USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR

L. SHEN



the 4

USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR

L.). SHEN



The Monster
Copyright © 2021 by L.J. Shen

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or
transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or
other electronic or mechanical methods, without prior consent of the publisher,

except in the case of brief quotation embodied in critical reviews and certain other

noncommercial use permitted by copyright law.

Resemblance to actual persons and things living or dead, locales, or events is
entirely coincidental.



(orienis

Title Page
Copyright
About This Book

Dedication
Playlist
Epigraph
Prologue
Chapter One
Chapter Two
Chapter Three
Chapter Four
Chapter Five
Chapter Six
Chapter Seven
Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine
Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven
Chapter Twelve
Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen
Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen



Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty,
Epilogue
Acknowledgements
Stay connected
Also by L..J. Shen

Pretty Reckless Excerpt
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“Maybe we were never meant for each other. But that night
at the carnival, when you showed me who you were, I figured
out who I wanted to be.”

The most important thing I’d ever read was scribbled on the
door of a portable restroom, engraved into plastic at a carnival
on the outskirts of Boston.

Lust lingers, love stays.
Lust is impatient, love waits.
Lust burns, love warms.
Lust destroys, but love? Love kills.
Maybe it was always my destiny to fall in love with a monster.

When other kids stayed awake at night fearing the pointy-
toothed beast hiding in their closet, I longed to see mine.

I wanted to feed it, domesticate it, understand it.
Sam and I were only allowed to love each other in the dark.

Once our story unfolded, and the truth came to light, I was the
one to cut the cord.

My name is Aisling Fitzpatrick, and I have a confession to
make.

Sam Brennan is not the only monster in this story.



To monsters everywhere, and to sword-yielding Pang and Jan.
Thank you for storming into my life.



Plaplists

“You Are in Love with a Psycho”—Kasabian
“Rock & Roll Queen”—The Subways
“I’m Not in Love”™—Kelsey Lu
“Good Girls Bad Boys”—Falling in Reverse
“Wow”—Zara Larsson
“Listen Up”—The Gossip
“The End of the World”—Skeeter Davis



“What would an ocean be without a monster lurking in the
dark? It would be like sleep without dreams.”

—Werner Herzog



Age 9

This is the last time you ever cry in your life, shithead.

That was the only thing that went through my head when the
woman who gave birth to me punched the doorbell five times in
a row, clutching the back of my shirt like she was disposing of
some punk who’d TP’d her house on her neighbor’s doorstep.

The door to Uncle Troy’s penthouse swung open. She
shoved me past the threshold.

“Here. All yours. You win.”

I flung myself into the arms of Aunt Sparrow, who staggered
backward, pulling me to her chest in a protective hug.

Sparrow and Troy Brennan weren’t really my aunt and
uncle, but | spent a lot of time with them—and by ‘a lot’, I mean
still not enough.



Cat, AKA the woman who birthed me, was giving me away.
She’d made up her mind tonight when she’d passed by me, on
her way to her bedroom.

“Why are you so small? Pam’s kid is your age, and he is,
like, huge.”

“Because you never fucking feed me.”” I flung my joystick to
the side, giving her stink eye.

“You’re, like, ten or eleven, Samuel! Make yourself a
sandwich.”

I was a nine-year-old and a malnourished one at that. But
she was right. I should make myself a sandwich. I would if we
had the ingredients for it. There weren’t even condiments in our
house, only drug paraphernalia and enough booze to fill the
Charles River.

Not that Cat cared. She was blind with rage because I stole
her cocaine and sold it to some wiseguys down the street then
used the money to buy four McMeals and a Nerf gun, when she
left me unattended tonight.

Grandma Maria was the one who did the heavy lifting when
it came to raising me. She lived with us, working two jobs to
support us. Catalina was in the background, like a piece of
furniture. There, but not really. We lived under the same roof,
but she moved out whenever her boyfriends were whipped
enough to let her stay with them. She went to rehab centers, and
dated married men, and somehow had money to buy expensive
bags and shoes. Kids at school kept telling me their dads said
Cat knew the curve of every mattress at our local Motel 6, and
even though I wasn’t sure what it meant, I was sure it wasn’t
good.

I once eavesdropped on Uncle Troy telling her, “He is not
the fucking Hamptons, Cat. You can't visit him periodically,
when the weather allows it.”

Catalina had told him to shut his trap. That I was the worst
mistake she had ever made while she was high.

That day, I got expelled. Beat the shit out of Neil DeMarco
for saying his dad and mom were getting a divorce because of
my mom.



“Your mom's a slut, and now I have to move to a smaller
house! I hate you!”

I’d given him a different reason to hate me by the time I was
done with him, one he would always remember because it
changed his face.

When Cat picked me up, she’d yelled at me that she’d fuck
up my face like I’d done to Neil, but I wasn’t worth breaking
her new nails over. I’d barely heard her. Everything inside my
head was swollen from the fight and from thoughts that made
my head hurt.

But I knew she’d be too cheap to take me to Urgent Care, so
I didn’t complain.

“All ours?” Aunt Sparrow narrowed her green eyes at
Catalina. “What are you talking about? Today is not our day
with Sam.”

Aunt Sparrow had red hair and freckles and a body like a
scarecrow, all bones and skin. She wasn’t as pretty as Catalina,
but I still loved her more.

Cat rolled her eyes, kicking the duffel bag with my stuff. It
hit Uncle Troy’s shins.

“Don’t pretend like you haven’t been gunning for this all
along. You take him on your family vacations, he has a room
here, and you go to all his soccer games. You’d breastfeed him
if you had any tits, which sadly, you don’t.” Catalina swiped her
eyes along Sparrow’s body. “You always wanted him. He’ll
complete your boring little family, with your boring little
daughter. Well, it’s your lucky day, because the asshole is
officially yours.”

I swallowed hard and glared straight ahead at the flat screen
TV behind Sparrow’s shoulder. Their living room was a mess.
The good kind of mess. Toys strewn everywhere, pink fluffy
blankets, and a purple, glittery toddler scooter. Brave was
playing on the screen. It was Sailor’s favorite movie. She was
probably asleep.

She had a bedtime. Rules. A routine.



Sailor was Troy and Sparrow’s two-year-old. I loved her like
a sister. Whenever she feared a monster was hiding under her
bed and I was there, she’d slip out of her toddler bed and pad
into my room and slide under my blanket, clutching me like I
was a teddy bear.

“Keep me thafe, Sammy.”
“Always, Sail.”

“Not in front of the kid.” Troy stepped toward Cat, putting
space between her and me. My stomach growled, reminding me
I hadn’t eaten since those McMeals I’d shoved down my throat.

“Sam, can you give us a minute?” Sparrow ran her fingers
through my dusty hair. “I got you that Ghost of Tsushima video
game, like you asked. Grab a snack and play while we finish up
here.”

I took some beef jerky—Uncle Troy told me protein would
help me grow talle—and disappeared into the hallway,
rounding the corner but not getting into my room. I’d had my
own room here since I was in first grade. Grandma Maria said it
was because Troy and Sparrow lived in a good school district,
and we needed their zip code to register, but even after I got
expelled from my first school, I still came here often.

My “real” house was in a bad neighborhood in Southie,
where tennis shoes littered every power line, and even if you
didn’t pick fights, you’d sure as hell need to finish them in order
to survive.

Eavesdropping, I heard Troy growl, “What the fuck?” from
the doorway. I liked how he said the word ‘fuck.” The sound of
it gave me whiplash, and the skin on my arms turned all funny.
“Maria has barely been gone for three weeks, and you’re
already pulling shady shit.”

Grandma Maria passed away in her sleep less than a month
ago. I was the one who’d found her. Cat had been out all night,
“working.” I’d held Grams and cried until I couldn’t open my
eyes anymore. When Cat finally got home, with whiskey breath
and smudged makeup, she told me it was all my fault.

That Grams was too tired of my bullshit and decided to bail.



“Can 't blame her for kickin’ the bucket, kid. I'd do the same
if  could!”

I packed my duffel bag that same morning and hid it under
my bed.

I’d known Cat wasn’t going to keep me.

“First of all, watch your mouth. I’m still grieving. I lost my
mother unexpectedly, you know,” Catalina huffed.

“Tough shit. Sam never had his mother to begin with.”
Troy’s voice made the walls rattle, even when he spoke calmly.

“The boy is untamable. Dumb as a brick and as aggressive
as a stray dog. Me sticking around ain’t gonna help. It’s only a
matter of time before he lands in juvie,” my mother spat. “He’s
a monster.”

That was her nickname for me. Monster.
The Monster did this.
The Monster did that.

“Look, I don’t care what you and your perfect little wife
think. It’s just too much responsibility. I’'m out. I can’t send him
to therapy and shit like that. I’'m not made out of money.”
Catalina stubbed her heel on the floor. I heard her rummaging
through her Chanel bag for her cigarettes. She wasn’t gonna find
them. I smoked half the pack in the backyard while she was
getting high in her bedroom. The rest were in my bag.

“If money is an issue—" Sparrow started.

“Bitch, please,” Cat cut into her words viciously, spluttering.
“Keep your money. And I hope you are not dumb enough to
think you’re better than me, with all the help you’re getting
from your husband and harem of nannies and tutors. Sam’s the
spawn of the Devil. I can’t do this alone.”

“You’re not doing this alone,” Troy ground out. “We have
shared custody of him, idiot.”

Fire blazed in my chest. I didn’t know Sparrow and Troy
had legal custody over me. I didn’t know what it meant, but it
sounded important.



“Either you take him or I drop him off at an orphanage,” Cat
yawned.

In a way, I was relieved. I always knew once Grams died,
Catalina would get rid of me. I spent the last few weeks
worrying she’d set the house on fire with me in it to get
insurance money or something. At least [ was still alive.

I knew my mother didn’t love me. She never looked at me.
When she did, she told me I reminded her of Aim.

“Same Edward Cullen hair. Same dead, gray eyes.’

)

Him was my late father, Brock Greystone. Before he died,
he was employed by Troy Brennan. Brock Greystone was weak
and pathetic and a weasel. A rat. Everyone said so. Grams, Cat,
Troy.

My worst nightmare was becoming like him, which was
why Catalina always told me I was so much like him.

Then there was Uncle Troy. I knew he was a bad man, but
he was an honorable one, too.

The wiseguys down my block said he had blood on his
hands.

That he threatened, tortured, and killed people.

Nobody messed with Troy. Nobody kicked him out of the
house or yelled at him or told him he was their worst mistake.
And he had that thing about him, like ... like he was made out
of marble. Sometimes I looked at his chest and was surprised to
see it moved.

I wanted to be him so much that when I thought about it my
bones began to hurt.

His existence just seemed louder than anyone else’s.

Whenever Uncle Troy disappeared in the middle of the
night, he always came back bruised and disheveled. He’d bring
dunks and ignore the fact he smelled of gunpowder and blood.
He would tell us bad jokes at the table while we ate, and to
make sure Sailor wasn’t scared anymore, he’d tell her he saw
the monster family that lived in her closet move out.



One time he bled all over a donut, and Sailor had eaten it
because she thought it was Christmas frosting. Aunt Sparrow
was close to nuclear explosion. She’d chased him around the
kitchen with a broomstick while Sail and I giggled, swatting it
about and actually catching his ear twice. When she finally
caught him (only because he let her), he captured both her wrists
and lowered her to the floor and kissed her hard on the mouth. I
thought I saw some tongue, too, but then she swatted his chest
and giggled.

Everyone was so happy and laughed so much, Sailor had an
accident, and she never had accidents anymore.

But then I’d felt my chest tighten because I knew they’d
send me back to Cat later that afternoon. It reminded me I
wasn’t really a part of their family.

It was the only good moment I had. I’d play it over and over,
lying in my bed, every time I heard Cat’s bedsprings whine
under the weight of a stranger.

“We’ll take him,” Sparrow announced coldly. “Off you go.
We’ll send you the paperwork as soon as our lawyer drafts the
documents.”

My chest filled with something warm just then. Something
I’d never felt before. I couldn’t stop it. It felt good. Hope?
Opportunity? I couldn’t put a name on it.

“Red,” Troy breathed his wife’s nickname.

And just like that, my insides turned cold again. He didn’t
want to adopt me. Why would he? They already had one perfect
daughter. Sailor was cute and funny and normal. She didn’t get
into fights, hadn’t been expelled three times, and definitely
hadn’t broken six bones in her body doing dangerous shit
because pain reminded her she was still alive.

I wasn’t an idiot. I knew where I was headed—the streets.
Kids like me didn’t get adopted. They got into trouble.

“No,” Sparrow snapped at him. “I’ve made up my mind.”

Nobody spoke for a moment. I got really scared. I wanted to
shake Cat and tell her how much I hated her. That she should’ve



died instead of Grandma Maria. That she deserved to die. With
all her drugs and boyfriends and rehab trips.

I never told anyone how she used to give me shots of rum to
make me sleep. Whenever Troy or Sparrow paid us surprise
visits, she’d rub white powder on my gums to wake me up.
She’d curse under her breath, threatening to burn me if I didn’t
wake up.

I was seven when I realized I was an addict.

If T didn’t get the white powder daily, I shook and sweated
and screamed into my pillow until I ran out of energy and
passed out.

I was eight when I kicked the habit.

I’d just refused to let her give me rum or powder. Went
crazy every time she came near me with that stuff. Once, I bit
Cat’s arm so bad a part of her skin stayed in my mouth, salty
and metallic and hard against my teeth.

She never tried again after that.

“You’re fucking lucky my wife is stubborn as hell,” Troy
hissed. “We’ll take Sam, but there will be stipulations—and
many of them.”

“Shocker,” Cat bit out. “Let’s hear them.”

“You’ll hand him over and sign all the legal paperwork, no
negotiations and without asking for a penny.”

“Done,” Cat cackled humorlessly.

“You’ll fuck off from Boston. Move far away. And when I
say far, Catalina, I mean somewhere he can’t see you. Where the
memory of his deadbeat mother doesn’t burn hot. Another
planet is preferable, but since we can’t risk aliens meeting you
and thinking we’re all cunts, two states away minimum is my
requirement. And if you ever come back—which I sincerely
recommend against—you’ll go through me if you wanna see
him. You walk away from him now, you lose all your motherly
privileges. If I catch you messing with this kid, my kid...” he
paused for emphasis “...I will give you the slow, painful death
you’ve been begging for almost a decade, and I will make you
watch your own death in the mirror, you vain waste of oxygen.”



I believed him.
I knew she did, too.

“You’ll never see me again.” Cat’s voice rattled, like her
throat was full of coins. “He is rotten to the core, Troy. That’s
why you love him. You see yourself in him. His darkness calls
to you.”

That was when I turned into a pillar of salt. Or at least that’s
how it felt. I was afraid if someone touched me, I would shatter.

I could be like Troy.

I had darkness. And violence. And all the things that made
him great.

I had the same hunger and disdain for the world and heart
that was just that—a heart—with nothing much inside it.

I could turn a corner.

I could be something else.

I could be something, period.

That was a possibility I’d never considered before.

Cat left not long after. Then Troy and Sparrow talked. I
heard Troy pour himself a drink. They discussed lawyers and
what to tell Sailor. Sparrow suggested they send me to a
Montessori school, whatever the heck that was. I tiptoed my
way to bed, too tired to care about my own future. My knees
knocked together, and I felt the beef jerky crawling up my
throat. I made a pit stop in the bathroom and puked my guts out.

Orphan. A mistake. A monster.

I didn’t know how much time passed before they walked
into my room.

I pretended to be asleep. I didn’t want to talk. All I wanted
to do was to lie there with my eyes closed, scared that they’d
decide they didn’t want me after all or that they were going to
tell me something I didn’t want to hear.

I felt my bed dip as Sparrow sat on its edge. I had Boston
Celtics green and white linen, a PlayStation, a TV, and a Bill
Russell jersey hanging on my wall. My room was painted green



and full of framed pictures of me with Troy, Sparrow, and Sailor
at Disney, Universal, and in Hawaii.

My room back in Cat’s house was just a bed, a dresser, and a
trash can.

No paint. No pictures. No nothing.

I never asked myself why.

Why the Brennans took me in.

Why I was a part of this fucked-up arrangement.

“We know you’re awake.” Troy’s whiskey breath fanned my
hair over my eyes, making my nose twitch. “You’d be an idiot to
fall asleep on a night like this, and my son is no idiot.”

I cracked my eyes open. His silhouette took up most of my
room. Sparrow put her hand on my back, rubbing it in circles.

I didn’t shatter.
I released a breath.
I’'m not a pillar of salt after all.

“Are you my real pops?” I blurted out but wasn’t brave
enough to look at him when I asked. “Did you knock Cat up?”

I should’ve asked this long ago. It was the only thing that
made sense. “You’d never give me the time of the day
otherwise. You can’t let me hang out here just because Grandma
Maria once scrubbed your toilets. Am I a bastard?”

“You’re not a bastard, and you’re not mine,” Troy said
point-blank, averting his gaze to the window. The Boston
skyline stretched out in front of him. All the things he owned
and ruled. “Not biologically, anyway.”

“I’'m a Greystone,” I insisted.

“No,” he hissed. “You’re a Brennan. Greystones don’t have
the heart gene.”

I’d never heard about that gene. Then again, I skipped
school most days in favor of smoking cigarettes outside bars and
selling whatever it was I stole that day to help pay for my next
meal.



“I ain’t perfect,” I sat up, glowering. “So if that’s what you
want, some perfect yes-kid, kick me out now.”

“We don’t want you to be perfect.” Sparrow rubbed my back
faster, harder. “We just want you to be ours. You are Samuel. A
gift from God. In the Bible, Samuel was gifted to Hannah after
years of praying. She thought she was barren. Do you know
what barren means?”’

“A woman who can’t have kids.” I shuddered. To have kids,
you first had to make them, and I knew exactly how people
went about making them—I caught Catalina practicing a bunch
of times with her clients—and it was damn gross.

Sparrow nodded. “After Sailor was born, the doctors told me
I couldn’t conceive again. Turned out, I didn’t have to. I have
you. Your name means ‘The Lord Hears’ in Hebrew. Shma-el.
God heard my prayers and surpassed my every expectation.
You’re exquisite, Samuel.”

Exquisite. Ha. That was a word I’d use for a famous painting
or some shit, not a nine-year-old ex cocaine addict, recovering
alcoholic, who was an active smoker, and half the size of kids
my age.

My childhood was such a bust, my innocence and I no
longer shared a zip code, and if she thought a few home-cooked
meals and some back rubs were going to change it, well, she
was in for an unpleasant surprise.

“Tell me why I’'m here. Why I’'m not in an orphanage. [’'m
old enough to know,” I demanded, balling my fists really hard,
clenching my jaw. “And don’t talk to me about the Bible. The
Lord may have heard Hannah, but He sure as shit ain’t been
listening to me.”

“You’re here because we love you,” Sparrow said at the
same time Troy answered, “You’re here because I killed your
father.”

Silence descended. Sparrow shot up from my bed, her eyes
really wide and really big, staring at her husband. Her mouth
hung open like a fish. Troy carried on.

“He said he deserves to know. He’s not wrong, Red. The
truth, Sam, is that shortly before your father died, he kidnapped



Sparrow with every intention of killing her. I had to save my
wife and did so without thinking twice. I wanted you to have a
father figure. A person to look up to. The plan was to take you
to basketball games every now and again. Provide guidance,
advice, and a fat college fund to kick-start your life; getting
attached was never in my plans, but it happened, anyway.” He
looked me right in the eye. “Very early on I realized you were
not a project. You were family.”

“You killed my father,” I echoed.

I knew Brock Greystone was dead, but Catalina and
Grandma Maria always said it happened in an accident.

“Yes,” he said simply.

“Who knows?”

“You. Me. Cat. Aunt Sparrow. God.”
“Did God forgive you?”

Troy smirked. “He gave me you.”

Depending on who you asked, that could be seen as a
punishment.

Now Brock was dead, and Cat was gone. The Brennans
were my only shot at survival, whether I liked it or not.

“All right?” Troy asked. With his Southie accent, it came out
as “Aight?”

I stared at him, not sure what to think or do.

“I’'m going to go get some dunks now.” He leaned down to
grab my shoulder bag, retrieving Cat’s pack of cigarettes from
it. It was close to midnight. He was definitely going to one of
his “businesses.”

“Donuts always make everything better,” Sparrow pointed
out, carrying on with the lie. “Be safe, honey.”

He bent down to kiss the top of her head. “Always, Red.
And you...” he tousled my hair with his massive palm “...no
more cigarettes. This shit could send you to an early grave.”

That was the moment I decided I was going to smoke until
my lungs collapsed. Not because I wanted to defy Uncle Troy,



but because dying young didn’t seem like a bad idea.

When he left, I turned to Sparrow. My nerves were shot. I
couldn’t trust myself not to vomit again, but this time in her lap.
And I never vomited, never cried.

“He didn’t want to take me,” I said.

She ran her fingers through my hair, brushing it back to
normal. “No, he didn’t. But only because he didn’t want your
mother to walk out of your life.”

“But you didn’t give a shit about that. Why?”

“Because I know no mother is better than a bad mother, and
every day you were with her made my heart hurt.”

“Grams left, too.”
“She didn’t leave, honey. She died. It wasn’t up to her.”
“I don’t care. I hate women. I hate them.”

“One day you’ll find someone who changes your mind.”
Sparrow smiled privately, like she knew something I didn’t. She
was wrong.

Grams died and left me with Cat.
Cat almost killed me multiple times.

Women weren’t reliable. Men weren’t either, but men I
could at least punch in the nuts, and men never made any
promises. I didn’t have a father or a grandfather to get mad at.

“I will never change my mind,” I muttered, fighting my
heavy eyelids that demanded I pass out.

I crashed in Sparrow’s arms hours after Troy left.

When I woke up the next morning, I found a golden chain
on my nightstand.

I scanned the Saint Anthony charm on it. My initials was
engraved around the coin.

S.A.B.



Samuel Austin Brennan.

Years later, I’d learn Troy and Sparrow petitioned to legally
changed my name from Greystone to Brennan the same hour
they filed for full custody of me.

I knew who Saint Anthony was, the Patron Saint of all lost
things.

I was lost, but now I’d been found.

Next to the necklace was a paper plate with a glazed donut
and a hot cup of cocoa.

I was a Brennan now.

Boston underworld aristocracy.

Privileged, respected, and feared above all.

A legend in the making.

I intended to live up to my namesake at any price.
I would never be lost again.

My parents failed, but me? I’d prevail.

I would rise from the ashes and make them proud.
Would soar into the sky.

This was the first time I felt this way.

&

Certain.



Age 17.

The heart was a monster.
That’s why i1t was locked behind our ribs, in a cage.

I’d known this all along, from the moment I was born, but
tonight I felt it, too.

Twenty minutes after taking the Mass Pike out of Boston, I
finally came to terms with the fact that I was lost.

I drove with the windows rolled down, the humid summer
air whipping at my wet cheeks. The tears kept on coming.

The scent of spring’s blossoms lingered in my nostrils,
heady and sweet, mixing with the crispness of the night.

She is never going to smell spring blossoms again.

To smile lopsidedly, like she is holding the secrets of the
universe between her lips.

To press a dress against my chest and shimmy her shoulders
excitedly, exclaiming it’s, “Tres you!”

Why’d you have to do this, B?
I hate you, I hate you, I hate you.

In the distance, neon lights flashed from striped yellow and
red tents. There was a giant sign in the middle of a glittering



Ferris wheel.
Aquila Fair.
Drown.
I needed to drown.

In lights and smells and noises, with simple lives that
weren’t mine.

I took a sharp turn right.

I parked among the SUVs, beat-up vehicles, and sports cars,
stumbling out of the Volvo in my black hoodie, cut-off shorts,
and sneakers. The Daisy Dukes were my doing. I took scissors
to an old pair of jeans and cut them off so that the curve of my
ass was visible even from space. My attire usually resembled
that of Kate Middleton. Prim, proper, and princess-like. But
tonight, [ wanted to piss &zer off for dying on me. To give her the
middle finger for not sticking around.

“American girls show skin like men don't know what awaits
under their garments. You, mon cheri, will make a man earn
every inch of you, and dress appropriately and demurely, you
hear?”

My feet carried me forward, the mouthwatering fragrance of
cotton candy, buttered popcorn, and candy apple trickling into
my system.

She didn’t like 1t when I ate junk food.

Said Americans were in the habit of eating themselves into
type 2 diabetes. She had a lot of ideas about Americans, all of
them bordering on xenophobic, and I used to spend half my time
arguing the merits of America with her.

Tents that offered live shows, vendors, and a small arcade
surrounded the rides, serving as a border. The ding-ding-ding of
machines, peppered with the mechanical noises from the rides,
reverberated in my empty stomach. The Ferris wheel sitting in
the center was bathed in an ocean of lights.

I bought myself pink cotton candy and a Diet Coke and
walked around.



There were couples making out, laughing, fighting. Clusters
of teenagers yelling and hooting. Parents screaming. Children
running. I was irrationally, maddeningly angry with all of them.

For being alive.
For not grieving with me.

For taking for granted the rarity of their precious condition:
alive, healthy, and well.

I tossed the remainder of cotton candy into a trash can and
looked around, deciding what ride to go on first. From the
corner of my eye, [ noticed a giant sign.

The Creep Show: A Haunted Mansion Experience.
Haunted mansions were my playground.

I lived in one, after all—my house held the secrets of seven
generations of Fitzpatricks—and 1’d always been drawn to
ghosts and monsters.

I took my place in line, shifting from foot to foot as I
checked my phone. My mother and brothers were all looking for
me.

Cillian: Where are you, Aisling? Call me back
immediately.

Hunter: Yo, sis. You okay? Sounds like you were
involved in some heavy shit. Sending hugz from Cali.

Mother: I heard what happened. Quite terrible, dear.
Please come home so we can discuss this. So dreadful that
you saw this.

Mother: You know how bad my anxiety gets when I
can’t get hold of you. You need to come back home, Ash.

Mother: Oh, Aisling, what am I to do? You didn’t even
make my herbal tea before you left. I’m a wreck over here!

That was my mother. Self-centered even when it was my
world imploding into miniscule pieces. Always worried for her
own well-being before mine.

I tucked my phone back in my pocket and craned my neck to
look at the carts as they slid back from the jaws of an evil,



laughing clown. Muffled screams bled from the inside of the
ride. The people who came out stepped out of the carts with
wobbly knees, buzzing with excitement.

When I was finally put in one of the wagons—it looked like
a rickety pod with red paint smeared all over it to symbolize
blood—I was alone, even though there was enough space for
two people.

I knew nothing would happen to me on a fair ride.

Still, I felt lost, fragile, and unbearably lonely tonight. Like
someone had peeled away my skin in one go and left me to
carry my bones and veins and muscles in a messy heap.

I’d just lost my best friend. The only one that counted.

I grabbed onto the shirtsleeve of the guy manning the ride,
tugging.
“I want to get off.”

He gave me a slow once-over, his gaze lingering a second
too long on my bare thighs.

“Hell, sugar, I’d like to get you off, too. But you’ll have to
wait till the end of my shift. I need the money,” he slurred,
sounding stoned.

I clutched onto his Hurley hoodie sleeve, throwing fourteen
years of etiquette lessons out the window in one moment of
desperation. “No! I want to get off the ride. Unless you can put
someone in the cart with me?”” Hope trickled into my voice.

“Bro, it’s, like, a ride anyone four feet or over can get on.”
He shook my touch off, frowning. “You’ll make it out alive.”

“I know. It’s not that I’'m scared. I just—"

“Look...” he raised a hand to stop my stream of words “...if
I don’t press that red button over there every three minutes, I
lose my job. You getting out or sucking it up?”

I was about to answer that it was fine, that [ was just being
silly, when someone stepped forward, cutting the entire line
behind them.

“She’ll suck it up, Sir Smokes-a-Lot.”



A curtain of unshed tears blocked my vision, and I knew if I
blinked it away, everyone would see I was crying. I was so
embarrassed I wanted to die. Blurry Stoner Guy pushed the
metal rail open obediently, muttering a quick hello to the
stranger approaching us, ducking his head down.

The person slid into my cart, pulling the metal bar against
our waists, flicking a cigarette sideways, an umbrella of smoke
cocooning us together.

I wiped my eyes, mouthing a mortified thank you. When I
looked up, our gazes collided, and my insides crushed like a
glass ceiling shattered by a supernova.

Him.
I didn’t know him, but I dreamed of him.
I’d dreamed of this man every night since I was nine.

Since I’d started reading kissing books under the covers
about brave knights and the princesses who loved them.

Beautiful and princely, with eyes that could see through your
soul.

He looked to be in his early twenties. With tawny, wind-
swept hair tousled in untidy sexiness. His eyes were two silver
moons—the kind that change color in different lights. His skin
glowed, like he’d been dipped in gold, and he was so tall his
knees poked out of the cart. He wore a black V-neck that clung
onto his muscular chest and biceps and black jeans ripped at the
knees.

A Saint Anthony charm was wrapped around his neck, held
by a tattered leather string.

“I—I’'m Aisling.” 1 stuck my hand out to him. Our cart
jerked forward and whined as two girls my age jumped into the
pod behind us, gossiping hotly about a girl named Emmabelle
who used to go to school with them and apparently had sex with
half the football team then sucked off the other half.

He ignored my outstretched hand. I swallowed, withdrawing
my hand and dumping it in my lap.

“Bad night?”” His eyes lingered on my puffy eyes.



“The worst.” I didn’t even have the good manners to smile
politely.

“I highly doubt that.”

“Oh, I’'ll bet you anything my night is going worse than
anyone else’s in this carnival.”

He offered me an arched eyebrow, showing me his
handsomeness had a devilish quality to it, the kind I suspected
very few women could resist.

“I wouldn’t bet with me.”
“Oh? Why’s that?”
“I always win.”

“There’s a first time for everything,” I murmured, starting to
think he was a little too confident for my liking. “I bet you
anything I’m having the worst night out of all the people in this
carnival.”

“Is that right? Anything?”

“Within reason.” I straightened my back, remembering
myself. She always told me to behave a certain way. If she was a
ghost hovering above me right now, she would not appreciate
my attire. The least I could do was not lose my virginity to this
handsome stranger in a stupid bet.

“Im guessing you’re the sensible one.” He twisted his
lighter between his long fingers, back and forth, a movement |
found oddly soothing.

“One, out of ...?”
“Your siblings.”

“How do you know I have siblings at all?” I felt my
eyebrows rise in surprise.

He stared at me boldly, his eyes saying things no stranger
had any business telling me. It was like the world was his, and
since | was a part of it, he could have me, too. Suddenly, I
realized whatever was happening here was very odd and at least
somewhat dangerous.



I wanted to strip for this man, and I’d never wanted to strip
for any man, for any reason, especially not romantic reasons—
and I didn’t mean just my clothes.

I wanted to make him explode like a pifata, clawing into his
gut, unearthing every single quality, trait, and bad habit that he
had. Who was he? What was his story? Why did he talk to me?

“You think you’re nothing special,” he said softly.
“Do people think they’re special?”
“Those who aren’t do.”

“I’m guessing you’re the troublemaker out of your siblings.”
I tucked my hair behind my ears. He smirked, and I felt it in my
bones. The way the air heated up just because he was content.

“Bingo.”

“You must’ve been a hellion growing up.” I cocked my head
sideways, as if a different angle would show me a picture of him
when he was nine or ten.

“I was such a troublemaker, my mother threw me out when I
was nine.”

“Oh, I’'m sorry,” I piped up.
“I’m not. I dodged a bullet.”
“And your dad?”

“He didn’t.” The man retrieved a cigarette pack he kept in
his rolled-up shirtsleeve, a-la Jack Nicholson in One Flew Over
the Cuckoo’s Nest. He cupped his palm over his mouth and lit
another cancer stick. I noticed Stoner Guy saw and didn’t say a
word. “He was shot when I was a kid.”

“Deservingly?” I heard myself ask.

“Very much so.” Hot Stranger sucked on his cigarette, the
orange ember flaring like that thing behind my ribcage. “How
"bout your folks?”

“Both alive.”

“But someone else isn’t. Otherwise, you wouldn’t be
crying.” He exhaled a spiral of smoke skyward. We both
watched as the gray mist above us evaporated.



“I lost someone tonight,” I admitted.
“Who?”
“No offense, but that’s none of your business.”

“None taken, but just for the record...” he tilted my chin up
with the hand holding his cigarette “...everything in Suffolk
County is my fucking business, sweetheart, and right now,
you’re within county limits, so think again.”

An odd feeling washed over me. Fear, desire, and kinship
battled inside me. He was direct and aggressive, a fighter. As
unlikely as it sounded, I knew he and I were cracked in the same
place, even though we’d both been broken in different ways.

Our cart began to move, slicing through a black vinyl
curtain. A giant, plastic zombie leaned forward from a veil of
green smoke, laughing lowly into my ear.

“The monster's gonna get ya.”

There were beasts twirling, screaming zombies that spat
water in our faces, and a family of corpses having dinner. A
baby’s red eyes shot lasers at us.

The train of carts ascended to the top, slow and steady.
People all around us squeaked in excitement.

“Do you ever feel lost?” I whispered.

The stranger laced his fingers with mine on the scratched
plastic bench beneath us. His hand was warm, dry, and
calloused. Mine was cold, soft, and sweaty. I didn’t pull away,
even when danger began humming around me, thickening the
air, depriving me from oxygen.

Play with monsters, but dont be surprised when you get
beaten.

“No. I had to find myself at a young age.”

“Lucky you.”

“I wouldn’t use that word to describe me.” He chuckled.
“Not Irish, then?”” I couldn’t help but probe.

He didn’t look Irish—he was too tall, too broad, too tan—
but he had that Southie accent most blue-collar Irish men



sported.

“Depends on how you look at it,” he answered. “Back to the
subject at hand—your being lost.”

“Yes, right.” 1 cleared my throat, thinking about /er again.
“I don’t think I’1l ever find myself. I don’t have many friends. In
fact, I only had one really true friend, and she died today.”

“There is nothing to find. Life is not about finding yourself.
It’s about creating yourself. There’s something liberating about
knowing your own bones, all the things you are capable of.
Being unapologetically yourself makes you invincible.” His
voice seeped into me, hitting roots. Our fingers tightened
together. Our cart jerked here and there while zombies sent arms
flying in our direction, trying to catch us. People around us
giggled and screamed.

He hadn’t said he was sorry for my loss like everyone else
had. “And who are you?” 1 breathed.

“I’'m a monster.”
“No, really,” I protested.

“It’s true. I thrive in the dark. My job is to implement fear,
and I am some people’s nightmare. Like all monsters, 1 always
take what I want.”

We reached the highest point. The peak.
“And what I want right now, Aisling, 1s to kiss you.”

The cart jerked back, screeched, then tipped down, falling at
an increasing speed.

The stranger muffled my scream with his mouth. His hot,
salty lips sealed mine possessively. All my inhibitions, fears,
and anxiety evaporated. He tasted of cigarettes, mint gum, and
sex. Like a man. I let go of the rails, clutching the thin fabric of
his black shirt, drawing him close, drowning in what we were in
that moment. A monster devouring a princess, with no knight in
sight to save her.

He tilted his head and cupped my cheek, his other hand
cradling the back of my head. His tongue prodded my mouth
open, touching mine—gently at first—before I let our kiss



deepen. Our tongues twisted together, dancing, teasing,
searching. My stomach dipped, and my anxiety dissolved.

The world felt different. Brighter. Bigger.

Warmth pooled between my legs, and my groin rocked
forward on its own accord. I felt achingly empty. I squeezed my
thighs together just as I felt a lash of fresh air on my face.

The ride was over.
We were back out.

He broke our kiss, drawing back, his face expressionless.
Terrifyingly calm.

The girls in the cart behind us mumbled “holy shit” and
“that was hot” and ““yeah, it’s definitely him, Tift.”

Him who?

“First kiss, huh?” He wiped a smudge of saliva from the
corner of my mouth with his thumb, cold amusement dancing in
his eyes. Like I was a toy. Something laughable, replaceable.
“You’ll get the hang of it.”

The girls behind us giggled. My soul fired up its imaginary
laptop and opened Zillow in search of a suitable place to bury
myself from shame.

“Are you seriously not going to tell me your name?” My
voice came out hoarse. I cleared my throat. “Imagine if you
really were my first kiss. I could be scarred for life. You might
traumatize me. I’d never be able to trust another man again.”

Stoner Guy flung the metal bar open, striding down the line
of carts. “Time’s up. Everybody out.”

The stranger smoothed my hair away from my face.
“You’ll survive,” he croaked.
“Don’t be so sure.”

“Don’t underestimate me. I know a whole fucking lot about
people. Besides, I already told you, my name is Monster.”

“Now, that might be your nickname—" I started.

“Nicknames are more telling than birth names.”



I happened to agree. My father called my older brother,
Cillian, Mo Orga, which meant “my golden” in Irish Gaelic, and
my middle brother, Hunter, Ceann Beag, which meant “little
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one.
He never nicknamed me anything.

My name meant vision, a dream. Perhaps that’s all I was to
my father. Something that wasn’t real, tangible, or important. |
was meant to be an idea. A pretty vessel for him to parade and
exhibit.

A little daughter, pretty, prim, and proper, without the
pressure of breeding me for some big role. To take over his
company one day. To give him male heirs to continue his legacy.
I was my mother’s gift from him, and I played my role, doting
over her, fulfilling her every whim, and filling the hours he was
away on business with shopping trips, doing each other’s hair,
and more.

Now I was planning to go to med school so when I
graduated, 1 could also take care of her physically. Jane
Fitzpatrick always did detest visiting her doctors. She said they
were judging her, misunderstanding her.

I couldn’t wait for the day I’d be qualified to replace her
physician and check another box in the impossible wish list my
parents had set out for me.

“I’m not afraid of monsters.” I squared my shoulders.

Pleased with my answer, he flicked my chin. “Maybe you’re
one of us. You just said yourself you don’t know who you are.”

I tried to go after him. I wasn’t too proud to follow him
around, ask him what he meant. But he was quicker, sliding out
of the cart quickly, and with the feral grace of a tiger, he walked
away.

He disappeared in the throng of swirling lights and bodies,
evaporating into thin air, as monsters did.

I came here to drown.

Now, I could hardly breathe.



Three hours later, I was still buzzing with adrenaline and pain. |
tried all the rides. Ate too much candy. Drank root beer on a
bench and people-watched. The distraction did not dull the pain.
I continued to play the moment I found out she was dead over

and over again in my head like I was trying to punish myself for
... what? Not stopping it? Not getting there sooner?

There was nothing I could have done to prevent it.

Wasn't there? She asked you for help. You never gave it to
her.

I looked for Monster all night, even when I didn’t mean to.
My eyes wandered, scanning the lines and couples and throngs
of people. I wondered if I'd made him up in my head.
Everything about our encounter seemed unreal.

When [ took a restroom break at the portable toilets, |
noticed the back of the door was freshly engraved with words.
Words that seemed intimately directed to my eyes.

Lust lingers, love stays.

Lust is impatient, love waits.

Lust burns, love warms.

Lust destroys, but love? Love kills.
S.A.B.

When the clock hit midnight, T gave up. I wasn’t going to
find him.

My phone was blowing up, and I knew my parents were
going to send a search unit if I didn’t come back home.

A missing seventeen-year-old girl was a non-issue if it had
only been eight hours since you’d last seen her.

A missing seventeen-year-old oil heiress whose daddy was
one of the richest men in the world sure was, though, and I had
no doubt my family would raise a ruckus.



I was a Fitzpatrick, and Fitzpatricks should always be
protected.

I glanced at my phone again.

Mother: I am getting increasingly worried. Just text me,
please. I understand that you are upset, but you are
upsetting us all by disappearing like this! I cannot get any
sleep. You know how much I need my sleep.

Mother: Your father will be blaming me for this entire
ordeal. I do hope this pleases you, Aisling. Getting me into
trouble.

Oh, Merde. Put a lid on it, Mother.

Hunter: Da will have a heart attack, sis. Just sayin’
(more hugz from Cali).

Cillian: Stop being so emotional. She was the hired help.
Da: I am sorry for your loss, Ash. Please come home.

Leaves crunched beneath my feet as I made my way to
Mom’s Volvo XC90. I was about to swing the door open, get
inside, and gun it back to Avebury Court Manor, our house. That
was when I heard it. A crunch that had nothing to do with my
feet. My head snapped up in the darkness. Toward the edge of
the parking lot, about three cars down from my vehicle, was a
corner nestled between a thick line of trees leading to the woods
by the highway. Secluded and dark.

“No, no, no. Please. I know I fucked up, but I promise, I’1l
stop.”

Someone wailed. A man.

I squinted, ducking between my car and an Impala, peeking
at the two figures under a thick mass of leaves. One of them was
standing, holding a gun. The other was on his knees, in front of
the standing figure, like he was praying to a merciless god.
Maybe it was the fact I’d already witnessed one death tonight,
but even though my adrenaline kicked in, I couldn’t muster the
hysteria I probably ought to feel right now.

“Lying will get you nowhere,” the standing man clipped
harshly.



“What makes you think I’'m—"

“Your lips are moving,” the standing man kicked the man on
his knees with the tip of his shoe, eliciting an animalistic wail.
“I told you there won’t be a third time.”

“But I_”

“One last wish, Mason,” the man tsked, and my blood ran
cold because I recognized that voice. I would recognize it
anywhere, I realized, from tonight until the very last day of my
life.

It was the voice of Monster.
My monster.
The man who gave me my first kiss.

The guy on his knees was trembling, trying to contain his
frightened tears. He shook his head then finally, blurted out, “If
Nikki asks, tell her it was drug-related. I don’t want her to know
the truth. She’s suffered enough.”

“I will. Goodbye.”

With that, Monster used the gun pressed to the man’s
forehead and popped off two bullets. From the dull thuds, I
gathered there was a silencer on the gun. I slapped a hand over
my mouth, muffling a horrified scream that ripped out of my
throat.

He’d killed a man.
He’d killed a man out in the open.
And he hadn’t even blinked.

My legs shook, and I fell to the ground, the concrete biting
into my knees. I scrambled for my keys in my hoodie, my knees
hot with fresh blood oozing out of them from my fall.

Run, Merde. Run.

I unlocked the Volvo and glided into the driver’s seat,
frantically wiping the tears and sweat from my face to clear my
vision, biting on my lower lip to suppress a scream.

This night is not happening. Its just a figment of your
imagination.



A slam on the window beside me made me jump so high my
head hit the car’s roof. I twisted my whole body and saw it was
Monster. He must’ve caught sight of me, or worse ... heard my
scream. With shaking fingers, I started the car, blinded by tears.
The Monster jammed something into the side of the door
casually, unlocking it with terrifying ease, preventing me from
throwing the car into reverse.

He parked his hands on the car’s roof, his biceps bulging
from his short sleeves, looking blasé and indifferent.

“You’re having one hell of a night, aren’t you, little
Aisling.” The deadly calm in his voice made everything so
much worse.

“I didn’t see anything,” 1 exclaimed, jerking back, like he
was going to strike me.

To my surprise, he started laughing. Wholeheartedly. A
guttural noise that sounded weird coming from him, like he
wasn’t used to laughing.

“Now you believe that ’'m a monster?” He leaned forward,
his lips hovering close to mine. My blood turned to ice, and yet,
for the life of me, I couldn’t pull away this time. It must be the
shock, 1 told myself. This was a fight-or-flight situation, but my
traitorous body went for secret option number three: freeze.

No. This wasn’t just fear. There was something else thrown
into the mix. Something hot and pungent. Something I didn’t
want to know about myself.

Know your bones.

This beast just put two bullets in someone’s head, and yet
here I was, my body humming, sizzling, begging to be touched
by him.

“Are you actually going to let me kiss you?” He furrowed
his brows, his lips practically moving over mine. [ was
spellbound. Speechless. I had to move.

Move, Merde. Move.
Finally, I managed to shake my head no.

He tugged my lower lip between his teeth, sucking on it
teasingly then swiping his tongue over the inside of it.



“You’re a beautiful liar, Aisling.” His low tenor vibrated in
my stomach. “Guess you found yourself, then. You’re a
monster, too.” He kissed me again, with lips and teeth, before
finally pulling away.

“Tell anyone about this, and I will find you, and I will kill
you, too. Now, I suggest you run. Far and fast. I’'m giving you a
two-minute head start before coming after your ass.”

With that, he turned around and ambled away, the
streetlamps catching his silhouette and making him look like the
complex villain you secretly root for in a film noir, sliding into a
car parked a row from mine.

Slow. Steady. Lethal.
I floored it, never looking back.

Driving so fast, the car whined and died as soon as I got
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Shortly after the Aquila Fair, my brother Hunter came back
from California for good.

Golden, tan, and blonder than ever. He moved into a
penthouse downtown with a girl named Sailor, who’d been hired
as his babysitter. I’d seen her a few times, when her mother used
to cook for us on special occasions.

Da liked to rule all of us with an iron fist, and Hunter was by
far the hardest to tame.

A few days after Hunter and Sailor moved in together, I’d
visited him at his penthouse. Sailor was out, and he was taking
one of his extras long showers, which I suspected involved a lot
of self-pleasuring, seeing as he wasn’t allowed to date anyone
since moving back to Boston.

I gave myself a tour around the living room, which looked
like it had been staged by a professional before being put on the
market for sale. Everything was too neat, too shiny, too modern
to look livable. The only hint that people actually lived here was
a row of pictures sitting on the mantel by the floor-to-ceiling



window. Even before approaching them, I knew they were put
there by Sailor, not Hunter.

Hunter never did consider himself to have a true family, and
seeing as he’d lived away from the house since age six, I
couldn’t exactly blame him.

My curiosity got the better of me, and I walked over to the
mantel. The first picture was of the young redheaded woman,
which I recognized as Sailor, her face youthful and full of
freckles, hugging a middle-aged, dark-haired man and an older
replica of herself, whom I recognized as Sparrow.

The second picture was of the redheaded girl at a party with
two blonde women her age. They were all laughing, wearing
goofy neon sunglasses.

I recognized them as the Penrose sisters. They were on the
local news the other day, for shoveling snow outside senior
citizens’ houses.

The third ...

The third was a picture of Sailor and the Monster.
My monster.

The guy from the carnival.

He stared into the camera, looking grim and serious, while
she looked at him like he was the moon. Her spot of light in the
endless darkness.

“Yup. That’s her. My ball-busting roommate,” I heard a
voice behind me and jumped back with a gasp, slapping a hand
over my chest, afraid my heart would accidentally leap out.

I turned around quickly and offered Hunter a polite smile.
We were still more acquaintances than siblings.

“She looks beautiful.”

He shrugged, sauntering deeper into the living room with a
towel wrapped around his waist and nothing else, his blond hair
dripping water. “She’s okay.”

“I’m guessing those are her parents.” I pointed at the first
picture, playing innocent. He nodded.



“And these two?” I moved to the Penrose sisters, playing
dumb. My heart pounded in my chest. I didn’t know why, but I
had a feeling about these girls. This group. I wanted to be a part
of them.

“Persephone and Emmabelle. Her best friends. They’re
sisters. Another bucket list dream I can’t fulfill because Sailor is
on my case.”

“What do you mean? What do you want to do to them?”

“I want to do them.” He rolled his eyes, looking at me like I
was a complete moron.

“And who 1is this guy?” I asked nonchalantly, pointing at
Monster. This was it. My big moment to find out his name. I
didn’t know what I was going to do if I found out he was her
boyfriend. How could I tell my brother that he was living with a
woman who was dating a murderer?

But no. That wasn’t the thing that bothered me the most
about the i1dea of Sailor and Monster being together. It was the
fact that he had a girlfriend. That he had moved on. Of course
he would. All we shared was a kiss and a theme park ride.

I thought I was going to be sick.

“That’s Sam Brennan.” Hunter ran his fingers through his
hair, pushing it back. “Her brother. Well, adoptive brother, I
guess. Her parents adopted him when she was barely a toddler.
A real piece of work and the current number one mobster in
Boston. All the gangs and mafia families on the East Coast have
a bounty on his head. His chances of reaching an old age are
below zero.”

The Monster was a mobster.
No surprises there.
But now he had a name, an identity, a context.
Things were about to become very complicated.
&>
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Aisling 18, Sam 26.



“For heaven’s sake, Aisling, what are you doing? They’re here.
Hurry up!” Mother chided me, her heels clicking on the marble
floor behind me. My mother’s delicate fingers wrapped around
my wrist, tugging me.

“Come on, you know I don’t do small talk very well. You’ll
need to save me from mingling. Especially with the matriarch.
She works for a living. You know I don’t do well with the
middle class.”

I followed her to the foyer, a boulder the size of Connecticut
settling in the pit of my stomach.

Today was the day my parents decided to invite Sailor’s
family for dinner. Mother wanted to get to know the Brennans.
Well, that was her main excuse. Really, she just wanted to force
Hunter to visit her.

Even though Hunter was against the arrangement, I’d met
Sailor plenty of times since they moved in together. We became
fast friends after a peculiar charity ball we’d both attended, in
which she introduced me to Persephone and Emmabelle.

She was funny, quick-witted, and loyal. But no matter how
much I tried, I couldn’t get her to talk about Sam. She was crazy
protective of him, and every time I asked about her family, she
changed the subject.

The butlers swung the double doors open. The Brennans
stood on the other side. Mrs. Brennan, with tangerine hair and
sharp emerald eyes, held a steaming dish in her hand.

Sam’s eagle eyes snapped to mine. The unpleasant curl of
his lips warned me not to act like we’d previously met. Seeing
each other wasn’t a surprise to either of us. I had no doubt Sam
knew his sister lived with my brother.

He never bothered to seek me out.

My father, oblivious to my gigantic internal meltdown,
conducted the introductions.

“And this is my daughter, Aisling.” Athair—father in Gaelic
—waved his hand in my direction, like I was a decorative



ornament. Gerald Fitzpatrick was a plump man with a face the
color of a shrimp, beady eyes, and three chins.

Sam offered me half a nod, barely glancing my way.
“Pleasure to meet you,” I said steely. Sam ignored me.

My brother Cillian stood tall and imposing yet still looked
small in comparison to Sam.

“Don’t even look at her, Mr. Brennan. Aisling is prime rib.
Not a hotdog and therefore not on your menu.”

“Cillian, for shame.” Mother clutched her pearls, like she
hadn’t shared his opinion. Sam grinned, taking his phone out
and checking something, like our presence around him didn’t
even register.

Cillian walked over to Troy, Sam’s dad.

“May I offer you and your wife a tour of Avebury Court
Manor?”

The man sized him up. My guess was our mansion
interested Troy Brennan just a tad less than the state of the
weather in Gambia.

“You may, but I’ll pass,” Troy drawled, “on the grounds that
you’re a cun—"

“We’d love a tour!” Sparrow elbowed her husband’s side.

Sam tucked his phone back in his pocket, indifferent to the
awkwardness. Judging by the introductions alone, tonight was
going to be long and painful.

“Aisling, go with them while I check on the cook. See if
they need anything,” Mother instructed, and I knew what it
meant.

Keep them company so I don't have to. So I can fix myself a
drink and hide in my room a little longer.

I fell into step behind Troy, Sparrow, Cillian, and Sam. His
casual jeans and tee were replaced with gray slacks and a black
button-down shirt. His hair was cropped closer to his scalp. His
shoulders were so broad they blocked half the hallway.



We were the only two people who didn’t engage in small
talk, although both Troy and Cillian seemed painfully bored
with Sparrow’s sourdough bread recipe, which included letting
the dough “rest” in the sun, feeding it, talking to it, and
generally treating it like a Tamagotchi.

We ascended the stairs to the second floor. My house was
terrible. Soulless and glitzy, like an endless hotel lobby.
Limestone and gold accents winked from every direction;
dramatic curtains and fountains attacked your eyeballs no matter
where you looked. If nouveau riche had a face, it would be
Avebury Court Manor.

Cillian showed the Brennans the left wing, also known as
the family hall, filing through our rooms as he recited our
family’s history like we were the Kennedys.

Sam slowed his stride gradually. At first, I didn’t think it
was intentional, but soon, we were walking at the same pace,
eight feet away from the rest.

He was the first to speak.
“Suffering from a jock itch?”

I gave an unwavering smile that did nothing to calm my
nerves but didn’t answer. His presence alone had me feeling
disoriented, excited, and manic.

“You’re awfully slow,” he continued. His husky voice
trickled into my system, like sweet venom.

“You’re awfully rude.”

I stared ahead at our families’ backs. Cillian was standing in
front of a portrait of Cormac Fitzpatrick, the first-generation
Fitzpatrick who arrived in Boston after the Great Famine. Troy
and Sparrow looked about ready to fling themselves out the
French windows.

“Found yourself yet?” he inquired.
Not even close.

I felt my cheeks reddening under my makeup. “I had a bad
night that night.”

“That doesn’t answer my question.” He chuckled.



Cillian shot us a frown. “Hurry up. And remember, Brennan,
I’m watching you.”

Sam smiled at my brother, who was only a few years older
than him. “Like what you see, Fitzpatrick?”

“Not even remotely.” Cillian narrowed his eyes.

“A word to the wise: I don’t like being told what to do, but
for the right price, I can be motivated into doing just about
anything.”

“And you’re proud of that?”” Cillian drawled.

“Immensely. You’ll be lining up for my services the minute
Daddy isn’t able to pull you out of whatever bullshit you get
yourself into.”

“Don’t hold your breath,” Cillian muttered.

Sam slowed his pace. It didn’t surprise me Sam didn’t care
about Cillian’s warnings.

“My brother is a character,” I said defensively.

“That’s just a nice way of calling someone an asshole. Sailor
tells me you’re going to med school.”

I nodded curtly.
“Why?”

“I want to help people.”
“No, you don’t.”

We officially lost our families. Cillian was too busy showing
Sparrow and Troy the library, our family’s pride and joy. Sam
stepped under a little alcove with a window overlooking our
vineyard, snatching my wrist and tugging me with him out of
sight.

I gasped, digging my nails into my palms, half-crescents of
anxiety and anticipation denting my skin.

“You kept your mouth shut.” He looked at me like he
wanted to touch me.

I knew what he meant. I never went to the police. Never said
anything about the man he killed.



“I’m trustworthy.”
“Most people aren’t,” he said.
“I’m not most people.”

“I’m starting to see that. Listen carefully now. Your daddy is
a very rich and important man, and I’'m a very ambitious and a
very bad man. I want his business, and nothing is going to stand
in my way, least of all you. So stay the fuck away from me and
don’t give me those puppy eyes, begging to be fucked right
there in front of your entire immediate family, like you are
doing right now. You have no idea what you’re asking for. Men
like me eat girls like you for breakfast. And not in a pleasurable
way. You got that?”

I did. The game was over before it had even started. Sam
was a monster, and 1 was a princess stuck in an ivory tower,
bound to be saved by someone else. His adversary, probably.

I nodded, even though my head hurt and the back of my
nose and eyes pinched with tears.

“Yes. But ...”

He raised an eyebrow, waiting for more. I didn’t know what
to say.

“Yes?” he hissed, finally.

“One last kiss,” I murmured. “I won’t tell. You know I’d
never tell.”

He seemed to consider this, before tilting his head down
toward mine.

“One kiss,” he whispered, his body brushing mine. “One last
measly, stupid kiss. And don’t you dare come back for more
again.”

My lips fell open.

He gave me a lustful, devastating kiss. It was bold and
demanding and sexy, and it created a damp, cold spot in my
panties. He sucked my lower lip into his mouth, and I
whimpered, biting him desperately in response, not sure what |
was doing but doing it anyway. My hands found his hair,
tousling it. His tongue stroked mine. I wanted to feel it between



my legs, and brushed my breasts against his chest, chasing the
friction.

He laughed into my mouth.
“You’re feral.”

“I know,” I grumbled. “I’m sorry.”
“Don’t be. I fucking love it.”

Love. The way he said that word made my toes curl inside
my pumps.

He grabbed me by my butt cheeks and hoisted me so that
my thighs encircled his leg. His fingers dug into my flesh as he
ground me up and down his muscular thigh, giving me much
more than the friction I was after. Each movement made my clit
scrape against the fabric of my panties. It was like he was
rubbing two twigs together to create fire, and the fire was a
climax, climbing up my spine from my toes.

“I feel like I'm ... I’'m ...” I tried to articulate what it was,
but I couldn’t. It felt like floating and crashing at the same time.
I was quivering. I wanted him to do more of the things he knew
how to do that would make me feel this way.

“Empty?” he hissed into my mouth, his tongue wrestling
mine.

“Yes. That’s it. I feel so empty.”
“I wish I could fill you with my fat cock.”

“Oh,” I cried as he rubbed me against him faster and harder,
and everything inside me clenched, my muscles bunching.

“God...I'm...Imean,am1...7”

There was nothing I hated more than not knowing. I knew
everything there was to learn from textbooks and webminers.
But I didn’t know this. It made me feel like a kid. Like a cliché.

He laughed when it happened. When a wave of warm
pleasure descended on my body, little earthquakes everywhere.

“I think you did.” He kissed me deeper, his hands
everywhere on me, his thumb sliding up my torso, rubbing at
my nipple under the fabric of my dress.



“Huh,” I sighed into his mouth, “La petite mort.”
He tore his lips from mine, frowning at me.
“Say what, now?”

“La petite mort,” I repeated. “A brief unconsciousness. A4
little death, in French. That’s what they call that beat after an
orgasm, sometimes.”

My French governess had told me that. Sam’s eyes twinkled
with so much delight, my chest flared with pride. His smiles
were like human handprints. Each one was just different enough
to be completely unique.

“You, Aisling Fitzpatrick, are a lovely torture.”

He broke our kiss. Everything was blurry, and my panties
were really, really wet.

I pressed my fingertips to my lips. “Oh gosh, what did we
do?”

His lips were swollen and bruised, but otherwise, he looked
cool and collected.

“I assume that was rhetorical, so I’ll spare you the answer.”
He was already fishing for the cigarette pack in his back pocket.

“Do you have a girlfriend?”” I blurted out.

He chuckled, a cigarette clasped between his straight white
teeth. “Don’t worry about my having girlfriends. I never will.”

“Why not?”

“Because no woman is worth it, least of all one that is the
spawn of a man I’d like to bleed dry of his money.”

He lit up his cigarette. His gothic, wintry gray eyes felt like
ice cubes rolling down my skin.

“You know, I would never tell if we hooked up.” I
swallowed my pride. Even I didn’t know why I wanted him so
badly. I just knew I did. He made me feel like I was in a parallel
universe whenever we were together.

“I just told you this was our last kiss.”

“But why?” I insisted.



“Because I want your father’s business.”
“I won’t tell.”

“You’re not worth the risk.” He shrugged, puffing away on
his cigarette.

“There will be no risk,” I said. A voice inside me warned me
that that was enough. It was her.

He doesnt want you, mon cheri. Turn around and walk
away.

But I didn’t.
So Sam looked down at me, frowning.

“Even without the risk, you’re not worth it. You are too
young, too innocent, and far too sweet for me. Now do your
self-respect a favor and walk away.”

But it was too late.

My pride took such a beating, I had to retaliate, even though
I had absolutely no tools to do so.

“I feel sorry for you,” I said, feeling incredibly un-sorry for
him, but incredibly sorry for myself.

“You do?” He smirked, humoring me. “Why?”

“Because you’re a half-literate, barely educated dropout.
You probably don’t even know the multiplication table. That’s
why you do what you do. You don’t have a choice.”

“You’re calling me dumb?” His smile widened, his eyes
sparkling with mischief.

“You are dumb.” I tipped my chin up. “But it’s okay. You’re
hot and ooze that look-at-me-I’m-dangerous vibe, so I’'m sure
you’ll find someone.”

“Don’t forget rich.” He snapped his fingers.

“Not by my standards,” 1 smiled coldly. Holy hell, it was
like my mother took over my mouth. “Just try not to make
conversation. You’re not very good at it.”

“Based on you dry humping my leg like a bitch in heat five
seconds ago, I’m sure I’ll be able to keep them entertained some



other way.”

His words were crass, but his nonchalant smile dissolved
into a grim mask of coldness.

2

“You ... you...you...

“'m ... 'm ... 'm ... what?” He clapped my mouth shut
by tapping his finger to my chin, smirking. “Right?”

Before I could answer, Sam vanished.

He ignored me for the rest of the evening.

Four hours later, I crawled back to my room, still in a daze from
dinner.

Sam had impressed everyone with his dry wit, sharp mind,
and that aura that surrounded him. The one that promised a swift
yet painful death if you crossed him.

I found my finite mathematics textbook—the one I’d left
open on my Queen Anne desk because I’d been stuck on the
same problem for an infinite amount of time—glaring back at
me.

I groaned and reached for it, about to close it.

“I’ll try solving you tomorrow. I have bigger problems to
work out now.”

Like how I cannot stop obsessing over Boston’s most
notorious mobster.

My hand stopped over the slick, chrome page. I blinked. The
problem was solved, only not in my handwriting.

In fact, all the problems on the page were solved. Every
single one of them.

How did he ...?
“Are you calling me dumb?”

Yes, I did. But Sam wasn’t dumb. Based on this page alone,
he was closer to a math genius.



Angry with him, and with myself, and with the world, I
slammed the math book shut with a thud. A note floated down

to the floor from it. I picked it up.
Was that, like, hard?

He’d quoted Legally Blonde.

And served me my own ass in the process.

Ouch.



Present Day.
Age 27.

I'min.

The thought momentarily derailed me from everything else
teeming in my head. The noise, the pain, the second guesses.

I descended the stairs to Badlands, the most popular
nightclub in Boston.

I’d been categorically banned from Badlands. I’d even been
turned away at the door once, as the bouncer drawled, “Boss
showed your picture around, jailbait. Said he’ll fire anyone
who s dumb enough to let you in.”

I was twenty-six then, but that little fact didn’t deter him.
From the moment Sam Brennan purchased this club two years
ago, using it as a hub for all his bad seedy dealing, he refused to
let me set foot in it, even though my brothers had been visiting
here on a weekly basis.



“I can’t believe they didn’t ID you, bitch. Sam’s gonna shit
so many bricks, he’ll be able to build a replica of the Empire
State Building!” Emmabelle—Belle for short—hi-fived me,
whisper-shouting as we shouldered past hipsters, brushing along
psychedelic art deco wallpaper and neon faux taxidermy.

Belle was my only partner in crime when it came to going
out on the town, seeing as both our other friends—Sailor, and
Emmabelle’s baby sister, Persephone—were new mothers, and
therefore more interested in catching power naps and
exchanging breastfeeding tips than downing drinks at a bar.

Belle was also the owner of Madame Mayhem, a
notoriously sordid club downtown, and always enjoyed sniffing
around the competition, so convincing her to come here today
was no issue.

Badlands was darker and smaller than I’d imagined it.
Dripping decadence. We reached the end of the stairway. |
noticed that the club was no more than a few velvet couches, a
small dance floor and a long bar made out of black wood.
Above the bar, small, vintage televisions were lined up, all of
them playing the same black-and-white movie: Dr. Strangelove.

“Fool’s Gold” by The Stone Roses played in the
background, shaking the floor beneath my knee-high leather
heels.

Partygoers in costumes sniffed cocaine off the bar, and there
was a couple at the far corner of the club having full-blown sex
on the couch. The girl, dressed as the Queen of Hearts, bounced
up and down on the guy while sitting on his lap, her dress
covering their dirty deed.

This club was Sam personified. Dark and wretched yet
oddly beautiful.

I smoothed a hand over my outfit. It was Halloween. A great
excuse to cover my true identity. I went for Julia Roberts in
Pretty Woman and put on a short, blonde wig, complete with
sunglasses, scarlet-red lipstick, and blue miniskirt, and cropped
white top.

Belle had covered her blonde hair with a raven wig, a-la
Uma Thurman in Pulp Fiction. She blew on an e-cigarette



theatrically, looking around for her next victim. “Anyway,
Sam’s an asshole for blacklisting you in the first place.”

“Sam’s an asshole for many reasons, none of them have
anything to do with blacklisting me, but banning me from his
club for no apparent reason just shows how much of a tyrant he
1s,” I murmured.

I didn’t speak ill of Sam often—or anyone else, for that
matter—but when I did, it was to Belle, because I knew she
wouldn’t judge me.

“Do you think he did it because you are Hunter and Kill’s
sister?” Belle asked.

“No, I think he did it because I remind him of all the things
he wants to forget,” I said honestly but didn’t elaborate.

The carnival.
That kiss.
Our conversation.

Sam never thought he’d see me again. I wasn’t in his plans,
and whatever wasn’t in his plans had to go. That was why he
treated me as he had—with indifference dipped in cruelty.
Looking past me whenever we were in the same room. Never
acknowledging anything I said or did.

Both Belle and I perched on high stools at the bar. I
motioned for the bartender to get us two gin and tonics, doing

my absolute best not to slump and/or cry into someone else’s
drink.

At twenty-seven, I’d only been to bars a handful of times.
I’d been too busy with med school until a second ago to really
dive into the club scene, and now I had a residency. Or so
people thought. But tonight, I wanted to do something reckless,
dangerous, and stupid. To remind myself [ was alive.

Tonight, I wanted to seek Sam Brennan out, even though I
knew I shouldn’t.

Because tonight, like that other night, I watched someone
die.



And whenever death was close, so was my need to curl into
the soul of a monster and hide from the world.

To make matters complicated, I saw Sam all the time.
At dinners, charity events, and parties.

He had been working for my family for almost a decade
now.

Somehow, 1’d let the worst happen. I continued loving him
from afar, like the sun loved the moon. Coexisting, but distantly.
Eternally star-crossed, but never close enough for comfort.

We’d spoken very little to each other since that evening,
even though our families had grown close to one another
through Hunter and Sailor. Seeing him was always a bittersweet
cocktail of elation and pain.

I’d learned to get high on both feelings.

“Forget about Sam tonight.” Belle sucked on her straw,
inhaling the gin and tonic like getting trashed was an Olympic
competition. Under her costume, she was the closest thing to
Margot Robbie I’d seen up-close. Feline blue eyes, sunshine
blonde hair, delicately arched brows, and a sinfully full bottom

lip.
“You haven’t gone out once since you started your residency

at Brigham and Women’s Hospital. That was over six months
ago. Find yourself a hookup. Have fun. You earned it, Doc.”

“I don’t do hookups,” I pointed out, crushing the lime with
my straw in my drink like it wronged me somehow.

“Time to change that. It makes no sense that an OB-GYN in
training—a woman who literally takes care of everyone else’s
vagina—does not care for her own. You can’t pine for an
unrequited penis. There are plenty of fish in the sea.”

“Well, I sincerely hope you don’t get mercury poisoning,
Belle, because you seem to enjoy sampling said fish a bit too
much.” I took a generous sip of my drink, knowing I sounded
prudish and regretting my remark immediately.

Belle threw her head back and laughed, far from offended.



“Oh, Ash, you are a hoot. That’s the thing most people don’t
know about you. Underneath the polished exterior, the
American Princess longs for the monster to steal her, not for the
prince to save her. You’re kind of a dangerous creature, when
you want to be.”

The drinks kept on coming, and the indie music was good
and loud. Before long, Belle pulled me to the dance floor, where
we ground against each other to the sound of The Shins, Two
Door Cinema Club, and Interpol.

Tendrils of my blonde wig stuck to my face and lip gloss as
I sweated away the memories of today’s shift at the clinic, and I
belted out the words to “Runnin’ with the Devil” by Van Halen
with a drunk, elated crowd, once again using noise and lights to
drown my sorrows.

Ms. B.

Needles.

Death.

Mother.

Despair.

At some point, Belle zeroed in on a man as she always did.

Emmabelle Penrose was a self-proclaimed non-
monogamous woman. While she wasn’t predatory, she was
definitely not looking for a serious relationship and loved
nothing more than indulging in one-night stands. Monogamous
relationships were a foreign concept to her, like a bidet or brown
sauce. She was aware it was something other people enjoyed,
but was never tempted to try it out herself. But in the rare times
she’d picked a lover, be it a woman or a man, she was fiercely
devoted to them and made them feel like the center of the world.

Which was probably why she broke more hearts than she
could count.

Her victim tonight was a tall, dark, and handsome type
dressed as Zorro.

They met halfway, striking up a conversation while I self-
consciously danced by myself before retreating back to the bar.



She reappeared by my side ten minutes later.

“We’re going to the Four Seasons. He’s got a friend in
management who can hook us up with a presidential suite.
Doesn’t he give Antonio Banderas a run for his money?” Belle
sank her teeth into her lower lip, watching him from across the
room as he retrieved both their coats from the cloakroom,
sending her nervous glances to make sure she didn’t run away or
change her mind.

I leaned my forearms against the bar, smiling. “Definitely,
but the costume’s a bit cheesy, no?”

“Cheesier than Domino’s pizza. Luckily, I'm spending one
night with him, not a lifetime.” Belle winked, smacking a kiss
on my forehead.

“Happy Halloween, Doc. Make sure you don’t leave here
alone and text me if you need anything, yeah?”

She left without waiting for an answer.

I entertained the idea of calling an Uber and going home, but
then what was the point? My parents were still out, attending
one of their charity dinners, which was the reason I was here in
the first place; normally, when my mother was home, she
insisted we spend time together. My brothers were with their
respective wives and children.

I’d be going back to a pointless and excessively large manor
to dwell in my own thoughts, dark memories, and regrets.

I signaled the bartender to get me another gin and tonic,
downed it, and got back on the dance floor, dancing by myself.

Ten minutes later, a guy in a Ghostbuster uniform began
dancing in my vicinity, drawing closer to me as he did. He
looked young. Younger than my own twenty-seven years.
College-aged and blond, his face pink from the bite of the
Boston cold. We danced around each other for a while before he
yelled in my ear, “I’m Chris.”

I leaned forward to answer him, even though I knew there
was no way Chris and I were going home together. For better or
worse, | wasn’t the type to go home with a random. I wasn’t a
nun by any stretch of the imagination, and I wasn’t dumb



enough to save myself for Sam, but I could also count on two
fingers the men I’d slept with in my lifetime and knew their
addresses, full names, phone number, and—embarrassingly—
college grades.

“Ash,” I answered, keeping it vague.
Ash could mean Ashley or Ashlynn.

Aisling wasn’t a very common name, and everyone knew
the Fitzpatricks in Boston.

“You look hot as fuck, Ash.” He licked his lips, undressing
me with his eyes.

“Thanks.” I smiled grimly, mentally putting my clothes back
on.

“Can I buy you a drink?”

I was aware | was treading into tipsy territory, but I was still
far from drunk. I nodded. “Anything bottled works. I’1l open it
myself.”

“You don’t have a bottle opener.”
“I have teeth,” I replied.
Literally. Figuratively.

He arched a brow, grinning.
“Right on.”

Chris brought me a beer. We danced some more. When
“Heads Will Roll” by the Yeah Yeah Yeahs started, Chris shifted
behind me and began grinding against my ass. He was hard, and
I was over it. Over everything, really. Especially today.

I wasn’t going to see Sam tonight. He wasn’t here. My
whole plan was a bust, and it was time to cut my losses and lick
my wounds back home, where I could at least drown my
sorrows in more alcohol without risking getting raped.

“It’s been fun, Chris. Thanks. Have a good night.” I grabbed
my small clutch and turned toward the stairway, but Chris had
other ideas. He snatched me by the arm, pulling me back to the
busy dance floor, his rancid vodka breath wafting toward my
face.



“Not so quick, Pretty Woman. Where’s my thank you for the
beer?”

Ah-ha.

He was one of those men that thought buying a girl one
drink got them a direct ticket into their panties. I reached into
my clutch, plucked a crisp ten-dollar bill and threw it in his
direction, smirking as it floated between us, sailing down like a
feather all the way to the sticky floor.

“Here. Buy yourself something nice. Maybe the common
sense not to sexually harass women.”

I swiveled on my heel again. He snatched my arm again.
This time, he yanked me closer, my body slamming against his.
My heart began to strum erratically as his fingers dug into my
flesh, leaving rings of bruises.

“Nuh uh. I have something else in mind for payment.”

“Then I suggest you rethink it, because I’'m not that type of
girl.”

“Is that why you’re dressed like a whore?” He raised a
challenging brow. “Spare me the speech, Ashley. We both want
each other, and it’s going to happen.”

I looked up, trying to shake him off. He tightened his grip on
my arm. [ opened my mouth to warn him I was going to scream,
when out of nowhere, Chris was jerked backward and picked up
by the collar of his Ghostbuster costume like a cub.

I took a step back, knocking over another person on the
dance floor, letting out a surprised yelp.

Sam Brennan.

The Monster himself was here, a dark horse holding Chris in
the air, with a bouncer on either side of him. The college guy
flailed, helplessly clutching to the collar of his costume to
prevent himself from choking.

He showed up.

“Get rid of him, but not before breaking a few bones,” Sam
ordered dryly, dumping Chris on the floor in a pile of limbs and
moans, like he was a bag of trash.



“Oh, man,” Chris whined as the two burly guys grabbed
each of his arms, yanking him toward the stairway. “Sorry. I
didn’t know she was a VIP. C’mon, Brennan. Please!”

“Shut up,” Sam quipped.
“Am I banned from the club?” Chris whined.

Sam frowned at him coldly. “By the time my men finish
with you, you’ll be lucky not to piss blood for the rest of your
life. Take him out.” He pointed at the door up the stairs, and the
bouncers immediately followed his order.

Sam took a step toward me. I took another step back, my
knees knocking together in a mixture of fear and desire.

I’d been caught red-handed at his club, dressed like a
legendary hooker from the nineties. Lovely. He was definitely
going to be serving me my own ass. Maybe even tell my
brothers and father about this.

I squeezed my eyes shut, getting ready for a verbal beating.
“Follow me,” he rasped softly.

“m sorry! I...”

Wait, what?

Why wasn’t he tossing me out to the street right along with
Chris?

I looked around, internally cursing Belle for bailing on me.
She was crazy enough to get into a fistfight with Sam. And
somehow win.

Sam pressed his hand on the small of my back, ushering me
toward the bar then past two bodyguards blocking a narrow,
dimly lit hallway. Every cell in my body prickled with alarm.
We passed by four doors—two on each side of the corridor—all
of them open. The card rooms. Underground betting venues
Sam operated, masquerading as Badlands nightclub. Everyone
knew Badlands was notorious, but only a select few were privy
to the true reason it was famous.

Apparently, only the richest and most respected men in New
England could secure a membership to Sam’s little gentleman



club—and only if they were vouched for by one of his few
trusted contacts.

I caught a glimpse of the rooms. Brown, oaky, and smoky,
the men inside clutched cigars between their teeth, drinking
expensive scotch, laughing and placing bets.

Silently, we went up the stairs toward a door that obviously
led to his office. He opened the black wooden door and closed it
behind us, leaning against his desk.

I looked around, blinking away the harshness coming from
the fluorescent light, drinking in more details about his life.
Nothing about the room screamed money or power. It looked
like just any other office of a nightclub owner. Sam wasn’t a
flashy man. Meaning, he looked the part when it came to being
rich, but he wasn’t desperate to show off his wealth.

We were now together—alone—with no one to stop him
when he’d grind my body up and turn me into meatballs for
defying his words and showing up here.

My heart beat so fast I thought I was going to puke.

“Look, " I tried to explain my presence at the club, but he
raised his hand to cut me off.

“What happened to you tonight is not a representation of my
club or the people inside it. I know things can get rowdy in here,
but sexual harassment is where we draw the line. I’d like to
offer you a hundred-dollar voucher for your troubles, Miss ...
Roberts.” His eyes scanned me, though there was no desire or
want in his expression.

I bit down on my lip to prevent my mouth from gaping in
shock when I figured it out.

Sam didn’t recognize me.
He had no idea who I was.

How would he? With my bleach blonde wig, costume, full
face of makeup, and sunglasses.

My heart lurched, urging me to take advantage of the
situation. The opportunity was overwhelming. To have Sam
without really having Sam.



I knew Boston’s favorite monster was notorious for sleeping
with every willing woman. Why not me?

Because it is immoral, corrupt, and unfair, a voice inside me
chided, in a slight French accent, her accent. Not to mention,
you deserve a man who would beg for you, not vice versa.

Yeah, she still haunted me. A decade after her death.
But Sam didn’t have any morals. Why not play by his rules?

“Who said I didn’t want the attention?”’ I tilted my chin up,
adopting a smokier, raspier tone than my own.

Sam arched a thick, dark eyebrow, lazily perched on his
desk, strong arms folded across his massive chest.

“Your body language did, for one thing. Some read books, |
read people. You tried tugging your arm free, the international
signal for get-the-fuck-away. I noticed you on the monitor.” He
flicked his chin toward the screen on his desk, in which black
and white footage of the club from every angle danced across
multiple frames.

I let loose a blood-red smile.

“You’re right. He wasn’t my type. But that doesn’t mean I
didn’t come here to get some action.”

“Is that so?”” he asked, disinterested.

“Yes.” My voice barely shook when those words I found at
the carnival on the restroom wall came to mind.

Lust lingers, love stays.

Lust is impatient, love waits.

Lust burns, love warms.

Lust destroys, but love? Love kills.
S.A.B.

Samuel Austin Brennan.

Was I an idiot to think it was him? That these words were
once upon a time directed at me?

“Better get out there and try your luck, then.” His voice was
like a freezing cold shower dousing my advances.



“Or maybe we could help each other.” I played with a tendril
of bleached hair, careful not to tug too hard on the wig and blow
my own cover.

Sam’s smile was wry and skeptic. “Who said I’'m on the
prowl?”

“Your blood type.”

“You know my blood type?”

“Hot-blooded, ” 1 explained.

“Hot or cold, you can’t handle me, sweetheart.”
“Try me.”

His gaze glided down my body slowly, as if trying to decide
if I was worth unzipping his pants. I trembled, aware he could
find out who I was any second.

The more we spoke, the more my voice became unsteady.
Shrill. Aisling-like. He seemed to be considering this, stroking
his chin.

“Turn around,” he instructed.

I did, painfully aware he was checking out my ass. It was a
good ass. Four yoga classes a week with Mother, despite my
busy schedule as a first-year resident. But that was the thing
with unrequited love: you always deemed yourself unworthy of
the subject of your admiration.

“Lift your skirt for me.” His steel voice cut through the air
behind me. I did as he asked, even though I knew he would find
something unexpected.

My white cotton underwear, sensible and a size too big.
Practical for a woman who wore scrubs all day and completely
out of character.

I heard him chuckle. My heart sank.
“Get out of here.”

I spun my head around, my skirt still bunched up my waist,
my ass in his direction.

“I know men like you,” I hissed seductively.



“There are no men like me.”
“I can make 1t good for you,” I insisted.

“Doubt that.” He tilted his head sideways, laughing quietly.
“Out.”

Brazenly, I pushed my panties aside, to show him most of
my behind, while playing with myself. The sound of my arousal
meeting my fingers filled the air, making it known that I was
very much ready to be taken.

“Please ...” I let my hea