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| eat my lunch at the table while | watch the news on TV. It's the main story in the
news.

The bad guys shot the staff during a bank robbery, and the CCTV caught it all.

The sound of gunfire and people screaming makes me shudder. It feels real, even if
it's coming from the TV. All of asudden, | don’t want breakfast anymore.

Sophie, my sister who just turned seven this month, says from across the table, “ That
sounds sickeningly cruel and barbaric.”

WEe're enjoying breakfast together, but she chose the seat with her back to the TV, as
usual, so she doesn’t have to see whatever terrible news she can’t stand to see. Sadly,
Dad’ s friend always switches on the news at this time every morning.

When | hear footsteps, | look up and see Mom heading down the stairs with her
phone in her hand.

“ Sweetheart, we'll be therein no time.” She smiles as she hears the voice on the other
end of the queue. | know who she's talking to. It must be Ethan, my older brother.
“Don’'t worry. Everyone is excited and can't wait to see your first karate
championship. Just listen to your teacher and take a deep breath. We'll be there

soon.
Before mum hangs up, they talk some more. | can tell she's excited when she sighs.

Ethan left earlier with his karate teacher to get ready for the championship. Mom,



Sophie, and | will go there to support him. | hope dad can make it too, although he is
quite busy.

I’'m excited and scared for Ethan because this is his first championship. Ethan has
been one of the greatest karate students at his martial arts school since hewas 13. It is
thought that he will win amedal in this event.

As soon as Mom gets to the table, she kisses my cheek. Next, she goes up to Sophie
and does the same thing. She is so happy, but as soon as she sees the TV, her smile
goes away.

“Victor,” she shouts, gazing at him. “Again? | told you not to show such violence in
front of my kids. Can't you at |east change the channel ?’

Victor looks at mum instead. “Sorry. | got too into the case.” He turns the station,
which is now showing news concerning drug trafficking.

| can tell that Mom is still mad because she sighs. | don’t understand why mum
appears to detest him. Victor is a good person, though. People might think he appears
scary at first because of his piercing dark eyes and the cut on his left cheek that
makes him look like a mobster in movies, but he’ s really fun to be around.

He likes to play games with Ethan and me sometimes, like letting us shoot at his
shooting target board with our water guns.

He once let me handle hisreal gun and showed it to me.
Victor and some of Dad's other close buddies come over to our house a lot. They

generaly stay here for a night every other day. There is always room for everyone in
our house because it has alot of rooms.



Because we have more than 20 rooms, some people even term our residence a
mansion. Some of them have aso said that it’s like a “base.”

| don’t know exactly what my dad does for aliving, but | do know that he makes a lot
of money. He started a group.

Dad runs down the stairs, which gets Mom'’s attention. He looks good in his black
jacket and casual clothes. He generally puts on his suit before going to a meeting,
therefore that suggests he won’t be going to work today.

Mom appears happy to see us, which means Dad will come with us to attend Ethan’s
karate match.

“Have you finished your breakfast?” Dad asks me and Sophie when he gets
downstairs. Then his eyes flicker to the TV. “Look there,” he saysto usin a fatherly
voice. “ See those guys over there selling drugs? They’re the bad guys. Our job is to
not be like them and to put them in their place. Got it?’

Sophie and | both nod to show that we understand. Mom constantly tries to keep us
away from bad things, but Dad likes to show us both sides of the story, the good and

the bad, and help us make the right choice.

“Richard.” Victor gets up from the couch and walks to Dad’s office. He asks in a
serious voice, “Can we talk for aminute?’

Dad stays where heis, but mum shakes her head to say no.

“Please, not now,” Mom begs. “He' swaiting.”

Based on what Victor said, it sounds like he and Dad are going to talk about an
important job. And they always take along time to talk about work.



“Richard,” Victor calls, and the door to Dad's office is wide open for him to follow.
“1t’ s about the case you asked about yesterday.”

| heard that Richard isn’t his real name and that Victor isn’t either. | don’t understand
why they use so many phoney names.

Dad sighs and looks at Mom with an apologetic face. “Please give me a minute. It
won't takelong, | promise.”

Mom can't believe it when Dad goes into his office and closes the door behind him.
She groans in anger and sits down next to Sophie. She strokes Sophie's hair and tells
us to be patient while we wait for Dad to finish talking to Victor.

We can hear them yelling at each other just a minute after the door closes. | can't
make out the words, but it’s evident that they’re both really angry.

| can hear the furniture in the room falling over and crashing, so | suppose they’'re
going to kill each other. | really hope | don’t hear any gunshots.

Every time she hears aloud voice, Sophie jumpsin her seat.

“Come on,” Mom replies, helping Sophie get up. Her eyes are telling me to do the
same.

| do the same and walk towards the automobile that is already waiting for us in the
driveway. Mom lets Sophie and me sit in the back. Logan, our driver, isaready in the
car, but Mom doesn’t get in.

Instead, she moves a few steps away and pulls out a cigarette with her shaky hand.
When she's nervous, she aways backs away, like she doesn’t want us to see how
weak sheis.



| can tell when mum is terrified, no matter how hard she tries to hide it. |1 can tell
when she’ s depressed or in pain.

| turn my attention to Sophie, who is shivering next to me. “Will dad be okay?’ she
stutters.

| put my hands on her shoulders to attempt to calm her down. She glances up at me
with her huge green eyes. They are full of terror and sadness.

| detest it when Sophie cries. | don't like it when mum cries. | want to practice
martia arts like Ethan does so that | can protect them too when someone attempts to
hurt them.

“Of course he'll befineg,” | say, and | believe what | say.

There isn’'t another man as strong as my dad. That’s why he has been in charge of this
group. Victor could be his advisor, but his dad is the destroyer. No one can stop him.

| can tell that Sophieis still scared, though, so | try to keep her mind busy.

| say, “Let’splay Sticks,” and | put one finger out on each hand.

Sophie looks at me, perhaps still thinking about whether or not she wants to play this
finger-counting game with me.

“Comeon,” | say with a sneer, which makes her sigh.

She also rips one finger out of each hand.
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“Your turn first,” | say, giving her a head start.

She taps my hand, and we start to play. She wins the first round, but to my surprise,
she poults.

“You let me go first, so it was clear that | was going to win,” she explains in a matter-
of-fact way. “Now, it’s your turn to go first.”

| can tell that her mind is already wandering, which is a good sign. Thistime, | get a
head start, but she complains when she wins again.

“That’snot fair!” sheyells. “You did that on purpose so | could win.”
| laugh, and so does she. I’ s great to see her smile again.

The interesting part is that we always play this game like this, and she never grows
weary of it. | believe she likes being pampered.

We are startled by movement in the house. When | see Dad storming towards us, |
feel abig sense of relief.

“Comeon,” he says.

Logan starts driving right away once mum and dad get in the car.

* k%



“Put your seatbelt on,” Mom tells me and Sophie in an anxious voice.

She constantly takes extra care of us, but sometimes | wonder if there' s anything else
that makes her paranoid al the time.

Sophie and | do what she says and buckle our seatbelts. Dad is in the front seat next
to Logan, and the three of us are seated in the back with Sophie in the middle.

When Mom'’s phone rings, | can see that Ethan wants to video call her. She picks up
the phone, and we can see that Ethan is already in his karate gear. He seems really

worried, but his face lights up when he seesus all in the car.

“Already on our way,” Mom says with a smile. Her words make him breathe a sigh of
relief.

Mom moves her phone so that Ethan can see me and Sophie better.

“Are you going to win the contest?’ | ask him in alethargic voice.

Ethan smirks, as predicted. “You'll see. | want you to see it for yourself. | can’'t wait
to knock them out.”

| laugh. He' s being cocky, but | admire how sure heis of himself.

“Hey, Sophie,” he says pleasantly to our sister. “What do you want me to buy you if |
win the contest?’

Sophie looks at him with a blank ook on her face. “Will | get a present?’

Ethan smiles a lot. “Of course. If | win this championship, I’ll make a lot of money
and buy you anything you want.”



Sophie squints as she thinks hard. “Really?” Then she starts to laugh out loud. “I
want a new headband if that’ s the case.”

Ethan is the one who is staring at her with a dumb look this time. “What? Just that?’

Sophie nods with excitement.

Ethan asks, “Really?’ with disbelief. “| can give you more.”

Sophie honestly states with a big smile on her face, “I just want a new pretty
headband right now.”

Ethan massages his head. “Okay, if that’s what you want...”

| broke him off in an irritated voice and said, “What about me, huh?’ “Will | not get
anything?’

| know this sounds bad, but | can’t help but feel alittle jealous. | always treat Sophie
like a cool brother, but occasionally | act like a brat with Ethan.

Ethan shakes his head. “| knew you were going to ask me for that, so | didn't. What
do you want?’

“l want ahorse,” | declare firmly, trying to make him mad.

“What the f—"

“Is that a problem for you?’ | enquire. “I want a horse,” | say, “You said you would
buy anything Sophie wants, so now it's my turn.”

last line. “Y ou better get that for me.”



Ethan shakes his head and laughs. “There’s no way I’'m getting you a horse. That's
crazy. | can't afford it. If your dad lets you, you can take any horse from his ranch.
Why would | buy you anew horse?’

| laugh too, which makesit clear that he' s getting on my nerves.

He rolls his eyes. “Okay, I'll get you a bike. How does that sound? But it shouldn’t
cost alot. I'll get you a cheap one.”

“l don’'t need a bike,” | shout.

“Geez, you'reimpossible.” He hangs up after that. | want to break something.

Mom and Sophie laugh.

“That cocky bastard,” | say to myself. “He’s not going to win anyway.”

Ethan and | talked in a ridiculous way, but that’s how we chat sometimes. That tiny
fight makes me remember that even when things were bad with Dad’s job or his pals,
it's not abig deal. The most important thing is that our family will always be there for
each other.

When the car is quiet again, | remember that Dad hasn’'t said anything since we got
in. He generally hears what we're talking about, but not today. He merely looks at his
phone and scrolls through the texts as if to make sure something istrue.

| also know that mum hasn’'t asked him any questions about what occurred with
Victor back home. They might not want to talk about it with Sophie and me still

there.

Someone answers Dad’ s call after the first ring. “Are you sure about that?’ he asksin



alow, threatening voice that makes the automobile fedl frigid.

Dad hangs up the phone once the person answers and hisses, “F*****g traitor.”

His rage makes me shiver. I’ ve never seen Dad that angry before. Something terrible
must be going on.

Mom asks quickly, “Why are we taking this road? We should go the other way.” The
automobile suddenly makes an abrupt bend.

Dad says, “Someoneisfollowing us.”
The silence that comes after that makes my skin crawl.
Sophie and | ook at each other. Her face becomes as white as paper. | grab her hand

to console her as the automobile accelerates away. We had never been in a car that
went this fast before. Sophie’s face tells me that she feels sick and is going to throw

up.

There is no need for Dad and Logan to talk to one other. They both know what's
going on right now.

Dad seems to see something in the rearview mirror because he pulls out his rifle,
which shocks us. My heart skips a beat, and | can hear Sophie crying softly next to
me.

Dad is going to kill someone. If you have to, kill them.

“No,” Mom says. “Not in front of our kids.”

“I'm sorry,” Dad says. It's a real apology because he won't change his opinion. “I



haveto.”

| see mum biting her bottom lip and appear quite pale. But now she doesn’t say
anything since she knows Dad has to keep us all safe.

| saw avan rushing towards us from the car window in that split second.

Watch out!

| can’t even say those things because | feel a massive blow right after. | draw Sophie
closer and cover her asthe painin my body is so bad that it hurts every nerve.

I’m afraid because even though | feel like I’m about to die, I'm still in pain.

Until everything becomes dark.

My whole body hurts. | can’t move at all.

It aches. It aches alot.
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It hurts to move my head, like I’m being hit with a hammer.
| can hear soft whispering.

“He'sjust alittle boy. He' s still very young,” someone yells.
“How sad.”

Sadness.

That one word makes me go crazy. | try to sit up, but it’s too painful. | want to yell,
but al I can do iswhimper.

| can sense someone running towards me and putting me back on the bed. My head
hurtsalot.

Why isit so painful, God?

“Liam.” A man’s voice echoes nearby.

That voice sounds familiar. It seems familiar.

It's hard for me to open my eyes. My eyelids flutter, and | try to open my eyes very
dowly. I’'m sure I’ve done it, but | keep failing. | can’t see anything. It's completely

dark.

“Hey, Liam,” the man says again, and | finally remember hisvoice. “It's me, Victor.”



“F-Victor?' My voice is shaking. It sounds so weak and scratchy. “Where are you?’

“I"m right here next to you.”

“Where?’ My voice gets more and more scared. “Where are mum and dad? Where's
Sophie? | need to see them.”

He hasn't answered, which makes my heart race. | hear someone crying again. It
could be anurse.

“Why aren’t you answering me?’ | ask. “Where are they?’

Victor smells, which is horrible to me. He' s sobbing.

| can’t believe that Victor never tears. And | don't like this.

“I’'m sorry,” he adds in a mournful voice. “I’'m so sorry about what happened to your
family.”

| don’t know what to say. | feel something moist on my cheek, and | know I’ m crying
too.

I’ve always tried to be tough and not cry, but tonight it’s just too much. | can’'t stop
crying.

“What are you talking about?’ | say angrily. “Where are they?’

“Liam.” Victor takes a big breath, like he’ s trying to calm down too. “1 did attempt to
warn your dad, but he didn’t listen. | knew he wasn't

They were meant to leave the house this morning. They had intended to kill him on



the way, but Victor stops and swears under his breath.

| stop.

They?

Who are they?

Are these the people dad wanted to shoot before?

| increase my voice and say, “What happened?’ I'm getting even more impatient.
“What happened to him? What happened to Mom and Sophie? Why aren’t you taking

me to see them?”

“1-" 1t looks like it’s hard for him to talk. “I don’t think you're in the right state of
mind to know—"

“Victor!” | scream.

My chest is going up and down. I’ve never talked to him like this, with such
authority. But I’ve run out of patience. | want to know it all. | want someone to make
all thisanguish go away.

Victor lets out a sigh. “A van coming from another road hit your father’s car on the
right side, killing your mother and father right away. Sophie and the driver were not
hurt as badly.”

| feel like everything around meisfalling apart.

“They didn’t make it either. Y ou’ re the only one who lived. It'samiracle—"



“No.” | shake my head and cry louder as tears flow down my face. “No, it can’'t be
true. You'relying. You'relying to me.”

“Liam—"

“| need to seethem,” | scream.

Because of all these wounds, | can’'t move my body. | just don’t want to sit here and
shake with fear.

“Just tell the doctor to do something to my eyes. | can’t open them. Do something,” |
yell.

“Liam.” Victor'svoiceisfull of sympathy. “You’ ve already opened your eyes.”

His remarks shock me. It's already dark here, but | fedl like I’'m sliding deeper into an
infinite hole.

He whispers, “I’m sorry.” “It must be because of the crash. | can't see you like this,
Liam. | can’'t—" Hisvoice shakes as | fedl him move from where heis.

“Where's Ethan?’ is the only thing | can think of to say as my heart breaks into a
million pieces.

| cry again because Victor doesn’t answer.

“Where is he? | want to see my brother.”

| have to see Ethan. HE' |l say that everything is OK. He'll tell me what | need to
know.



Victor finaly says, “He’'s here.” “But | don’t think you two can meet soon. He's not
in agood place either.”

That being stated, Victor goes.

kkkkkkk*x

| wait and wait and wait. Ethan still hasn’'t arrived, though.

The doctor came to see me, but | couldn’t understand what he said. He didn’t answer
the question that had been on my mind for awhile. He stated | needed treatment first,
asif he were waiting for a therapist to talk to me about my eyes.

When | hear people yelling outside the room, | come to my senses again. It’s Ethan.

His loud, agitated scream echoes in the air, “| need to see Liam!” “I have to see my
brother!”

| can hear the noise around him, like the nurses are attempting to move him to
another room so he can’t see me.

One of them adds in a calm voice, “Ethan, please.” “Neither of you is doing well
right now. Help is on the way. You can see your brother when you are both better.

It's for his own good and yours too.”

| understand what’s going on. They act like we're helpless kids, but what can we do
to change that?

Yes, we are kids.

“Ethan,” | say with a stutter. “Ethan!” | yell with al the strength | have |eft.



“Let me go,” he hisses at the people around him, and | can feel him move when he
runs to the bed.

“Where areyou?’ | ask.

“I’'m here.” He takes my hand and | can feel how warm his skin is. I'm holding on to
him like my liferelieson it.

“Why can't | seeyou?’ | cry.

| want to see. | really want to see. | can’t stand this gloom.

“Why can’t | see anything?’

| get even more restless when Ethan doesn’'t say anything. | didn’t expect him to
behave this way.
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“Why aren’t you talking?’ | ask.

| hear him weep next, and it makes my heart plummet. My eyes are watering again.
My throat hurts alot.

“Am | blind?’ | say softly.

Ethan cries. “I’'m sorry,” he says as he breaks down and grips my hand tighter. He
wants to hug me, but he can’t because I’'m hurt. “I’'m sorry, Liam.”

| don’t know what to do. Ethan’s hand shakes as he cries with me. It feels like my
heart is no longer there.

Why didn’t | diein the vehicle accident?

Why do I still have breath?

Ethan is holding my hand so tightly that it feels like | am his life. What would have
happened to him if | had died? He'll be by himself. Will he take his own life because
of the pain?

“Where are mum and dad?’ | ask, even though | might already know the answer.

No. | want Ethan to tell me. Maybe he'll inform me that Victor wasn't telling the

truth. Please do this for me. There must be another room in this hospital where Mom,
Dad and Sophie are.



Ethan says, “They’re gone,” and that breaks my heart.

He breaks down again while | cry quietly. | can’'t see anymore, but | can till cry. |
don’t get thisworld at all.

| hope thisis only abad dream, but why does the pain feel so real?

| ask, “What about Sophie?’

Ethan’s cries break forth again. “ She didn’t make it either.”

“No.” | want to blow up. “That can’t be true. She was right in my arms. | was there to
protect her. Ethan, she's till alive. | was sure she was still breathing.”

| can’t believe Sophie is gone too. The young sister | defended with my life when the
crash happened is gone.

But Ethan’s pain shows that everything is real. He isn't lying. He is telling me the
truth while holding on to me as tightly as | am holding on to him. We held on to one
other’s hands the whole time, asif the other would die if we let go.

Today is anightmare that will stay with me for the rest of my life.

| lost my mum, dad, and Sophie.

And | can't see.

While she rocks back and forth in her chair, | kiss her cheek. “I made you chicken
soup for breakfast and put it on the table. | have to catch the bus.”

My grandma smiles. She stops me by holding my hands in hers before | can leave for



the front door. She tilts her chin up to gaze at me, even though she can’'t see me
because she has lost her vision.

My grandma has diabetes and glaucoma, which is making her lose her vision because
she is getting older. It has been going on for two years.

She lets out a sigh. “Where are you going? What about that college application? Y ou
haven’t told me anything about it.” She sounds curious.

| laugh and swallow anxiously. She would undoubtedly know I’m about to lie if she
could see meright now. “Don’t worry about it, Kate. Everything is ready.”

| feel guilty right away because what | stated was not true at all. | should have already
signed up for college by the time | was nineteen. | should have been a sophomore this
year, | think. But it won’t happen for awhile.

| don’t even sureif I’'m going to college at all. | can't pay for it. We can’t pay for it.

But Kate doesn’'t need to know. | don’t want her to be hurt.

“l just have to go to the restaurant again this morning for an extra shift, but I'll be
back for lunch,” | say as| clasp her hands to reassure her.

Kate raises her eyebrows and says, “ Y ou’'re still working that part-time job?’ “1 know
they pay well, but you work too hard. Y ou need more time to study now that you're
going to college soon.”

“Shh.” | kissmy grandma’s cheek again, and she stops talking.

Every time mother talks about my future, my heart sinks even more since | know how
hard she worked to raise me.



“I know, Kate.” My happy voice echoes, even though my heart is in turmoil. “I’m
going to quit soon.”

What | said iswhat | mean. I’'m going to leave this work, but not because | want to go
to college. I'm going to look for a new career instead of going to college. We need
more money, so thiswork will be much more gratifying.

But Kate seemed happy with what | said. She doesn’t know what’ s going on.

“I’m going to be late. | have to go,” | say, letting go of her hands and running to the
front door.

As | walk through the living room, my eyes widen when | see the hills still scattered
on the coffee table. Kate can’t read it, but—

“What isthat?’

| turn my head quickly to see who is speaking, and just as | was afraid, Tyler comes
down the stairs.

| love Tyler, my 14-year-old younger brother. Kate and he are the only family | have
left.

| quickly grab the papers and stuff them inside my sling bag. “Just some college
stuff,” 1 say with ashy smile.

Tyler yawns. “Did you get in?’ he says, still sounding tired.

“Of course,” | say, pretending to brag as | hold the door handle.

| want to get out of this debate as soon as | can. My brother is too young to have to



deal with this. He' s been a great kid, helping me and Kate without getting into trouble
as other boys his age would. He didn’t always spend some of the money | gave him,
which is alot less than his peers would have, so we could buy more food. I’'m quite
thankful that Kate and he arein my life.

“Which college—" Before Tyler can finish his query about the college I’'m going to, |
shove through the door.

As soon as | step outside, the summer morning wind meets me. As | stroll on the
pavement, | take a deep breath and let out a sigh.

| told Kate and Tyler afalsehood.

I’m not going to school. No, | can't. And now I’'m not going to the restaurant to
complete my job as a part-time worker. | have an interview for a new job today, and |
hope luck is on my side.

| need extra cash. Right away. | haven't even paid a fraction of Kate's hospital bills
yet. Kate's eye issue cost a lot more than what the insurance company could provide
us, but Kate doesn't realise that. She stops the treatment, but she doesn’t know that
we owe her money.

Kate has been through enough pain from losing her sight and finding out that she
can't take care of me and Tyler anymore. | don’'t have the heart to inform her that her
ilIness made things worse than she believed.

It's my turn to give up things for her now since she’'s done so much for me and Tyler
after our parents died. She done so much for us that putting off my college
application for ayear or two is nothing.



| swallow and watch as the woman in her 50s behind the desk in front of me looks me
over from head to toe.

Today, | did my best to appear good. Even though I'm wearing jeans and trainers, |
hope the blazer makes me look a little more professional. | ran out of ideas for how to

style my auburn hair, so | just put it in aponytail like | always do.

The woman, who just told me her name was Karen, squints at me and says,
“Interesting.”

| raise my eyebrows in curiosity about what she's thinking. She turns her attention to
her computer, adjusts her spectacles, and lets out a sigh that makes me think she's

been conducting thisinterview for amillion years.

“l don’'t know why this person wants to hire you,” she says as she scans through her
computer.

| don’t think she’s abad person for saying that. She appears very, very interested.

My heart almost skips a beat because she said that a possible client wants to hire me.
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She leans back in her chair and looks at me again. “What made you want to use our
home care services?’

I’m looking for cash. A lot of them. My present part-time employment doesn’t assist
that much.

| felt like | almost blurted that out.
“Well, I’ve always been passionate about helping people.” | smile.

She returns her eyesto her computer. “It says here that you applied for ajob in live-in
care, respite care, companion care, homemaking care, hospice care support...”

That’sright. | really did apply for al of them. | need money that badly.
“That's right,” | remark, maybe a little too excitedly. “I can help sick people. | can
also make sure my client has someone to talk to. | can do the laundry, clean the

house, cook meals, or do other chores.”

“Hm.” Karen's eyes are till on the television. “But from what | found here, you
haven’'t had any similar experiences in your past jobs.”

That makes me feel bad, but | won't give up just yet. “I’'m avery hardworking person
and afast learner.”

While I'm attempting to see what information on my CV she's reading, | catch a
glance of my photo on the computer and instantly regret why | chose that picture.



| was smiling too much in that photo — | believed that a cheerful picture could be
ideal for this application, but then other clients might think that | just appear plain
stupid.

“It says here that you're used to taking care of your grandmother, though. And it’s
also stated here that she's blind?’

“Yes, sheis,” | answer frankly.

“Well, that might help.” She hums and turns her chair around so that it faces me
again. “Ms. Fiat, your client isalso blind.”

Thereisashort period of silence.

My mouth drops open. “Are you saying that | got the job? My tone makes it clear
that | don't believeit.

| don’t think the other truth is a problem because I’'m used to taking care of Kate. |
don’t mind taking care of another blind person.

“Yes,” Karen says with a nod.

| want to run up to her and give her a big embrace. Instead, | calm down before | do
something that makes me seem bad.

“Surprisingly, your profile met the requirements for this client.”

“Okay.” My hands are becoming moist because I'm so excited. “How old is she? My
client.”

Karen corrects, “He.” “Your client isaman, and he's ayoung one at that. He'sonly a



year older than you.”
I’m still trying to understand this. “Does he expect personal care? I'm willing to help
clients with disabilities, but | remember putting some conditions on my application

for that.”

| feel uneasy. | might not feel comfortable helping a guy my age with personal
activities like showering and dressing, and | might et him down.

Karen appears to know that I'm worried and shakes her head to show that she
understands. “Don’t worry. He can do all of that on his own. In fact, he's better than
us in some ways.”

| furrow my brows in perplexity.

“Hecan't see,” she says.

“What?’

“A fighter. A martial artist.”

She laughs when she sees how confused | am. “Yes, it'samazing, isn't it?’

| can only nod slowly. “Yes, itis.”

| have more and more respect for this possible client. He has done such things even
though heisblind. It's good for him.

But then | look at Karen with my eyes half-closed. “ Can you tell me more about what
kind of help he needs from me? And why did he choose me over the other
applicants?’



Karen lets out a sigh. “I was also curious, especially about your last question. His
assistant will go over the specifics of your tasks with you tomorrow. If you're willing
to take care of him, he will pay for your flight from Ohio to Florida and pick you up
at the airport.”

My eyes open wide right away. One word in her speech catches me off surprise.
“Tomorrow?”’

“Yes,” Karen says. “This client needs your help right away. He said it was urgent.”
There are alot of things on my mind. | can’t pass up this chance. I'll do anything to
help my family get out of this money problem. Kate is blind, and Tyler is too young

to work.

| just can’t tell them I’ m leaving them tomorrow yet. Isit okay for Tyler to look after
Kate by himself while I’'m gone?

“So, what do you think, Ms. Fiat?’ Karen is waiting for me to answer. “We'll talk
about your payment first. Do you think you can handle this client?’

| take a deep breath and pray in my heart that I’ m making the correct choice and that
everything will befine.

| pull my suitcase behind me as | leave the arrival gate. | look around the airport till |
see the sign with my whole name on it in huge, strong characters. Then | walk
towardsit.

“Emily Fiat?’ the man holding it saysto me.

| nod and grin at him. “Yes. Are you Mr. White' s assistant?’



Someone told me that Jason, my client, would send his assistant to get me. I'm
simply pleased | can find him because | don’t know where to go.

| can't see the man’s face because he is wearing sunglasses. But he looks youthful,
maybe only a few years older than me. He has on trousers, a black jacket, and boots.
He doesn’'t seem too formal.

“Welcome to Florida.” He helps me carry my suitcase before | can say no, and | have
to accompany him to the parking lot.

It would be an understatement to say that I'm worried.

| never thought | would fly all the way here to work, but | felt | couldn’t pass up this
chance because of how much the client would pay me.

Kate and Tyler were probably astonished when | informed them | had to go to Florida
early to get my living situation in order before starting college at Florida Tech
University. | had said that someone else would get the flat room | wanted to rent if |
didn’t arrive here today. They trusted me.

The sun is already going down when | leave the building and head to the parking lot.
| wonder whether | can sleep well tonight, even though | still have to get used to this
new place. | believe being sleepy will help. | didn’'t get enough sleep last night

because | was in ahurry to pack my belongings.

A black limo pulls up in front of us, and | raise my eyebrows in surprise. The man
carrying my bag opens the door for me, which surprises me.

Asit turns out, Jason White is very wealthy. | didn’'t think I'd be picked up in alimo.

The man puts my suitcase in the trunk and then gets into the car behind me instead of



taking the seat next to the driver.

The driver, who is wearing a formal suit, starts driving. This is when Jason’s helper
presses a button on the armrest that lowers the partition down. He might want to chat
to me about something private, but it doesn’t make me less alert because everything
that happens to me seems strange all of a sudden.

He pulls off his shades. “I’m sorry. | haven’t introduced myself.” He turns his head
towards me, and now | can see his dark blue eyes, which are very different from his
blonde hair. He smiles. “Zane is my name.”
“ Assistant to Mr. Jason White?’ | ask again.

He didn’'t answer when | first met him, even though | knew the answer.

He lets out asigh. “I am your client’s assistant, but I'm afraid you' [l need alot more
information.”

My eyebrows are furrowed. “What do you mean?’

He doesn’t answer my query and instead pulls out his phone from his jacket pocket. |
see atattoo on the inside of hiswrist while he' slooking at his phone.

It has red lines and the wings of an eagle. The wings of the tattoo have long, dotted
feathers, and each one is incredibly intricate and well-made, even though the tattoo is
little.

I’ ve never seen atattoo that was so mesmerising. It’s alarming how much a tattoo can
affect the person who sees it. | don’t know why, but the hair on the back of my neck
instantly stands up. | can’t explain why Zane has a hazardous aura.



It looks like he is reading something that someone else wrote. “He just sent the
money. Y ou should check it.”

| pull out my phone from my sling bag and see a notification from my mobile
banking. My curiosity grows. My eyes widen in shock as soon as | open it.

The amount of money that went into my bank account is more than what the care
agency informed me. That’s definitely too many. | need to double-check the quantity
of zeros. With this money, | can pay off al of Kate's medical costs and even the
tuition for the best university in the country, or possibly the world. | can even
preserveit for Tyler’ s future.

Thisiscrazy. My hand is shaking while | grip my phone.

“Wh-what?’ | can't help but stutter.

It's not that | don’t want the money; it’s the answer to all of my family’s troubles.
There must be a mistake, though. A big one.

“The payment was made in full instead of every month,” the man next to me saysin a
nonchalant tone, asif it doesn’t matter. “He paid for your one-year contract in full.”

| turn my head quickly towards him. My chest is going up and down a lot, and my
eyes are wide. “I’m sorry? There must be a mistake. | didn’t apply for ajob that paid
this much.”
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“1 know thisisalot to takein, but I’'m sorry, Emily, he chose you.”

“My client—

“Zane cuts in, saying, “You won't be working for Jason White.” “You will be
working for Liam Carter, who is a very important person in our family. When | say
‘family,” | mean our organisation.”

This stuff makes my heart practically stop. Liam Carter? | don’t know who heis.

“Well, | think you should stop the car because this is definitely a big mistake,” | say
firmly, even though my voice shakes alittle at the end.

| can’t help it. I’'m in a car with people | don’t know, and someone just gave me a lot
of money for something | still don’t know what it was for.

“1 will give the money back,” | respond, even if my heart falls at that.
| thought I could help Kate and Tyler, but then my hope was destroyed.

“You'll have to accept it because thisisn’t the job | signed up for. There must have
been a misunderstanding with the agency.” | swallow. “Unless this is some sort of

kidnapping.”

As soon as Zane hears the last word, his face goes serious. “We're not kidnapping
you, Emily. Like | said, there’salot to explain.”



“Please do.”

Zane responds, “Thisis the job you were hired for.” “You signed up for live-in care,
and | think the agency told you that your client went blind.”

“Yes, | wastold about that.”

Zane explains, “You will be working for Liam.” “He’s 20 and has been blind since he
was 9. He needs help.”

It hurts to hear that the person lost his sight when he was just a child. He was too
young to go through anything so terrible.

As | think about this information, | remember that the same thing was said about the
client I’'m supposed to work for. The agency did tell me that he was only a year older
than me.

“But why did they say his name was Jason White?’ | wonder. “Does the agency
know who hereally is?’

Zane shakes his head. “We couldn’'t tell you because of our work environment.
Information about Liam Carter being blind could be seen as a weakness that our
competitor could use against us. We like to keep things private from outsiders, and
we have ateam that makes sure of that through the administrative process.”

Zane's explanation ssimply makes me want to know more. | haven't heard of Liam
Carter or his group, but if they're so essential that they can’t even let people see the
private details regarding his condition, why not?

| feel like I’'m working for a family member of a military general who isn’t getting
enough security and might have enemies, but the family itself might not even exist.



Did they even have the right to do what they did to the agency?

Zane seems to know what’s on my mind because he says, “You'll find out more
about who we are and what we do when you get here.” He clears his throat and looks
to the front. “Very soon.”

“Will | be doing something against the law?’ | ask.

Zane shakes his head once more. “Nothing you do will be against the law.”

“l was told that I’'ll be helping a blind person, but the agency said that | would only
get more details from you.”

Zane shakes his head. When he looks at me again, | can tell how serious he is about
this. | swallow the nerves that are building up in my throat. | guess they paid me alot
since I’'m going to do a really important job. | really wish they hadn’t kept this a
secret from the start because it makes me doubt alot of things.

Zane adds, “First of al, Liam himself did not hire you.”

His sentence shocks me.

“Then who?’ | echo.

“Ethan Carter, Liam’s older brother. He' s the one who hired you.”

| agree. “Okay, so he wants me to help his brother because he's blind. Did he have
someone help him before?’

| can hear atrace of despair in Zane's voice when he sighs. “No. You're going to be
hisfirst helper, which is surprising.”



Zane shuts his eyes and caresses the space between his eyebrows. All of a sudden, he
seems like he's really thinking. “1 guess Ethan finally figured out that Liam needed
someone, especially since he was gone.”

“Out?’

“Zane opens his eyes again and says, “Ethan is in France.” He looks determined. “I
have to go back there as soon as possible because | was told to work with him.”

I’m ready to ask more questions when he starts talking again and looks at me again.
“Look, you have two things to do.” Zane is looking at me like he's trying to figure
out if I’'m the right person for the job. First, you have to help Liam all the time while
you live in the house. Second, you have to go with him when he goes out. He can’'t go
out without you, but he doesn’'t go out often, so you might not think about the second
one as much. Liam likes to stay in the house most of the time, even if he feels

trapped.

You have to help Liam all the time when he's in the house. And if he goes out, you
have to go with him. He can’t go out without you. He doesn’t go out very often, so
you might not think about the second one as much. Liam likes to stay in the house
most of the time, even when he feels like he' s suffocating.

“Can you tell me more about him?’ | ask, as Zane's eyes start to sparkle with
melancholy.

“Liam’s past is painful, and | don’t think he’'s gotten over it,” Zane says. “His parents
and little sister died in a car crash, and he lost his eyesight. He was the only one who
lived through that crash, and he was still alittle boy at the time.”

My hand goes straight to my mouth. | can’t even begin to imagine what Liam went
through.



It was sad.

| don’t know how atiny boy could get past that horrible event in his mind. One would
never get better from it.

Zane' s jaw tightens, as if he's upset that this happened and there' s nothing we can do
about it. “Liam accepted what happened, but he can’t let go of his grudge. Martia
arts help him let out his anger, but it s not enough.”

Every word that comes out of Zane’'s mouth makes my stomach turn. I’'m beginning
to wonder if I'm qualified for this position.

“1 wish Ethan could look out for him all the time, but he can’t right now because most
of us have to finish our work in France,” Zane says with a hint of regret in his voice.
“Liam needs someone to look after him.”

When | took the job, | understood | would have to be ready to help someone with a
disability mentally, but | didn’t expect thiskind of story.

“But why me?’ | murmur, my voice full with doubt. “Why did you give him to me?
There are many other applicants who are professionals and may be better suited to be
his helper.”

I’m just a girl who has never worked with blind people before and is used to taking
care of my grandmother. I’m not as good as professional carers.

“Not sure. Ethan picked you out of al the other applicants,” Zane says as he relaxes
back in his seat. “He told me that most of them are a lot older than Liam, and he

wanted a friend who was about the same age as Liam.”

| stop talking and look out the window, letting my mind drift to the possibilities of



what might happen.

As the trip goes on, | am more and more apprehensive. I’ ve aways been hopeful, but
the car, the empty street, and Zane make me feel uneasy, like there’s something more
going on.

“Please don’t change your mind after hearing what | said. I’'m afraid it’ stoo late to do
that now,” Zan€e' s voice resonates next to me.

My heart starts to race in my chest. The rest of the ride istoo quiet, and | can tell that
Zaneislooking at me like he' strying to figure out what type of person | am.

Even if no one changes the temperature, the air inside the car feels colder. I'm
starting to wonder if I’m having a panic attack or a hallucination. The street outside
looks strange, and the night gets darker.

We're travelling through a neighbourhood where the houses are excessively
enormous and the yards appear to go on forever. The owners probably don’'t even
know their neighbours. Aswe go on our journey, we pass less and fewer residences.

Until there aren’t any.

The street lamps and the houses are both absent.
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It's dark on the other side of the window. | can't see anything. I’'m confident the
driver won't make it if the headlights on the automobile don’t light up the road in
front of us. We'll be stuck in the dark.

My hands are sweaty since I’'m holding them on my lap. My body and mind are
prompting me to change my mind. My gut istelling me that thisjob isn't right for me
and that | shouldn’t be here.

But my heart can’t help but think about the young man who is inside this house that |
will soon enter, even though it’ s racing right now.

Alone.
Blind.

He only sees the darkness, like the one around us right now, when he opens his eyes.
He doesn’'t even have asingle light to help him find hisway, like we do now.

| look up at the sky through the car window, and even though it makes me feel better
to see the moon shining through the dark night for all kinds of creatures, my heart
breaks because he doesn’'t even have it. Not even as dimmed as the moon when it's
hidden by clouds.

| know how it feels to lose both of your parents. We will always miss them, even if
the wound heals.

It wasterrible for Liam since it happened so quickly. They were taken in aflash.



| know how sad Kate was when she went blind. When her world fell apart, it was
very hard for Tyler and meto tell her that it wasn't the end. It was the hardest for our
family during those times.

And Liam went through all of that, which was worse than what Tyler, Kate, and | did.
My heart says | should stay. It's possible that Liam and | can be buddies. I'd be
happy to help him get at least one thing: a friend. Just like his brother wants me to be

for him.

The automobile slows down as it turns. | catch my breath when | glance out the
window again.

A gate that is so tall isright in front of me. It makes me think of the gate that was put
up to keep enemy out of afort during battle.

The car stops, and Zane rolls down the window next to him. He doesn’'t even have to
turn his head to look at the guard outside. The guard only needs one second to bark
certain commands loudly, which makes the gate open. There is a building behind it
that makes it hard for me to breathe.

It's not a house for sure.

The only thing | can seeisamansion, and it’s the biggest one I’ ve ever seen.

Lights, so many of them, faded through the windows.

And automobiles were parked all over the driveway. There are twelve of them.

The automobile comes to a stop in the driveway. Zane gets out and opens the door for
me as the driver retrieves my bag from the trunk.



| can't even move my legs to get out of this car, so I'm sure Zane can see how
nervous | am. He just nods and gives me alook that makes me fedl better.

| take a big breath and get ready to leave. I’'m not going to back down from this job
now.

The three-story Italian Renaissance-style mansion in front of me is huge. Now that
I’m up close, it appears much scarier.

| move up behind Zane and follow him. A man is standing in front of the big double
doors, stopping us from going in. He looks like a security guard, but his clothes make
him look more like a vicious gangster I'd rather see in a movie than in redl life. |
can’'t help but halt when | notice the shotgun he's holding. The guy pushes Zane's
chest with the tip of the shotgun, and | almost scream.

“ldentity,” the man says with authority as he looks Zane up and down. This guy
wouldn’t let usin even though we had already passed through security at the gate.

Zane laughs allittle, but the voice that comes out of his mouth is so chilly that it gives
me goosebumps. “Y ou must be new, right?”’

The man frowns at Zane's question. As soon as the guy sees the tattoo on Zane's
right wrist, he gasps and raises his hands. He doesn’t just put his gun down; he drops
it, and it makes aloud noise when it hits the ground.

What shocks me even more is that the man kneels down and promptly says he's
sorry. | see a little tattoo of Eagle Wings on the back of his neck when he does that.
This guy has the same tattoo as Zane, however Zane's feathers have red streaks on
them, whereas thisguy’sdon’t. It's merely a set of wings from an eagle.

Another guard runs over to pick up my bag. He looks through my things in front of



the door, and | can only watch. He goes through my clothes as if | had a real bomb
with me.

“She’'sarecruit,” Zane says the man who is looking over my suitcase. The man nods.

| turn away from them and put my arms about my waist. The air feels too cold for a
July night, which is strange because it sends goosebumps down my spine. This
location isdriving me insane, and | haven’'t even started my job yet.

Zane is reading a text on his phone when | turn around. He frowns and then puts his
phone back in his jeans pocket.

He saysto me, “I have to go. My flight to France was moved up, so | haveto fly there
sooner than | thought.”

| don’t know how to talk to him. It’s hard to say no because of the situation, but | also
can't say that I’'m going to like this work.

Zane seems to see that I’'m scared and unsure. He puts his hand on my shoulder to
comfort me. “I know this job may not be easy for you, but please stay close to Liam.
You two need each other here. It's what keeps you both safe if something bad
happens.”

Zane walks to the car before | can ask him what that means, and in a matter of
seconds, he's gone. | can only watch with my mouth open as the automobile drives
through the gate and departs the property.

“Hey, new girl.”

The harsh tone shocks me, and | turn around right away. The man who just completed
looking through my suitcase points with his finger for me to come closer.



| gulp. It feels like forever that I’m doing everything | can to close the gap between
us. | don't like it when people carry firearms, especially when they aren’t wearing
security uniforms and can point them at me without thinking.

“Your phone.” He aimost rolls his eyes, like I’'m an idiot.

And yes, | might be. | don’'t get him at al. | can only stare at him with a blank look
on my face.

“My phone?’

He laughs. “Y es, your damn phone.”

| instinctively hold on to the tiny sling bag I’ m wearing that has my phoneinit. | feel
protective.

What would he want with my phone? What will he do with it?

He suddenly stormsin my direction. “Do you want me to check your body, or do you
want to do it yourself?’

| take a step back in terror. | hear my need to protect myself loud and clear, so | take
out my phone. When | deliver it to him, my hand is shaking.
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He grabs my phone, turns it around, and breaks open the case to get the battery out.
Then he looks over my phone very carefully, asif thereis atracker onit.

“Giveit back.” | can’t believe | still have the guts to tell him what to do.

It seems like a horrible idea. The second guy, who had bowed to Zane earlier, presses
my back with hisrifle, which makes my body jerk forward. My heart stops almost.

“Just get inside and stop whining.” He puts the barrel against my back again to make
me walk quicker. He doesn’'t think twice about being mean to me now that Zane is
out of sight. “Don’'t even think about breaking the rules.”

What is he talking about? Are there any regulations | need to follow?

What should | do if | don’t have my phone with me to get in touch with Tyler and
Kate?

“But my phone—" | don’t even have time to complete my complaint before the guy
pulls me through the door and shutsit.

What is going on inside the mansion surprises me. I’ m scared stiff, like a statue.
It'sredly different here than it is outside.

It's loud and crowded here, so it's no surprise that they have a dozen automobiles
parked outside.



| didn’t think | would be stepping into a party, a party with people drinking and
dancing and having a good time. | can hear deep, banging music in my ears while |
look around the room.

| walk into a vast space with a high ceiling that makes me feel like I’ve just walked
into a ballroom, but it’s not like that in a fairytale. Everything inside is dark, and the
furniture istoo. It feelslike | have walked into an old castle.

There are two spiral staircases on either side of the hall. When | glance up, it smply
makes me think how grand this place is. There are hallways on the second story that
lead to further rooms and more of the home.

When | look back at where I'm standing, all | can see are people. And even more
people. They're having a conversation. Laughing. Kissing. Kissing. People are

moving in time with the music.

The only thing that keeps coming to meisthat | don’t belong here. What the hell am |
doing here?

| hear aloud chuckle from far away, and then someone hits me hard on the shoulder.
“Sorry,” the person saysto me.

| see a gorgeous female with dark complexion and black eyes as | turn. | couldn’t
respond to her apology since I'm still overwhelmed by my surroundings. All | can do
IS stare at her blankly.

She stands unsteadily and squints at me, acurl of hair falling across her face.

A man with light brown hair and fair skin stands next to her and puts his arm around
her shoulder. He looks at me with interest. “1 haven't seen you in awhile.”



| feel uneasy inside. “Yeah, I'm kind of new.”

The girl’ s eyebrows knit together. “Who brought you here?’

| swallow. “A guy named Zane.”

She looks like she's struggling to understand what | said, and then her eyes get big
with shock. “Are you kidding me? Zane Maddox?’

| don’'t know what she meant by that, but Zane seems to be rather well-known here. |
remember that the guy at the door sank to his knees right away when he saw the
tattoo on Zane' swrist.

“Actualy, | don’'t know hislast name,” | murmur.

The girl laughs. “There's only one Zane in this family, and there’'s no way he just
hired you.”

Before | can say anything, the guy says to her in a funny voice, “Technically, he
could,” which makes me want to tell her that Ethan Carter hired me to take care of his
blind brother. “He’saKnight.”

The girl rolls her eyes. “Of course. What I'm saying is that he wouldn’'t hire just
anyone. Zane wouldn’t.” She looks me up and down and amost laughs. “And she
doesn’'t look like she can fight. I'm pretty sure she’'s not the kind of newbie Ethan
would like.”

| really don't know where | am. | don’t understand what they were talking about or
what thisis al about.

“You mean Ethan Carter?’ | ask again.



The girl looks at me in shock. “Now you're talking like you don’'t even know our
king.” Suddenly, her face changes to one of sympathy. “Did someone bully you in
Truth or Dare? Or are you here to make a bet? This kind of thing never gets old.” She
shakes her head and sighs.

“Seems like the first one,” the guy says, sounding like he's trying not to laugh, and
giving me the same expression of pity.

| truly want to leave this area because they make me feel even worse, yet a part of me
wants to know what they mean.

“By the way, I’'m Tasha, and thisis my boyfriend, Nico.” She reaches out her hand to
shake hands, and Nico startsto giggle, asif she just made up their names.

| don’t want to shake hands, yet | do.

“Who are you?’ She raises her eyebrowsin surprise.

“Emily,” | say.

Tasha takes my arm and pulls me farther into the house. We end up standing under
the stairs, away from the people who are dancing and talking, even though the music
and other sounds are still very loud in my ears.

“Well, Emily.” Tasha stares at me closely and lowers her voice. “Normally, we don't
do this. If you dared to step into this place, you' d expect to be buried six feet under.
But...” Her eyes sparkled with mischief. “Think of this as our kindness. We won’t
tell anyone that you snuck in.”

“You're f*****qg crazy,” Nico says to her, but he can’t disguise how much he loves
her when he looks at her. He might like her because she is so brave.



“Come on, | was bullied too,” she says, leaning against him and gently touching his
chest. “Truth or Dare is always my thing,” she says, looking back at me and smiling.
“S0...Emily.”

| hold my breath without meaning to while she sighs, getting ready for what she's
about to say. The more | stay here, the more nervous | get because of the things | find
that | didn’t expect.

“You and your friends might think that using the names of our leaders, like Zane or
even Ethan, would save you and make it less suspicious. But...” She tsks. “You're
f*****g wrong. If you don’'t get how things work here, you're going to be in big
trouble.”

* k%

“No, it won't just be trouble. It will cost you your life. The people here won't hesitate
to shoot you in the head, and that will be the most merciful way to end your life here,
besides the other things we can do to you.”

My mouth falls open. | don't want to believe her, but the things | saw and heard
today, especialy my talk with Zane and what occurred with the guards outside, make
me think she’ s telling the truth.

“Tell me, how much will your friends pay you to get out of here alive?’ She moves
closer to me, making me feel trapped against the wall under the stairs. “How much
will they pay you to break into the Eagle Wings house?’

| feel like I’'m going to freeze like a statue. What did she just say? The Eagle Wings?

She squints because she still can't hear me.



| can only tell the truth. “I’m not here because of a dare or a bet.”

Sherolls her eyes.

“Are you saying that you're one of us?’ Nico says, but he doesn't sound like he
means it. It sounds like he's putting me to the test.

“lI don't know if your leader will hire me” | say. “I don't care about that, to be
honest. | just want to see Lia.”

“Show me your tattoo,” Tasha says.

| look at her blankly. “What do you mean?’

“Your tattoo,” Nico says again, sounding angry. “Your identity. It will show that you
are one of us. The tattoo is proof that you are a part of Eagle Wings.”

Of course, | don't have that. | don’'t ever want to be a part of the Eagle Wings or
whatever group it is.
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“Likethis.” Tasha shows me atattoo on her upper arm. It'sapair of Eagle Wings, but
unlike Zane's tattoo which has red streaks on the feathers, this one has none. “ Show
me yours.”

I’'m at aloss for words. How can | show her if | don’t even have atattoo?

When she finally gets the idea, she mutters, “Y ou can’'t be serious. Y ou couldn’t just
sneak here without even preparing your tattoo.”

Nico snorts. “Even if she did, we would notice that it’sfake, so it doesn’'t matter.”

Tasha nods, agreeing with her boyfriend. “Right. Every Eagle Wings tattoo is
specially made by our artists, with special inks. Only two people in this world can
make our tattoos. It's sickening how some people still think that they can fake it. At
least, you' re not one of them.”

Nico chuckles. “Y our lies have been caught, Emily.”
Their accusation makes me feel offended. “I’'m not lying. | didn’t say that | was one
of you. I’'m not interested in joining your gang, the Eagle Wings, or whatever it is.

I’m here because | was hired by Ethan Carter. Zane brought me here—"

“Whoa whoa whoa.” Tasha raises her hands, staring at me in utter disbelief. “You're
going too far right there.”

“l don't have time to deal with people who don’'t even want to believe me,” | say
firmly. “Now, if you'll excuse me-’



“Wait.” Nico grabs my arm before | can escape. Now, he looks dlightly furious.
“What you were trying to say didn't make f*****g sense. We were about to let you
dlip without harm, but now you're being feisty and thinking about leaving just like
that?’ The threat in his voice makes me shudder.

“Aw, easy, babe. You're scaring her,” Tasha whispers to him, giving him a sweet
smile. “She’s doing her best to survive. | like that spirit in her. Who knows? We
might convince Victor to make her one of us. She might be useful.” She turns her

head toward me. “Now, where were we? Ah, you said that you were hired by Ethan.”

The three of us turn silent. I'm waiting for her to say more, trying to block the noises
from the party.

| hate parties.

But then, Tasha laughs boisterously. Nico chuckles again, shaking his head. “Y ou can
do better, littleliar.”

“I’'mnot lying,” | say, raising my tone.

“That’s impossible,” Tasha says like it's the most obvious thing in the world. “Ethan
couldn’t have hired you. If he had, you would have had your Eagle Wings tattoo with
red streaks on it. There are only three people in this f*****g world who have it. So

far, you have none.” She pauses, raising her eyebrows. “Unless you can show me.”

“Dream on.” Nico smirks. “That’s why little liars like you never survive this place.
They always come here with zero clues about how things work here.”

“I’m acaregiver—’

“Your lies have been exposed, Emily.” Tasha corners me again, and my back is



pushed against the wall. “Did you actually think that it would make sense to create
that kind of story so that you could step into this place?” She then urges her
boyfriend, “ Show her yours, babe.”

Nico flips his left arm, showing me a tattoo of Eagle Wings on the inside of his upper
arm.

“Thisis mine,” he says. “My identity. You can’t be here without it. The punishment
Is death. You can't fake it either. Same punishment — death. | wonder how the f**k
you could pass the guards outside. I'll make a note to tell Victor about that. The guys
have been pretty lazy nowadays.”

| don’'t have any idea about this man named Victor. It seems like he's one of their
leaders.

Now that I'm staring closely at Nico’s tattoo, it indeed has the same effect as the one
| saw on Zane' swrigt. It's hypnotizing. The tattoo is very detailed and well-crafted, it
makes me feel like I’'m seeing the real thing — apair of Eagle Wings.

Panic starts to build up inside me. Zane didn’t tell me anything about the tattoo. He
only warned me to stay closeto Liam so that everything would be alright.

What am | supposed to do?

“The Eagle Wings tattoo is the identity for all the regular members,” Tasha says
matter-of-factly. “You just stepped into our base. Not only you didn't have your
identity, but you were trying to fool us with some ridiculous made-up story.”

I’m about to open my mouth again, but Tasha drags me along the hidden wall under
the staircase before | can utter another word. When she halts, my eyes land on the
four polaroid photos attached to the wall.



“Fortunately, we have the photos of our leaders down here so you can have a better
idea about how f****d up your lieswere,” she says.

“Fangirls,” Nico retorts while Tasharolls her eyes at him.

The first photo is of Zane in a black leather jacket, smoking a cigarette. He's not
looking at the camera. It’s a candid picture. He looks good, just as he

doesin real life, but the monochrome photo doesn’'t do any justice to his captivating
blue eyes.

“That's Zane, and | doubt you've ever met him. He's in France fighting our
enemies,” Tasha says. “He's one of the Knights, which means that he has a Eagle
Wings tattoo with red streaks. Kings choose Knights, and Knights choose regular
members. If you were recruited by a Knight, you would have a regular Eagle Wings
tattoo like what | have. Unfortunately, Zane never recruits. He couldn’'t have hired

you.

My fist curlsinto afist. “I never said he did.” I'm itching to tell her that | did meet
this man, but she'll never believe me anyway.

“But you did say that he brought you here. That’s impossible too,” she hums. “Now
the second picture. His name is Dante. One of the Knights as well. He's our King's
most trusted right-hand man, other than Zane, of course.”

My gaze darts on the second photo. The man is sitting on his motorcycle, not looking
at the camera. Again, another candid photo. He has dark hair, but | can’t see his eyes
clearly because he's looking at his phone. Nothing can hide how attractive he is,
though.

“Dante rarely talks. He doesn’t do people,” Tasha blabbers. “The only things he's



interested in are weapons and blood. He's not even interested in women, or men, if
you know what | mean. He's a killing machine. If you told us that Dante ever talked
to you, we would know in an instant that you were lying.”

That’s enough for me to learn how scary this guy is. “I don't know him.” | shrug,
telling the truth.

We move to the third photo, which shows a man dressed in all black walking from a
limo. Although it's just a piece of photo, the way the man carries himself sends
shivers down my spine. His expression can make any people cower. His aura speaks
of danger.

“That’s Ethan,” Tasha says with pride and excitement. “He's our King, the heir of the
Carter family who creates this place. His father was the founder of Eagle Wings.”

| look closer, studying Ethan’ s face.
“Rumors spread,” Tasha says. “People might have heard his name, but they never
know his face. Only the members of Eagle Wings have seen him in person, and just a

few of them. Personally, | haven't even met him.”

“Now you know why we wouldn’t believe you,” Nico adds. “There’'s no way that
Ethan suddenly recruited a girl like you. He only hired people like Zane and Dante.”

“More like his personal bodyguards.” Tasha chuckles and points at me. “Are we
clear?’

| want to counter her argument, but curiosity makes me pop a question instead. “How
old is Ethan?’

“24,” Tasha says. “Same age as Zane. Dante is younger. He's 20, the same age as



Liam, Ethan’ s brother. HE' s next.”

My heart thumps. Liam. | want to know more about this person I’ m going to take care
of.

| haven't met him, but now | can finally see hisface in the picture.
My eyes land on the last picture attached to the wall, and my breath catches in my
throat. The photo shows a man standing inside a boxing ring. He's shirtless, full of

sweat and panting. | can see his toned abs and how well-built he is, but that’s not the
only thing catching my attention.

His expression is something that one wouldn’t miss. He looks angry. Like, realy
angry. He's seething.

“What a beautiful sight, huh?’ Tasha points out, and | know from her voice that she
can't help the smile on her face. “ This candid picture is a masterpiece. Some girls get
off imagining that.”

| wish she could keep that information to herself.

“Liamisour king too, but sadly, he’ sblind,” Nico says, making me swallow.
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I’ ve heard about the tragedy that made Liam lose his eyesight. My heart hurts for the
little boy, who obviously has grown up. He' s not a little boy anymore, but | can still
see the pain in his eyes through this picture.

“Liam, just like Ethan, has a Eagle Wings tattoo with silver streaks,” Nico says. “ That
kind of tattoo belongsto the heirs of Carter, and they are Kings here.”

My pulse quickens. Their explanation makes me realize even more how powerful my
client is. Doubts begin to cloud my mind again, I’'m not sure that | can handle this
job. Liam has already looked intimidating in my eyes even though | only saw his
photo.

Something is not fitting, though. “You said that regular members are hired by
Knights, and Knights are hired by the Kings,” | say. “So who hired you?’

It's either Zane or Dante. But based on their explanation about those two people, it's
highly unlikely.

“Victor,” Tasha says. “He' s the other Knight. Even though he's not our King, he’s no
less than God here. Ethan, Zane, and Dante have been in France for years, while
Victor runs things here. Most of us were recruited by him.”

“Y ou wouldn’'t want to mess with Victor,” Nico adds. “Even Ethan and Liam look up
to him. He used to be their father’ s right-hand man.”

After a moment of silence, Nico speaks again, “This is the kind of information you
would take to the grave. Now that you'’ ve heard about our leaders, there’s no way that



you will go back to wherever it isyou belong.”

| turn toward Tasha, who gives me aknowing smile.

“I"'m sorry.” She shrugs. “1 wasn’t planning to spill you something that would cost
your life, but your lies were terrible. Might as well shove the truth with all the
consequences, right?’

Nico steps toward me, and his voice is filled with thrill and excitement when he says,
“Now, the question is...” he pauses, eyeing me with interest. “What should we do
with an intruder like you?’

| brace mysdlf, straightening up. “Just bring meto Lia-"

Before | can finish my sentence, aloud voice echoesin the air.

“Boxing ring! Now!”

Then it al happens so fast. Someone shouts from upstairs. The music abruptly stops.
Whispers of excitement fill the air. Footsteps pound on the ground. People are
suddenly rushing in the same direction.

| can only watch what’ s happening around me in shock.

Now what?

| snap my head around, and surprisingly, Tasha and Nico are already gone to follow
the crowd.

While I'm trying to make my way out through the people, a guy bumps into me. |
can’'t help but ask, “What’ s happening?’



“Liam is fighting, and you don’t want to miss it.” He glances back at me just for a
second before rushing to the basement where everyone is heading.

| can’t help but bring my legs toward the basement. | push myself through the crowd,
following the people who are way too excited to see what’ s about to happen.

When | finaly arrive, | manage to secure a nice spot, just a few steps away from the
ring — thanks to my petite figure slipping easily between these bodies of strangers.

The moment my eyes are glued to the person standing on the ring, my heart skips a
beat.

There, standing tall in the middle of it, is Liam Carter. His chest heaves up and down,
as though he just finished running even though the fight hasn’t even begun.

He looks more masculine than the one | saw just now in the picture. His defined
muscles look even more intimidating but also beautiful like a piece of art — does that
even make sense?

He' s taller than | expected, so tall — the picture doesn’t do him any justice. His hair
Is dark and messy, amost close to jet black. And his eyes... My God, his eyes...
they’re the most captivating eyes I've ever seen. They are grey — misty and
mysterious and hold so much more.

He's angry — | can see it from his expression — but there’'s also something else.
Sadness? Grief? Pain?

He's very expressive, | almost can feel his emotions myself. Am | the only one who
noticeit? | don’t know, but | can’'t take my eyes off him.

When Liam turns the other way, | see the massive Eagle Wings tattooed all over his



shoulders and back. The tattoo is nothing compared to the other Eagle Wings tattoo |
saw today. His is enormous, magnificent. It even looks like he has actual wings,
which makes him look like an angel — not like the stereotype angel, but more like a
dark angel. A dark, lethal angel.

| don't know how long I’ve been staring at him, until our eyes suddenly meet. He
frowns in my direction, and my heart thumps. It's impossible that he notices me —
he's blind. But | swear, he does, somehow.

Those beautiful grey eyes can't see me — he doesn’'t meet my gaze— but he looks in
my direction with such curiosity, that | wonder if my intense gaze has been affecting
him.

His opponent steps onto the ring, catching his attention. The crowd cheers, but |
notice some people shaking their heads, as though they’re underestimating what’s
about to happen. Some of them even have pity written on their faces like they expect
one of the fightersto be beaten into a pulp.

It seems that Liam’'s opponent is around the same age. His body is also well built
with broad shoulders, but he doesn’'t ook as intimidating as Liam. His nostrils flare
while Liam’s chest heaves up. Liam takes a deep breath, a sign that he's trying to
calm histemper before the fight begins.

“1 don’'t understand why they never learn from their mistakes,” a girl watching beside
me is talking to her friend. “How are they supposed to complete Victor’s task if they
can’'t even defeat a blind man?’

Her friend laughs. “I don't care. We get to enjoy their practice session. We're lucky
Liam is the trainer for our fighters, and it seems that he always enjoys giving them a
hard time.”



When another guy in the ring gives the sign to start the fight with his hand, my heart
startsto race. Liam is blind — | don’t know how he's going to win this fight.

The other guy attacks first, and | almost gasp as Liam dodges his punch. When he
triesto land akick, Liam blocks it, whirlsto lift his opponent’ s body, and then throws
him harshly onto the ground.

Liam’s opponent groans in pain as the back of his head smacks the hard cement. |
wince. I’'m not used to violence, and a part of me wants to leave immediately. Y et,
my feet feel like being nailed onto the ground. I’'m being hypnotized by the sight
before me — Liam, especially.

How could a blind person move so fast and so easily? It's dmost as if he can feel his
opponent’ s movement before the guy launches the next attack.

Watching Liam fighting is like watching a beautiful piece of art slowly being
unleashed before my eyes. He moves so quickly, and gracefully, like he was the wind
and that nothing could stop him.

Ironically, Liam aso looks more composed when he fights. He's now less angry and
alot calmer than he was before the fight, as though he finally gains control.

| read somewhere that losing one of your senses might strengthen the other senses,
and | think it happensto Liam. He lost his eyesight, but his ability to feel and hear, as
well as hisreflexes, are better than normal people.

Liam lands a powerful kick on his opponent’s ribs, tossing him against the rope
across the ring. A loud ‘Ouch’ echoes from the crowd. The poor guy snaps his head

toward Liam. He glares at the blind martial artist, spitting blood from his mouth.

Anyone can see how much the guy wants to defeat Liam, but just as he storms again



at Liam, Liam ducks and kicks him on the leg, making him fall. Before he can even
get up, Liam aims another kick. The guy freezes as Liam’s foot stops mere inches
from the pulse on his neck. It's adead end for him. Liam wins.

“If this happened in your mission, you would be f*****g dead,” Liam’s voice echoes.
He then turns his head toward the other side of the ring and hisses, “Next fighters
better not call me before you win afight against him.”

The crowd roars at the victory of their king, and only then do | realize that I’ ve been
panting. Thisis crazy. | never thought that watching areal fight would make my heart
beat so rapidly.

Liam steps down from the ring. While he's making his way through the people who
automatically step aside to let him walk, | rush toward him.

“Wait.” My voice is muffled as the crowd roars again to welcome another fighter
stepping onto the stage to challenge the guy who just got beaten by Liam.

“Liam,” | shout, but my effort is to no avail because the voices around me are too
loud.

Panic begins to consume me when | see him about to disappear into the crowd. He's
the only one who will understand why I'm here, and I’ m supposed to assist him at all
times inside this house, just as Zane told me to.

| quicken my pace, and the moment | see his back, | impulsively stretch my arm to
reach him. I’'m about to touch him when he suddenly whirls around. He snaps my
hand off, pushing me backward and making me stumble until | fall to the ground.

| wince in pain, looking up to see him, only to find him glaring in my direction. His
jaw tightens, as though his body is sending him signalsthat I’ m a threat.
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Liam is blind, but his reflexes are so damn good, resulting from his primal need to
protect himself.

People abruptly stop what they are doing to watch us. I'm too shaken to stand up.
They are staring down at me and forming a circle around me and Liam. | might be the
only one here who dared touch their King — that fact is enough to divert their
attention from the boxing ring, as though what’'s happening here is much more
interesting.

Liamisstill seething in front of me. | have to explain.
Slowly, | stand on my feet. “ Sorry that | startled you.”

He frowns. His anger is still very much visible, but | can see a bit of curiosity too
from his face.

| swallow. “This might not be the best way to introduce myself.” | scan the crowd
around us, who seem to grow more quiet the more seconds pass. Then | return my
gazeto Liam. “Do you mind if we talk somewhere else?’

Privately, | beg in my heart. Being the center of attention like thisistoo much for me.

“Speak now. Here,” Liam says in acommanding tone, leaving me no room to argue.

| have no obligation to obey that kind of command, but | have a feeling that going
against him now would lead to more trouble.



| straighten my spine, taking a deep breath. “I'm Emily, your new caregiver. Y our
brother, Ethan, hired me to take care of you and assist you.”

Ethan must have informed him about me, so he should be expecting me, shouldn’t
he?

But then, Liam looks dlightly taken aback. It's not a good sight, especialy since |
notice the irritated look on his expression. | hear some people trying to muffle their
laughter while the others scoff.

My brows furrow in confusion as | wait for Liam’s response. He closes his eyes and
shakes his head in disbelief. When those grey eyes return to me, | see the same fury

that greeted me awhile ago.

“Do you think that | need af*****qg caregiver?’ he bites out, making my heart sink.
“Do you actually think that | do?’

No one makes any sound, anticipating what he'll say next. | don’t even know if the
fight inside the boxing ring is still happening — it probably isn't — because the
silence that follows after he speaksis excruciating.

“Get lost.” With that said unbearably coldly, Liam turns around and leaves.

Fx****qgridiculous.

| never thought that such aliar existed among Eagle Wings members. How the hell
did Victor recruit the newcomers?

| storm into my room with my fists clenched tightly on my sides. My chest rises and
falls because of my anger.



The fight inside the boxing ring earlier might have calmed me down, but that girl just
made me even angrier. She even mentioned Ethan, and that story she made up was
insane.

There' s no way that Ethan would hire a caregiver for me.

Emily, her name. Who does she think she is?

F*****g po%r-

The sound of my phone ringing on my bed catches my attention, and | instantly scoff
because | know who the caller is from the ringtone.

About time, Ethan is calling me. | usually don’'t answer his call, but maybe | should
now.

| grab my phone, feeling that | might break it because of how hard I’'m gripping it.
Thisisf*****girritating.

The second | answer Ethan’s call, his voice echoesin my ear. “Finaly.” He lets out a
long sigh. “About damn time you pick up my call.”

| listen closely to any other sound from the other side of the line and only hear faintly
Dante ordering food to someone.

No gunshot sound. | feel dlightly relieved because no matter how much | hate what
Ethan is doing over there in France with the guys, he' s not in danger right now.

| hear alight chuckle. “Wait, have you aready met her?” Amusement is now laced in
his voice.



| clench my jaw, feeling like I’'m going to explode. If it’s actually true about the girl,
I’ll be f*****g mad at him.

“No wonder you picked up my call.” Although his tone is joking, | can feel his
disappointment. “I had to drag some girl into this for you to pick up your brother’s
cal, huh?’ he throws me arhetorical question, which annoys me even more.

“I’ll hang up-"’

“Wait,” Ethan immediately says, and | hear slight anger in his voice. “Oh My Gosh.
Liam, cam the f**k down.”

“You know damn well why | never want to pick up your call,” | say coldly. “If you
want to hear my voice that badly, you can drag your a*s back here.”

Ethan lets out a heavy sigh. “Quit being a brat. Y ou know perfectly well why | have
to be in France and why you can’t be here.”

| scoff. “Yeah? Because I’'m f***** g blind-’

“Liam,” Ethan saysto mein awarning tone. “Y ou know why you can’t be in France,
and we' re not doing this anymore.”

| amost roll my eyes.
Y eah. Because it’s f*****g dangerous there, and you're not letting me there because
you don’t want me to die. Y ou're leaving me here with no choice other than to accept

that you could die anytime.

“Why did you even hire her?’ | ask, not even trying to hide my irritation.



“Because you need her,” Ethan says.

Silencefdlls.

“What the hell does that mean?’ | holler.

Ethan sighs. “Listen, you're always angry,” he pauses, as though he needs a few
seconds to compose himsalf. “I know that you don’t think you need a caregiver, but |
do think that you need one.”

Before | can even interrupt him, he continues, “It’s not that | think you are incapable,
but | need someone to ook after you while I’'m gone.” His voice holds vulnerahility,
and for a second, | think that my brother is going to break.

| hate this. | f*****g hate a Situation in which | can’t do anything to make it better.

“1 have looked through some care agencies,” Ethan says. “I just want you to have a
friend. Emily is around the same age as you, a bit younger, as | remember. She has a
family member who is also blind, so she's used to taking care of someone blind who
is close to her. | know for afact that she needs money, and | think she's not the kind
of girl that will cost you trouble.”

If Ethan didn’t sound that serious right now, | would laugh out loud because of how
ridiculousit was.

| just can’t imagine my brother, Ethan Carter, digging into a care agency and trying to
find a girl to take care of me.
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“Seriously?’ | amost shout in frustration. “A girl?’

Ethan lets out a small chuckle. “What?’ | can imagine him raising an eyebrow.
“Would you prefer me to hire a dude to take care of you?’ His sense of humor might
kill me someday. “Areyou still mad that | brought Zane and Dante here with me?’

My nostrils flare. Now, he's reminding me that it wouldn’t only be him who could
get his head shot there but also my best friends. | don’t like people, but strangely,
Zane and Dante have no problem hanging around me.

“Zane will be ecstatic to hear that you miss him,” he says in amusement, “but
Dante...you know him. He will shoot you if you say that you miss him.” Ethan tsks.
“He's one cold-hearted man.” It’s clear from Ethan’s voice that he's trying to muffle
his laughter.

“You're enjoying this, huh?’ | say sarcastically.
“Comeon.” | can imagine him grinning smugly. “Let’slook at the bright side of this.
| just hired her, and you already picked up my call. Judging from my experiences, it's

onein amillion chance.”

My blood is boiling. “Rather than waiting for me to pick up your call, you could just
drag your a* s back here.”

Ethan sighs. | know that I’'m being childish again, but | just don’t want to hear that
my brother died on amission. He sthe only family | still have.



| distinctly hear Dante reminding him to be quick from the other side of the line, and
my heart sinks, knowing that he’ s about to be in danger again.

“l have to go,” Ethan says, already lowering his voice down because of whatever
happening there. “You may have a hard time warming up to her in the beginning, but
give her achance.”

| grip the phone in my hand tightly, trying to hold my anger down and knowing that |
can't escape this. If there’s one thing that | will regret later, it's disappointing my
brother.

| sense that he will hang up, so | quickly say, “Wait. Before you go, | need you to
clarify it one more time.”

Ethan doesn’t say anything. All | can hear is the sound of a car door slamming shut
and tires screeching, but | know that he’s listening.

“That girl.” | take a deep breath. “ She’' sreally not one of us?’

“She wasn't apart of Eagle Wings,” Ethan saysin aserioustone. “| didn’t choose her
among our members, but sheisapart of us now. It’'s the only thing that will make her
safe.”

| curse silently.

Had | known that earlier, | wouldn't have thought that she was a poser or a Eagle
Wings member who stupidly tried to upgrade her status by telling some f****d up

lies.

“You have to accept her,” Ethan says. “You can't tell me that you're fine, Liam.
Physically, yes. But you're always angry.” He sounds like he's speaking through



gritted teeth, leaving me no room to argue. “I’'m not dicing with death here just to
hear that you're f*****qg destroying yourself over there. I'm not f*****g coming
back from France anytime soon, no matter what you do to make me. | hired Emily, so
| will contact her if | need to. You don’'t want to pick up my call, anyway. | had to
figure out a way to be assured that my brother wasn’t going insane.” With that said in
full authority, Ethan ends the call.

| roar at the ceiling, throwing my phone somewhere across the room with such fury
that my body is shaking all over. My breathing is hard and fast. My chest is heaving

up and down.

| can't believe what Ethan has decided for me. | can’t believe that | have to accept
that girl, that | need to be friends with her. Thisisf*****g ridiculous.

He said that he wanted to make sure that | wasn't going insane, but he just made it
WOrse.

| lower myself to sit on my bed, my arms hanging on my thighs. While I'm still
trying to breathe properly, my thoughts wander to the girl.

| remember the last thing | said to her.

“Get lost.”

| clench my shaking fist, knowing that saying those words in front of our members
would only cause her one thing.

Death.

| can’'t breathe. I'm going to die.



Air is being sucked out of my lungs. My face is being pushed forcefully into the
water. The grip on the back of my head is so painful, it makes me nauseous.

| choke, my arms flailing wildly and helplessly. I'm struggling to breathe for dear
life.

Just when | think that | can’t make it, the hand pulls my hair so roughly, my scalp is
burning. | breathe the oxygen again, opening my eyes, which only hold fear.

| make out the shape of the water fountain before me. A strangled sob escapes from
my mouth while two other Eagle Wings members secure my arms with their grip so
that | won't be able to escape.

“You'retrying to kill yourself, huh?’ the cold voice echoes again in my ears.

My vision is already blurred because I'm slowly losing consciousness. Yet, I'm still
trying to stand on my feet because | don’t want to die.

I’d never been so close to death as | am right now.

They’ve been trying to drown me in the fountain located in the middle of the
backyard of this mansion.

| squint. The guy who claimed himself as one of the Knights' right-hand man laughs
at me. Everyone else laughs too, watching me. They’re standing near the fountain and
forming acircle to get a better look at me — the joke.

| hear agirl scoff. “Told you. No one would believe your story.”

| turn my head, only to find the girl named Tasha crossing her arms over her chest
and watching me with pity.



“Do you know her, Lizzy?" someone asks out loud, and now | know that her real
name is not Tasha,

Her boyfriend interrupts, “Not at all. We figured out that she lied, but she was
stubborn and didn’t listen to our warning.” He looks at me in disgust.

“Is that true, Jude?’ another person asks, and now | also know that the boyfriend’s
real nameis not Nico.

They weren’'t stupid enough to expose their real names if | ever got out of this place
after spilling to me about their |eaders.

But now that it’s not possible for me to run away, there' s nothing to lose for them.

Tears spill from my eyes as | remember my family. What have | gotten myself into?
Will | never see them again? Will | really die here soon?

Liam’'s words are like a stab to me. It doesn’t just kill me inside, but it can actually
kill me.

“Get lost.”

Such words uttered by the King of Eagle Wings are enough to make the members
take it as a death sentence for me.

“You said your name was Emily, didn’t you?’ the guy who has been ordering around
asks me again, and nothing can describe how much | hate him.

He said his name was Kelvin and that he was Victor’s most trusted person.

| remember Lizzy telling me that Victor is one of the Knights, and apparently, Kelvin



here has been assigned by Victor to run the place while Victor himself is out for a
search mission.

“So, Emily, you might be stupid for telling people that you're Liam’s caregiver, but
your face is surely better than your brain,” Kelvin says. “You're quite pretty.”

My body shudders as he eyes me from head to toe like a hunter looking at his prey.
“Not pretty enough to fool any man,” a girl shouts in the background.

Kelvin steps forward to me while I’'m struggling to break free from the two people
holding me. My clothes — my cardigan and jeans — are soaked because of all the

splashing that happened while | was trying to get my face away from the water.

I’m already shuddering, but the way Kelvin stares down at me makes me shiver even
more.

“Our king might want you dead,” he says with the cockiest smirk. “But I'm sure that
he won’'t mind if we use you for awhile before that.”

My heart jumps like awild stag due to the fear consuming me.

“No,” | stutter, my mind aready figuring out what he has in mind. “Please, let me
go-”

Excitement becomes more obviousin his expression. “Not that easy, filthy littleliar.”

He tips my chin up with his finger. My lips tremble as another tear drops from my
eye.
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“l don't know,” he whispers in a voice that makes me want to disappear from this
world. “I’m thinking about turning you into a slave. What say you?’

That would be the worst way to live. My world crumbles.

“Say that again,” a cold, threatening voice echoes through the night, and everyone
suddenly turns dead silent.

Chills run down my spine as my gaze lands on the person I’'m supposed to take care
of.

Liam Carter.
The younger king of Eagle Wings enters the site. Everyoneis on alert.
“Liam,” Kelvin's eyes widen as he watches Liam walking toward him.

Liam is blind, but he has excellent orientation of where he’'s heading, just by using
his hearing and his other senses.

“l said...” Liam clenches hisjaw. “ Say that again,” he repeats in a menacing tone.
“Well,” Kelvin begins nonchalantly, but | can hear the dlight shake in his voice, a
sign that he' s intimidated but trying to hide it. “ Since you practically announced that

you wanted her gone, we were discussing how to get rid of her.”

| can feel the air getting tense, like everyone is holding their breath. The silence that



follows after is so gripping, you would even hear it if apin dropped.

“We figured out that it would be better if we could make her our slave.” Asif he can
sense that Liam is about to counter that, Kelvin quickly adds, “I mean, she could be
useful. You don’'t even have to feel her presence around. We will make sure that she
won't bother you.”

| never felt thislow.

| feel so humiliated and degraded. Do they even see me as a person?

Liam opens his mouth and what comes out surprises us al, “And what made you
think that you shouldn’t offer her to mefirst?’ he asksin acold voice.

Kelvin stares at him with alost expression. “But you didn’t want her anywhere near

you.

Liam steps forward again, his aura giving off unmistakable authority. “Well,
apparently | wouldn’t mind if she offered herself asmy dave.”

“Come on, man. You told her to get lost,” a guy daringly shouts out loud, causing
gasps and frantic whispersto fill theair.

Whoever just shouted doesn’'t value his life because their king can punish him in an
instant. Luckily, he’s hiding in the crowd.

Liam scoffs, facing the crowd. “Right. | wasn’t being completely fair to you. If you
want her that much, we shall decide it in afight. I'm your leader, and I’m now giving

you equal opportunity.”

The crowd goes even louder, wondering what that means.



“Whoever winsthe fight will get her,” Liam says.

My heart aimost stops. It will be better if they bury me alive. They don’t even think
of me as a human being. They’re stomping my dignity and feelings like I'm a piece
of trash.

Does this always happen every time they find an intruder inside Eagle Wings?

Everyone goes silent after that challenge from Liam. No one moves. Kelvin doesn’t
move either even though | can see him balling hisfist.

“Anyone?’ Liam asks.
Still, nobody dares fight him. Now, | see even more that everyone fears Liam when it
comes to one-on-one fights with him. The blind man is their martia arts trainer, and

until now, I don’t think that anyone here has ever beaten him.

“Well, it's clear now,” Liam says. He turns his back to us to walk away. “Follow me,
Emily.”

| freeze on the spot. | don't know what to do. | might have escaped a devil, but |
might just be walking right to another one.

I’m supposed to take care of Liam, but after what happened tonight, | don’t think that
| can trust him anymore.

“Now,” he barks, making me jump in fear.
My mind is wondering if he's going to hurt me. But maybe it’'s better than staying

here with these animals. Maybe I'll still have a chance to escape Liam since he's
blind.



Whispers and murmurs are still echoing around me when | finaly take a step. My
legs are shaking, and I’m afraid that I’ m going to collapse.

Yet, I’'m trying my best to walk. | follow Liam back into the mansion that | will never
be able to call home.

| feel her behind me when | step into my room.

“Close the door,” | command, and she does as | say.

What happened in the backyard angers me, but | must admit that it was my fault.

| still haven't turned around. | expect her to talk first.

“What the hell is this?’ her voice holds pain and anger, the tremor in it letting me
know that she' s trying to hide her fear too.

| turn around, which makes her immediately step back. It's bothering me that such a
small movement from me causes her to draw back instantly. It’s obvious that she sees
me as athreat.

“What is happening?’ she demands. Her choked sob makes me imagine the tears
running down her face.

| can’t blame her for crying. | heard the sound of water splashing when | found her in
the backyard. They must have tried to drown her. Not to kill her, but to build the fear
inside her.

“Your brother hired me as your caregiver,” she says, “but then you told me to get
lost. Why didn’t you tell your brother about that, huh? And now you' re expecting me
to be your slave?’ The frustration is evident in her voice.



| don’t say anything yet. | know that she still has alot to throw at me.

“This place is f****d up.” Her choice of words makes me off guard because it's so
different from the way she spoke to me for the first time in the basement.

That time, she sounded tentative, innocent. Right now, she sounds like a mess, like
she' sfalling apart.

Her ragged breathing lets me know that she is about to break down.

“This place—" Her voice is shaking uncontrollably. “What the hell is this place? |
don’t want to be here. | don’'t belong here. Please, just let me go.”

If she thinks that it will be that easy to just step out of this damn place, she's
mistaken.

“Unfortunately,” | say, and | do fedl that word. | want her to leave this place too. “It’s
not possible anymore.”

| step forward, and she retreats again. Her movement leads her to my bed. | follow
her, causing her to be cornered against my bed.

“Once you step into this place, you can't get out of it,” | say. “Either you're a part of
us or you're dead. The only way for Eagle Wings members to leave this house is if
they’re on amission.”

“1 don’t want to be apart of it,” she cries. “You guys are crazy. You're all evil.”
Again, | can't blame her either for feeling that way because of what they did to her in

the fountain. But silently, I’'m angry a my brother for choosing a girl like her to be
here. She doesn’t belong in our world. She's not suited to be with us. She's pure.



“What do you guys do for aliving? Killing people?’ she asks, and | don’t even know
whether she asks that out of genuine curiosity or sarcastically. She sounds both.

| tower over her. “We might.”

| can hear her faint gasp, and | can feel her trying to crawl away from me on the bed.

“What are you doing?’ she stutters.

My blood starts to boil again. | don’t know what’s happening to me, but feeling her
shaking due to her fear of me makes me angry.

| never thought that feeling someone shaking could annoy me this much. | felt
people sfear of me when they fought me, but it never bothered me like this.

| draw my face closer to her, causing her to yelp. “Are you f*****qg crazy?’ | hiss.
“1’m not going to f*****g touch you.”

My words stop her movement, but then she cries softly. “I don't want to be
anybody’s slave. I’'m not yours. I'm not atool for you to use as you please, whether it

be non-sexually or s*x.”

“Shut the f**k up,” | bite out. “Let metell you something.”
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She'ssilent, and | can hear her swallow.
“l have no interest in you,” | say. “You just happened to be stuck here, and there’s no

way out. I’'m actually doing you afavor here. | doubt that there will be a place for you
to sleep soundly other than this room, my room, after what happened tonight.”

| didn’t mean to make her remember what happened back there near the fountain, but
she had to hear it.

There' s no other place safer in this house for her than my bedroom.

Back there in the yard, | could hear their whispers when they thought about ways of
using her. | could hear Kelvin's excitement and sick thought in his voice when he
talked to her.

I’m blind, not f*****g stupid.

No matter how much | don’t want to admit it, the safest place for her here is where
sheiswith me.

“So, we're going to do this,” | say firmly. “You are here with me because you have
no other choices. | am allowing it because my brother is being a pain in the a*s.
You're going to stay in this room, but you will do your best to make it feel like you
don’'t even exist.”

Silencefdlls.



She might be at aloss for words, but my ideais the only way for her to survive.

“This place is not for you, Emily,” | speak in alow voice. “Eagle Wings is not where
you belong. It's not your comfortable home where you can slegp soundly holding
your unicorn. It’s the place where you will hear gunshots and witness bloodshot when

it's necessary.”

She lets out an audible gasp. | can even hear the slap of her palm covering her mouth,
as though she can’t believe what | just said.

“I'm f*****g plind, and I’'m not your f*****g hero,” | make my point clearly. “So,
it's up to you. You might want to try to escape and risk getting yourself killed. You
might want to roam around the house where they will steal a chance to harass you, or

you might want to stay here and be good, pretending like you don’t even exist.”

She doesn’t say a word for a while, but then she whispers brokenly, “Why do you
have to be so mean?’

| scoff. “You rewelcome.” | can't believe she forgot that | just saved her.

| walk away from my bed and head to the bathroom, leaving her to absorb everything
that just happened to her.

It's only day one with Emily, and she has already given me af*****g headache.

| curl myself on the bed, leaning against the headboard as | hear the water running
inside the bathroom. Liam is taking a shower, and I’m here like a helpless girl.

What should | do?

While I’'m hugging my knees, another lone tear falls to my cheek. | miss my family



so much. | wonder what Kate and Tyler are doing right now.

My phone has been taken from me, and | can’'t even call them. Even though | can’t
tell them what happened to me, | just want to hear their voices.

While I’'m pondering in my thoughts, Liam walks out of the bathroom with only a
towel wrapped around his torso. The sight makes me let out a gasp, which causes

Liam to snap his head toward me with a scowl on his face.

He glares in my direction, his wet hair hanging loosely on his forehead. I'm restless
because he looks angry, again.

“Did | not tell you to makeit like you didn’t even exist?’ he reminds me in irritation.

“You rewalking half naked,” | counter.

Herolls his eyes.

“1t’ s not my fault that you startled me,” | say.

“It's not like I’'m going to do something to you—" he stops mid-sentence and growls.
“Fine.”

It seems that he remembers what almost happened to me tonight. Despite still fuming,
he snatches his jogger from the wardrobe and walks back into the bathroom. When he

comes back, he' s aready wearing his pants.

I’m grateful that he didn’t get naked and change clothes in front of me because that
might make me feel uncomfortable.

| watch as he searches for something inside his wardrobe again, looking like he's



trying to find a T-shirt to wear. His back is facing me, so | can see his massive Eagle
Wings tattoo again. It indeed looks like actual wings, black with silver streaks, his
identity as the king.

| find myself mesmerized by his tattoo again. It’s beautiful.

“Stop staring,” he snaps, making me taken aback. “1 can’'t seeit, but | can feel it.”

| sigh, tearing my gaze away from him. | feel his movement toward the bed, and the
next thing | know is that he dips into the bed, lying next to me, already wearing a
black t-shirt.

He rolls on his side, facing the opposite direction. “Too bad that there's only one bed
in this room, and that there’s no f*****g couch. Be grateful that | don’t kick you out
of my bed.”

Again, hiswords sting.

Now that | think about it, he's actually doing something nice, but his words ruin it.

| travel my gaze around his neat bedroom. There's a recliner sofa near the
bookshelves and a chair behind the desk, but none of them is suitable for someone to

sleep on.

While my eyes focus on the bookshelves, | find many books lining inside it. | wonder
If he reads braille books.

“Do you read—’

“Just let me f*****g deep,” heinterrupts before | can finish my question.



| stare down at myself, at the mess that | am. My clothes are damp because of what
happened at the fountain, ruining the bedsheet where I’'m sitting. But | don’t care. |
have no energy to move.

| feel drained, mentally and physically. My body no longer feels cold. Maybe it has
been numb for awhile.

But then, | can get sick if | stay like this, so after mustering all the energy left in me, |
get off the bed and walk toward the bathroom to wash myself.

| could barely get enough f***** g dleep last night.

While | was lying in my bed, | couldn’t stop thinking about Emily. | knew for sure
that her clothes were soaked because of the incident at the fountain, and when she
finaly decided to take a shower, | did let out asigh of relief.

She didn’'t have her suitcase with her yesterday, so | knew that she didn’'t have any
clothes to change into. | purposely left the bathrobe hanging behind the bathroom
door, and | guess she took that.

| just couldn’t imagine her sleeping beside me without any clothes on. She didn't
seem like a girl who would be comfortable doing that despite the fact that | was blind.

The night was getting worse when she started crying. She might think that | didn’t
notice it, but | could hear her sniffling, and it was f*****g annoying. | knew that she
had just left her family and that she was now stuck in this place that felt like hell to
her, but goddammit | hate it when girls or women cry.

Not that | cared.

Or was it annoying because | f*****q cared?



Now as the morning comes, | splash the water from the sink onto my face. My head
is pounding. | brush my teeth, but | still can’t stop thinking about the girl who is now
sleeping in my bed.

My brain is trying to figure out what | will do today with her being around. Her
existence is already annoying me this much, | wonder how | will survive the
following weeks — or worse, months. Ethan better be f*****g coming back here as
soon as possible so that we can talk. | have to persuade him to send Emily away, but

with the way we always argue, we will only end up fighting.

Maybe he'sright. | can't f*****g control my anger. But then again, he’s not the one
with disability.

| step out of my bathroom, ready to have my morning jog. The sooner | can escape
Emily, the better.

Emily’ s voice surprises me when I’ m about to open the door of my bedroom.

“Where are you going?’ she asks.

| turn around, hoping that she will notice the irritation written on my face.

“Morning jog,” | say.

I’m about to turn around when she interrupts, “Wait. Please, don’t leave me just yet.”

Her voice holds so much vulnerability, and | can't help but feel bad. She's still trying
to figure out how to adjust to this new situation.



Page 15

Source Creation Date: July 3, 2025, 7:15 am

| give her my attention again, waiting for her to say more.
“How will | have my meal?’ she asks, and | figure out that she’s hungry.

She didn’t ask about the place where she could have breakfast in this house, which
means that she's still afraid of getting out of this room.

“You'll getit,” | say.

I’d already thought about it last night.
“Someone will bring it for you.”
She'ssilent, but | can feel her uneasiness.

“Don’'t worry,” | say. “It won't be the guys from last night. You'll get to know her
soon.”

She sighsin relief, knowing that it will be a girl who will come to this room.

“What about you?’ she asks with a hint of curiosity in her voice. She must have seen
the confusion in my face, because the next thing she saysis, “I mean, | know that you
can have breakfast anywhere in this house, but | just want to know your usual
routines. Do you eat in the kitchen or dining room? Or do you prefer to have your
meal inside your room? What about your schedules? Do you have a martial arts
practice during the day? When do you train the fighters? Do you go out—"



“1 thought | made it clear that | didn’t need a goddamn caregiver,” | snap, not wanting
to hear the rest of her questions.

She doesn’t respond to my harsh statement right away, but after seconds pass, she
saysfiercely, “ Then what do you expect me to do?’

| can hear the frustration in her voice.

“Do you really want me to go crazy, being imprisoned in this room like a lost
wounded animal? Why don’t you just tell everyone in here that | am indeed your
caregiver hired by your brother? If you had done so, | wouldn’t have been picked by
them and they wouldn't see me as a Slave that they could just use and trash once
you're bored with me.” Her sob suddenly breaks, letting me know how much that
thought has been haunting her.

| can hear her fear all over again in her voice, and my fist instantly shakes with rage
again. | hate how she is affecting me this much. | don’t know how to respond to her
demand yet, so being the cruel man that | am, | turn my back to her.

“Liam.” Emily grabs my arm.

Her touch almost makes me explode. | don’t like being touched, literally, by anyone.
One who knows me better will be smart enough to maintain distance from me.

But Emily’s touch is even worse. She's shaking, begging for help. To me, she feels
fragile as aglass. She makes me want to pull her into me, but at the same time, | want
to push her away because I’'m afraid that she will shatter.

What the f**k iswrong with me? This girl is making me crazy.

While I'm trying my best to hold my anger, | turn my head again. | can’'t see her



expression when she looks at my face, but whatever it is that she sees, it gives her
hope because she says, “Please. | really need your help.”

“Makeit quick.” | can only utter those harsh words.

| know that once again, | made her heart sink, contrary to my intention of helping her.

“My suitcase,” she stutters, “the guard outside didn’'t give it back to me after
inspecting it. | really need it. My clothes are in there. My stuff—"

Those words are enough for me, so without waiting for her to finish her sentence, |
step out of my room and shut the door behind me, leaving her alone.

| hear the door being knocked, and once | open it, | am greeted with a girl.

She looks around the same age as me. She has shoulder-length hair — brown colored
— and she has pretty green eyes.

She smiles at me, and | can already feel her kindness.

When | focus on the tray of food she's holding, | quickly open the door wider to let
her in. | watch as she places the tray on Liam’s desk.

“Thank you so much.” | approach her, grateful that she did come to bring me food.

I’m expecting her to say something back, but then she points at the door, as though
she's trying to tell me that she still has something else for me. A moment later, she
drags my suitcase into the room, and huge relief washes over me, | feel like | can

burst into tears.

| was worried that | had lost my belongings.



“Thank you. You don't know how much this means to me.” | want to hug her, and
since she doesn’'t show any reluctance, | wrap my arms around her.

When | pull away, | see the same happiness skating on her face. This girl seemslike a
genuine person. | feel like | can be her friend.

“Did Liam tell you about this?’ | ask.

The answer is clear, but | just want to hear it from her. She only nods, and | assume
that she's not a talkative person.

“I"'m Emily, by the way.” | stretch my arm for a handshake, which she accepts. “And
you are?’ | raise my eyebrows.

To my surprise, instead of answering my question, she pulls out a pile of small note
papers and a pen from her pants pocket. My curiosity kicks in as she starts writing
something. When she shows me what it is, my heart sinks,

I’m Tera. Nice to meet you, Emily!

I’m amute, by the way. | can’t talk. | hope you don’t mind talking to me like this.

| shake my head and smile. “Of course. I'm so happy to meet you, Tera. Thank you
for helping me out.”

To answer your question, yes, Liam did tell me to do these things for you.

Honestly, it’ s rare to see him do something like this.

“Ishe anice person?’ | ask. “Please be honest.”



Tera shakes her head in amusement.

Sometimes he acts like a pain in the as, but he's actually a good person. Don't
worry.

| let out a sigh of relief. Talking to Tera is already making me much calmer. | need
someone like her in aplace like this.

“My jobisto take care of him,” | say. “But he doesn’t let me.”

A frown touches her lips.

Why?

“l don’'t know.” | shrug. “I’m pretty sure that he found me annoying.”

Thistime, Tera shakes her head in disagreement.

Don't let that get into your head. Please, don't give up. | think he needs someone like
you. Just let me know if | can help you with anything.

There's so much more | want to hear from her about her sentence, but | decide to
focus on one point first.

“I really appreciate your help,” | say. “Can you tell me more about him and this
place? He' s blind. How does he usually get help around here?’

With enthusiasm, Tera writes me, and her answers are long.

Liam has been living here since he was born. He lost his eyesight when he was only 9
years old in a car crash that killed his parents and his sister. Since then, he kind of



changed into someone who was aways angry. Many people saw him, and still see
him, as a lost cause because none of them knows him better. He's traumatized, and
not many people can understand that. Please, don’'t give up on him. Behind his harsh
exterior is akind and caring person.

Asfor his daily needs, he usually takes his meals in the kitchen unless he' s not in the
mood and wants to bring the food to his bedroom. All Eagle Wings members do their
laundry by themselves, but it doesn’t apply to Liam. My father does that for him.

| ponder in thought. Tera s father might not have to do that anymore because it’s now
my job.

Curiosity builds up inside me. “I’m sorry for asking this, but what does your father
do? And what about you? In which part of the house do you two live in?’

It's very tempting for me to sleep in her place. It sounds better than here, on the same
bed with Liam. But | don’t want to barge into her privacy — | just met her.

My father is a tattoo artist. He does the tattoo for Eagle Wings leaders and members.
Sometimes, | help him with that.

We live in the basement but not the one where the boxing ring is. It's another
basement.
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| remember Lizzy telling me about the Eagle Wings tattoo that can only be crafted by
two artists. Apparently, they’re Tera s father and herself. They must be so talented
that no other artists can copy what they do. It’s because of them that Eagle Wings can
maintain their tattoo exclusivity. Nobody can have a Eagle Wings identity unlessit’s
made by them.

Tera and her father must be considered very important for Eagle Wings. It's no
wonder that she seems close to Liam and that Liam trusts her.

| can’'t help but give her another hug. “Thank you for coming here. | hope we can be
good friends.”

She smiles sweetly, returning my hug. Then she writes again on another note.
Of course ?

Anyway, | have to go help my father again now. Before | go, there’s something else |
want to give you.

| frown, wondering what it is. Tera reaches for something from the other pocket of
her pants. My eyes widen as she hands me a phone. It's not mine, but it looks brand
new.

| read a note from her.

Thisisfrom Ethan. He'll call you.



I’m sorry that your phone was taken. Eagle Wings members are not supposed to have
personal phones other than the ones given by their leaders, and not everyone in here
can have them.

| take the phone from her. “ Thank you.”

I’m glad that | can finally talk to Ethan.

| never expected that | would be shoved into this kind of dangerous environment
when | first accepted this job.

Hopefully, Ethan can give me an explanation.

My heart leaps with delight as | think that | can talk to Kate and Tyler again. |
remember Tyler’s number, so even though | don’t have my phone with me anymore, |
can still call them by using this phone from Ethan.

Terawrites to me again.

I’ll see you again.

| nod as she gives me another reassuring smile. She excuses herself, and | watch as
she steps out of the room and closes the door.

| plop myself on the bed, going through my new phone with excitement. | know that
everything | do with this phone — all my calls and all my messages — may be
tracked by Eagle Wings, but | don’t care.

| proceed with setting up the phone first, including putting my fingerprint and
passcode for security. | know that they can do anything, but thisisjust for precaution
in case the horrible guys out there suddenly want to take it again. The thought of



them harassing me still makes me think twice before going out of thisroom. My heart
sinksas| realize al over again that | am no more than a prisoner here.

Just as I’'m about to dial Tyler's number, the phone rings. | stare blankly at the
unknown number showing on the screen, wondering if it’s Ethan.

| swallow, answering the call. “Hello?’

“Emily,” aman’svoice echoesin my ear.

It's Ethan.

| have so many questions in my head that | don’t even know what | should say to
him. Before | can make up my mind, Ethan is already speaking again.

“I may not have enough time because I’'m in a hurry, but | have to talk to you about
Liam.” There are sounds of people speaking in the background, distinctly, so I'm
guessing that he's in a public space but currently excusing himself to make this call.
“How ishe?’ he asks, and | can hear concernin hisvoice. “How is my brother?’

| want to say that Liam is being a pain in the a*s, but then, | decide to choose the
words wisely. I’m talking to the first heir, the King of Eagle Wings.

“To be honest,” | begin. “He's a difficult person. Did you even tell him that | was
going to be his caregiver? Because it didn’t seem like he agreed to it.”

Ethan sighs and then curses. “I had no other choices. He' s pulling away from me, and
| just want to know that he's okay. He needs someone to take care of him, no matter

how hard it is for him to admit that.”

| remember very clearly that Liam hated to feel that he was incapable. That was why



he told me to get lost.

“1 know that you paid mein full amount, but | don’t think that | can—"

“Listento me,” he cuts me off. “I don’t care about the money. Y ou don’'t even have to
return it should anything happen before the contract ends.”

Ethan sounds pissed, and it makes me think twice before crossing him again.

“My brother has been in agony since he lost his eyesight,” Ethan says, “and the
environment around him — that f*****g house — is not good enough for him to
heal. There are only afew people | can trust there, and they don’t have the capacity to
give him the help that | want.”

| listen intently, sensing that what he' s about to say is going to be important.

“Liam is constantly angry with everything, but mostly with what happened to him. |
don’t think that he'll ever accept the fact that he’s blind,” Ethan says heartbreakingly,
| can amost fedl the pain myself. “He’s angry that he can’t be normal. He thinks that
he's incapable, which is far from the truth. | always knew that he had a protective
nature since he was akid, so | taught him martial arts. It helped him alot. He learned
so hard. | taught him, and | taught him, until he became even better than | was.”

Ethan sounds like he' s speaking through gritted teeth, like it hurts him to the core that
his brother is suffering.

“Right now, he can fight better than me, and | can’t be more proud of that. But it's
not enough.”

| swallow, waiting for him to say more.



“He doesn’t let go of the grudge inside him, and he always thinks less of himself.
Waiting for him to fall apart is like a ticking time bomb. | don’t want to lose my
brother,” he emphasizes every word of the last sentence.

| hear the sound of a gunshot from the other side of the line, and my heart almost
stops. Shouts are ringing, and someone tells Ethan to leave the place.

“Shit,” Ethan cursesin alow voice.

It sounds like chaos over there. People are screaming. Someone is crying. More
gunshot sounds are heard.

“l have to go,” Ethan says. “Please stay with Liam. Help him see that he’'s not the
person he thinks heis. You have afamily who went through a similar experience, and
you f*****qg know how | feel. Just bring his light back. Bring my brother back.”
Another curse, and just like, that the call abruptly ends.

My heart is racing, and | redlize that I’ve been panting. | don't know what is
happening with Ethan right now, but | hope that he makes it out alive. He' s the only
one who can help me out of this place.

While I’'m trying to compose myself, | ball my fist tightly. | can’t back down now. |
have a family that | have to return to, so I’m going to nail this job whatever happens.
Because Ethan Carter doesn’t want me to give up on his brother.

* kk%k*

Thankfully, the call with Kate and Tyler went smoothly. | just wanted to let them
know that | was doing okay and to make sure that they were doing all right without
me. In their mind, | was studying at Florida Tech University, and luckily, I could
answer their questions about my living apartment, my studies, and my roommate



without having to make it suspicious.

| transferred a portion of the money that | got from Ethan to them. | lied to them,
telling them that it was excess money from the loan added to my salary from my
previous part-time job. What they didn’t know yet was that | was going to transfer
more money.

Today, it's my third day inside this Eagle Wings mansion. As soon as | finish
changing my clothes in the bathroom after taking my morning shower, | see Liam
sitting on the recliner sofa beside the bookshelf.

Judging from the sight of him lying there with his eyes closed and earphones plugged
in hisears, it seems that he fell aslegp again while he was listening to music.

| sigh. | want to ask him about breakfast, but he looks so peaceful slegping there that |
don’'t dare wake him up.

Y esterday, Tera brought me meals three times a day. But today, I’'m not sure if it's
going to be the same.

| take my new phone from the nightstand to check if Ethan has replied to the text |
sent him last night.

| need your help. | don’t feel safe in this mansion because I’'m not a member of Eagle
Wings. They think I’'m an intruder because | don’t have any Eagle Wings tattoo. Can
you clear that up?

My shoulders sag in disappointment because there’ s no reply yet. He hasn’'t even read
it.
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My mind is telling me that something bad has indeed happened to him during his
mission, but worrying will do nothing to help me. | just hope that he will respond as
soon as possible so that my worry will be eased.

| glance at Liam again, thinking that | shouldn’t be depending on other people that
much. My job hereisto take care of Liam, and | can’t do that if I’'m being a crybaby

myself. Besides, if | go downstairs to get food for Liam, they can’t possibly harm me.

With that in mind, | head to the door, preparing to get food for myself and Liam. We
can just have our meals inside his room.

When my hand touches the door handle, | glance back one last time at Liam and find
him still sleeping soundly on the sofa. | step out of the room and close the door
behind me softly.

| hope that the hallway will be deserted, but that would be too good to be true.

While I'm trying to find my way to the kitchen, | pass some guys and girls who
automatically snap their heads toward me as soon as | walk by. Their gazes make the
hair on the back of my neck stand. The atmosphere here hasn’'t changed at al. It's
still as horrible as the night they were trying to drown me.

The air around me feels like it’s made of sin. No kindness. No empathy. Just evil.

| can hear their whispers.

“Look. That's Liam’'s dave.”



“Do you think that he touched her? | don’t think he ever touched a girl.”

| can feel the girls' jealousy al over the air. While I'm trying to ignore all their
acquisitions about me, one comment makes my pulse quicken.

“Look. It’sthe girl without the tattoo.”
Fear builds up inside me again. | want to run for my life. | don’'t belong here. They're
supposed to kill me. | don’t know if Liam claiming me as his slave would save me

anymore.

It's not that difficult to find the kitchen because, at this hour, that’s where everyone
practically comes and goes.

Many kinds of food are aready prepared on the giant kitchen island, where everyone
can just grab a plate. The sooner | can get out of the kitchen, the better. | take a tray

and start to prepare the food for Liam and myself.

A whistle catches me off guard. | snap my head toward the source of the voice, and to
my horror, Kelvin is staring at me.

Kelvin crosses his arms over his chest. “Look who we have here. Liam’s slave, who
is apparently agirl without the tattoo.”

Everyone is paying much more attention to me now than before.
| attempt to ignore him and just pour mushroom soup into a bowl. My hand shakes a
little as | reach for the toasts. | beg in my heart that he will ssimply leave, but sadly, he

walks towards me instead.

I”’m ready to get the beverages when | run into someone’s chest. I’ m about to drop the



tray. When | glance up, | see Kelvin smiling down at me with a smug smile. Two
men stand on either side of him.

“Well, then.” He raises an eyebrow in ateasing way. “Was he nicer to you than we
were?’

| get chillswhen | think about what this man has done to me. They laugh.

His pal adds, “Come on.” “You need to let us know if he gets bored with you so we
can start teaching you alot of great things without bothering him.”

“Unless our king wants to share,” the other guy says with a sneer. “It’s risky,” he
says. “But it might be worth a shot.”

“Be careful, guys,” someone says, and as | look over, | notice atanned guy with curly
hair giving the three of them a warning look. “From what | remember, Liam doesn’t
like to share. Do you remember how he dared us to fight him over Emily? | would
think a million times before going against him.”

| feel better in my chest. At last, someone is trying to make them think.

Kelvin'sface stiffens as he thinks about it further.

The guy who just stood up for me takes my arm and pulls me away before Kelvin can
make a move towards me. “Come on, Emily. I' [l help you get the drinks.”

| look back to Kelvin and his buddies. He says something quietly to himself before
the three of them leave the kitchen. | let out asigh of relief.

“Thanks,” | say to the individual who just helped me.



He helps me place two bottles of water on the tray I’'m holding. “Y ou’ re welcome.”
He grins, and I’'m glad to see that he’' s being nice to me. “I’'m Arthur, by the way.”

He takes me back into the corridor, and | follow him. | believed he would go upstairs
with me, but then he gently pulls me towards a spot under the stairs, which surprises
me. He pushes me against the wall, but he stays far enough away from me that |
know he’s not going to damage me.

“You need to be careful, Emily,” he warns. “What are you doing here, girl?’

| huff. “Well, surprise. | am Liam’s carer. He just doesn’t want to admit it.”

Arthur seems unhappy. “That’s the truth?’ His lips twitches in anger. “What a
f*****g jerk.”

“Do you really think everyone is going to believe me?’ | ask.
Arthur looks down, asif he's really thinking. He looks back at me and says, “| don’'t
know.” His voice shows that he is disappointed. “I’'m sorry, but | don’'t think they

will, unless you have atattoo.”

“Is it possible for me to work as a carer for Eagle Wings leader without being a part
of it?’ | ask. “I don’t even want to be amember,” | said.

Arthur says, “Not a chance,” and he means it. “The rules are very clear here. No one
who isn't amember can come onto the property. There’s no room for negotiation.”

| swallow.

Arthur warns, “Don’'t go near Kelvin.” “He’' s bad for you. He' s dangerous.”



| chuckle without any humour. “I know that very well. Do you know him well?’

Arthur shakes his head. “Not redlly, but | know enough about him to know what kind
of person he is. My brother is the one who is close to him. I’'m sorry he made fun of
you just now.”

Arthur’s fury is obvious, and it’s nice that he cares for me when most others here
don't.

“If no one here will believe my story unless | have a tattoo, why do you believe me?’
| ask. When he looks at me with a confused expression, | immediately add, “Not that
| have a problem with that. | just want to know why because it means so much to

me.
Arthur’sgrinis back. “Because | know what it felt like.”

| look at him with sguinting eyes.

“Because | was once like you, Emily,” he continues. “I saw you when you first
walked in. Y ou looked so lost, like you didn’t want to be here. Y ou’ re not an intruder,
and | knew it the moment | saw you.”

What he said almost makes me cry. He' s the only one here who trusts me so freely.
Liam couldn’t do that either.

“l1 was like that too,” he admits. “I came here because | was worried about my
brother. He sent a lot of money, but my family never found out what he did. | did a
lot of research and finally found out about Eagle Wings. | was worried that he was

doing something dangerous, and it turned out that my fear was right. Now |I’'m stuck
here too because | was looking for him.”



| feel bad for him since histaleis so awful.

“I"'m so sorry,” | say inawhisper. “I’'m sorry this happened to you.”

He shakes his head once again. “I’'m fine now. | can make it. I’'m worried about you,
though. You shouldn’'t be here. This place will ruin you. Liam is blind, but he's a

dangerous man. Did he touch you?”’

There's a sparkle in his eyes that makes me believe he could be possessive, but |
don’t want to think about it too much.

“No, hedidn’'t,” | say.

Arthur grins. “Good. Just let me know if you need anything.” He abruptly kisses my
cheek, which surprises me.

He just offers me a mischievous smile as | glance up at him.
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“Where the hell have you been?’ Liam yells at me as soon as | walk back into his
room.

| put the plate of food on the nightstand and shut the door behind me with my foot.
Liam is aready standing up with his arms crossed over his chest and glaring at me.
His anger makes me dizzy, so | respond in the same annoyed way. “As far as |
remember, you were sleeping on that chair, so forgive me if | didn't want to wake
you up,” | add in amocking tone. “I remember someone telling me to act like I’ m not

even in thisroom.”

His lips come together in a narrow line. “I was going to ask you to come down for
breakfast with me.”

My mouth isopen. | feel alittle guilty.
| didn’t think he would think about it.

“Well, you don’'t have to do that anymore.” | say this in a quiet voice. “| brought
breakfast here.”

He sniffs, and | don’t know why, but it s funny to see.
“Yeah. It smellsgood,” he mumbles. “Isit—"

| conclude for him, “Mushroom soup,” figuring that the meal he's asking for is the



one that smells so good.

| walk up to him with the bowl of mushroom soup in my hands. | put it on his desk,
and he sits down right away.

| laugh alittle when | hear, “Someone’ s hungry.” “Isit your favourite food?’

| think it is because Liam doesn’t even try to deny it.

He gently feeds himself with the spoon, but then he abruptly splattersit, which makes
me yell in astonishment.

“Be careful. It's still hot—"

“Did you put f*****g corninit?’ heyells. It'samost funny to see.

“What?’ | say again.

He hisses, “Corn.”

A light bulb goes out in my mind. Hereally dislikes maize.

“1 didn’t know you didn’t like it,” | said. “It wasn't my fault because | didn’t cook it
either.”

He drops the spoon on the tray, which makes a loud noise that echoes in the room. |
can't help but feel sorry for him since his expression shows how upset heis.

“You can still eat it, you know. | can help you with that.” | walk up to him, but his
body language doesn’t say “welcome.”



He says, “What do you mean?’ in a questioning voice.

“1 can feed you and make sure the corn doesn’t get into the spoon,” | reply.

He doesn't say anything straight immediately, but his enraged look would make
anyone quiver. “Are you really going to feed me?’

“Come on,” | say. “Don’t be a baby. Now is not the time to fight. You're hungry.
Y ou want your favourite food—"

With unyielding power, he adds, “I’m not letting you feed me.”
| want to roar in anger. “Then you can say goodbye to your mushroom soup. How are
you going to eat it without my help? How would you separate the tiny corns? My

God, everybody likes corns. How can you not like it?”

He yells, “ Shut the f**k up,” to make me stop talking. “Goddamn it, your voice is so
annoying.”

| close my mouth to appear professional. Working with a handicapped person,
especially one with atemper like his, takes alot of tolerance.

We fought like we were still in kindergarten, and | can’'t help but feel bad about it.

| ask, “Are you going to let me feed you or not?’ and | can’t conceal how annoyed |
am.

He thinks for a long time and then speaks so softly that | can hardly hear him. “Just
thisonce.”

| struggle to hold back my laughing as | take the spoon in my hand. | don’t hear mafia



bosses acknowledge they lost all the time.

“Why didn’t you just tell me you were hungry when you woke up?’ | say. “You
could have eaten breakfast sooner.”

“Because | knew you would be hungry too and that you needed me to feel safe
downstairs to get your breakfast,” he adds, startling me with how honest heis. “I was
waiting for you, but you took along shower. | fell asleep while | was waiting.”

| don’t know what to say. Liam Carter might not be as awful as he looks.

| smile, but he can’t seeit.

“Here comes the food,” | hum.

He readily opens his mouth. He eats the soup and closes his eyes in pleasure.

| ask, “No maize, right?’

He sighs and opens his eyes. “Not maize,” he murmurs, which makes me grin again.

He appears happy now, but he still looks dangerous. | wonder whether he will ever
smile again. That concept makes me want to work hard to get it.

| jokingly try the aeroplane gesture while | keep feeding him. It doesn’t work at all,
and he just gives her a murderous look. I’m convinced that his enemy

would run away right away if they saw it, but it doesn’'t bother me. | chuckle a lot.
When | laugh, he stops, therefore | stop laughing right away.

| whisper, “What?’



“You're laughing,” he says with a grimace on his face. “I think this is the first time
I’ ve heard you laugh since you got here.”

He was right when | thought about it.

| didn’t believe | would ever laugh here again, but | did.

I’m also surprised by the fact.

“Yeah, | guess so.”

“It's annoying,” he says with a frown, and | can feel my head starting to hurt again.
“Y our laughter is so annoying.”

Why does he have to mess things up?

| laugh, and the remainder of my feeding him stops.

It's been afew weeks since Emily moved in, and her presence is driving me insane.

| can’'t stop thinking about how she cuddies up next to me in bed, how she sings in
the shower, and how she talks every time she opens her lips.

I’ve heard a girl’s voice before, but there’s something about hers that | can't stop
thinking about. The sound of her sigh and yawn is still haunting me.

Why does she have to sound so alive and sometimes so angry? | can also hear how
gentle and weak sheis at the same time. It doesn’t add up.

I’d rather live with abear on a mountain than with afemaleif thisis how it fedls.



Her smell is something else | can’t fight. Damn it, her smell... | wish | didn’t know it.
She smellslike flowers and candy that are soft. | really didlikeit.

For me, there's just a small difference between loathing it and being fascinated with
it. | dislike it because | can’'t choose how much it affects me. | don’t want to confess
that I'm af*****g creep, but | would be lying if | claimed | didn’t attempt to smell
her aroma on the bed sheets when she was in the shower.

Today, I’'m jogging around the house in the evening when | hear someone running up
behind me. | don’t need to see the individual to know whoitis.

is. Emily is the one who made the footprints.

Her steps are too short compared to mine, so she's out of breath and struggling to
keep up with me.

“Liam,” she says again, and my heart almost skips a beat.

| have no idea what’s wrong with me. Why does my heart not want to help her every
time she tries to get close to me?

| close my eyes and breathe in the air as the wind sweeps across my skin. The
fragrance of the grass is so strong that it makes me think it's going to rain soon. Even
though it hasn’t begun yet, | can smell therain. | dislike being in the rain, so we need
to go back inside as soon as we can.

Sadly, Emily is going to squander my time again.

| turn around to look at her. She suddenly stops moving, and | can feel her looking up
at me.



She asks, still attempting to regain her breath, “You haven't told me about your
practice schedule tonight.” “Are you going to be in the boxing ring again tonight?
What about dinner? When do you want to eat?’

“What the f**k are you doing?’ | yell, trying to keep my cool. “Why do you always
have to follow me? I’'m not a kid. | can take care of myself, and | was doing fine
before you got here. How many times do | have to say that you' re annoying?’

Emily isn’t saying anything, and | see that what | said could have been too harsh.

“I'm sorry.” To my amazement, she says those words. She really does sound guilty.
“l didn’t mean to barge into your persona space. | didn't mean to disturb your
privacy. | just—" She stumbles over her words, sounding like she’sin danger. “1 have
something to...”

| frown and wait for her to explain. For some reason, my heart startsto race, asif I'm
scared that something horrible isreally happening to her.
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When the rain starts to fall, she’s still looking for the proper words. | swear. The rain
gets heavier with each passing second.

| stomp away from Emily to look for a spot to stay dry. We're at the farthest part of
the backyard, so it will be too far to get back inside. | would think about that
aternativeif | didn't dislike rain so much.

Before | know it, I’'m rushing towards a gazebo that isn’'t too far from where we are.
Even though I’'m blind, | can find it without any trouble since | know exactly where it

is. | know this property inside and out.

The heavy rain hitting my body is aready making me angry. The sound of it hitting
the ground hard is obstructing my hearing.

Rain, damnit. | really didikeit.

| halt under the gazebo and breathe hard. Emily comes over to me. She is also
panting, but not as hard as | am.

“What'swrong?’ she says, worried that thisisn’t a natural reaction to the weather.

| closed my eyes and held my hands tightly at my sides. “I hate it.” My voice sounds
rough. | open my eyes once more.

“What?’

“Theran.”



We all stay quiet for a long time. The only thing we can hear is the rain dropping
fiercely.

“Why?" Emily eventually asks again. She seems really worried, which makes me feel
alittle less tough.

“1t makes me feel helpless,” | add, and I’'m surprised that I’ m saying it out loud.

This gal is progressively helping me let go of my feelings. | have no idea how she
doesit.

Emily doesn’'t ask for further details, but | can aready feel the words coming to mind.

“1 hate how the rain hits my body,” | say. “It's really harsh, like it’s trapping all my
senses. | don't like feeling it because I’ m aready blind.”

She doesn’'t say anything, so | keep on. “The rain also washes away all the other
smells and scents. | fed like all my clues have disappeared. It also makes it hard for
me to hear because all | can hear isthe sound of it pouring harshly all around me.”

| can only hear the sound of the rain now. | wouldn’t be able to hear Emily if she
wasn'’t next to me.

“That sounds so sad,” she continues, as my eyebrows wrinkle. “On the other hand,”
she saysin a happy voice, “I see arain as something good. Happiness.”

| can see how happy she is when she says that.
“1 like to dance and play in the rain,” she adds. “You're right. All we can feel and

hear is the rain itself, but it feels freeing, like we don’'t have to think about anything
else. We shut the whole world out and can do whatever we want.”



| can sense her going towards the rain, which makes me pay attention. What the heck
is she going to do?

She lets the rain soak her and laughs out loud. She sounds like a small child who's
really joyful.

“Oh God. It feels so good,” she squeals between laughs.

She then moves while humming. | can tell she's spinning and dancing like the world
doesn’t matter by the sound of water hitting the ground.

“Areyou crazy?’ | hiss.

“Come on.” She comes up to me and grabs my hands, attempting to pull me into the
downpour. Her fingers are chilly, but she doesn’t seem to mind.

My hands are trembling alittle bit, and it’ s really awkward.

“It's okay,” she said in a gentle voice that was so close to me that | could hear it. “I’ll
show you something so you don’'t have to be scared of the rain anymore.”

The thought sounds so good. | somehow manage to put my ego aside. | move away
from the gazebo slowly, letting the rain hit me.

| feel confined, as usual, especially sinceit’sraining so hard right now.

“Easy,” she murmurs softly, still gripping my hands securely.

| feel like ahurt and lost animal, and she is the only thing that keeps me grounded.

“You think too much,” she says. “Don’'t think about anything else this time. You're



fine. You're safe.”

| swallow and feel that her sweet voice is the only thing that can let me see in this
dark place.

Asdrops of rain hit my face, | gaze up at the sky.

“Can you fedl it?’ she says, till in a soft voice. “Feel the rain. Breathe it in. It's not
going to hurt you. It's not trying to trap you. It just wants to wash away all your
pain.”

| don't know why I’'m letting someone talk to me about something so deep and
emotional, but | want to trust what she says. I’'m now working on getting over one of
my major anxieties. If | didn’t trust what she said, | know | would become worse.

| close my eyes and take along breath, taking in as much oxygen as | need. I'm trying
to experience what it actually isinstead of inhaling dread.

New. Not too warm. But it feels good.

It doesn’t smell as awful as it used to. It's the fragrance of nature, and it’s not a bad
thing. If it’sreally attempting to wipe away all my suffering, I’'ll let it do it entirely.

| need to let go of my anguish more than anything else. It’s been hurting me since the
day my life fell apart.

When | open my eyes again, | notice a single tear rolling down my face. I'm glad she
can't seeit. It would appear like another drop of rain falling on my face.

She says, “Dance with me,” in ataunting way, and | can picture her smiling.



| now have a strong want to see how she appears when she grins. What does she ook
like when she smiles?

“Come on.” She giggles and rubs my shoulder with one hand while still holding my
hand with the other.

She proceeds to show me how to do the moves, and then we dance in therain.

She dances with such ease. This is the dumbest thing I've ever done, so | don’t
believe she realises what she's doing. But she doesn’t care at al. She dances as if
nothing else matters.

She was right: the rain is helping us forget about everything else and allowing us do
anything we want.

She laughs and twirls about while holding my hand. The sound of her laughing and
the sound of the rain pouring are the most beautiful things I've ever heard. | never
want this to stop.

My thinking takes me off guard, and | suddenly stop moving, which surprises her.
The rain has slowly changed into a light drizzle. It’s not raining as heavily anymore,
and my other sensations are starting to come back.

“Hey, Liam?’ Emily asks. “What' s the matter?’

A thunderstorm suddenly hits, making her screem and fall onto my chest. |
reflexively grab her in my arms, and right now | can feel how hard our hearts are

racing against one other.

“Sorry,” she stutters and hastily pulls away from me.



There is an unpleasant quiet, so | remark to her, “You still haven’'t told me why
you're following me today. Y ou said there was something—"’

| can’t finish my statement because | don’t know what to say. | can see she's unsure,
and I’m doing my best to keep my cool.

“Well,” she says, sounding like she’s ashamed of what she’s going to say. “I’ve been
following you around because | still don't feel safe walking around this house by
myself.”

Anger creeps into me like a disease that makes me sick.
“Especialy at mealtimes,” she goes on. “I know you saved me and that no one would
want to mess with you, but those guys are such jerks. They're still trying to scare me

while they can—’

| can’'t hear the rest. | move away from her in afit of wrath and storm back towards
the home.
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“Liam,” she yells as she runs up to me. “Wait.”

| can hear the sound of her shoes hitting the ground and making the water splash, but
| don’t stop. | keep walking towards the home.

I’m not your f*****qg hero.

| remember what | said to her, and I’ ve been trying to remember it because | can’t be
that to her.

“Please, Liam,” Emily begs, following me. “What’'s wrong with you?’ Her voice is
about to break. Her tone shows that sheisangry.

I’m not your f*****qg hero.

Those remarks keep coming back to me, making fun of me and ridiculing me. But
what my heart wants is far different from that. But the truth hurts me alot. | can’t be.

| still have a lot of worry in my heart about failing someone or losing someone after
attempting to protect them. | failed once, and it almost cost me my life.

| can’t see anything now. I’'m not meant to be a hero. The person she looks up to. And
that really gets me furious.

I’m so angry and out of control that | ailmost fall while walking down the little stairs
from the backyard. Emily immediately gets up to me and grabs my arm, but the
footing is so slick that she collapses.



| gasp and my eyes widen in disbelief. With my other hand, I’'m holding on to the
little railing. I'm OK, but Emily...

There was nothing | could do to stop her from falling. She was keeping me safe.
“Ouch,” she hissesin anguish.

My heart feels like it's going to explode out of my chest, as blood rushes to every
vein in my body. It's only a little step, so she can't get hurt serioudly, but it doesn’'t

make me fedl better.

“1 think | just sprained my ankle,” she replies, attempting to disguise how much it
hurts.

| blow up. “What the f**k did you just do?’ My voiceisloud, and | can even hear her
gasp in disbelief. “Did you even think before you did that? | told you a million times
to leave me alone. Did you ever get what | said? For f**k’s sake, just go away.”
Because | talk so viciously and without mercy, my chest rises and falls.

We can only hear the sound of rainfall and my hard breathing till she startsto cry.

“Why are you doing this?’ The sadness in her voice tells me that my comments hurt
her deeply.

When | hear her weeping, my fist shakes. It hurts my soul to see her sad.

| gritted my teeth and held back my messed-up feelings so | wouldn’t hurt anyone
else. | leave her alone and walk away.

Liam was already gone when | woke up this morning. We hadn’t talked to one other



since what transpired the day before.

Liam asked Tera to bring me food last night, but he didn’t come back until after his
martia arts class. We went to bed without saying aword, and | was doing everything
| could to prevent from crying.

| assumed he would slowly alow me in. | felt | could get closer to him and
understand him better. But just when | believed he had let down his defences, he went
back to the way he had been before.

It hurts me to know how much he's been through. The more | get to know him, the
more | can sense his sorrow and the more | can see the guy behind the icy face.

His comments sting, but | know they’re only away for him to mask his misery. | told
myself that | would help him see the beautiful thingsin life, that he can still be happy
even though heis disabled, and that heisworth it.

| sit down on the bed after | dry my hair. Someone knocks on the door when I'm
thinking about what to do today. When | open it, | see Tera standing there with a big
smile on her face.

| wonder what her intention is because she doesn’t have a plate of food with her. My
heart isfull with relief since | need to spend a day with her right now.

| say “Good morning” with a big smile on my face. “Are we going to eat breakfast
together?’

| don’t know whether Kelvin and his pals will come back to bother me, but it’ s better
to have a buddy with me than to be alone. It breaks my heart to recall that Liam told
me to keep away from him.



Teranods, and we gladly link arms and stroll down the corridor.
But Tera doesn’t take me to the kitchen; instead, she takes me to the basement. | raise
my eyebrows in doubt, and she merely waves her hand to say that everything will be

OK.

| suppose it’s the basement where Tera and her dad reside, because it’s not the same
one where they have the boxing ring.

She opens the door, and | see atattoo shop.
| move my eyes about in astonishment. The space is dark, but | can see how creative
it is. There are dark paintings on the walls, and much of the furniture is made of dark

wood. But somehow, it still feels like agood placeto live. It even feels nice.

| can see two doors that go to separate bedrooms and another door that | think goes to
the bathroom. Someone opens it from the other sidejust as | look at it.

A middle-aged man with a large smile on his face approaches up to us. He' s tall and
has broad shoulders.

“You must be Emily,” he says as he shakes my hand firmly. “Welcome to our home.
I’m Dustin, Tera' s dad.”

| grin back at him and thank him for being so kind. This modest man has given
severa tattoos to the leaders and members of Eagle Wings.

“You'refinally going to get your first tattoo, right?’ His comment shocks me, and he
chuckles as soon as he sees the terror on my face. “Don’t

Don’t worry. It won't hurt that much. Do you want me to do it for you, or do you



want Terato doit? It's up to you.

| turn my attention quickly to Tera, who is biting her lip nervously and scratching her
temple. She pulls out a note from her pocket and writes me aletter.

I’m sorry. | know you might not want it, but this is the day you receive your tattoo.
Liam stated that. It's a command.

My eyes go big in shock. | don’t think I'll ever be ready for a tattoo. People say it
will hurt, and I’m not going to get my skin tattooed.

Teralets out asigh.

Thisis how you can be absolutely safe here. Everyone else understands the rules, but
you are the only one who doesn’t.

Someone could hurt you because Liam is disabled one day. This is not a place for
those who are not members. People from outside have died here.

| gasp at that news and put my palms over my lips.

Some individuals around here have grudges and wouldn’'t put up with this kind of
mistreatment. | honestly don’t want to put you in danger.

| have to accept that | lost. I'll do it if that’sthe only way | can stay alive here.

| never believed | would be part of a mafia or gang family.

Tera s eyes soften when she sees that | want to have the tattoo.

“All settled?’ Dustin’s voice interrupts the quiet.



| nearly forgot he was here.

He observes us with a smile before leaving. He quips, “I guess you trust Tera more.
Go haveyour girls time. I’'m leaving,” and pats me on the shoulder.

| see him push through the door and leave the tattoo shop.

| tell Tera, “Y our dad seems fun and cool,” and she just shrugs.

She gives me another note.

Areyou ready?

| nod and swallow. | think | don’t have any other options.
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Getting atattoo is something I’ [| never forget, but it wasn't as bad as | feared it would
be.

Of course there are tears and small screams, but it's not that horrible. Thank you,
Tera, for making me feel like an angel is tattooing me. She is always attempting to
calm me down with her hands. She treats me with kindness and care, and she even
stops to embrace me a few times as she works.

Dustin comes back with a fresh set of tools by the time Tera is done with the tattoo.
When he sees the tattoo on the back of my right shoulder, his eyes go big.

“Isthat really the one he told you to do for her?’ Hisvoiceisfull of astonishment.

| feel uneasy within. | can’'t believe | have to go through this again if thisisthe wrong
tattoo.

Yes.

Tera uses sign language to talk to her dad.

Before | applied to the care agency, | learnt some sign language so | could be ready
for any requests that potential clients could have. However, | wasn't very good at it
because | didn’t have much time to study it.

Tera has been sending me notes since she doesn’'t know | can understand sign

language. | can sort of infer what she's trying to communicate now that | see her
doing it.



Yes. He told me to cook it for her when he came to visit me this morning. There was
no way | could have heard him wrong.

“What?’ | sound worried. “What’s going on? What’ s wrong with my tattoo?’

| can't see it yet since it's on the back of my shoulder. They don't talk for a while,
and then Dustin eventually sighs.

“Well, Emily...” He seems like it’s hard for him to explain, and | don’t like how his
voice shakes.

What might possibly make him a little nervous? He probably has done hundreds of
tattoos, so what possibly be wrong with this one that he couldn’t even find the words

to say?

He says, “I don't think we can tell you about this tattoo.” “Only Liam knows why.
Y ou can ask him when you see him again.”

| am getting more worried. | look at Tera, and she gives me the same guilty face.

Dustin says again, “I'm sorry, Emily.” “We can't tell you the answer because we
don’t want to go over Liam’s head.”

| think I’m going to weep. The last time | saw Liam, he was really angry with me.

Maybe he gave me this tattoo to hurt me, not to keep me safe.

Dustin ruffles Tera's hair and whispers, “Y ou did the best you could.” He kisses her
on the forehead. “I’m very proud of you.”

Teragrinswith tearsin her eyes, and | can’'t tell if it's a sad smile or a happy one.



“I think it’s better to wait for Liam to say it himself. | don’t think anyone would be
ready for this.” Dustin stands up straight.

Tera soon agrees and helps me put my clothing back on so that my tattoo is covered.

“Go with her to breakfast,” Dustin tells his daughter.

My heart is thumping loudly in my chest.

“Don’t worry, Emily,” Dustin says as Teraand | walk to the door.

| turn back at him and see that heis staring at me with a serious face.

“Everything will be okay.”

That’sthe last thing | hear as Tera pulls me out of their house.

Tera and | go to the kitchen. When | question her about the tattoo again, she just
looks at me with an apologetic face and doesn’t say anything.

“Please, | need to know what will happen to me.” | stop as we get close to the
kitchen.

She shakes her head, and | feel disappointed again. She puts her hand on my heart
and smiles at me to let me know that everything will be okay. But that’s not enough

for me.

| stumble into someone, and as | glance at them, | see Lizzy, the girl | met when |
initially came into this home.

“Isn’'t it the girl without the tattoo?’ She sneers and then gives Tera alook that makes



her feel bad. “Emily, you've got afriend. A dumb mute.”

I’m so angry that my heart hurts after hearing how she talked about Tera.

“Just leave us alone,” | say angrily.

“Emily,” someone yells, and everyone in the room turnsto look at me.

| get chills down my spine as | see Kelvin approaching towards me with his two
companions. One of them really does look like Arthur, and | turn my head to find the
other brother, hoping he will walk up and smack some sense into them again.

“1 think it’s time for Liam to trash you.” Kelvin pauses in front of me, and everyone
else gets quiet. “He hasn't given any more warnings since the first one, and from

what | can see, you're the one who's always on his tail.”

“Don’'t you have anything better to do than bully someone?’ | say through angry
teeth. “Maybe an important mission?’

| know | hit the perfect area when Kelvin clenches his jaw. He feels bad about
himself.

“Watch your tongue,” he snaps as he moves closer to me.

Terastepsin front of me to protect me from him.

Kelvin laughs and looks at her with sadness. “ Get out of the way, you f*****g mute.
Don’t get in the way of my business with her. It's time she knew who's in charge

here.”

Tera shakes her head forcefully. Kelvin takes one more step closer, and she bravely



presses his chest, which makes the people around us gasp. We don’t see an innocent,
silent girl having a battle with one of the Knights' right-hand men every day.

Kelvin is so angry that he pushes her so hard that she smacks a table around the
corner. | can't believe what I’'m seeing as | watch her collapse to the floor.

| yell at Kelvin, “What the hell did you just do to her?” and then | run to aid her.

Terawincesin agony. When | help her up, she takes my hand.

“Areyou okay?’ | ask, with anxiety in every syllable.

She shakes her head. Seeing the bruise on her forehead makes me angrier.

“Are you crazy?' Arthur’s brother yells in Kelvin's face, and his own face becomes
white as a sheet. “Zane will be mad if he finds out about this.”

“Shut up,” Kelvinyells,

| frown because I'm confused. | have a feeling that there is something going on
between Teraand Zane, but | can’'t be positive.

“You said it was an important mission?’ Kelvin laughs at me.

As he gets closer to me and Tera, | reflexively move back.

“Do you even know where the men who went on such amission are now?’ He makes
another step towards you, making you feel threatened. “Did they even succeed?

That’s bullshit. Victor told me he couldn’t get in touch with them anymore. They’ve
been gone for days.”



Tera s face turns pale, and her eyes fill with tears. The girl who couldn’t speak and
just held her head up high is now about to cry.

“You're worried about Zane?' Kelvin hisses at Tera, his voice full of hate. “You
should.”

| can’t stop thinking about the phone chat | had with Ethan that ended suddenly due

of gunfire and explosions. | haven’'t heard from him again after then, not even a text
back.

Something terrible has occurred to Ethan, Zane, and Dante, that’s for sure. But |
won't accept that they’ re dead.

“And you.” Kelvin glares at me. “Y ou might be Liam’s slave, but aruleis arule. If
someone comes into our base without being a part of us, they die. Liam wouldn’t
know the truth because he’'s f*****g blind. He can’t even see your tattoo.”

| defiantly tilt my chin up, but he grabs it so hard that it aches.

“Don’'t tell me you've been using him all this time.” His voice is as icy as ice.
“Becauseif that’sthe case, I’m sure he won't mind if we kill you and use you.”



Page 22

Source Creation Date: July 3, 2025, 7:15 am

I’ m attempting to get away, but his pal won't let me go. He has both of my wrists tied
behind my back. | look towards Tera and see that Arthur’s brother is holding her
back. She is scared and her eyes get bigger. She is worried about what Kelvin will do
to me.

Kelvin smirks and looks down at me with a grin that makes me sick. “Too bad, isn’t
it?” “Liam can’t see this beauty. I’m sure he won't mind if we get you a new slave. It
won't make any difference to him, right?’ Then he laughs out loud.

Tears of anger are burning my eyes. “Let me go.”

| scream as Kelvin grabs a knife from the kitchen table and pulls my shirt collar so
tightly that it almost chokes me and makes my feet leave the ground.

He points the knife at my blouse, and the tip touches the soft fabric. “No. Let
everyone see the lies you' ve been telling him.”

The stinging blade against my skin makes my heart halt. He's going to tear my shirt
off in front of everyone.

“You'rejust agirl without the tattoo. Y ou filthy little liar. Y ou're an intruder.”
It'stoo late now. | can't stop it.

When Kelvin cuts my shirt with the knife, my body shakes with panic. The ripped
cloth falsto the floor, leaving me standing here in my braand nothing else.



People are gasping and whispering in a panic. The person who was holding my wrist
suddenly lets go, and | lurch forward and amost hit Kelvin in the chest.

Kelvin steps back, which is strange. His eyes are not on me; they are on the friend
behind me. When | turn around, | see him staring at my back with sheer dread.

“What the hell isthat?’ Hisvoiceistrembling all over the place.

| turn my head quickly, but everyone is still looking at me with the same terror in
their eyes.

There's a mirror on the wall across from me, so | look at it and hope to God that this
won't be the last of me. My heart is pounding hard against my ribs.

When | view my tattoo on the back of my shoulder, time appears to freeze.
| can see two Eagle Wings. It's not enormous; it only covers the right half of my
shoulder blade. Tera made it, and it's amazing. | can hardly believe that such beauty

IS now permanently on my skin.

But that’s not al. | can see why they are all gaping at it in shock. This Eagle Wings
tattoo isn't normal since it has gold streaks on it.

| haven't seen any Eagle Wings members with tattoos like this before. | aso recall
Lizzy telling me that the streaks are either silver or crimson.

“Impossible.” Kelvin's voice is trembling too. He is staring at my tattoo, which is
now facing him.

People are chatting and whispering more quickly. They’re attempting to figure out
what it is.



Kelvin says again, “You can't have that kind of tattoo.” “It’ s not possible.”

“What do you think we're seeing now?’ a female he doesn't know yells at him.
“You're going to die. You're doomed.”

“Yeah,” another person yells. This time, it's a man’s voice. “We shouldn’t be doing
thisto her. You just dug al of our graves.”

It feels like the room is spinning and my head hurts. | don’t get what’ s going on.
People around me start to fight, yelling and getting angry.

The air is full with fear, and everything goes wrong. The phrases that are being
thrown about me and the history of Eagle Wings that | already know are going
through my brain.

Different kind of Eagle Wings tattoos show who the individual is.

Black = regular members.

The Knights, who were thought to be the commanders of Eagle Wings, wore black
with crimson streaks. There are three of them right now: Zane, Dante, and Victor.

The Kings are black with silver stripes. This tattoo belongs to the owner of Eagle
Wings and all of his blood relatives. It belongs to Ethan and Liam. If their sister were

still alive, she would have the same tattoo.

Then there’' s another one, the sort of tattoo that people don't talk about much because
they haven't seen one.

Black with gold lines. This tattoo is on the body of someone who is important to the



family but not connected by blood. They are just as vital as the Kings and must be
kept safe at all costs. Ethan and Liam’s mum was the only other person to have this
tattoo. Her spouse gave her the tattoo.

| hold on to the table on my side for support as the audience goes wild around me.
“Isthat really true?’ someone yells. “What’ s that tattoo supposed to mean?”’

“Mine,” avoice saysfirmly, and everyone stops talking right now.

My skin is crawling with goosebumps. My heart stops when | turn around to check
who the voice belongs to.

Liam is now in the room. He looks like he just got back from his morning run
because he's wearing a jacket. Anyone would be scared to death by the look on his
face.

In afrightening manner, he continues, “It means she'sf*****g mine.”

| know he' s doing this to keep me safe, but the way he said it and the look on his face
make me doubt that he truly meansit. No matter what it is, | feel abig sense of relief,
and | can’t help but cry.

He says, “No one touches Emily,” which makes the stillness that follows much
worse. People seem afraid to move a finger while he talks. “I say again,” he hisses

angrily. “No one. No one can f*****g touch her.”

His wrath is taking over his whole body. | can see his body quivering with anger, and
it makes me want to go to him.

He embraces me in his arms, and | bury my face in his chest right away, letting my



tears flow.

| don’t care. | can’t keep this relief within.

When he holds me tighter, a sweet grin comes to my lips.

It's been afew weeks since Liam gave me the tattoo, and a lot has changed within the
house.

No one is brave enough to bully me anymore, but | can still feel their eyes on me. |
can't see Kelvin and his pals anymore. People are saying that Victor has heard about
what happened in the kitchen and that Kelvin and his buddies are now on a mission
with just a 10% chance of making it out alive. | wonder whether they are being
punished in any way.

People still talk about me behind my back. | know they can’'t believe it, but | got the
tattoo coloured in black with gold streaks, and I’'m the only one from Eagle Wings
who did. A ordinary tattoo would be enough to keep me safe here, but | wonder why
Liam had me get that tattoo.

After lunch with Teraat her house, | went back to Liam’s room and saw him standing
by the window with his back to the door. He turns around as soon as he hears me
walking in, and he knocks down one of the picture frames on his desk.

I’m about to assist him get it when he grabs for it. | saw the picture of him as atiny
child sitting next to a little girl. She has a beautiful smile on her face, while he has a
grinon his. | think it’ s his younger sister who perished in the vehicle tragedy.

“Isthat...” | stop talking as he puts the frame back on the desk. | ask, “Your sister?’
and my heart starts to race.



Things are going well between us right now, and I’'m worried that my query may
make him angry. Liam has been putting up barriers for years, so it’s hard to get close
to him. He could pull back again if | talk about his sister, but I’m just so curious. |
want him to tell me more about himself and his family.

His lips quiver in annoyance as a sharp pang crosses his face.

“I"'m sorry,” | respond hastily. “I didn't mean to... | didn’t mean to make you think
about how much it hurt to lose her. | just wanted to know. She’s beautiful.”

Liam doesn’t say anything. He comes up to the bed and sits down. Since I’ ve been
living with him, I’ve figured out how he acts when he wants to shut down. He's
fidgeting now, which is one of the indicators. Then he becomes upset and lets
everyone know about it. He gets angry quickly when he thinks of the anguish he went

through.

But | know he can get better. We still fight, but it’s more like arguing now. It’s not as
severe asit used to be, and it happens less often.

| sit next to him on the bed and say, “I’'m sorry.”

| know he can hear my suffering too.

“1’m so sorry you lost her.”

He swallows.
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He doesn’'t say anything for a few seconds, but then he does. “At first, | couldn’t
believe she was gone.” Hisvoiceisfull of pain, and it hurts my heart. “| protected her
with my life. | was sure that | engulfed her so that nothing could hurt her, not even
when | felt extreme pain al over my body. The last thing | felt against my chest
before | blacked out was her heartbeat. She couldn’t be gone.”

| don’t even know whether | can hear their story now. It hurts too much.

“Liam,” | say, not wanting him to keep telling the story if he can’t. But another part
of me wants him to let it out so that he doesn’t become too angry.

“I don't f*****g know why, but a part of me says she's till aive, living somewhere,
and breathing,” he continues, as his dark grey eyes go even darker.

He sounds like he has a lot more to say, but suddenly his face drops. His face is full
with sadness.

“Even if she were till alive, | might not be able to recognise her. My f*****g
eyes...”

When | hear him say it, my heart practically stops. | instinctively reach out to soothe
him by holding his hand, but as soon as our fingers meet, he jerks away as if my
touchisfire.

He starts to pant and pull away from me soon.

| wish | hadn’t done that right away. | went too far. Liam wasn't ready for it, even



though it was just atiny bit of consolation.

| know that my reaction hurts her, even if | can’t see her. After | break her hand, | can
hear her weak gasp.

| want to turn off. | don’t want her warmth right now. | don’t like how she makes me
feel weak. | despise how hard she's trying to tear my heart out and examine what’s
within.

| can feel her moving away from my bed, and it makes me want to punch her. Damn.
| don’t know how to fix things now that she's gone. | wait for her to leave my room,
but when | hear her footsteps, | realise she’s going the opposite way.

“Can | turn on the music player?’ she asks.

| don’t know what to say. | don't mind it, and | suppose she knows that since the next
thing | hear is music coming from my record player.

The sound of old melodies fills my chamber, and my heart sinks. | haven't used this
music player in along time. When | have trouble falling asleep, | normally listen to
music on my phone via my headset. So when this song plays on my vinyl record, it
makes me think of the last time it played in my room.

It was ayear after my parents died when | performed what my therapist told me to do.
He urged me to let out my feelings about losing my parents so | could go on. My
parents used to dance to this song all the time.

| cried so hard the last time | heard it in this place. At that time, | was 12.

I’ sincredible that the music player is still working.



Emily hums a little. “I think | know this song,” she says softly. “Yeah. | think this
song was playing when | was learning how to slow dance at school.”

Dancing.

| think of the day Emily asked me to dance in the rain, and | really want her to feel
that way again, especially after | just said no to her.

| don’t know if it'sjust my guilt or if | really need to hear her laugh again.

“Do you want to do it?’ | blurt out.

She doesn’t say anything in return.

Of course she doesn't. If | don't make it plain, she won't get what I'm trying to
express. | feel so dumb all of a sudden.

“Todance,” | say. “Do you want to dance to the music now?’

Emily laughs quietly after atime. “Only if you dance with me,” she offers with a hint
of mocking. “Anyway, the danceisfor two people.”

| don’t say anything, but I’ m sure she can see that I’'m not against it.

“Come here,” she adds in a happy voice.

| don’'t want to, but | stand up. | have no ideawhat | just said. | can’'t dance, and this
IS going to be so f*****g embarrassing.

“Come on. It's okay. | won't bite,” she teases again, and my frown just makes her
giggle.



My heart races as she takes my hand. She puts her other hand on my shoulder.

“Have you ever done this?’ she asks.

| ask in athreatening way, “Y ou think?”’

“l wasjust asking.”

| can feel her arms move when she shrugs.

“If that’s the case, I’'m going to teach you a little,” she adds. “I’m not an expert, so
I’1l just tell you the basics.”

My lips make atiny line. | could seem calm in front of her, but I’'m very worried.

I’ ve never been this close to another female.

She's too near. | can smell her aroma even better, and | can feel the warmth of her
body on minelikeit’'s a part of me. Her hands are very little compared to mine. Either

mine are too huge or hers arethe size of alittle girl’s.

“Okay, now I'm going to step to your right, and you just have to follow me.” She
does as she says, and | follow her.

But | can't concentrate since we are so near to one other. Her touch makes me fedl
likeI’m on fire, and her lovely smell makes me feel like I’'m inhaling heroin.

“Again,” she says.

| almost trip because | can’'t focus.



“Easy,” she says. “We're going to do this slowly. Now, to your left.” She goes over
the steps again, but | still can’t keep up.

After a few more minutes, we eventually get into a groove, but | still make a few
mistakes now and again.

It's funny that | can practice martial arts like a pro yet couldn’t even execute these
easy steps. She'smaking it hard for me to focus.

Emily eventually stops as the music changes. “Okay. Y ou're not so bad.”

| squint at her.

“Okay, you're really bad.”

She laughs, and her wonderful laughter fills my spirit like a narcotic | have to

consume.

| don’t even know if she’s a medication or a poison, but | don’t mind taking her.

What the hell am | thinking?

“Read,” | say out of the blue.

She must be bewildered since she doesn’'t say anything else.

“Excuse me?’ she says again.

“Read,” | say again. “You once asked me if | read anything. | read books. | want to
do that now.”

“Oh, sure,” she responds hastily, sounding ashamed that she just found it out.



She draws away, and my heart already misses her warmth.

| stroll over to the reclining sofa and seat down. Emily follows me and pauses next to
the bookshelves.

“Which books do you want to read?’ she asks.

“Not the braille books. I’ veread them all,” | say. “I want to read something else.”

She stops talking, which makes me think she’s abit lost.

“Canyouread it for me?’ | ask, shocked that | can talk so well. | generaly tell people
what to do and make them cower in front of me.

This gal is making me different. | don’'t believe she understands how much she
affects me.

“Sure,” Emily responds.
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| breathed out a sigh of relief. It's weird that | feel nervous just because | need
someone to do something easy like this.

| requested her to read to me because | need to hear her voice again and again, but she
doesn’t have to know that.

At first, | thought her voice wasiirritating, but that was only because it bothered me.
Emily asks, “What book do you want meto read to you?”’
| feel dumb since | don’t even think about it. | just want her to read to me.

Sophie, my little sister, used to let me borrow her favourite books. | haven't read
them again in along time since they’ re not braille books.

“1 put it on the shelf next to my desk,” | say. “These are just regular books. Choose
the one you like best. They’ re the best ones.”

They are, because | don’t want to hurt Sophie’s feelings. | clearly recall how happy
Sophie was and how she would talk about her new favourite things with such passion.

She always had me read it too, and | was happy to do so.

“How about this?” Emily says again, as if she's reading the title of the book she just
took from the shelf. “Milk and honey?”’

It's a volume of poems from Sophie’'s favourite Korean-Canadian poet. The final



book Sophie lent me before she died is funny.

“l guessit'sayes,” Emily adds, and | can picture her lifting her eyebrows. “You're
not frowning or scowling. It'sayes,” she sayswith asmile.

| roll my eyes, but for some reason, I’m not mad. She slides the chair behind the desk
closer to me so she can sit in front of me. | can hear her turning the pages.

“Should we start?’ she asks.

| nod.

She reads it to me slowly: “The night after you left, | woke up so broken. The only
place to put the pieces were the bags under my eyes.”

| breathe in and out while listening to her cam words. It's soft, which makes me feel
better. The sentence’ s weight doesn’t worry me.

More words come out of her mouth: “I am hopelessly alover and a dreamer, and that
will be the death of me.”

| think | could listen to her forever. | know that | like every sound she makes, not just
her laughing. | don’t know how she does it, but even the sound of her whisper at the
end of the phrase does something to me.

| hate hearing her scream. At first, | thought it was simply annoying. But today, the
prospect of hearing her screams makes me so angry.

Emily reads the book so effortlessly, like river flowing. | don’t even notice how much
time has passed while I’m listening to her. | don’t know how long we' ve been like
this, with me sitting here listening to her voice and her reading to me with such care.



“Fall inlove...” she starts again, and | open my mouth too.

“We say together, “With your loneliness.”

| remember those words because | think about them alot, especially when I'm sad.

“The way—"

“What colour?’ | cut her off in the middle of her sentence. The words come out of my
mouth.

“Sorry?’ she asks, seeming confused.

“Your har.”

Thereissilence, and | bet she has no ideawhy I’ m asking this question.

“Um, auburn,” she says.

| nod, even though my mind is racing. For everyone else, it's a straightforward
response, but it's not for me.

| hear her turn the pages again, but before she can read me more of the text, | ask her
again, “What about your eyes?’

She stopstalking again, and | ask, “What colour are they?’

“She adds, “They’re blue.” “Why are you suddenly asking me these things?’

A frown comesto my lips. “Just curious.”



| can't hear what she says anymore as she starts reading the words again. These
questions are still stuck in my brain, and | can’t stop thinking about them.

My heart isracing, and soon I’ll be so angry that | can’t stand it. | can already feel my
body shaking.

Damn it.

| suddenly rise up, and she gasps softly.

“What’swrong?’ she asks with worry.

But | have to leave. | have to go because | need to get the answers. I’'m mad, and all
I’ll do is hurt her feelings.

“Liam,” she says, and | can hear her voice as | leave my room. | slammed the door
shut so hard that | thought | damaged the hinge.

While I'm sprinting down the stairs, | miss a few steps. | placed my weight on the
railing so | canleap. | really don’t care whether | fall.

| push through the back door and head straight towards the backyard. | go along the
path that leads to a tiny woodland at the back of the property like I'm crazy. | think
I’m going to lose my mind.

The noise my foot makes when it steps on a twig in the grass is so loud that it hurts
my ears. The three branches hurt my skin as | push my way through the forest, and
I’m pretty sure they make me bleed.

| can’t stand being touched. | can even feel the sun’s rays in the afternoon searing my
face.



| almost hit a tree with my fist, which made my knuckles crack. The birds above me
fly about like crazy, producing sounds that are like the noise in my brain.

The scent of the leaves hits my nose, and | can nearly taste it in my tongue.

| can fedl everything.

| can hear it all.

| can even hear the wind talking to me.

But | can't seefor shit.

My knees hit the ground. | dig in the dirt with my bare hands and clench my teeth.
The dirt... Thisis the closest thing | can locate that is the same colour as her hair. |
don’t know whether it’' s even the same thing.

When | try to hold it, the dirt slips out of my hand. | can smell it. | can feel every drop
of it tickling my skin, and | may even be able to taste it if | had to, but | can’t recall
what colour it was.

| breathe heavily and lower my back to the ground, looking up at the sky with my
arms out to the sides. | know the sky is blue, but | can’'t recall what blue looks like
anymore.

What colour is blue?

What colour are her eyes?

“F**k,” | groan as | try to calm down my hard breathing.



| really didn’t want to watch this again.

| want to look into her eyes.

Her grin.

Her hair.

| want to know everything about her.
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| close my eyes and roll over on my side. The wind seems like it wants to take my
misery away with it. But it can’t.

Damn it, it hurts. It aches like hell.

| want to see Emily, the girl who is brave enough to go inside my heart.

When she talksto me, | want to ook into her eyes.

When | make her laugh, | want to see her lovely grin curve on her lips.

| want to see her angry face too.

But my eyes can only see one thing.

Darkness.

As | head to the kitchen to fill up Liam’s water jug, | think about what occurred with
him yesterday. | felt like | nearly got to him. He's slowly alowing me in, and all |
want is to see the true, kind, altruistic man within him.

| also kept thinking about how intense it was while we danced.

| might have attempted to disguise it by being happy, but every time | was near him,
my pulse raced.

| can see the real him behind that frigid exterior.



The man who cares so much about the people he loves.

The man who was ready to give up hislife to save his young sister, even if helost his
sight while attempting to save her.

The man who is always upset because he can’t do anything to aid his sibling.

| fill the jug with water in the kitchen, then turn the corner and run into a guy’s chest.
He puts his hand over my mouth, and | almost scream. The jug of water dips out of
my hands and shatters on the ground. He pulls me into another corridor, which is
empty, and pushes me against the wall.

Arthur islooking down at me, and my eyes go big. He puts his finger over his mouth
to tell me to be quiet. | don’t know what he's going to do, but | can only nod so he
can let me go. His eyes soften, and he gently lets go of his hand.

| ask, “What are you doing?’

After seeing my tattoo, no one would do that to me again, but | also know that Arthur
iIsakind person. | don’t think he’s going to hurt me.

“1 left for weeks because they gave me a very lame job, and now that I'm back, al |
can hear is everyone talking about you and Liam,” he adds, looking angry. “Is that
rea?’

“Do you know about my tattoo?’ | ask him again.

He agrees. “1 know. That’s crazy.”

| frown. | didn’'t expect it to happen. The other members are scared of it.



“Did he think he could just claim you with a tattoo? With that kind of bullshit?’ he
shouts, and his face shows that he is getting angrier.

“1 don’'t think he did,” | respond. “He was just trying to keep me safe.”

Arthur’s expression shows disbelief. His eyes go big with surprise. “What did he do
to you? Did you even hear yourself? Don’t you remember what kind of person he is?
He' s aterrible person.”

| can’'t believe how angry | feel after hearing Arthur say that.

“I’ve been living with him, and | think | know him better now,” | say. “We can’t
judge how he feels unless we've been through something like it. I'm trying to help
him get better.”

Arthur screams, “What the f**k does that mean?’ I’m shocked that he's so angry. He
really looks like he’ s about to blow up.

“Look, Emily.” He holds my shoulders and scares me. “I know you. | see myself
when | see you. You're not supposed to be here, Emily. And we're not supposed to
be like those people. We're better than them.”

Arthur told me that he was stranded in this world because he was looking for his
sibling. | still admire him since he didn’t allow his brother and Kelvin pick on me.

“Liam is a king here.” When he talks about Liam, it’s clear that he hates him. “But
his heart is rotten. He doesn’t have one at all.”

“You don't know his heart,” | respond firmly. “Nobody here is trying to understand
him because he built walls around himself. He's blind. He can't see. How do you
expect him to know everything and control everything around here? And his brother



might be dying on amission. Give him a break, Arthur.”
His expression shows even greater disbelief now. “I can't believe | just heard that.
The way you talked about him, it was like...” He's speechless. “You can't get too

close to him. He'll ruin you.”

My lips make a tiny line. Arthur talks about Liam in a way that | don't like. Why
does he dislike Liam so much?

Arthur hissesin anger, “I thought we were the same.” “| thought we both didn’t want
to be a part of Eagle Wings, but then you got that tattoo—"

“It’s not about my tattoo,” | eventually yell at him.

He holds on to my shoulderstighter, and it aches.

“Arthur,” 1 hissin anguish.

Arthur says between clenched teeth, “So the rumour is true.” “Are you really with
him? You can’'t be with a guy like him. He can’t see you, Emily. He can’'t even see
how beautiful you are. He won't appreciate you or make you happy.”

| ask, “What do you mean by that?’ since his comments upset me.

He rapidly swallows when he realises he made a mistake. “That’s not what | meant.
Please listen to me, Emily.”

| can already feel him pulling me back as | see something move out of the corner of
my eye. | turn my head quickly and see that Terais gazing at us with wide eyes. Her
face quickly goes from calm to worried and panicked.



Arthur looks at her and swears. “ Shit.” He looks at me again and says firmly, “We're
not done. We'll talk again later.” With that, he finally lets me go and walks down the
hall.

| put my hand over my heart to attempt to calm it down. | guess | can only be friends
with Arthur, the only other Eagle Wings member except Tera and her dad. But now
that everything has happened, | don't know if | can look at him without feeling
something. | feel so bad since | could have just lost a friend.

Terarunsto me to see how I'm doing. Her face shows just worry.

| answer softly, “I’m okay.”

Tera hugs me to soothe me, and | sigh.

*k*k*%x

Days go by.

| haven't seen Liam all evening, so | go down to the basement. Liam should have
dinner by now. | wonder whether he' slost track of time.

| push the door open and see him in the boxing ring. He's working on it by himself.
No one elseishere. If it weren't for us, the whole place would be empty.

| move closer to the ring and observe Liam. He moves so quickly and accurately in
his martial arts. It seems like I’'m seeing a magnificent piece of art being played in
front of me, exactly like thefirst time | saw him.

He is as gorgeous as his lonely soul. If only he could see it for himself. If only he
could be happy again.



Liam Carter is better than he believes he is and better than most of the people who
live here.

He abruptly stops, which makes me think he can feel me moving.

He rotates his body to face me. “Why didn’t you stay in my room?”’

| let out asigh. | grin. Instead of answering him, | walk closer.

He takes hold of the rope on the side of the ring and jumps out. | grab his towel,
which isin the corner of the ring, and meet him halfway.

| enquirein apuzzled tone, “How did you know it was me?’

He lets out asigh. “I can tell by your footsteps that | know how you walk. | can’t be
wrong.”
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| laugh alittle. Instead of giving him the towel, | assist him dry off by rubbing his

face and then cleaning his upper body gently.

He is very handsome, even if he is covered in perspiration. When the towel touches
his abs, | feel my cheeks flush.

He must have seen that | was nervous because the next thing he does is help me put
the towel around his shoulders. My fingertips touch his naked flesh, and | get shivers
down my spine. I'm ready to pull away and release grip of the towel, but he stops me
from doing so. Instead, he grabs my wrists with both hands and wraps my arms
around his shoulders.

| don’'t sure what to do in this uncomfortable situation, so | softly stroke him on the
back of the shoulders. | hope he doesn’t see that my hands are trembling a little bit
because we're so close.

“Something I’ ve been wanting to do,” he replies, his voice scratchy.

| wrinkle my brows in perplexity. | whisper, “What isit?’

He swallows, and | can see that he' s frightened too. His neck muscles move.

He touches my chin with two fingers, which scares me. He squints, as if he's redlly
thinking. My heart races as his fingertip touches my bottom lip.

“Hey, lips,” he murmurs.



My heart is racing even faster. He's looking at me and trying to remember me in his
head.

“Lips,” | say again, and my lips tremble alittle because I’ m feeling so many things.

| take a deep breath and close my eyes. When | blow air on his thumb, | can hear his
breath shaking.

| can feel hisfingers moving up and caressing my nose.

“Nose,” he adds, and | can’'t help but smile.

“Whisper,” | say.

| open my eyesto see how he feels. Heislooking at me quite closely.

He says “Eyes’ again as hisfingers touch the region under my tear ducts.

| can hear the sadnessin hisvoice. He sounds like he'sin alot of pain.

His grey eyes become hazy. I'm looking at their, and he's looking at mine, but only |
can see.

His grey eyes are the most beautiful and interesting. | could look at them forever and
become lost in them. Now, grey is my favourite colour. | have no question about that.

Tears make my eyesight fuzzy. “Eyes.” | nod, and that's when a tear falls on his
finger.

It scares him. “Don’t cry,” he adds, brushing away my tear.



| hold on to his shoulders more tightly to calm down, which brings his face closer to
mine. We know how close we are to each other, but none of us can draw back.

“Emily, may |...” He stops in the middle of his sentence, and it seems like it hurts
him to say the following words.

My heart is beating in my chest. What may he do?

“Can | kissyour lips?’ he says quietly.

The butterflies in my stomach are going crazy. | take a bite. “Yes.” My voice is so
soft, but I’m sure he can hear it.

| can’'t believe | just said that.

He coughs. “1 might not be good at it. I’ ve never done it before.”

“I haven’'t done it either,” | respond honestly.

| never anticipated that Liam Carter would be my first kiss.

| don’t know how he feels about what | told him. I’m going crazy trying to figure out
what he' s thinking.

Liam also seems really apprehensive. | close my eyes and his face tightens. | can feel
his nose meet mine next.

| open my eyes wide and shout, “Wait.”

He stopsright away.



“Don’t worry about what the girl you're going to kiss for the first time looks like.”
I’m so scared that I'm talking like a mess. “Just think that you're about to kiss the
most beautiful girl in the world.”

What the heck am | saying? | wish | hadn’t said what | did, but it stoo | ate.

Liam laughs quietly, which surprises me. My eyes get bigger. I’ve never seen him
grin before, and nothing could make me feel better than | do right now.

“Oh my God.” | take a breath. “You just smiled,” | say it like | can’'t believe what |
saw.

Thisisthefirst timel’ve seen it.

Liam too appears shocked, but then his eyes light up. | want to remember the sparkle
in his eyes and how happy he was for the rest of my life.

“That's a good thing, isn't it?” He smiles in a way that shows he finds it funny. “I
don’t think | ever did it in the last nine years.”

When he leans in and brushes his lips against mine, | can’t help but close my eyes.

Our first kissisalittle awkward. Looking around. Like the first taste of being free.

“Your lips are so soft.” He murmurs against my mouth, and his voice shakes.

Liam is talking like the sensation is too much for him, but he should know that | feel
the same way.

| kiss him back with all my heart. We kiss each other back and forth for along minute
till he pulls away. My stomach hurts. I’'m worried that he doesn’t like it enough.



But as | open my eyes, | know why he stopped all of a sudden.

“I"m so sorry for denying you.” He grits his teeth.

My heart races as he kisses me again and again.

Emily Fiat isthe end of me.

The concept keegps coming back to me. It doesn’t leave my head, even when | have to
train my warriors the day after Emily and | kissed for the first time.

I’'m back in the boxing ring, but this time the basement is full with people. The
masses scream, yell, and chat like crazy.

People are watching me battle with the Eagle Wings members | choose. | can hear
some of them putting money on somebody they think will beat me. The people who
made that dumb bet must be new since anybody else should have known that no one
has ever beaten me in a one-on-one combat.

My heart beats faster and slower as | wait for the next person to challenge me. As |
sense the guy ascending up the ring, the audience gets louder. | drink a lot of water
from my water bottle and look him in the eye.

| can hear him breathing and feel the weight of his feet hitting the earth. This one
doesn’t seem big or heavy, but it doesn't feel little either. He's not very good, but he

Is certainly angry since he's panting.

His nostrils flare like abull’s, and | don’t know why. When we quarrel, it's generally
the other way around. Most of the time, I’ m the one who’s mad.

But after kissing Emily yesterday, | don't think anything can make me feel bad.



Damn god, | can still taste her lips on mine.

| still have a strong sensation of heaven in my head.

| hadn’t felt so happy in along time.

But it also seems so hig that | can’'t help but be afraid that when | wake up, it will
simply be adream.

A gentleman yells to start the fight, and exactly like | thought, my opponent runs
towards me like a crazy person. He moves quickly, but I’'m quicker since I’ ve been
practicing all the time for years. My other senses are five times greater than a regular
person’s, and martial arts is my therapy. Anyone who picked a battle with me would
be afool to think they could beat me.

Just as his punch is about to hit the side of my head, | duck. | take advantage of that
single second of his unbalance to go low and kick his feet, which makes him fal to
the ground with aloud thud.
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The audience is going wild, and | hear a person cursing my opponent. When people
watch the fight, they often act like animals. They like the brutality, and occasionally
their feelings get the best of them.

I’'m glad Emily isn’t here to see the fight. | don’t like the notion of her being in the
crowd. Not only is the battle violent, but so is the crowd.

| really don’t like the notion of her being here at Eagle Wings, even if | want her so
badly that it makes me fedl like an addict. Emily and danger shouldn’t be in the same
location.

After | kick him down, the man gets up. | can tell he’s becoming furious by the way
he breathes. He yells at me again, and this time the tips of his fingers almost touch
my neck. My heart starts racing right away, and my eyes widen in disbelief. This guy
wants to kill me by choking me while forcing me against the rope at the edge of the
ring.

| move behind him and slide under his arm before he can grab my neck. | kick him in
the back so hard that he falls forward against the ring’ s rope.

As | gasp in disbelief, the audience cheers again. Thisisn't right. This man seems a
little strange.

He hit me like he wanted to kill me, like he really wanted to kill me.

| should have knocked him out with the force | used to kick him into the rope, but
now I’'m face to face with his anger again. When his body turns to me again, | can



feel his penetrating stare on me, but I’m not going to give him a chance. I’'m going to
finish this battle right now.

It'sreally excellent for their practice that one of them is so determined to beat me, but
| have afeeling that something iswrong with this person.

| do it first so he can get his equilibrium back and storm at me again. We meet in the
middle of the ring because we' re both moving quickly, but he's not fast enough to get

out of the path of my punch to hisface since he's still shaken from my attack.

| hear a loud crack when his jaw fractures. The audience cheers so loudly that it
almost makes me deaf. My opponent falls to the ground again.

My jaw feelstight, and I’ m breathing hard and fast.

Everyone is horrified that he is still attempting to get up. | can hear loud gasps in the
basement, and | can even feel my heart rate go up.

He wants me that much, and | want to know who the hell heis.

| bend down to hit him one last time, but suddenly | feel pain in my upper am. |
moan loudly, and the audience gasps and swears back.

He stabbed me with aknife, for f**k’ s sake.

| hiss in anguish. No one has ever stabbed me. | don't know what gave him the
courageto do it. | never let anyone bring weapons to a battle with me.

He could have stabbed me in the heart, but when | was ready to deliver him the
ultimate blow, my thighs were holding the sides of his stomach and my arms were
holding him in place. He could only aim the dagger at the flesh of my arm.



He hisses, “You deserve to die.” His whole body is shaking with wrath, not just his
voice. “You should die, you bastard.”

He still maintains a firm hold on the knife that is stuck in my skin. | took a hesitant
breath as my hand hovered over histo take the knife. When | finally wrap my fingers
around the handle, | feel like I’ m going to shatter his fingers.

| clenched my teeth and my body shook with anguish. | carefully draw the knife out
of my body, using al the strength | can find to stop him from putting it back in. | look
up at the ceiling and yell. After | take the knife out, it makes a noise on the bottom of

thering.

People are running into the ring to break us up. | hear him yell in rage as they pull
him away from me.

“Stay away from her,” heyells.

| can feel my heart stop because | know who he' s talking about.

“Stay the f**k away from her,” he keegps yelling at me. “She’s too good for you. Y ou
can’'t even protect her, and you never will be able to, you f*****g motherfucker.”

He is furious, and things are going crazy around us. | can hear his voice right now. |
know what you mean.

“Come on, man.” You told her to go.

He was the one who yelled at me when | told my members beside the fountain that
night that they were going to make Emily their dave.

“I beat you,” he yells. “I won. | got her. Y ou promised me that. Now give her to me,



you f*****qg jerk.”

| pant and touch the cut on my arm as | hear my own heavy breathing.

“Areyou okay, Liam?’ people | don’t know keep asking me as they rush to me.

This is the first time a member has attacked a leader. | can see how shocked they
would be.

“Please, wait,” someone pleads. “We'll take you to the doctor as soon as we can.”

| close my eyestightly, but not because I’'m in agony.

Emily.

Why is this happening to her?

| can’t quit thinking about what he said.

Y ou are not good enough for her.

Y ou can’t even keep her safe.

A scared, frantic voice from my opponent’ s side fills the air and says, “What the f**k
did you just do?” A man istalking to my opponent. “F**k. Did you even know what
you just did? Why did you hit Liam?”’

“Because he deserved it—"

“Arthur,” the man says in a scared voice, “Stop.” They were afraid of the wrath and
repercussions that would ensue if they attacked me, their monarch.



Arthur. | don't know this name. | don’t think I’'ve ever talked to him, so | have no
ideawhy he would do anything like that.

My gut tells me that he and Emily are friends. Based on how he talked about her and
the fact that he was already interested in her the night they were bothering her, there

ismoreto thetae.

“Don’'t worry about it, Liam.” Someone crouches down next to me and brings me
back to redlity. “We'll make sure he gets the punishment he deserves.”

There is only one penalty for treason, and it will be much harsher because he just
assaulted me, their monarch.

Death. A death that hurts.

“No. Let him live.” | gritted my teeth.

| can picture the shock on the faces of the people around me when | say that.

“Put him in our jail, and don’t touch him until | talk to him.”

It is now morning.

While I'm ditting in the bathtub, | let Emily wipe my upper body with a wet towel.
The water comes up to my hipbone, yet I'm not completely n**e. I'm still in my

shorts.

She is helping me take a bath, and | really appreciate how carefully she massages the
region around the wound. Her presence relaxes me.

At first, | thought she was really annoying. It was the denia that was talking to me.



The doctor told me not to worry about my arm. The stab wasn’t very deep, perhaps
because Arthur was so tired from battling me, and it would heal well.

| turn my head towards my upper arm and feel Emily softly massaging my shoulder
blade. She tucks a piece of my wet hair that isin my eye behind my ear, and | let out
atrembling breath when her flesh touches my face.

She says, “I can’t believe someone did this to you.”

She has stated that a million times since yesterday night, and | still haven't
questioned her about Arthur.

| know I’'m scared of what the response will be. What if Arthur istelling the truth?

| always knew | couldn’t keep her safe and that she would be too lovely to be true.
That’s why | kept saying no to her at first. But then, saying no to an offer like that
from paradise was too hard for someone like me who had gone through so much
suffering, so | couldn’t resist Emily.
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She says, “I wonder who did it,” in avoice that sounds furious. “That jerk cheated in
the fight. He wasn’t supposed to use a weapon.” She talks like she can’'t stand the
notion of someone injuring me.

| stay quiet for awhile before | eventually say something. “Arthur. That’s his name.”

She gasps, which confirms what | thought: she knows him. | can feel my anger rising,
but I’'m doing my best to stay cam.

She murmurs, “What?’ in amazement. She shakes her hand when it touches my
shoulder and jerks away.

| can feel her falling to the floor of the restroom. She rests her head on the side of the
tub, and I softly run my fingers through her hair.

| murmur, “What happened?’ since | don't want to make her any more unhappy.
“Tak to me.”

Emily’s breathing is unsteady. | can’'t stand it when she gets injured. | can tell she's
straightened up and is paying attention to me again.

“I don't know.” “It's just—" She chokes, her voice full of perplexity. “I never
thought he would act that way.” | should have helped him comprehend better. | may
have made my point better if | had spoken up. | should have talked to him again after
| said no.

“What do you mean?’ “Urgency is clear in my voice. | get anxious because I'm



afraid he did something terrible to her. “Did he make you do something you didn’t
want to do? Did heinjure you? “I hiss with anger.

“No, it's not like that,” Emily responds hastily. “It’s just...” She takes along breath,
and the seconds that follow are so painful for me. “He really cares about me.” Liam,
he' s a decent person. Unlike the other members, he didn’t bother or bully me. He was
pushed into Eagle Wings when he was only seeking for his brother. | think he’'s one
of the few individuals here who really gets how | feel. But recently, especialy after
his last assignment, he become quite brave about achieving what he desired. | just—

She takes another shaky breath, and it sounds like she's going to weep. “I don’t know
why he attacked you like that.” He shouldn’t have acted that way. | feel awful for him
because | know what sort of guy he used to be, and | would be lying if | claimed |
didn’t care about him. But I’'m also really angry that he hurt you. “Oh, God.” Her
voice is shaking, and it sounds like she's covering her mouth with her hands. “If
something even worse happened to you, | don't think,” she stutters. “1 don’t think I’ll
forgive-" She can’t even finish her sentence.

| make atight fist.

It would be an understatement to say that I'm jealous. She was right; she can’t hide
how much she cares about him. But | understand where she’'s coming from; at that
time, he was the only man who could make her feel better. | might have protected her
in my own way, but | have to admit that my mouth sometimes ruined everything | did
for her.

| was a coward when it came to saying | cared about her, but this guy didn’t have that
problem.

| pull Emily into my chest, and she arches her back and wraps her arm around my
neck. | close my eyes because I’'m still not over the fact that Emily could be happy



with a guy like that. A norma guy who didn't lose his eyesight, didn't have
attachment issues, and didn’t worry about failing to protect her.

But | have to keep my impatience in check since her sentiments are what matters
right now. | know for sure that she would be upset if Arthur is punished.

“You don't haveto tell him anything else,” | say.

She turns her head, and | can picture her staring up at mein awe.

“I'll talk to him, and you don’'t have to worry about anything,” | offer. “He'll be
fine.”

*kkkkk*k

| walk down to Eagle Wings jail with Emily still on my mind. The jail is in the
basement, which is lower than the boxing ring.

The guards at the entrances of the prisoner cells are already waiting for me. One of
them shows me the way.

I’'m glad Emily isn’'t here with me to go to the cell. It's not just because I’'m scared
that Arthur isn’t in the right frame of mind to talk to her; it's also because this jail
isn't a good place for her. There aren't many prisoners down here—most of our
traitors were killed as soon as possible—but even though there are only afew of them
here, their states aren’t good for Emily to see.

As | walk down the hall between the cells, | can hear one prisoner scream in pan
from the t*****e and the other beg for forgiveness over and over. The prisoners who
are till in our jail are the ones who die slowly and painfully. The way they die
depends on how bad their sins were and how much they betrayed us.



Victor told us to take those two captives. Ethan, Zane, Dante, and | didn’'t place
anybody in our jail. The three of them were occupied with far more important
assignments, and | didn’t care about our members until Emily came and changed
everything.

Now I'm headed inside our jail to talk to the prisoner | placed there yesterday. | told
everyone not to touch him until | talked to him, so Arthur should be good.

When | eventually halt in front of Arthur’s cell, the response should welcome me.

The guard says, “He' s doing fine.” | know | can’'t seeif it's dark or not. “His ankleis
chained, but | can see that he’ s doing fine even in this darkness.”

| nod, but then the guard abruptly moves towards the cage, and my brain goes off like
an alarm.

“Wait.” Hisvoiceisfull with anxiety. “He can’'t be... Oh my God.

My heart is racing as he rapidly opens the cage and runs towards Arthur.

“F**k,” he says. “F**k.”

“What the hell isgoing on? “| ask impatiently.”

“1 thought he was okay until | saw the drool coming out of his mouth.”

| get closer to the cell, and | feel terribleinside.

The guard moves and sounds like he's attempting to discover Arthur’s pulse. “ Shit.”
He's not here anymore.



For asecond, | think the world has stopped moving.

“What the hell happened?’ ” | blast so loudly that I’ m sure the whole prison can hear
me.

“l don’'t know,” he says, breathing heavily and sounding as scared as | am. “Maybe
he thought he would be punished for betraying us.” | promise that the last time |
checked on him, he was still alive. “Oh, shit,” he swears again, sounding like he just
recalled something crucial. “He must have gotten the poison from his friends when
they came to see him.”

My heart isvery low.

Arthur must have felt that ingesting poison would be a better way to die than being
tormented slowly and brutally. He didn’t realise that | wasn’t going to do that to him.

My rageis so strong that | feel like I’ m about to burst.

The guard stutters, “1I’'m sorry. | didn’t know he was going to kill himself.” | should
have informed him that you didn’t intend any harm, but | didn’t even know what you
were going to do to him when you saw him again. He stabbed you. You are our

King—

“Enough.” | gritted my teeth.

“1 should definitely call the doctor,” he stutters again. “I mean, | examined him, but
I’m not sure. I’ m going to fetch the doctor now.

| hear him racing back towards the exit while I’'m trying to figure out what to do. |
don’t want Arthur to die, but | know that he will. | can’t even think how Emily would
fedl if she knew this.



“F**k.” I hit the ground of the cell with my fist, without caring that my knuckles are
bleeding.

| get up and leave thejail. | trip afew times since I’m not used to the hallway. When |
get closeto theend, | hear alot of noise.

“What do you mean when you say he's dead? “ Someone snaps, their voice full with
terror. “My brother is till aive.”

| remember hearing this voice before, in the boxing ring, when Arthur stabbed me
with a knife. Apparently, it’'s his brother. He seems much more scared now than he
did then.

“That’s suicide,” the guard replies, seeming guilty. “He poisoned himself.”

“What?" “Hisvoice cracks, and | can almost feel his agony.

“What’ s he doing?’ “ Another voice echoes, and | can't breathe.

| know whose voicethisis.

“Emily,” | say in shock.

| warned her not to come with me, but she must have since she was worried.

Arthur’s brother hisses, “Y ou filthy bitch,” before | can let everyone know I’ m there.
Y ou are the reason he died.
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| walk with rage blazing in my blood.
“No.” Emily sounds like she’s about to cry.

“You f*****g manipulator,” Arthur’s brother says. It sounds like he wants to murder
her. “You’'ll f*****g pay for this one, you-"’

Before he can finish what he's saying, | grab him and wrap my fingers around his
throat, squeezing it tightly. “Watch your mouth,” | hiss. “Don’'t talk to her like that.”
Y ou better say you're sorry to her.

| want to choke him so badly. The only thing keeping me from doing it is that his
brother recently died. | can understand his rage since | have a brother too. | don't
know what | will do if the same thing happens to Jackson.

| let go of him and lessen my grasp. He breathes deeply, but he doesn’t say anything.

| turn around quickly as | hear Emily’s footsteps outside. Following the sound of her
shoes stamping on the ground fills me with worry.

“Emily,” | yell. “Hold on.”
But she doesn’'t listen to me. She keeps running, and | keep after her like my life
depends on it. The way she runs tells me know that we're going down to the ground

level.

| know we're in the backyard when | feel the afternoon wind on my skin and the sun



on my face. | follow Emily until | hear the fountain water.

| can tell she’'s sobbing in front of the fountain because her knees hit the ground and
her head is on the edge of it.

| stop in my tracks. Hearing her screams again terrifies me. Her tears stop, and my
heart breaks even more. My hands are trembling at my sides because | feel like I'm
coming apart too.

“I"'m to blame,” she murmurs, her heart breaking. “He died because of me.”

“No,” | answer firmly, almost furioudly.

My voice is shaking too because I’'m hurting for her. | wrap my arms around her

tightly from behind and beg, “Please don’t say that.”

When our cheeks contact, | can feel her tears on my skin. | can taste her tears, and it’s
not just on my lips; it'salso in my heart. It tastes like a harsh punishment.

“1 never meant for it to happen,” | explain, trying to get the knot in my throat to go
away.

It'smy fault if it isanyone’ s fault.

She wouldn’t have looked for comfort in anybody elseif | hadn’t been ajerk at first.

He wouldn’t have doubted me or felt | was aterrible person if | had been awonderful
guy and commander who could keep my warriors safe.

He may have thought | could defend her if | hadn’t been blind.

While | embrace Emily from behind, she keeps weeping. The sound of her crying and



the water from the fountain make the quiet day feel peaceful.

I’m not saying anything, but | can hear Arthur’s voice quite clearly in my thoughts,
like if the dead guy is watching us and trying to warn me.

Y ou can't keep her safe.

You don't deserve her.

Y ou can’t make her smile.

Emily wraps her arms around my waist and holds my hands like I'm everything to
her.

“Letitgo,” | say. “It's okay. Emily, you can cry as much as you want. “I’m here.”

When | say it, she cries even more. | hug her even more.

I’m sorry.

I’'m very sorry.

| keep saying those things to myself over and over again. | can't say them out loud
because it won't help. My apologies can’t compare to the tears on her face.

A new day has begun.
As | wash my face, atear slipsfrom my eye. | whimper and think of how Arthur died.

When | pat my face dry with a towel, | look in the mirror and see that my eyes are
swollen from sobbing.



Liam held me all night long, but it didn’t make the anguish in my heart go away.

It's bad enough to find out that someone | knew killed themselves; it's even worse
that | had something to do with it.

| didn’'t intend to make Arthur fedl like he lost the only person who understood what
it was like to be in a place where everyone el se wanted to be but us.

| attempt to divert myself by brushing my teeth, but it doesn’t work.

As soon as I’ m done with my morning ritual, | leave the bathroom. My legs stop short
as| see Liam waiting for me. He is standing in front of the bathroom, facing me.

The serious look on his rugged face catches me off guard. He appears like he has
something very important to tell me.

My heart isracing. | don’t believe | can handle any more terrible news.

“Boxing ring,” he says.

| don’t know what to say.

“Let’s go there.” The way he says it makes it clear that | can't say no, and he will
take methereif | don’t want to go.

“Thering?“Why do | haveto ask?

Liam turns around and expects me to do the same, which | do.

“Why?" “I"'m asking again, trying to keep up with hislong strides.”



| can only see his back, but | can picture the deadly ook on his face as we walk down
the hallway. It's still very early in the morning, so there aren’t many people around.
Most people in this part of the house party until late at night and then sleep for afew
hours because they drank too much.

“Do you think I will just forget about it after hearing what his brother said to you last
night?’ “He talks through histeeth.”

| become scared when | think of what Arthur’s brother said to me when he threatened
me. He said | should pay for his brother’ s death.

But talking to him and telling him | cared about his brother seems like a horrible idea.
He must detest me so much that he wants me dead.

We go to the basement where Liam typically trains martial artsin no time. | look at
the boxing ring and wonder what Liam would do.

Why is he bringing me here?

Liam pulls off his shirt and throws it down before he even stops walking. Then he
turns back to look at me, his mouth tight.

I’m still out of breath from getting here so quickly.

He steps into the arena and says in a strong voice, “Follow me.”

He reaches out his arm to help me climb up, and | allow him pull me up.

| can see where thisis heading, but | don’t think I’'m ready. Liam, on the other hand,

appears to be in a hurry, as if bringing me here is the most essential thing right now.
But | still believe he' srushing it. I'm not ready for it.



“1’m going to teach you,” he says.

| swallow.

“You heard him. | can’t stop thinking about it. “He’s going to hurt you, Emily.”
“Liam—"

He cuts me off before | can even say what | want to say. “I can’t always protect you,”
he says. “He knows he will be dead if he ever touches you, but he's still going to do
it.”

It's clear that he's angry. | can tell that this is making him feel bad. His hands are
tightly clinched at his sides, and his chest isrising and falling.

“I'll hunt him down if he ever comes near you, but I’'m not going to take that
chance,” he adds firmly. “You need to learn how to protect yourself.” | can’t see,
Emily.

| take a step forward and say, “Liam—"

“Start now,” he says. “Fight me like I'm him, and I'll show you how to protect
yourself.”

Liam walks to the centre of the ring without waiting for me to say anything. The
scary look on his face makes me want to go to him, so | do.

Today I'm wearing my joggers and T-shirt. Maybe that’s enough to let me move
around, but I’'m not a pro. | can't even say I’'m athletic; |1 only work out regularly for
my health. If someone asked how well | exercise or play sports, | would say I'm
below average. That’'s something I still need to work on.



| take a long breath and choke. | want to tell him not to worry and that Arthur’s
brother could have simply made an empty threat, but it feels too late now.

Liam shows me how to warm up, and when it’s time to practise, | can’t help but get

more scared.

Liam says, “Let’'s get started now. I’'m going to show you how to punch, block, and
Kick.”

| watch Liam give me the examples. He does it so perfectly that | worry whether I'll
ever be able to do it correctly. He' s just too skilled. His adversaries die from the way

he moves, yet he makes it appear so effortless.

He stays near by and shows me how to do it when it’s my turn.
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“You're doing it wrong,” he hisses, as if my blunders are making him very mad.
“Make sure your elbow isn't locked.” Pull the fist that isn’t hitting back. Y ou won't
have a strong punch if you don’t do it correctly. “Again.”
| pant and do my best. It seems impossible to do it correctly. | wish he would let me
go because this is my first time learning how to fight. But Liam won't let up until |
get it right.
| don’t even know how long it’ s been since we went down to the basement.
“Again,” he says.
We are now on to the next level because | couldn’t hit my punch.
He's teaching me how to block my enemy’s strike, and once again, I'm failing
terribly.

How could | win if he was the one who assaulted me? He' s a friggin champion.

He puts me down again and then instructs me to get up again, this time for the
thousandth time. | don’t even know how many timesit’s been.

“Again, Emily,” he snaps and turns his back to me, getting ready for another round.
The way he talks to me makes my heart hurt.

“I can’'t,” | eventually exclaim, throwing my hands in the air and standing up. “1 can’t
do this.” You're being too pushy. How can | beat someone like you?”



My chest goes up and down, and then my voice gets softer. “Just, please.” “Turn it
down alittle.” | sound like I’ m begging him to do anything.

“No,” he shouts. His body shakes with rage. “ Are you crazy? Someone who assaults
you could intend to murder you. His eyes are filled with rage as he yells, “He's not

going to back down.”

I’ ve seen Liam furious alot, but I’ ve never seen him this angry. We need to stop this.
It's not good for him, and it could even be worse for me.

| respond, “I haven't even mastered my stance.” “This is crazy, Liam.” | can’t do it
thisway. How about we take it easy?”

“Because we don't have any f*****qg time,” he yells, as his voice echoes throughout
the basement.

| can’'t believe what I'm seeing. His eyes are red, and the way he's breathing scares
me. He may have a heart attack at any moment.

He isn't panting because he's been working out. He's panting because he's scared
and angry.

“Again, Emily,” herepliesin ashort tone.

| feel like I’'m going to pass out at any moment. My head hurts so much and the room
IS Spinning.

Isit already night outside?

| keep falling to the ground, unable to protect myself from Liam’s onslaught. This
time, | can’t get up again. | can’t even move my cheek off the cold cement.



I’m tired, both physically and psychologically.

“Get up.” Liam’svoiceis trembling.

| can hear how scared heis. | can even fedl it all over my damaged body.

“Get up, Emily!” he screams.

| close my eyes and let my tears flow. | can taste it in my lips as I’m laying here on
the ground. My body might ache, but it hurts more to watch him like this.

Liam...

Y ou stated you weren't my idol.

Why are you working so hard to keep me safe that it’ s hurting both of uslike this?

“Emily.” His voice breaks. “Get up.” Try it again. “One more time,” he says in a
painful whisper. “Try not to die.”

But I'm already dead.

“It aches,” | say gently. “I can’'t even move my body. Liam—" | finally let my sob
burst.

Liam runs over to me and kneels down. He moves my body so that | can lie down
with my back on hislap and puts his arms around me.

“Shit. “I’'m sorry,” he says, his eyes hazy. | swallow a knot in my throat. “I’m sorry,
Emily,” he says.



11 ”

“Shh,” he says, cutting me off. “No need to talk.”

| can’'t take my eyes off of him. | want to see the brightness in them again.

“Just rest,” he adds. “I’ll take care of you.”

| let out amoan as he tightened his grip on me.

I’m falling asleep before | rediseit.

| sit on my bed and stroke Emily’s hair. She hasn't woken up yet, but she moves
when | touch her.

I”’m not going to wake her up yet since it’s still too early in the morning. She needs to
deep.

| pounded her too hard in the boxing ring yesterday. | knew | was being too harsh on
her, but | was afraid as hell. All I could think about was losing her.

| knew from the start that this area may be dangerous for her, and after what occurred
recently, my anxiety became even more.

If | can’t keep her safe...

As soon as | think about it, my eyes clench shut. It's my biggest dread right now, and
it's eating me up inside because | know it may happen.

| get up to go for my morning jog. | want to be with her every second since that’s the
only way | can be sure she's safe, but | need to think straight after what | did to her



yesterday.
| don’t want today to end like yesterday did. | don’t want to push her too hard and

injure her again. | need to go for ajog this morning to clear my head and get rid of all
thisunrest in my body.

| kiss Emily’s hair and sigh. | recall how much she appreciated it when | attempted to
make her feel better yesterday.

| let her sleep on the bed last night and gave her alittle massage on her arms and legs.
| knew shewasin pain, so | tried to make it better.

The aromatherapy ail still smells good in the room, and I'm delighted it may let her
relax for alittle while longer. I'll just wake her up when it’stime for breakfast.

LAY LA

As the sun’s rays tickle my cheeks, my eyelids flutter. | gently open my eyes and
extend my arms.

God, my body hurts since | practiced so much yesterday.

| turn over to my side, hoping to see Liam still resting next to me. But he's not there
anymore, which makes me sad.

| sit up in bed and hug my knees as | think about what we're going to do today. A
smile spreads across my face as | look at the aromatherapy candles on the nightstand.
| appreciate the little things he did to make me feel better. It's funny to see someone
who can be so grumpy and scary suddenly do something nice like that.

| lie back against the headboard and pick up my phone from the other nightstand.



When | read the name of the person who sent me a voice message, | smile again. It's
Liam.

| tap the message to hear his voice and wonder what he intended to say when | was
still asleep.

“Hey, I'm going for a jog for alittle. | didn't mean to wake you awake. | shut the
door behind me as | left the room so you would be secure. Please wait for metill

| return. | put the extra keys on the desk in case of an emergency.”

| know why he’s doing al this, but | can tell that he’ s being extra careful.

| get out of bed and head to the bathroom to brush my teeth and wash my face. | hum
and sing while | do this, as | aways do. | wonder whether Liam has ever been

bothered by this.

| stop moving as soon as | realise it and stare into the mirror. But then | shrug and
keep brushing my teeth. He previously told me | was unpleasant.
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| hear atap on the door when | |eave the restroom. A smile spreads over my face. I'm
delighted Liam is done with his morning run since I’'m already hungry. | can’t wait to
eat breakfast with him.
“Coming.” | pick up the keys and walk towards the door, wobbling.

| don’t see anyone when | open it.

| wrinkle my brows in uncertainty. But then | remember what | just accomplished,
and my heart skips a beat.

Why would Liam knock? He had the keys. He said me he locked me in from the
outside so | would be protected.

Y ou should only use the extra keysin an emergency.

| abruptly turn my body and run back into the room. But before | can lock the door,
someone wraps their arm around my waist and covers my lips to stifle my scream.

The guy closes the door behind me, and | start to worry. | try to scream, but my
attacker covers my lips to keep me silent.

A chilly voice hissesin my ear, “Shut the f**k up,” and | realisewho it is.
Arthur’s sibling.

| kick his foot, elbow his stomach, and grab his wrists to try to get away, but he's



more stronger than | am. His grasp on me makes it hard for me to move.

| can’'t recall anything Liam taught me about self-defence. All | can fedl right now is
dread, which makes it hard for meto think.

Arthur’ s brother turns me over and throws me onto the bed. | lay on my back as he
stands over me. To my terror, his hands rush to my throat, encircling it tightly and
choking me.

My eyes get bigger. All | can seeisthe anger on his face.

“l don't care what you mean to Liam.” His nostrils flare, and his eyes are crimson
with anger. “Did you think you could simply go on with your life after what
happened to my brother?”

| feel like crying. It's not just the anguish in my heart; it's also the fact that I'm
slowly losing my breath. | hold his hands tightly to get him to let go of my throat, and

my nails dig into hisflesh.

He yells, “If you hadn’t put him in jail, he wouldn’'t have taken the poison from
Kelvin.”

| can’'t believe what I’ m seeing.

Kevin?

Was it Kelvin who gave Arthur the poison?

| am angry, and my need to survive makes me use all the energy | have left to kick
him hard in the chest. He lets me go for atime, but then he grabs me again.



He takes my collar as I’m till struggling to breathe. He throws me to the side, and |
hit the nightstand. It falls to the ground, and | drop hard on the floor while the
aromatherapy candles hit the bookshelf.

The candles and oil touch the papers and start to catch fire right in front of my eyes.

| feel like the world has stopped moving, but before | can do anything, Arthur’'s
brother isinstantly on top of me again, straddling me. He locks my wrists on my sides
with his hands.

He grits his teeth and says, “l don't f*****g understand what you did to him.”
Because of you, he assaulted Liam. He killed himself. Why? Before you showed up,

he was OK.

| feel pain in my heart again when | realise that he doesn’'t even know how hard his
sibling istrying.

“l gave him money.” His comments are full with anger. “I gave him a f*****g good
job.” He was picked for atask that would make him very proud. Why? Why?”

“Because hewasin pain,” | shout, unable to stop myself.

He needs to know how Arthur actually felt, evenif it hurts him.

“He hated living here,” | explain. “He didn’t want to be here.” He thought he didn’t
fitin.

He abruptly freezes, as if my words have hit him in the heart. The fury is still very
clear in his eyes.

| swallow. “He never wanted to join Eagle Wings.” He didn’t like the folks here. “He



hated the mission,” | scream, remembering what Arthur said to me the last time | saw
him. “He didn’t want to kill-"

“Shut up,” he shouts. “You don’t know anything about my brother.” Don't talk like
he had a problem before you came around.

My cheeks are wet with tears.

But that was the truth.

| actually made things worse because | made him feel even more alone. He felt | was
the only one who would understand him, and he thought we could fight the darkness
together.

| close my eyestightly and hear Arthur’s words again.

“We're alike, Emily. When | look at you, | see myself. We shouldn’t become like
them. “We're better than them.”

When | open my eyes, | see his brother’'s anger again. Before | know it, he hits me
hard in the face. The agony is so bad that | can’t help but curl up on the floor.

He bends his back and sits on his knees with his eyes closed. He takes a long breath,
asif toignorewhat | said.

Not only do my tears make my eyesight hazy, but the smoke that is starting to fill the
room does too. The fireis spreading, and my heart starts to race.

| have a hard time standing up and dragging my legs to the balcony. As soon as |
touch the railing, he pushes me against it. He takes a handful of my hair with his fist
and makes me turn around to face him. He then grabs my throat again with his other



hand.

| choke because | can't take the pain. | haven’t even gotten over his first attempt to
kill me by choking me.

My feet are off the ground, and my back is bent so far that if he pushes me just alittle
bit, I may go over the balcony.

| don’t know whether way to die will hurt more: falling over the balcony or choking
to death.

| hope that someone, anybody, will see us from down below and aid me.

My mind isracing. The fact that | may die today makes my heart race.

No. | can’t die right now.

How about Liam?

How about my family?

| fight for my life, kicking and hitting in every direction. | hit him in the right location
with my knee, which makes him groan and let go of me. | seize that precious second
to get away from him and run back into the room, even though it’s ailmost on fire.

| can hear him cursing behind me. Just as | look back, the second bookcase that is on
fire falls on him. His cry of anguish fills my ears as | stagger forward. | fall to the

floor and crawl with my elbows.

| look back again, and my eyeswiden as | see the flames eat him up.



“No,” | say in ascared voice.

It's still terrible to see someone die right in front of me, even though he can’t hurt me
anymore.

I’m dying from the heat. The smoke is becoming worse, and my eyes hurt.

The more | stay in the room, the harder it is to breathe. | don’t know what to do or
where to go. The fire has spread to the door, and when | look up at the ceiling, it
looks like it may fall down at any moment.

| had never been so close to death.

After my morning exercise, | go back to the home and think about my plans with
Emily for the day. | have to train her again. | know we have to do it every day until
she gets good at her defence. It might not keep her completely safe, but it’s the best |
can do.

As | approach closer to the home, | halt. The air | breathe is odd. It smells like smoke
and tastes bad.

The wind blows harder, which makes things much more clear. My mind is on high
aert right away.
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A fireis going on, and the wind is blowing from the home, so it must be coming from
there.

As | pick up speed, my heart beats like a drum in my chest. I’'m now sprinting, and
my breath is short and quick because I’ m starting to panic.

“There’ safire on the third floor,” someone yells.
People standing around the side of the estate are already blocking my way before |
can go inside. Their gasps and whispers tell me that they are attempting to figure out

what’ s going on.

“Oh no.” That room belongs to Liam, right? “Someone asks, and my heart amost
stops.”

“l saw it,” a female shouts. “I saw them on the balcony.” He was trying to strangle
her.

“Are you sure about that?’ “ Someone else asks in disbelief.

“What the hell isgoing on?“I snap.”

The sounds around me stop right away. The air isfull of terror.
“Liam,” another person stutters, asif he can't believe | made it thisfar.

“Answer me,” | yell, my whole body trembling.



I’m breathing so hard that it’s not even good for me. | can’t breathe. It feels like the
air inmy lungsis being pulled out.

| don't know what | will do if something horrible really happened to Emily. From
what | just heard, it wasn't just bad. It's enough to make me want to destroy the

whole world.

Someone starts, “Liam,” sounding quite scared. “It’s your room—" They can’t even
continue their statement.

I’m still breathing heavily, and I'm sure they can all hear it. | don’t even beg him to
keep talking since | can't even say a word right now because I’'m breathing so
quickly.

Someone el se concludes the statement with, “It'son fire.”

“Emily.” My voice shakes so much that | ailmost cough. “Where is she?’ ”

| can’t hear anyone answer me. All | can hear is quiet, and it’s like a knife cutting my
heart very slowly.

“Where the hell isshe?” “I yell.

My hands are shaking with anxiety, right down to the tips of my fingers.

| just heard that someone broke into my room and was about to strangle her to death.

| can predict who it is, and I’ [l murder him with my hands.

| clench my teeth and charge towards the home, but someone stops me at the door.



“Dustin,” he says. “Liam.” He pulls me back with his big frame and holds my upper
arms. “You can't go in there.”

| push him away and say, “Get off me.” | feel like I’ m going to burst.
“Goddammit,” Dustin says through gritted teeth as he tries to keep me from moving.
“Everyone, come over here right now,” he yells to the people surrounding us. “Help

me hold him back.” “Keep him safe.”

“Get the f**k off,” | yell as more people hold me back. They grab my arms and lock
my waist.

Can you keep me safe?

Astheir monarch, they are protecting me, but | can’'t do anything to defend her.

“Get off me, you f*****qg people,” | yell, my voice full of wrath. “If you don’'t let me
goinside, I'll kill you all.”

Dustin screams, “And Ethan will punish us all if we let you.” | stop in my tracks.
“Your brother wouldn’t want you to go inside, Liam.” What will you do there? I'm
really sorry | haveto tell thisto you, but—

He takes a deep breath and gets ready to speak the next thing that will harm me.

“You can't see. You can't just think that you'll be able to save her from the fire. Are
you really going to push your way through the fire without thinking and let us risk

both of you dying?”

| can feel the tearsin my eyes before Dustin even finishes his words.



| know it, damn it.

| know I'm blind as hell.

But | have to save her.

The awful truth has just hit me. What if | can’'t save her even if | don’t mind dying,
evenif | diein the process?

The agony is so bad that my body gets stiff.

| can hear Teracrying in the background as Dustin sighs.

“Don’'t worry,” Dustin says as he touches my shoulder. “You are our king, Liam.”
We are here to assist you get what you need. Stay here. “I’m going to look for her,

and | promise you that | will do everything | can to save her.”

| hear his footsteps rushing towards the house, and before | can say anything, he's
gone to save Emily.

My teeth are chattering because I'm scared, angry, and sad. The people are still
holding me back, but I’'m not trying to get away anymore. | can only look forward
and hope that Emily will come back to me.

| didn’t mean to, but | let my tear fall, then another, then ancther.

People are shouting around me, trying to figure out how to put out the fire. Some of
them have already phoned for help to put it out. The rest are talking loudly and

urgently.

Things are crazy around me, but my heart is even more crazy.



| can’t do anything but stand here. | can’t move.

Waiting.

Waiting.

And till, I'm waiting.

| don’t believe I’ll ever forget the sound of the fire blazing.

Thisis yet another bad dream.

Again, I'm being kept in the dark.

Without seeing.

No options.

No chances.

| can’'t safeguard the person | care about.

| can only accept whatever suffering comes my way.

| can only naively look for amiracle on the day when Emily Fiat could die.

My eyelids are so heavy that | can’t open them. | try again slowly, and when | finaly
do, | see awhite ceiling.

| squint because the light is too bright for my eyes to handle. My vision becomes
improved with time.



| glance around and see that I'm laying on a bed in aroom with white walls. Thereis
just atiny cabinet, a desk with achair, and an IV pole next to me.

This is a room for treating a patient, but it doesn’'t look like a hospital room. It
appears more like a doctor’ s office.

As memories of what happened in Liam’s room come back to me, | instantly sit up.
My heart startsto race, and | grab my chest through the thin fabric of the robe.

The last thing | remember is passing out in the restroom when the fire became more
worse. Did | just make it through?

What about Arthur’ s brother? I's he dead?
The door opens and | jump. Terais there in the doorway with her eyes wide open in

astonishment. She quickly walks up to me and hugs me tightly. When she lets go, |
see the tears of relief in her eyes. She smiles at me and grips my hands.
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“You'reawake.” A man’'s voice makes me look back at the door.
Dustin walks up to me, and | can see that he feels the same way.

“How...” | don’t even know how to ask. My heart isn’'t ready to tell them how close |
came to dying yet.

Dustin sighs, “You worried us all. But it's all over now.” When | came inside the
room, | saw you lying on the bathroom floor, not moving. Fortunately, the fire hadn’t
spread as much in that portion of the room as it had in the others. | was able to get

you out just in time, before the ceiling fell.

| shudder after hearing him. It seems like a dream that | just got out of that type of
nightmare.

Dustin squeezes Tera s shoulder to soothe her and looks at her with love. Tera sighs,
which means she was probably really worried about her father.

| say, “Thank you for saving me.”
| can’'t help but cry because I’'m so thankful. | owe Dustin my life.
Dustin smiles and says, “ Anytime, Emily.”

I'm really happy that | have these two here at Eagle Wings. They’'re so nice and
friendly, which is different from the other members.



Liam informed me that they were like family since Dustin had worked at the house
for along time. He and Tera came before Liam’ s parents died.

“Emily,” adifferent voice calls from the door, and my pulse skips a beat. Liam stands
by the door.

He must have heard me.

“ Are you awake? His face shows both shock and optimism.

But his eyes make me catch my breath. They are so sorrowful. | want to cry when |
look at him like this.

Dustin and Tera stare at one other and agree. “Okay, we're going to leave now,” he
says.

| sit up straight. Before | can express the question that’s been on my mind, Dustin
replies, “This is Doctor Max’s clinic.” You're still in the Eagle Wings house. He'll
check on you in afew minutes. | don’t think you need to worry about your situation,
but he'll explain it to you better.”

| nod and watch as he and Teraleave and walk for the door.

Liam goes up to me and sits down next to the bed. | immediately grab for his hand,
and he grips mine.

“How are you doing?’ “he asks, worry written all over his face.

“1 fedl fine.” | clear my throat so he doesn’t worry.

| rub my neck with the back of my other hand. It still aches, and | suppose there are



bruises from how hard | was choked. But I’m sure it will get better.

Liam doesn’t question me about the person who attacked me, so | think he already
knew who it was.

“|she—"

Liam lets go of my hand right away when he hears what I’m going to ask. Instead, he
makes afist till his knuckles become white and hisjaw tightens.

“Dead,” he adds in achilly voice. “Burned to death.”

| gasp and put my palm over my lips. “Oh, God.”

Liam’'s voice is low, and the way he says it makes me tremble. “It's still nothing
compared to what he has done to you.” “He was lucky he was dead.

| would have tormented him to death if he hadn’t been.

“Liam,” | say, stopping him and taking his hand again.

His eyes relax, and the stress on his shoulders goes away.

“It'sdone,” | say. “I don’t want to think about it any more.”

He sighs and squeezes my hand. | put my other hand on his cheek, and he turned his
face towards me. He sighs again and kisses my palm softly, which makes my stomach

flutter.

“| feel better now,” | say. “Areyou?’



He gulps. His response makes me frown. | see the muscles in his neck move. | need
to know that he's okay too, but he doesn't tell me that.

| know he's still upset that | was assaulted while he was abroad, but | made it
through.

Liam, please. Speak up. Tell me how you feel and what you're worried about. Be
honest with me, and don’t stop.

He stops me by holding my hand and rubbing my thumb on his face.

He suddenly says, “Do you want to go somewhere?’

| don’t know what to say. It seems like he still has more to say.

“You said you didn’t want to think about it anymore. Should we go on vacation?’ He
furrows his brow.

My mouth is open.

| never would have thought that Liam Carter would invite me to go on vacation with
him.

“What?' | say softly. “But | thought we couldn’t go outside unless we were on a
mission.”

Liam shakes his head, and I’'m astonished to see that he's amused. “It doesn’'t apply
to the leaders. You can’'t possibly think that.”

| feel dumb all of asudden. | still don’t know what to say. The thought of leaving this
location that makes me feel trapped, even for alittletime, is too good.



| can’'t help but wonder, “Where do you want us to go?’

Liam comments, “A place my family used to go.”

| can tell he cares about it by the way he expressed it. It must be a specia spot for
him and his family.

“l haven't been therein along time,” he says. “I believe it’s time for me to go back
there.”

| grin softly. If travelling to that spot will make Liam happy, I'll go there right away.

It's also a fantastic time for me, given what just occurred to me. This trip with Liam
sounds like a great way to relax.

Liam squeezes my hand on his face and says, “What do you think, Emily?’ “Do you
want to come with me?’

| laugh and feel warm within. A second smile appears on my lips. “Of course. |
would loveto.”

| look out the window as the vehicle takes us to our destination. Tera is in the front
passenger seat and Dustinisdriving. Liam and | are at the back.

It's nice to be back in town after being stuck in the mansion. | watch the folks on the
sidewalk and the building we pass with my gaze. After along period, it’'s great to see
life go back to normal.

Our trip takes hours, and as time goes on, the places we pass through become empty
again. I’'m becoming more and more excited now that we've left town. | think we're
going to get to our destination soon.



As the automobile slows down, | see a magnificent |ake surrounded by trees and hills.
| gasp and turn my head quickly to Liam.

“Liam.” | say his name with eagerness, and he merely nods in response.

When | see a cottage near to the lake, a grin creeps over my lips. It would be an
understatement to say that this site is magnificent. The water is as pure as glass. The
wooden cottage is near to the outside area, which has alawn with big plants and afire
pit. The backyard has alovely lake.

The four of us get out of the car after Dustin parks it. Dustin and Tera help us get our
bags out of the car and into the cottage.

“Okay, just call usif you need anything,” Dustin says to us as he gets ready to go.
| frown. “Why so soon? Aren’t you guys going to stay with us for a while? We can

have a barbecue by the lake,” | add, thinking that this could be the best idea for all of
us. I'm sure Dustin and Tera are fatigued from the trip.
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Tera shakes her head and smiles.

Dustin pats my shoulder and says, “Nah, that’s okay.” “We have work to do. Victor
just got some new members today, and they need us.”

My shoulders are drooping. | can’t stop thinking about Victor. | haven't met him, but
it's evident that he hired most of the people that live in the mansion.

“I’ll be back next week to get you,” he says, patting Liam on the shoulder.
Liam merely nods, and | watch as they get in the car.

Liam and | go into the cabin after they depart. | can’'t help but look around in
astonishment.

Thereisnice furniture and afireplace in the living room. | can see why Liam’s family
loves to rest there. The deck includes an outside area with a view of the lake, so the
whole family may eat there if they want to. Even if it's not very big, it has enough
room for everyone to sit.

There's also a well-stocked kitchen. | can see Liam’s mum using it to make everyone
memorable meals and snacks.

“This placeis so pretty,” | whisper.

| look at Liam and think about how he feels about this. He can't see what’s around
him anymore, but | wonder whether he can recall how it felt to be here.



He takes a deep breath and closes his eyes. “It still smells the same. The air, the trees,
and the lake,” he stops in the middle of his statement, as if he's remembering
everything, “the feel of the hardwood floor beneath my feet. | still remember that
Ethan, Sophie, and | used to run about here. | recall

Ethan and | were mean to one other, Sophie laughed, and our mother yelled at us. My
father isn’t very loving, but he would listen to all of us.

When he opens his eyes, they are sorrowful. | can’t help but take his hand.

“It'sal amemory, but it feels good,” Liam adds, and | feel better right away. “It feels
good to be back here.”

“This place doesn’t feel empty,” | say quietly.

Even though it hasn't been used in years, the cabin is quite tidy.

Liam lets out a sigh. “Ethan always makes sure this place is clean. He paid someone
todoit.”

Liam walks towards the terrace. | follow him and help him get there since he still has
to get used to his surroundings after all these years.

The wind hits us as soon as we step outside the cabin and onto the back porch. The
terrace that looks out over the lake has a path that lets us get closer to the water, and
the view is so lovely that it makes me want to cry.

| look at Liam and wish he could see this again.

“Will you help me walk to the end of the deck?’ he says.



“Of course,” | answer, and | do as he says.

He asks, “It’s about time for sunset, isn’'t it?’ as we stroll down the wooden concrete.

| look up at the sky, and indeed, it’stime for the sun to set.

As we get near to the end of the deck, | clutch Liam’s hand tightly. The water is
already on our sides, so | have to be careful not to let him fall.

At the conclusion, we stop and sit down to savour the moment. | put my toe in the
water. It's not too chilly; it's exactly right.

| rested my head on Liam’'s shoulder and looked out at the scenery in front of us. |
wished again that a miracle would happen so that he could see again. | didn’t want to,
but | let atear fall from my eye since | felt so strongly about it. I'm frightened he'll
seeit becauseit falls on his shoulder.

“Tell me about it,” he asks as | covertly wipe my eye and sit up straight. “Tell me
about the sunset. What do you see? Isit still as pretty as| remember it?’

Liam had never spoken the word “beautiful” before; it sounds too flowery for
someone like him who is frigid on the outside. So this sunset must be truly special for
him. Of course, he used to watch it with his family, the people he loved.

“It still is,” | say as| look at the sunset.

I’m doing my best to explain it to him since he can’t see it.

| remark, “The sky is changing colours, and the sun is getting closer to the horizon.”

“The golden disc is aimost touching the water. The sky is a mix of orange, yellow,
and bright pink. It’s bright but not too bright. Just looking at it makes me feel warm.”



| breathe in the air surrounding me, and my chest gets constricted. Liam looks up at
the sky in the same direction as me, but | don’t know what he’s thinking. He doesn’'t
seem sad. Instead, he appears happy. | think he’'ll smile any second now, but he
doesn’t.

“I’ve been seeing black for a long time,” he adds. “I can't remember the colours
anymore.”

It seems like my heart is plunging into a hole. Tears start to fill my eyes again.

Liam puts his hand on my cheek and shakes his head, as if he knows how sad | feel
after hearing that.

“Don’t feel sorry for me,” he saysin agruff voice as he glances at me. “1 brought you
here so you could see how beautiful it is. | want you to see it, Emily. | want you to
seeit for me.”

| put his hand on my cheek. “Do you missit?’ | murmur in aweak voice.

He gives anod. “Yes, | miss the sunset that | can’t see anymore. But | don’t need it
anymore, especially now.”

His lips curl up at the corners, and | wonder if I’ m seeing things.

But Liam does appear happy. He doesn’t look as sad as | do.

He looks at the water. “1 always wanted to come back here, but Ethan was aways
busy. | didn’t want to come alone. But now I’ m here with you.”

| look at him and think about how lonely he must have been during those years he
waited for Ethan.



“Emily,” he murmurs.,

“Hm?’

He turnsto face me again. “Will my brother ever come back home?’

| can feel the heaviness of his inquiry pushing me down. | know | only have one
response, even though it’s hard to say what it is. | still have hope. | still believe that
Ethanisalive.

“Yes. I’'m sure he'll come back home,” | respond.

Liam looks to the sky again, even though he can’'t see anything. We sit quiet for a
long time, enjoying the soothing wind on our skin. | sigh and let myself enjoy every

second we have here before we head back inside.

“You know,” Liam says, hesitantly, making me worry what he’'s going to say. “I
would kill to seeit againif | could only remember one colour.”

He turns his head towards me, and for some reason, | can feel the grief in his eyes.

“It'sblue”

Liam grumbles, “I’'m f*****g hungry,” while he waits for his supper to be brought.

He is seated at the table, and the smell of the truffle I’m creating for him is making
him even hungrier.

As | cook hisfood in the kitchen, | laugh at how cranky heis. “Just alittle bit more. |
told you to wait in the bedroom or somewhere else. You don’t have to sit there and
hurt yourself.”



“I can still smell it from any room in this house,” he says.

| shake my head in disbelief.

“God, I'm f*****qg |eaving.” He gets up from the chair and rushes out to the terrace.

| turn my attention back to the mushroom soup I'm making. The other dishes are
already on the kitchen counter, so this one will be ready very soon.

| look at the honey-glazed chicken and potato gnocchi | cooked before. A smile of
pride spreads over my lips.

| switch off the stove after I'm done cooking. It's best if we have supper on the
terrace since Liam has aready relocated there.

When | deliver the meal to the back patio eating area, Liam straightens up in his seat
right away.

He growls, “I’'m literally drooling.” “Why did it take you so long?’
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| want to roll my eyes, yet | can’'t help but smile alittle. He may be the head of the
mafia, but he acts like a baby sometimes.

| feel a little awful for having him wait so long, but as he eats my food like it's the
finest meal he's ever had, | remember that it’s worth it.

“F**K. You made all of my favourite food.”

| watch him eat with such excitement. Even if what we' re doing right now is basic, it
makes my heart feel something. Just seeing him pleased makes my heart race with

J0y.

Now | know that seeing Liam happy makes me more happier. | don’t know why it's
so essential to me. Maybe it's because he's been through alot and | always think he
deserves better in life.

| haven’t even touched my food since I've been so focused on watching him eat. |
clear my throat because I'm embarrassed of myself. My cheeks go hot, and I’'m glad
he can't seeit.

He remarks, “Y ou know, you didn’t have to do that,” as |’ m eating quietly.

| look up from my plate and notice him looking at me.

He adds, “Y ou can cook whatever you want, and I'll eat it anyway.” “Whatever you
cook, | loveit.”



Hiswords break my heart.

Liam has been quite pleasant lately, and sometimes it still surprises me because of
how he used to be when we first met.

“1 wanted to,” | respond honestly, and his eyes soften.

Liam relaxes back in his chair since he is done eating. He seems like he wants
something, and | can almost feel the inquiry on my mouth.

“Did you and your family spend alot of time on this patio?’ | enquire.

| used to be afraid to enquire about his family because of the scar that never went
away in his heart. Now, though, we can talk about it without any problems. It helps
me believe that Liam is getting better. He doesn’'t get mad all the time anymore. He
still is sometimes, but not all the time.

| hope he understands that not all of the weak sentiments he gets are unpleasant, like
when | invite him to dance in the rain. He still hurts from losing his family, but he
should hold on to the memories of them instead of trying to forget them.

Liam eventualy adds, “Yes, we did spend a lot of time on this patio.” “During the
day, we would have an afternoon tea together. My parents would ask us what we had
learnt that day. Sometimes, Ethan liked to show off the new martial arts move he had
just learnt, and | would challenge him because | couldn’t help being a cocky bastard.
My parents would watch us with amusement, sitting together exactly where we are
now, while Sophie was busy making a necklace of flowers on the ground.”

| pay close attention to everything he says, and | can see that his grey eyeslight up as
he talks about the wonderful moments.



He explains, “My dad was busy, but when we were here, he always made sure to pay
attention to us.” “Later that night, when it was time for us to go to bed, he would ask
my mum to dance on this patio. | saw them dance a few times, but they were so into it
that they didn’t even notice me coming.”

| grin because | like his narrative.

He says, “When | was a kid, | always thought | would never ask a girl to dance
because it looked too personal.” “I didn’t think it was cool. It'stoo girly.”

| lift my eyebrowsin disbelief. “Wasn’t it cool 7’

He shakes his head. “No, it wasn't.”

“It'stoo girly?’

“It was,” he says, raising an eyebrow. “1 would have felt less manly.”

| fake to gasp and say, “ Emasculated?’

“Yes.” His eyes sparkle with amusement. “Do you want me to spell it out for you?’

| laugh out loud, which surprises me, because | like the fighting.

“Oh my God,” | say. “Y ou asked me to dance in your room once. Did you forget?’

He squints at me and seems like he doesn’'t understand. “I’m not sure about that. |
think you were the one who asked me to dance with you.”

Oh, God. At thistime, we're not doing this.



I’m going to disagree with what he said, but then | remember that I’m not sure what
we spoke about back then.

| say, “It doesn’'t matter now,” but then | bend over the table and rest my face on my
palmsas| stare at him playfully. “Please dance with me.”

Liam licks hislips. His face shows greater amusement. His eyes are happy.

“What now?’ he wonders.

“Yeah.”

“Without music?’ he asks.

| huff and throw my phone on the table. | look for the same song that was playing in
his room when we slow danced earlier. The music fills the air soon, and | wait for
him.

Liam gets up from his chair and holds out his hand to me. “May 1?7’ he says nicely.

| can’t stop laughing. “Y ou’'re welcome,” | mumble as he pulls me up to my feet.

We get into the basic position, and | taunt, “What were you saying?’

He laughs. “Come on. | was akid then.”

| lift my eyebrows. “And now?’

He pulls me closer by thewaist, and | hit hischest. “I’m aman.”

We start to dance with one hand on his shoulder and the other in his hand.



“You've learnt that I'm a terrible dancer,” Liam says near to my ear, making me
shudder. “1I’m not going to give you a heads up.”

| chuckle again and fling my head back. “Don’t worry. | won't let you fall.”

We move slowly while we dance. Just like last time, | show him how to do the steps,
and Liam is already better than he was last time.

My lips curl into a happy smile. | lay my head on his chest and breathe in his manly
aroma, which makes me feel relaxed.

We keep moving back and forth. | close my eyes and wonder whether | can stay in
this bubble of happiness forever. That’s when | hear him whisper.

“But | already did.”

Liam adds in an annoyed voice, “It’ s supposed to be around here somewhere.”

WEe're planning to spend some time on the hammaock in the woods today. We' ve been
walking for along time, but we still can’t find it.

“1 think it’s not that far,” he says, and | can only sigh.

It's been a long time since he went to that hammock, and the last time he did, he
could still see, so | get why he can't find his way back right away. But, as always,
Liam is being too hard on himself.

“It'sokay,” | mutter. “I’m really enjoying walking in these woods.”

| move my gaze throughout the forest, looking at the lovely redwoods and trunks that
are the colour of rust. The leaves make a rustling sound when the afternoon air blows



gently.

We could spend our time in the hammock with Liam until supper time at the cottage
later that night.

| immediately seeit as my eyes move around the room. | shout, “Over therel” as| see
the green hammock hanging from the trees. “We found it, Liam. We did it.”

Liam lets out a breath of relief, and | automatically tighten my hold on the straps of
my rucksack with eagerness. |’ ve gotten our beverages and other things ready.

so we could rest in the hammaock. This does seem like the perfect place to go away.

When we go to the hammock, | set my backpack down and kneel down to check our
things. But when | can't find the books we' re going to read together, my heart drops.
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“Oh, God.”
“What?' Liam frowns and seems worried.

“1 forgot to bring the new books | bought for us. | think | left them in the cabin.” | hit
my forehead with my hand and closed my eyes.

I’m really dumb.

How could I not remember? | wasin such arush.

He lets out asigh. “Wait here.” Heis going to turn back when | grab hisarm.

“No. Where are you going?’

He says, “Getting the books,” asif it’s the most simple thing in the world.

| shake my head quickly to show that | don’t agree. It's dumb since he can’'t see me.
“I'll getit,” | say. “Just wait here for me.”

Liam seems unsure, but | know | should be the one doing it. He was in charge here,
but not being able to see will be hard for him again, especialy since he hasn’t really

adjusted to the new place yet.

“Trust me,” | say. “I know the way. I’ [l be back soon.”



| flee across the woods to the cabin before he can complain. The ground we walked
on looks like it’s been trod on alot, so it’s not hard to follow the trail. Even though it
hasn’'t been used in along time, the hammock | just saw is still in relatively excellent
shape. | believe the cleaner Jackson paid for takes care of it frequently.

When | get to the cabin, | go to the bedroom and see that the books | was going to
bring are still on the bed. | despise myself for being so dumb. When | grab them, |
hear water hitting the ceiling.

| turn my head quickly to the window and see that it’ s starting to rain.

Oh, God. Liam.

My heart races because | know heis afraid of being in therain.

Unfortunately, the rain has gotten considerably worse since | stepped outside.

No, please. Not right now.

When | walk back to the hammock, my boots stamp on the ground. My heart races.
Asthe rain pours down hard, | breathe heavily.

I’m saturated from head to toe, and | have to stop because the rain is so heavy that |
can't see anything. The water quickly streams down my face, and | blink a few times
to see again.

When thunder strikes, | jump. My teeth start to chatter because it’s so cold, and my
chest rises and falls. I’'m doing my hardest to go to the hammock, but it's really hard

because everything around me appears the same al of a sudden.

“Liam!” | yell asloud as | can, but the rain is so loud that it drowns out my voice.



This. Thisis exactly what Liam is afraid of.

And now he'sal by himself. | need to locate him. Quick.

I’m getting more and more worried about him. | run faster, without seeing. | can
sense what he' s experiencing, like our souls are the same.

| feel like a scared deer in the woods while | keep looking for him.

“Liam.” My throat aches from yelling his name.

| discover him just when | fedl like crying.

Standing alone in the woods while it rains heavily.

He stops moving asif he can’'t even move an inch.

My knees are shaking as | get closer to him. When | touch his arms, | can feel his
whole body shaking.

| grab him tightly and wail, “Oh, God. | found you, Liam. I’'m here.”

| grab on to him even tighter because | feel like my life depends on him.

| had never been so anxious about someone before.

Therain just won't stop falling on us. It's freezing, so | hold him even tighter. | want
to make him warm, but it seems like an impossible effort. | wish | could give him all

the warmth in my body to save him. | don’t mind being the only one left in the cold.

Liam’s arms start to move slowly. He puts his arms around me, even though he's still



shivering al over. | feel better, and my tears mix with the rain that is falling on my
cheeks.

“It'sokay. It'sokay. I'mright here,” | say in a hoarse voice.

He holds me tighter, and | put my facein his chest.

*kk*%x

The sound of the fire burning wood fills the room. We are both covered under a
blanket. We are seated in front of thefire.

The heat has stopped us from shivering, and my heart is starting to settle down. We
threw away our wet garments, yet we're not n**e. Liam is wearing shorts, and | have
changed into pyjamas.

Liam is looking at the fire, and | look up at him. The light from the burning in this
dark room hits his side view perfectly. | marvel how someone could have such

exquisite looks.

| can see the fire's reflection dancing in his gorgeous grey eyes, and | wish | could
take a picture of this magnificent sight.

| murmur, “What are you thinking about?’

He doesn’t answer for awhile, but then he adds, “I don’t know. Everything.”

My eyebrows furrow. | pull my knees closer to my chest and cuddle closer to him
under the blanket. “Tell me,” | say softly.

He still doesn’t look at me. “I want you to be happy, Emily.”



| frown more and more as | think about what he's thinking. | shake my head and
smilealittle. “I am,” | say without a doubt. “Especially now. I'm glad to be here with

you.

| don't hear anything from him, so | touch his cheek and make him tilt his head
towards me.

“Areyou?’ | ask, looking into his eyes and expecting to see the spark in them again. |
think | see it now, but I’'m not sure because Liam doesn’t grin very often.

“Here with you?’ he asks.

| wait for him to speak more. | can’'t wait to hear what he says.

“You have no idea,” he says between gritted teeth.

His words are making me confused, so | wish he could just say yes or no. But | know
the answer deep within.

“Kissme,” | say, hoping he will get rid of whatever doubts | have.

The way he loves me will help me discover the solution again. | discovered it
previously.

Liam’s face moves closer to mine, and | close my eyes. When his lips touch mine, my
heart skips a beat.

He brushes his lips over mine slowly and cautiously, asif I’'m something delicate that
he may shatter at any moment. But suddenly his chest starts to move up and down.
He breathes faster, as if he can’'t keep back the feelings that are growing up inside
him.



He kisses me with increased urgency and intensity. | can’t help but touch his chest. |
need to touch him more. | need him.

He shudders as my fingertips touch his naked chest. He puts his hand on the back of
my neck and kisses me more deeply. Then he licks my bottom lip and asks if he may.
He touches my tongue with his when | give it to him. | groan, and it sounds so weak
in the quiet room.

It seems like the temperature is going up alot, and | know it’s not due of the fire next
to us.

Liam moves his fingers up to my hair. He lightly runs his fingers through hair, then
abruptly takes a handful of it. He tilts my head to the side, and then | feel his butterfly

kisses on my neck.

My groans are now mingled with gasps. His touch makes me fedl like I'm on fire. |
close my eyes and my lips open. | want to feel him more and more.

“F**k,” he says under his breath before kissing me again.
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| bend over and put my arms around his neck, then sit on his lap. His hands caress my
back and waist — | can even feel his fingers creeping beneath my pajama top to feel
the flesh on my back.

“Emily,” he cautions.
But I'm having trouble thinking.

We kiss and kiss and kiss like we need each other to live.

Liam gasps as | unwittingly press my hips into his. The next thing | feel is being
shoved backward till my back rests on the hardwood floor with athump.

My eyes jolt open, only to find Liam towering over me with hunger in his gaze. He
ties my wrists with one hand and places them over my head.

| liked stroking him with my hands, but | would be lying if | claimed that his
domination didn’t thrill me on.

He's panting, and | am too.
“I"'msorry. | can’'t,” he addsin a sad whisper.
| can only look at him with a blank look on my face.

“l really can’'t. I'm not ready to take it further.” He shuts his eyes in anger. “It
f*****g hurts.”



| can hear hisraspy breathing. | wonder what’ s happening since he really does appear
like he'sin pain. Worry stirs my insides. | wait quietly as he attempts to get himself
together.

Liam opens his eyes again, and the expression he gives meis so intense. He carefully
moves my hand to touch his chest, and as my palm is put over his heart, | can feel
how hard it’ s throbbing. It’sinsane. It feelslike it’s going to explode out of his chest.
He swallows, retaining his hand on my wrist to make me feel his heartbeat longer.
“Thisiswhy | can't do it,” he adds in araspy voice. “I’'m blind, but my other senses
are overwhelming when it comes to you. My heart is about to explode every time we
touch, every time | feel your skin on mine, your lips on mine, your breath against my
skin, your moansin my ear. F**k. Emily, | can’'t f*****qg control my heart if you do
that to me.”

He' s genuinely trembling, and tears puddle in my eyes.

| never believed that our proximity might be too overpowering to him because of his
heightened senses. | felt like my heart was about to burst, but | didn’'t realise that his
Was even WOorse.

“I"'msorry.” | swallow. “I shouldn’t have...” | falter, tripping upon my words.

| feel both flattered and ashamed at the same time.

“1 should have known that you were not ready,” | say.

Liam sighs. | sit up, seeing him gaze down at the floor. There’'s a blush growing on
his cheeks, and | just can’t resist the temptation to hug him.



| loop my arms around his neck and bury my face in his nape. “Just ahug. | promise.”

A few seconds pass in stillness until he says, “ Okay.”

Today, we finally get to spend time in the hammock after we didn’t make it the other
day because of the rain.

The hammock is pretty large. It can hold four people, so Liam and | can lie on it
comfortably with still enough space to spread our legs. I'm resting on my back and

looking up at the lovely sky. Liam isright next to me, holding my shoulder.

| smile warmly and put my head on his shoulder blade. It feels so serene here. The
birds are chattering above us, enjoying this wonderful woodland as well.

“Can you tell me what you feel about thiswoods?’ | ask.

“Hm?’

“1 know that you can feel everything,” | add, “and you can know what’s happening
around you by using your other senses. | want to know.”

“Birds,” he adds with enjoyment sinceit’s ssmply so clear.

“How many?’ | grin.

“Three. At least, they’ re the ones who are not shy to stop at the branches just above
us,” he quips.

| glance at the birds. He's right. There are three of them, and | don’t know how he
accomplishesit. Maybe he can even feel them moving.



“Wait.” Liam abruptly stands up.

| become interested. | also sit up.

“1 think one of them isflirting with the other,” he adds all of a sudden.

| can’'t help but laugh. “You're impossible.” | nudge his chest playfully.

“No, listen.” He puts his finger over his mouth, and my laughing stops short. “Can’t
you hear that?’ he asks as | observe the birds again. “One of them keeps fluttering
their wings to attract their mate.”

My eyes widen when | find out that he’ s right.

“See?’ he replies, still with the same enjoyment glinting in his eyes. “I think it's a
male, fluffing out his feathers. Usually, the male ones will dance to begin the

courtship. F**k. He'sgoing to do it.”

| watch as the third bird suddenly flies away. “That one doesn’t want to be the third
wheel.” A blast of laughter exits my mouth again.

| glance up at them as one of them is definitely doing excellent dance to entice the
other. | can’'t help but chuckle sinceit’s such afun and engaging thing to see.

When the dance is ended, | wonder, “Now what?”’

Liam seems like he's in serious thought. “I don’t know. Judging from the sound of
his legs starting to get restless against the branch, | think that he can’'t wait to fly

a/vay.”

To my astonishment, the bird performs precisely as Liam anticipates. He flies away



but is then chased by the female one.

“Where are they going?’ | enquire curiously.

Liam shrugs. “Some birds build their nests for their mates. Maybe he's showing her
the nests to let her choose.”

My mouth stands wide in wonder. “I hope they get their happily ever after,” | add
giddily.

It'sonly abasic narrative of what happens to the wild life around us, but experiencing
it provides me so much delight. To be able to enjoy the little things in life is a
blessing.

Liam tilts his chin up to the woods above us. He stares up at the sky, crossing his legs
and resting his elbows on each of his knees. The corner of his lips bends into a little
smile while the wind ruffles his hair softly. There’s just contentment in his gaze, and

this gorgeous sight makes my breath catch in my throat.

| pull out my phone and covertly snap a photo of him. | assume that he can sense it
since he then diverts his attention to me.

“Did you just secretly take a picture of me?’

| laugh. “Maybe | will.”

If this had happened the first time | saw him, | would have believed | wasin alot of
trouble for covertly snapping images of the heir to Eagle Wings.

But now the man who used to give me a scary look just shakes his head in
bewilderment.



Liam rests down in the hammock. | pull out my book from my backpack and lie next
to him, cuddling closeto him.

“Should we read the book again?’ | ask.

“Yeah,” he murmurs. “I like it when you read to me.”

| begin to read the poetry book. My voice echoes, mingled with the sound of the
rustling leaves blown by the wind and the birds chattering again above us.

| keep reading, unconscious that the environment progressively lulls me to sleep. My
voice is growing quieter and softer the more time passes.

“They should feel like home...” | falter. My eyes fedl so thick. “A place that...” |
can’'t even finish the statement because I'm falling asleep.

Liam’s kisson my forehead isthe last thing | remember.
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Liam and | are lying on the bed, facing one other. | throw my arms around his waist
while he draws me closer to him. His hand is on my back, over the fabric of my sleep
shirt. The other hand massages my head while | hide my face in his chest.

| absorb his aroma, feeling comfortable and secure in his embrace. These past several
daysin the cabin have been like adream that | don’t want to wake up to.

| hope that we could remain like this forever.

He abruptly says, “What is your dream, Emily?’ “What do you want to do with your
life?’

You are my fantasy come true. | want to answer that, but the second question makes
me think that he’ s really asking about something else.

“l don’'t know,” | answer. “I haven't applied to any college because | thought that |
wouldn’t be able to afford it.”

| recall exactly why | took the position Ethan provided me.
| never expected that it would turn into something like this.
With the money Ethan aready put to my account, | will have no trouble assisting my
family financially and applying for college. But | don’t want to go just yet. In fact, |

don’t think that I'll ever want to leave Liam.

“What do you enjoy the most?’ He tucks a strand of my hair behind my ear.



| look into hislovely grey eyes, sinking in them.

“Maybe it can help you choose your major,” he suggests.

| sigh, closing my eyes as | shake my head. | lean against his chest even closer, my
fingers grabbing the back of hist-shirt.

“l don’t know,” | answer. “I like giving help to people, though. | honestly thought of
becoming a nurse or being involved in avolunteer program for kids somewhere in the
world,” | stop. “Why are you suddenly asking me about that?”’

| tip my chin up and find Liam giving me a serious |ook.

“Don’t you have aplan for your future?’ he says quietly.

Now that he asks me, | honestly haven’t thought about it in detail.

| shake my head again. “| haven’'t thought about it in detaill. What | do know is that |
want to help Kate and my brother Tyler with money—"

| wrinkle my brows as | ponder hard about what | want to achieve in the future. Liam
Is asking me these things, but | don’t think I'll be able to live like a normal person
now that I’'m a part of Eagle Wings.

“Hey, what’swrong?’ he murmurs.

| can see that heisworried when | glance at him again.

“Never mind,” | say with asmile.

He pushes my chin up again with his finger and kisses me softly on the lips. | moan



with pleasure and lean against him.

Thistime, | start the kiss by putting my arm around his neck. | s**k on his lower lip
and press my mouth against his, which makes him moan. He quickly tightens his
grasp on me, throwing his arms around me possessively and starts to kiss me
hungrily.

| kiss him back with al my heart, and before | know it, we are blazing with passion
and want. Our tongues flirt with one other as | put my leg around his waist. He
grunts, and the next thing | know is that he turns me onto my back.

He clamps my hands on my sides, hisjaw taut. “Emily,” he growls, warning me.

“I"'m sorry.” | gasp. “Sorry.”

His eyes soften, and suddenly he releases me. | laid on my side, facing the opposite
direction.

Again, | pushed himtoo far.

| admonish myself for how foolish | am. Liam is not ready yet for that level of
closeness.

| feel him going behind me and spooning me. He leans his chin on my shoulder, and |
grin.

“Cuddling time?’ | tease. “Okay. Cuddling only.”

“You're going to be the death of me,” he mutters under his breath and plants a
delicate kiss on my neck.



| sigh dreamily, feeling him laying more lips on the back of my neck.

“Liam.” | chuckle. “It tickles.”

But he doesn’t stop, and more chuckles explode from me.

| clench my eyes, feeling the ray of early sun touching my face. When | open eyes,
I’m met by the same cabin I’ ve been staying in with Liam for these past several days.

| tilt my head to my side and see that his side of the bed is vacant. When | skim my
fingertips on the sheet, it feels chilly. | frown.

Liam must have been out of bed for along time.

| shout out, “Liam?’ My voiceis still sluggish from sleep.

| sit up, stretch, and get out of bed. | move cautiously toward the living room and find
that it's empty. The curtain shifts, blown by the mild morning air, but other than that,
there’ s no evidence of any other activity.

| wonder where Liam is, but suddenly alovely grin touches my lips. He normally sits
at the back patio in the morning if he gets up earlier than | do. | shake my head in
bewilderment owing to my own cluelessness.

Maybe it’ s because he was holding me close all night that | anticipated him to remain
by my side when | opened my eyes — he acted like he didn’t even want to let me go
for a second while we slept together last night.

| stroll onto the patio, only to find that it’s abandoned as well. My brows furrow in
perplexity.



Isit feasible that he' s taking a morning jog?

But he never did that throughout our stay here — he was still traumatized by what
Arthur’s brother did to me.

“Liam?’ | call again, hurrying back into the living room.

| push through the front door and find the grass empty.

My concern grows. Where could he go?

He hasn’t gotten to know the area outside the cabin very well yet.

Unless he went to the hammock.

My mind takes me there, and my legs move me closer to the trees before | even
remember moving them. | go along the way to the hammock. My heart is racing.

When | eventually approach the place, I’ m already panting.

He' s not here.

My pulse quickens even more. | race back toward the cabin, anxious about Liam.

Isheinthetoilet? But it's been so quiet that | don’t even think he’s here with me.

| hurry into the cabin and knock on the door to the bathroom. “Liam, are you there?’

No response.

| open the door with my heart pounding against my ribs. It's not locked, and when |



look inside, no oneisthere.

My lips start to shake because of the awful feeling that suddenly comes over my
heart.

| walk back into the bedroom and see my phone on the nightstand.

He couldn’t have left without telling me, therefore he must have called me.

| take my phone from the nightstand with a sad heart, and there it is on the screen.

A communication from him by voice.

It feels like everything around me has stopped. | want to know what’'s in that
message, but a part of me shouts not to open it because | don’'t want to hear what it

says.
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| push the button with my shaky fingers to hear what he had to say to me. | can
almost feel the tears coming before | even hear him begin. Hisvoicefillsthe air.

“Hey, Emily. I'm sorry. | had to go. | told Dustin to pick me up before dawn so |
wouldn’t wake you up. | knew | couldn’t do it if you saw me leave.”

He takes a deep breath, and it shakes.

“1 just wanted to say that | really liked what we had. The time we spent in the cabin
was the best time of my life, and | will never forget it. Thank you for being there for
me when | needed it. Uh... | don’t know where to start because there are so many
things | want to say to you, and | don’'t think my words will be enough to tell you
how much | care about you.

Y ou came into my life, and | wasn’t ready to let someone like you in. Y ou remained,
and you drove me crazy because being around you made me feel a lot of things |
didn’t think | would. | tried so hard to reject you, and I’'m so sorry.

His voice breaks, and he takes another long breath.

“You taught me alot. You talked to me like | could see all the beautiful things you
saw. And goddammit, Emily, | could see them when | was with you. | could enjoy all
the little things in life, and I’'m addicted to you. | can hear your beauty and feel

everything about you—your happiness, your fear, and your sadness.”

He stopstalking and sniffs.



“l told you | wasn’t your hero, but | wanted to be more than anything else in the
world. So please let me be. Let me protect you. Let me keep you safe. Let me help
you follow your dreams and have a happy life. | want you to be happy, Emily, and |
have to let you go.”

He can’t get the words out.

“Eagle Wingsisn't for you. It'sonly for me. It'sin my blood, where | belong. But it's
not for you. You're not going to be there anymore because you deserve so much
more. Live your life, Emily. See more of its beauty. For yourself. And for me.”

| cry asthe message finishes. Difficult.

It hurts so much that | hold my chest. The phone slips out of my hand and hits the
ground with aloud bang.

“You can't—" | choke on my tears. “You can't do this, Liam.”

He won’t allow us be with each other. He' s doing this for me, but my heart is aready
so broken that | don’t think it can ever heal without him.

My emotionsfill the room, and | immediately miss the man with the kindest heart and
the most beautiful eyes|’ve ever seen.

The man who would do anything to keep me safe.

| promptly call his phone. | need to talk to him again and hear his voice again to be
sure he didn’t intend any of this.

“The number you called is no longer in service.”



My crying gets worse. “No.” My lips shake as | taste my own tears. “Please, Liam. |
have to see you again.”

| swallow aknot in my throat. It hurts so terribly that | can hardly breathe.

Liam has let me go.

His last request for me to satisfy isto let him be my hero in his own noble manner.

A year later

“Over here, Emily,” my friend's voice greets me as soon as | walk into the coffee
shop.

My eyes go to her as she waves her hand with excitement. She's with two of our
other classmates right now.

As| stroll towards their table with my rucksack on my shoulder, | grin. | sit down and
get out my laptop.

Lola, who just waved at me, squints at me and rests her chin on her fist. “Are you not
going to order something first?’ She looks at the counter and tilts her head.

| shake my head. “I’m good.” | generally drink my coffee outside.
Rick, who is seated next to me, mumbles and slurps her iced coffee, “I’m sure we can
finish our assignment quickly today.” “Of course, now that Emily is here. Wow,

Emily, you're our life saver.”

| nearly roll my eyes. | let out atiny laugh. She's exaggerating.



Sofie says, “No, realy.” “You're always one step ahead when it comes to studying.
How the hell did you get a good grade on our last quiz? Our teacher is a pain in the
ars.”

“That’s what happens when you really care about what you're learning,” Lola says
with araised eyebrow. “Isn’'t that right, Emily?’

| shake my head and bite my lip as | try to focus on our work instead. | really love
learning about nutrition. A lot of youngsters throughout the world, especially those
who live in poor nations, are having trouble getting enough food. I’m excited to be a
part of avolunteer program that will help them.

| grin when | think of how | was advised to enjoy life and be happy.

We complete our homework and talk about things that aren’t really significant. | must
say that | like being here with them. | like when Sofie and Rick argue and when Lola
talks too much.

As a college student working towards my dream degree, | spend my days hanging out
with pals after class. Ethan’s money is more than enough to pay off all of Kate's
insurance debt, Tyler’s school tuition, and the costs | need to go to college.

| can’t be more grateful while there's still a great hole in my chest that | doubt can
ever be satisfied.

Rick was right: we were able to accomplish the group project really fast. I'm pretty
happy about it because | have to leave early to go to Tyler’ s birthday party.

While they are still packing their stuff, | go to the counter to place my order. | grab
my favourite coffee, throw my rucksack over my shoulder, and wave goodbye. “I
have to go. It's my brother’ s birthday party today.”



“Have asafetrip.”

“Let me know when you get there.”

“Have a great long weekend, Emily.”

They repeat it amost at the same time, and | grin at them before going through the
door.

As soon as | leave the coffee shop, the fall air welcomes me. | stop for abit and close
my eyes, relishing how it feels on my skin.

| start walking again and continue towards the tunnel, but not before | walk by the
park where | typically sit and watch the sunset while listening to the kids play.

A football amost hits my drink, but | sidestep it just in time with atiny yelp.

The youngster who just kicked the ball races towards me. “Sorry,” he yells from a
distance as he rushes here.

| smile and pick up the ball that is rolling next to my foot. | toss it at him, and he
catches it with a big smile on hisface.

“Thanks,” he says.
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The child islovely and still quite young, maybe not more than five years old.
| groan and stroll closer to the playground. | watch the youngsters play while | sip my
coffee and rest against the railing. |1 groan as the acohol warms me up. The cup’s
warmth on my palm is so lovely and calming.
| saw atiny kid swinging with her dad. | can hear the kids laughing, and | don’'t even
realise it, but another smile comes to my lips. It's always nice to see them perform. |
don’t think I’'ll ever get tired of it.
| turn around, and just as I'm about to sit down, | notice Mr Derby, the elderly guy
who cleans the park, using his broom to sweep the leaves off the grass and the
sidewalks. He sees me too.
| wave my hand at him and say, “Hi Mr Derby!” in a happy voice.
“Are you enjoying the sunset again?’ he saysin his usual grandfather voice.
“Asusual,” | say with asmile.

He nods and goes back to work. Everyone here likes Mr Derby.

| sit down in my favourite location, still holding the cup of coffee with both hands. |
close my eyes and breathe in the calming smell. This usually helps me relax.

| look up at the sky again. It's becoming dark. The buildings block the view of the
setting sun, but it’s still a stunning picture. Red, orange, and purple.



| wish | could show him this vista. The one | miss the most. The man who couldn’t
see, but who stated | could give him his sight every time he was with me.

My throat hurts because | want something so badly. | slowly pull my phone out of my
jeans and look for his photo. It's a photo of him sitting in a hammock, looking up at
the world around him with a happy look on his face and a grin that rarely crossed his

lips.

| want to keep the happinessin his eyes forever, and my eyes are watering as | ook at
the brightnessin his eyes. That look makes me sad.

| miss him.

A much.

| wipe my eye after my tear drips on the screen. | think about him all the time.

Isheall right?

Does he still have that spark in him?

| sniffle and look at my watch. | need to get on the train soon. I'm late for Kate and
Tyler.

| placed my phone back in my pocket and finished my drink while staring at the
gorgeous twilight sky.

LIAM

| go along the sidewalk with a hoodie on my sweater to conceal my hair and face.

If my opponent knew | was out and about, it would be awful. If that happened when



Emily was here, it would be even worse.

As soon as | get into the park, | know Mr Derby is waiting for me. The sound of his
broom sweeping stops as soon as | get to the place. | can hear his boots getting closer
to me.

“She hasleft,” he adds as | stop. “ She had to get on the train.”

| nod.

Y ou could assume he’'s simply an old man who cleans the park, but he's actually a
member of Eagle Wings. He is really close to my family. We have faith that he will
look after the cabin beside the lake. My family has a lot of memories there, and now
it's even more precious because | spent time there with Emily.

Mr Derby says, “She’'s doing well.” “ Safe. No stalker. Except for you, of course.”

| listen as he tells me more about Emily, such how she spent her day, if she sounded
happy, who her friends are, and if there’ s anything | should be worried about.

| feel much better knowing that she's okay.

He warns me, “ She still cries because of you.”

| have a knot in my throat that | have to swallow. | don’t want her to forget about me,
but | also don’'t want her to cry. | keep telling myself to wait for the day when she
goes on and stops thinking about me.

Mr Derby pats me on the shoulder, and | start walking again towards the coffee shop.

When | push through the door, the fragrance of coffee hits me. | adore the fragrance
because it makes me feel closeto her.



When | open the door, | can feel the customers turning their heads to look at me. |
swear under my breath. | don’t know if it's because I'm taller than other people or
because my face doesn’'t show any expression, but people definitely notice me as |
walk. Thishoodieis not doing what it’' s supposed to, and that makes me mad.

| can still hear Mr Derby’s remarks in my brain, and the next thing | know, I'm
following her shadow.

“One cappuccino,” | tell the baristawhat | want.

| heard that Emily went to this coffee shop after class and had a nice cappuccino.

| heard that she had a nice time talking to her pals here.

| close my eyes and wait for my coffee to brew. | can hear people conversing inside
the café, glasses clattering, drinks being mixed on the counter, and college students
coming and departing al the time.

What she heard.

When the barista gives me the drink, | open my eyes and smell the drink she likes
most for a second.

| could practically hear her sigh of happiness, the way she chatted to her friends, and
the way she laughed when she heard anything humorous.

As | go back to the door, the warm liquid within the cup touches my palm. It's
something that makes me feel better.

| go outside and feel the wind on my skin. This strong emotion inside me makes my
chest feel constricted. It’sthe air she breathes that makes me feel her. All over.



She’ swith me, sharing her happiness, till | can’t feel my wrath anymore.

| hear kids playing, the swing, and a ball being kicked when | go back to the park.
The notion of her smiling while she watched them makes my heart feel good.

| sit down on the bench and drink my coffee. | let out asigh. It has a sweet and bitter
flavour like us.

| miss the girl who offered me a new view when | lost one. This sight she provided
me made me feel whole.

The wind brushes across my skin again, as if it's attempting to ease the ache of
missing her.

| let out aweak breath and atear falls from my eye.

| love her. | can fedl her al over.

| adore Emily Fiat, and | don’t need to see her to know it.



