plan of action and decide to leave the

security of my old bedroom.Thisroom is tucked away in an area of the mansion off-

limits to everyone but the family, which explains why no one has come looking for us



yet.Eventually, though, they’ll realize we’re not just hiding and come for us.

Butinstead of fleeing or finding another place to hide, we’re going to findthemand

teach them a lesson they’ll never forget.We’vehad enough of theWhitmoresthinking

they can own us, control us, and do whatever they please.

Whenwe’ve finally gathered ourselves, we slip out of the bedroom

quietly,Valeriaclose behind me.Ourfootsteps arebarely audible as we move down the

dim hallway.Wehave my knife and her kubotan, but we need better weapons if we’re

going to succeed.

Aswe make our way down the corridor, the memories drift back to me, the

architecture of the mansion triggering old thoughts. “Iremember this

hallway,”Imurmur.Thewalls look familiar, the faded patterns of the wallpaper.

“Thereare swords on one of these walls,I’msure of it.”

Wekeep walking until the passage splits in two directions. “Thisway.”Ilead her to the

right, my instincts kicking in—and there they are, hanging on the wall like artifacts,

just asIremembered.

“Bingo.”Itake two down, handing one toValeria.Sheholds it like she was born for

this, the steel glinting as she swings it over her shoulder.Thefierce determination in

her eyes is intoxicating.

“Fuck,Val,”Igroan quietly. “It’staking everything in me not to shove the handle of

that sword up your sweet cunt right now.”

Valeriagrins, that familiar fire in her gaze. “Anothertime,” she teases, her voice a

sultry whisper that makes my pulse race.

Butnow is not the time for distractions.Wereach the end of the second floor and find



the stairwell.

“Iknow exactly where they’ll be.”

“Inthe basement?”Valeriaasks, her voice tense.

Inod. “Yeah, where we first met.They’llbe down there, performing that

ritual.”Thethought of it makes my skin crawl, the memory of that room flickering

through my mind.

Valeriashivers beside me, but she grips the sword tighter. “We’llbarge in and stop

them.Nomore sacrifices, no more hiding.We’llend this.”

Whenwe reach the basement,Valeriawhistles softly beside me. “Thesemonitors are

just as creepy as they were the first time.”

“Yeah,”Iagree. “WhenIfollowed you down here, the space felt oddly familiar.Ifigured

it was just becauseIspend so much time in front of screens.”

Valeria’sbrow furrows. “Oh, right.Whenyou spent hoursstalkingme?”Shemoves past

me, butIgrab a handful of her hair, pulling her body flush against mine as she hisses

from the strain.

“Yes,stalkingyou.Youmight see it as an invasion of privacy, but deep down,Iknow

you get a twisted thrill knowing someone had eyes on you, especially when you were

alone, humping your pillows like a filthy fucking girl.”Itug harder on her hair.

“I’llnever stop watching you, butterfly.Notin this lifetime.”

Shegasps asIrelease her, andIsavor the distress in her eyes.

“You’rea psychopath,” she says, butIjust laugh.



“Theroom is down this hall,”Isay, pointing ahead. “We’llhave to be quiet to avoid

drawing attention.”

“Wait.WhataboutIsabel?”Valeriaasks, stopping abruptly and pulling out her phone.

“Stillnothing,” she says, showing me the screen.

“Let’scheck the cameras.Ifshe’s still in the house, she’ll show up on one of these

monitors.”
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Wereturn to the screens and scan each feed, butIsabeldoesn’t appear.Theimages

change rapidly, and still, she’s nowhere to be seen.

“Theymust’ve taken her out of the mansion,”Ispeculate.Then, it hits me. “She’sat the

guest house.”

Valerialooks at me, confused.

IrealizeIhad forgotten about my three adoptive brothers:Theodore,Maxwell,

andJulian. “Theyprobably took her to the house beyond the forest.We’llfind her once

we’re done here.”

Valeriaagrees, and we head back to the double doors.Iglance back at her. “Areyou

ready?”

“Yes,” she replies, her voice steady.

Icrack them open and hear the faint murmur of a male voice chanting.

“Fromdarkened depths and sacred fire, we offer blood in deep desire.Spiritsheed and

grant us grace as we unveil this sacred place.”

Ashiver runs down my spine, andValeria’seyes widen in alarm.

Weslip into the room quietly.Thankfully, no one notices us, their attention fixed on

the ritual.



“Bythis rite, our will is cast.Throughnight and flame, our bond shall last,” the man

continues.

Ilean in close toValeria’sear. “Areyou sure you’re okay with this, butterfly?Ifit’s too

much—”Shecuts me off.

“No.Ineed to do this.I’llbe fine,Ipromise.”

Inod and signal forValeriato go left whileItake the right.Wepart ways, moving

stealthily toward the group.Theman at the altar has his back to us, chanting to

something or someone.

“Guideus with your unseen hand as we fulfill this fated stand.”

Igrab one of the men from behind, wrapping my arm around his mouth to muffle his

cries and stab him in the neck with my knife.Valeriasneaks up on another, slicing his

throat with the sword before he even has a chance to react.

Wecontinue moving through the room, taking down the masked men one by one, our

swords glistening with their blood.

Butas the main man completes his chant, someone turns and spots us.

“Intruders!” he shouts.

IgiveValeriaa look, and we both know it’s time to run.Wesprint out of the room, as

the remaining men chase us, their weapons clanging as they scramble to catch up.

“Weneed to split up,”Ishout over my shoulder toValeria. “It’sthe only way we’ll

make it out.”



Valerianods. “Becareful.”

Irun down a narrow corridor, my breath coming in ragged gasps.Mymind races with

potential escape routes, but every door seems locked or blocked.

Meanwhile,IwatchValeriafrom across the hall, darting through the mansion’s maze-

like interior and slipping behind a grand mantle.Herhiding spot seems safe, but

whenIlook around,Ispot a man approaching her from behind.

Myeyes widen in horror asIrealize what’s about to happen.

Iscan the room for anythingIcan use to helpValeria.Mygaze lands on another man

standing a few feet away, his weapon drawn, oblivious to the imminent danger

behind him.Quietly,Isneak up on him, my sword gripped tightly.Witha swift

movement,Istrike him in the head, the blade slicing through flesh and bone with a

sickening crunch.Theman crumples to the floor, andIquickly grab his gun.

Iaim the weapon at the man approachingValeria, and with a steady hand,Ifire.Theshot

rings out, echoing through the mansion, and the man falls, a neat hole appearing in

his temple.Hedrops forward, collapsing inches fromValeria.

Shecatches sight of the fallen man and muffles a scream, her eyes wide with

shock.Shescrambles to her feet, moving out of the way asIrush to her side.

“Areyou okay?”

Tearsspring in her eyes as she nods. “Yes.”
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Secondslater, someone clears their throat.Weturn toward the sound to

findMr.Whitmorestanding at the living room entrance, his presence as imposing as

ever.Hisgaze shifts toValeriafirst. “Well, well, well, what do we have here?Oneof our

guests causing a ruckus in my home?”

Valeriastands tall, her voice unwavering as she challenges him. “Stayaway from

us.We’renot here to play games.”

Mr.Whitmorelaughs, a sinister sound that sends a chill down my spine. “Oh, you

think you can just waltz in here and threaten me?Howamusing.”

Istep forward, feeling a surge of anger. “Youhaven’t changed one bit,Lionel,”Isay,

my voice filled with disgust.

Mr.Whitmore’sconfusion turns to recognition as he focuses on me. “Camila?Ithought

you were dead.”

Imeet his gaze with a cold stare. “That’swhat you wanted to believe.Unfortunatelyfor

you, your men didn’t think to check ifIwas still breathing.”

Hiseyes narrow. “Youshould have stayed dead.”

Valeriasteps in front of me, her sword ready. “We’renot here to argue.We’rehere to

stop you.”

Mr.Whitmore’ssmile fades, replaced by a grim expression. “You’retoo late.Theritual

is nearly complete, and nothing you do can change that.”



Itake a deep breath, feeling the weight of his words. “We’renot leaving until you pay

for what you’ve done.”

Hiseyes flash with a threat. “Youthink you can take me down?Ihave more power than

you can imagine.”

Itighten my grip on the gunI’dhidden behind my back.

Mr.Whitmore’sgaze shifts to the remaining men in the room, and his voice turns cold

and commanding. “Dealwith them,” he orders, pointing at us. “Makesure they don’t

interfere.”

Themen begin to move, andValeriaandIbrace ourselves for the fight.

Asthey move on us,Iscan the room desperately for anything that could give us an

advantage.Myeyes land on a canister of gas used to light the fireplace, next to it, a

box of matches.It’sour only chance.Iquickly turn toValeria, urgency in my voice.

“Valeria, get that canister.”

Valeriadoesn’t hesitate.Shedarts toward it asIkeep my gun trained onMr.Whitmore,

trying to maintain a steady aim.Hismenacing laughter fills the room.

“Ifyou shoot me,” he taunts, “my men won’t hesitate to take you

down.Proceedcarefully,Camila.”

Hiswords send a burst of rage through me, andIalmost growl out my response.

“It’sVerónicanow, you piece of shit.”

Hisexpression falters slightly, but his arrogance remains. “Ah,Verónica.Howquaint,

though it changes nothing.You’restill outnumbered and outmatched.”



Valeriareturns with the canister.Igive her a nod, my grip on the gun strong, and

whisper, “Onthree, throw the canister into the fireplace.”Ireach for the matches.

“One, two, three.”

Valeriathrows the fuel just asIfire atWhitmore’smen, hitting them in the knees.Oneby

one, they collapse to the floor.Myadoptive father scrambles for a gun, but he’s too

slow.Valeriacharges at him, sending him sprawling.Ashe hits the carpet, she raises

her sword and drives it through his chest, his dying gurgles echoing through the

room.

Istrike a match and prepare to toss it into the fireplace.Valeriasees whatI’mdoing and

moves to exit the living room.

Ithrow the match, and we both sprint away.

17

VALERIA

Wepush through the main doors, and just as we hit the grand staircase outside, a

deafening explosion rocks the air.Idrop to my knees, instinctively shielding my face

with my arms.

Theheat slams into us like a wall, andIcan barely make out the towering flames now

consuming the mansion.

Ronniepulls me up, and we stumble down the marble stairs, my legs shaky from the

adrenaline and the sheer magnitude of what just happened.Ifeel a sharp pain in my

side where a piece of debris must have struck me, butIbarely register it over the rush

of relief.



Atthe bottom of the steps, we collapse, sitting on the cold stone, panting

heavily.Themansion behind us is an inferno now, a fiery beacon against the dark

sky.Theflames roar and crackle, and the heat is intense, but it feels strangely

comforting.
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Iglance atRonnie, whose face is smeared with soot and blood, a wild look in her

eyes.Shebreaks into a shaky laugh, andIcan’t help but join her.Thelaughter comes out

as hysteria, the kind you only have when you’ve just come out of a nightmare.

Ronniefumbles in her pocket, pulling out a pack of cigarettes.Shewaves it in front of

me with a triumphant grin. “Smoke?” she offers.

Imanage a tired smile, reaching into my own pocket for the box of matches.Ihold it

up, wiggling it between my fingers. “Igrabbed these before the place started burning,

just in case.”

Ronnietakes a cigarette from the pack, holding it out to me.Iaccept it, and she lights

it.Afterthe tip catches fire, she sparks her own, and we both inhale deeply.

“Hellof a way to end the night,”Isay, taking a long drag.Ronnielaughs in response.

Ichuckle, shaking my head. “Ican’t believe we actually did

it,Camila—Ronnie,”Icorrect myself. “Ifound you.Andall those women…Nomore.”

Ronnienods, her expression softening. “It’sover, andI’mnot going anywhere this

time.”Herface morphs into something with a hint of amusement. “Rememberwhen

you thought you were just going to sneak in, grab some info, and leave?”

Ilaugh, despite the pain in my side. “Yeah,Iremember.Thatwas before we blew the

place up and had to run for our lives.”

“Quitethe twist,”Ronniesays, a smirk now playing on her lips. “Butlook at us.Itfeels



almost poetic.”

Ilean back against the stone steps, feeling the heat on my skin. “Poeticand a bit

absurd.”

Ronnietakes another drag from her cigarette, the embers glowing brightly in the

darkness. “Guesswe’re the last ones standing, huh, butterfly?Morstua, vita mea.”

Ismile, leaning forward to captureVerónica’slips in a searing kiss.

“Morstua, vita mea.”

EPILOGUE

RONNIE

Isit in my office, the familiar sound of computers filling the silence.Ithas become a

ritual, watchingValeriaas she starts her day.Thewhole mess with theWhitmoresmay

be behind us—sort of—but it hasn’t dulled my need to see her every secondIcan.

Themonitors flicker to life, and there she is, stepping out of her bedroom, wearing

nothing but panties and a paper-thin tank top.Hernipples press against the fabric, hair

still damp, clinging to her skin like dewdrops on a petal.Mypulse quickens.God, she’s

stunning.

Monthshave passed since that grim night at the estate, and we’ve been inseparable

ever since.Yearsapart melted away as if they’d never existed, but it’s still not

enough.Icrave her presence, day and night.I’vebeen begging her to move in with me

for weeks, and finally, she gave in.

AsValeriamoves through the kitchen, a sense of calm washes over me.She’snot



working today—it’sSaturday—but nothing changes her morning routine.Ilean back in

my seat, taking a sip of my own drink, knowingI’llsee her soon to help pack up

herthings.Still, even that anticipation can’t quell the urge to see her now.

Shepauses mid-step, glancing upward, her gaze locking onto the camera nestled atop

the cabinets.Awicked grin spreads across her face, eyes gleaming.Slowly, her arm

rises, and she flips me off, her grin turning into a devilish smirk.Mybreath catches.

Thememory of the night we came back to her place after burning down

theWhitmoreestate flashes vividly through my head.

Thewind rushed past us as we rode my motorcycle,Valeriabehind me with her arms

wrapped tightly around my waist.Icould feel the warmth of her body pressed against

my back, her legs snug against mine.Herskirt had ridden up her thighs, exposing

smooth skin that brushed against me each timeIshifted gears or leaned into a

turn.Everytime she tightened her hold, a jolt of electricity crackled between

us.Myheart raced faster, andIcouldn’t help but smile beneath my helmet.We’refinally

back together.

Whenwe arrived atValeria’sbuilding,Islowed the bike, steering it into a parking

spot.Theengine’s roar faded into a gentle purr beforeIcut it off.

Valeria’sgrip loosened, but she didn’t let go immediately.

WhenIturned my head, our eyes met as she lifted her helmet.Despitethe soot smeared

across her face and the streaks of crimson staining her skin and clothes, she was a

goddess—her hair a light, wavy cascade, her eyes fierce and alive.Thecontrast of the

grime and blood only seemed to heighten her beauty, making her seem otherworldly,

untouchable.Evenin her disheveled state, she was breathtaking.

“Howdo you know whereIlive?” she asked with a little bite in her tone, cutting



through the silence.

Valeriacaught my mischievous smirk.

“Youknow what?Nevermind,” she said, rolling her eyes.

Whenwe reached her door,Istepped in behind her.Theair carried the faint scent of her

perfume, and it made my insides fucking tingle.

Iglanced back atValeria, who stared at me with confusion.
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Ignoringher questioning look,Iwalked into the kitchen and began to open cabinets,

searching through them for pots and pans, my hands moving almost automatically

asIgathered ingredients from the fridge and pantry.

“Whatare you doing?”Valeriaasked.

“Youhave to eat,”Ireplied casually.

Hergaze flickered between me and the stuff in my hands.

“Howdo you even know your way around my kitchen?”

Ipaused briefly, a playful smile spreading across my face asIlooked up at the corner

of the kitchen ceiling. “Saycheese,”Iquipped.

Valeriastood, dumbfounded asIpointed out where each camera was.

Shecouldn’t even find it in herself to be mad at me for the stalking anymore, and

didn’t ask me to take them down.NotlikeIwould’ve given her the option anyway.

Icome back to reality, bringing my attention to the screens in front of me.

Valeriahops onto the counter, legs spread as she leans back.Myheart stutters.

Holyshit.

Herfingers slip under the band of her panties, sliding them aside to reveal her wet,



glistening folds.Alow groan escapes my throat asIsink deeper into my leather

chair.Myhand drifts to my chest, squeezing one breast beforeIpinch my nipple,

sending a shockwave through me.

Valeria’seyes stay fixed on the camera, her fingers tracing over her slick slit,

spreading her wetness with deliberate slowness.Mymouth waters when she plunges

two fingers deep into herself, her head tipping back, lips parting in a silent

moan.Icurse the lack of audio, desperate to hear her gasps of pleasure.

Hermovements quicken, fingers pumping furiously while her other hand circles her

clit.Imirror her, slipping my hand down, finding my clit already swollen and

aching.Electricitybuzzes under my skin and my eyes flutter, butIforce them

open.Valeria’sputting on a show, just for me.Myperfect butterfly.

Herchest rises and falls, body trembling as her climax approaches.Iwant to be

there.Ishouldbe there, making her come with my own hands.Mypleasure builds

alongside hers, my heart racing, skipping, then racing again.

Valeria’sbody tenses, legs shaking as she comes,hard.Iwatch, captivated, as her

orgasm crashes over her.Sheleans back, eyes glazed, lips curved into a satisfied

smirk.Shepulls her panties back in place, hops off the counter, and resumes making

her coffee, as if she hadn’t just wrecked me through the screen.

Fuckthis.I’mgoing over there.

Ishove my chair back, fastening my pants asIrush from the office.Fifteenminutes

later,I’moff my motorcycle and bolting up to her apartment.

Thedoor’s unlocked, just asIhoped.Myfilthy girl left it open for me.

Iburst inside, searching for her.Ifind her lounging on the couch, sipping her coffee



like nothing happened.Shedoesn’t flinch asIapproach, andIdon’t say a word.

Droppingto my knees,Igrab her waist, pulling her to the edge of the couch.Itear her

soaked panties off, breathing in her intoxicating scent before tucking them into my

pocket.Herpussy is bare and beautiful, andIwaste no time diving in.

Hertaste invades my senses asImoan against her skin. “Valeria,”Imurmur.

“Butterfly.You’regoing to kill me with this perfect cunt.”

Shereclines back, getting comfortable whileIdevour her like she’s the only

thingI’llever need.Nothingcompares to the taste of her.Iflick my tongue in tight

circles over her clit, applying just enough pressure to make her body

writhe.Hermoans come faster now, filling the room.

Spittingonto my hand,Islide two fingers deep inside her, curling them to hit that

perfect spot. “Fuck, yes,”Valeriacries, her voice a breathless plea.

“Rightthere.Don’tstop.”

Herarousal soaks my hand, dripping down onto the couch.Ipress my thumb into her

tight asshole, feeling the muscle squeeze around me.I’mso close to losing control; my

need to touch myself is nearly overwhelming, butValeria’spussy is greedy,

andI’mmore than happy to let her take everythingIhave.

Herbody locks up, a scream tearing from her throat as she comes, squirting all over

my hand.Islip my fingers out, giving her space to ride the waves of her

orgasm.Cumsplashes across me, andIreturn my mouth to her, savoring the last drops

of her climax.

Herentire body trembles, breathless and spent. “Holyfuck,” she pants, a shy smile

tugging at her lips. “Imade a mess.”



Ichuckle, wiping my chin. “Yousure did, princesa.Letme clean you up.”

Imove in again, butValeriaclaps her legs shut with a giggle. “No, no.Ican’t take any

more.”Herlaughter is soft and sweet, sending warmth through me.Iget lost in her

eyes, overwhelmed by how deeplyIlove this woman.

“What?” she asks, her voice curious, pulling me from my trance.
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“Ijust love you,”Isay, leaning in to kiss her, soft and slow. “You’rethe airIneed to

survive, the gravity that keeps me grounded.NowthatI’vefound the piece of me that

was missing, it feels like home.You’remy first thought in the morning, and my last

breath at night.I’veloved you since you sat next to me in that secluded area of the

forest, surrounded by butterflies that didn’t even come close to your beauty,

andI’llkeep loving you until the stars forget to shine.”

Valeria’seyes soften, her lips barely brushing mine as she replies,

“AndIloveyou,Ronnie.I’dbeen searching for a place to belong, andIfound it in your

arms.Youare the loveI’vedreamed of, the loveInever knewIdeserved.I’llfollow you

anywhere, because with you,I’mnot just living—I’malive,” she whispers, pulling me

closer.

Nomatter how close we get, it’ll never be enough.

Igrin asIstand. “Now, let’s get to work.I’mnot spending another night without you in

my bed.”

Asshe walks past,Islap her ass playfully, and she throws a look over her shoulder.

“Dowe get to keep the cameras?” she asks, her smirk sultry.

“Yes.Whatevermy butterfly wants.”

Always.


