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The distinct scent of petrichor and freshly cut grass wafts through the still air. With my back resting in the long, uncut blades, I listen to the remote sounds of nature. The wind gently whistles through the tree branches. Water from the nearby stream sloshes in a fascinating rhythm. Crickets chirrup in the distance, playing a sonata only those who are enamored with nature will enjoy.

This, right here, has always been my favorite place to be.

Not at the estate, stuck in that palace that feels more like a gilded cage than it does a sanctuary. My home has never quite felt like a home. It’s a tower guarded by evil dragons, and unfortunately, I’m the fictional princess that’s locked away at the top.

I release a deep, haggard breath that gets lost in the cool Chicago breeze. Sometimes, it feels like I have the weight of the world resting on my shoulders. So much is expected of me as the only child.

As the heiress of the underworld.

A Moretti.

There’s a rustle of movement beside me. The soft swish of fabric against the short blades of grass. With a slight smile twisting the corners of my lips, I turn my head, blinking rapidly against the daylight. I’m not all that surprised when I feel his eyes on me. He’s lying beside me in the field of grass. His eyes are warm and pleasant, the color of the finest emeralds. The hue of new spring growth. Eyes softly woven with a chorus of green threads.

His handsome face leaves me in complete awe.

With features that look as if they were sculpted by the likes of Michelangelo himself, Azriel Costa is the most striking boy I’ve ever met.

I didn’t always feel that way, though.

Before, he was just an annoying boy who enjoyed getting beneath my skin. He then moved up the ranks and became my best friend, my protector, the only person in my life I could truly count on. And now? Now, he’s the boy I’ve fallen in love with.

He’s air. The oxygen in my lungs.

Necessary.

Vital.

I don’t know when it happened, but at some point, I began to admire the strong, athletic build of his body and the way his face was crafted to perfection, with only the slightest of flaws. Severe brows and silvery scars that I’ve spent hours caressing. Those imperfections are what I love about him most. They make him regal. They make his beauty even more real. He wasn’t plucked from a fairy tale, he is his own person, his own prince.

My prince.

His features are harsh, yet when he’s with me, there’s a tenderness there that bleeds from his eyes. It’s as if he can see through me, grab my soul with a single glance. The rest of his features are piercing and elegant. His jaw is square and defined, entirely too sharp for a face like his, but it works. His lips are, at times, distractingly full—like at this very moment. There’s a thin silvery scar on his chin that constantly catches the light. He has another that cuts through his thick eyebrow, slightly redder in color.

Perfectly imperfect.

Mine.

“You finished gawking, or do you need another minute?” He teases me with a mirth-filled gaze.

I swat at his arm, a smile breaking out across my face. “Technically, you were ogling me first, so hush.”

He doesn’t smile. His face is a serene mask, but there’s so much to be read in his eyes. It makes my heart flutter, and those butterflies I only ever feel in his presence burst to life. Azriel reaches out, tucking a strand of hair behind my ear, and caresses my cheek gently. His touch is a warm balm to the soul. It feels as though my internal organs are exposed to the sunlight.

He sweeps his eyes across my face reverently. “I like staring at you.”

“Why is that?”

Without warning, Azriel rolls on top of me, and a startled laugh rips from my lips. His hands settle on the outside of my head, holding his weight so he doesn’t crush me. Ever so slightly, he bends down. Inky strands of his black wayward hair hang over his forehead, into his eyes. His breath ghosts across my lips, sending a shiver down my spine.

I can smell his distinct scent. It percolates in the crisp air around us. Cedar, musk, and something fresh, like soap and laundry detergent.

“Because you’re mine, Asteria Persephone,” he breathes across my lips before his mouth descends on mine. Electricity thrums through my veins. A low moan tumbles past my lips and into his. Warmth unfurls in my stomach and heat climbs up my neck. With deft movements, Azriel aligns our bodies, drawing another moan out of me at the sensation of his erection prodding at my center.

My heart is a hummingbird caged in my chest, just begging to be set free. I grip at him, one hand sliding around the back of his neck, toying with the ends of his hair there, and the other hand settles on his back where I dig my fingertips in, silently demanding more.

Azriel lets out a sharp hiss of pain, stilling above me only slightly before he deepens the kiss. But I’ve caught on already. Tightness grips my chest. With a frustrated growl, I shove him off, glaring daggers at him, accusations on the tip of my tongue. His chest is heaving, eyes wild with lust, even so, he knows what I’m going to ask before I do it.

“Show me.”

His full lips smash together in a grim line. “No.”

“No?” Surprised, I cross my arms over my breasts. “Show me, Azriel, or I’m leaving.”

We both glare at each other, waiting for the other to give in—a standoff of sorts. Of course, it’s him first.

It always is.

With a frustrated huff, Azriel stands to his full height and pulls up the back of his shirt, exposing all the fresh welts and the bruises on his back. At only eighteen, he already has a mapwork of scars that tells a sad, sad story. A story of a boy trapped in a world that no one should ever be destined to inherit.

As I stare at the wounds on his back, I feel my heart crack. Moisture fills my eyes, blurring my vision. Pressure burns behind my lids and in my nostrils. My hands shake with all the rage I feel boiling inside of me. He must sense it. He has to.

Azriel whirls around, his face growing slack when he sees me.

“I hate them. I hate them for doing this to you,” I whisper, voice thick with emotion.

“I’m fine.”

“No, you’re not,” I choke out.

Azriel rakes a hand through his hair and releases a heavy sigh. “This is the way things have to be. You know this.”

Abusive beatings.

Marks of discipline.

Training for life in the Outfit.

Whatever you want to call it, that’s what Azriel goes through on a daily basis.

I let out a rough scoff, anger surging through my veins. “Who says, Az? This isn’t a life any sane person looks forward to. You deserve better than this. We both deserve better than this!”

Anger flashes across his handsome face. “And what would you have me do? Run away from my responsibilities like a goddamn child?”

“Yes!” I shout back, my frustration boiling to the surface.

Silence passes between us. Gone are the tranquil sounds of nature. Instead, all we’re left with is the loud silence that seems to cause a rift between us. The same rift that has been wedging between us since I found out he’s been training with his father and the soldiers, gearing up for his new life in Chicago’s seedy underbelly.

With an expression of defeat on his face, he takes a step toward me, bridging the gap between us. “What do you want me to say?”

“I want you to say this is ridiculous. I want you to say we’ll leave here together. We’ll leave all the expectations behind, and it will just be the two of us.”

Azriel slams his eyes shut and reaches out for me, pulling me into his arms. The emotions I was fighting back break free.

“Stop crying. I’m still here, aren’t I? Everything is going to be fine. I promise.”

“You can’t promise that. Not in that dangerous life,” I choke, hating how I can go from one emotional extreme to the next.

“Cara mia, there’s not a single force on this earth that can ever take me from you. I will love you until the day I die. I will scour the ends of the earth if anyone ever tries to take you from me, understand?”

With the fiercest kind of love burning through my chest, I give him a watery smile.

“Always?”

“And forever, cara mia,” he whispers as he cradles my face and presses his mouth over mine in a soft caress. He holds me like I’m the most precious thing he’s ever held in his hands. I feel the love he has for me pour into the kiss. I feel it in the way he breathes my name, like it’s a prayer, a mantra, his saving grace.

We pull away, and he guides us back onto the grass in our spot. The field is hidden on my father’s estate, just before the start of the Busse Woods. Laying there, with my head resting on his warm chest, we watch as the sun fades behind the lush trees in a rainbow of poetic colors. Closing my eyes, I listen to the steady beat of his heart until it’s a synchronization with the beat of my own.

“Where do you see yourself, years from now?”

He’s silent for a beat. “Right here, with you.”

The smile that takes over my face is blinding. In this moment, I’m consumed with pure happiness. It’s a moment I will cherish years from now in the future.

Or whatever the future has in store for us.
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“I can’t breathe,” I choke out as the maid tightens the dress. It seems a little overkill, wearing a corset under this gown. I mean, what are we in, the eighteenth century?

For some reason, Papa wants me to look my best tonight. He says I’m no longer that little girl, I am a woman now, and I should start acting and dressing like one.

“If you couldn’t breathe, you wouldn’t be talking, tesoro,” Estrella shoots back warmly.

I roll my eyes at her in jest as she helps me slip into the dress for tonight. It’s a soft pink floral gown with a tulle skirt that complements my tan complexion well. My golden blonde hair hangs around my shoulders in gentle waves that frame my heart-shaped face. Even with all the Italian blood running through my veins, my mother’s Brazilian bone structure and Scandinavian hair color and bright blue eyes were still passed down to me. It’s true, I don’t look like most of the people in my family, or any of my papa’s soldiers. It seems the only thing I truly inherited from Papa is our skin tone and our stubborn, stubborn pride. And we have an obvious flair for the dramatic.

“You look stunning, Asteria.”

I grin back at Estrella. “You think Azriel will like it?”

Her lips twist with amusement. “I wouldn’t use the word ‘like’, but he certainly won’t be able to keep his eyes off you tonight.”

I peer back at my reflection in the mirror satisfied.

Tonight, Papa is throwing me a birthday soirée. The good news is I’ll have a chance to see family that I rarely see, and I’ll be able to spend time with Azriel without having to sneak around. But the bad news? Papa has also invited his other “business” associates. I’m sure he thinks I don’t have any idea what he does, he’d much prefer I remain clueless to the life he leads, but I know. Every sordid, cruel detail.

My papa is part of the Italian mafia. He is the capo of one of the Sicily syndicates that is located right here in the windy city.

And Azriel’s father, Luca, is his consigliere—his right-hand man.

It is because of them, because of the Outfit, that the boy I’m in love with is being hurt on a daily basis. He’s out there training, fighting with grown men when we should be experiencing our teen years together. They’re taking everything from him, and he doesn’t even realize it. We don’t have the option to go out on dates, watch a movie together in public, hell, I’ve never even stepped foot in a mall that wasn’t the Champs-Élysées in Paris. Papa prefers keeping me sequestered here on the estate. Away from his enemies. Away from the prying male gaze.

“Stop ogling yourself, Aster, vanity isn’t a good look on you.”

I shoot Estrella a scowl. “Not even on my birthday?”

She tries and fails to stifle her grin. “Not even then. Now, chop-chop. Everyone is downstairs in the foyer waiting for you to make your grand entrance.”

Taking my hand, she gives me a weighty squeeze as we descend the steps. Once the partygoers are in clear view and the muffling of voices die down, she lets go, letting me lead the way, needing to slink into the shadows behind me.

I feel their gazes upon me. I hear the murmurs and the whispers. I don’t care about any of it. I only have eyes for one boy and when I finally find him in the crowd of famiglia and members of the Outfit, I smile. It’s a cheesy smile, not at all demure or perfect, but that’s just the effect Azriel has on me.

His gaze runs down the length of my body and I swear his eyes flash with heat. The green becomes so dark, it’s almost entirely swallowed by his expanding pupils. Those full lips part and when he juts out his tongue to wet his bottom lip, my core spasms. My breath hitches and I force a thick swallow as I work to push the phantom sensation of his tongue on my skin away.

Azriel and I have always been careful with taking our relationship to the next level, mainly at his insistence. He wants to take things slow with me, make sure I’m comfortable. I’ve been on the same page with him, until this past year. The feelings I have for him have suddenly doubled. Every time he touches me, I feel the effects of it between my legs. There’s an ache there that is so painful, so aggressive, it demands to be taken care of. When I think about him in my bed at night, I can’t stop the way my hand slides into my panties and I grow painfully wet. Things have changed.

I have changed.

I’m not that sweet, innocent girl he thinks I am.

Though we haven’t had sex yet, we have done other things and I can rest assured that Azriel may look like a teenage boy, but the things he does with that tongue, they are criminal for someone his age.

As soon as I reach the bottom step, I make a move toward Azriel, but I’m not quick enough. Moving swiftly, my papa blocks Az from my line of sight and extends his arm.

“Introductions, tesoro, friends later.”

With a disgruntled huff, I follow along, slipping my arm in his, and I let my father parade me around, earning congratulations and celebratory birthday wishes. It’s quite stupid.

What are they congratulating me for? Surviving another year?

I guess in a life like this, it’s not hard to see why.

I begin to grow impatient with the introductions. As discreetly as possible, I scour the area for Az, frowning when I don’t see him.

“Asteria, I’d like you to meet Alfonso, a business friend of mine from New York, and his son, Fabiano.”

Plastering on a fake smile, I stretch my hand out between us and shake Fabiano’s hand. He’s handsome, in his own right, but a little too old for my tastes.

“Such a beautiful woman, just like her mother. She will make a fine wife someday. Will she not, Fabiano?” Alfonso directs the response to my father and his son. It takes some effort on my part to school my features, but still, I turn to my father, my brows pulled together in question.

“I’m sixteen today, the very last thing on my mind is me being anyone’s wife.”

Much to my surprise and my horror, my papa grins, completely ignoring me. “That she will. Asteria will make a fine wife for one of our men.”

A boulder suddenly drops to the pit of my stomach.

Papa isn’t…he isn’t really pimping me out, is he?

At my own birthday party, no less?

Feeling someone’s probing stare on us, I turn, and my eyes widen, I’m completely startled when I see who is standing next to us, overhearing our conversation.

“Ah, Luca, Azriel, I didn’t see you both there. Come join us, I was just introducing Fabiano and Asteria.”

I lock eyes with Azriel and my body cinches with tension at the expression there. It’s pure heat and possession. It’s so damn obvious he’s unhappy with this turn of events, me standing here with Fabiano, being offered up like cattle.

“Happy birthday, Asteria. You are stunning, as always.”

I force a smile. “Thank you, Luca.”

“Now, if you’ll excuse us, I have some important business to discuss with your father.”

With that, Papa and Luca disappear, leaving the four of us. An awkward silence suspends between us. Fabiano and his father stand opposite me and Azriel, almost like they’re sizing us up.

“Asteria!”

No way. It can’t be.

“Where have you been hiding?”

With a gasp, I spin around, grinning at the sight before me. “Francesca?”

We both run to each other, scooping the other into a tight hug. My cousin, Francesca, is the eldest daughter of four girls and she’s my closest relative. Sure, I have about ten other cousins, but Franny has always been my right-hand man—err, woman. Her father moved their family back to Sicily about three years ago, so it’s been few and far between that we get to see one another.

I breathe in her sweet floral scent, feeling a sudden wave of emotion crash over me when we pull apart.

“My goodness, I’ve missed you so much. How are you? I can’t believe you flew down here just for this?”

She shrugs. “My father made it seem like this party was such a big deal. Really, I think he’s just tired of everyone back in Italia.”

That draws a laugh out of me. “How are the girls?”

Fran rolls her eyes. “Arianna is still annoying, Mia has just hit puberty, and Gaia…well, it’s a wonder I haven’t killed her yet.”

I’ve always envied Franny for her family. I don’t have any siblings. No grandparents that are alive and well. No extended family I can call upon. I’ve always had to live vicariously through Fran and all of our other cousins. It’s always been just me and my parents, until my mom died when I was five. Papa always said after her death, nothing in our lives has felt the same. It would certainly explain why the estate is so…cold. It’s as though my father does everything in his power to be gone for long periods of time or keep himself locked away in his study. I know he misses her deeply, but he refuses to speak about her. He won’t even tell me stories about when they first met. I have no memories to live off of. Nothing tangible. I’ve long since given up on clinging to any notion of family. Some families grow up with two loving parents who are a constant in their children’s lives, but it’s quite the opposite for me. Papa prefers to keep me at arm’s length. I’m sure a lot of it has to do with the fact that he’s the capo. He’s under an insurmountable amount of stress, the last thing he needs to be concerned with is his teenage daughter. He’s long since passed that task off to every one of his staff members. Be it maids, nannies, tutors—whatever—the list is never-ending.

Since I could form words, I’d always been taught that life outside of our estate is dangerous. People wanted to hurt our family, hurt Papa, and in turn, hurt me, too. Knowing that it was the very reason my mother was murdered was enough to keep me fearfully entrapped within these walls.

But over the course of my sixteen years, that has changed.

I want to explore what life is like outside of this estate. I want to experience every first, no matter how small or insignificant it might seem to others.

Waltzing through a carnival and eating fatty fried foods.

Waiting in drastically long lines at amusement parks to ride a roller coaster that will most likely only last a minute.

A day out at the mall with a group of friends who are my age.

Making friends who aren’t employed by my papa somehow.

I’ve been deprived of the most basic life experiences, but according to my father, I’m not missing out on anything. In his eyes, he truly believes he’s given me everything my heart has desired. Material things. He doesn’t realize I crave the simple experiences in life.

That’s why Azriel has always been my saving grace. He’s there when it feels like I have no one. Sure, his life isn’t exactly normal either, but he does whatever he can to show me new experiences, to stop and listen when I need to vent, and most of all, he’s there when it matters.

Azriel is the family I never had.

He’s the one who taught me how to ride a bike on the rolling hills of the property.

He’s the one who picked me up and dusted me off when I failed at something.

He’s the one who taught me how to play poker.

The one who taught me how to sneak past the help without getting caught.

The one who showed me what love, what kindness, really was.

Ignoring the guys, I spend most of the evening catching up with Franny and our other relatives. It isn’t until I’m sneaking out of the kitchen, chewing on a piece of fruit tart I stole off the counter, when I hear a thud followed by a shout. It’s not near the party; the sound is coming from upstairs.

My father’s study.

With a frown, I follow the voices until they grow in volume. I can clearly make out Papa’s and Luca’s voices, but there’s another voice there that I don’t recognize. Not at all. I take a slight step closer, waiting to hear more. My father and Luca never fight. They’ve always been the best of friends. Or associates. It was one of the reasons our families were so entwined, so close. One of the reasons I was fortunate enough to meet Azriel.

The sound of a floorboard creaking behind me has me whirling around, my heart banging wildly against my rib cage. I scour the dimly lit hall but frown when I realize no one is there. Taking this as my sign to go before I’m caught eavesdropping, I make my way down the steps.

I know I should return to the great room and the party, but instead, I glance to my left, and stare longingly at the French doors that lead onto the back of the estate. I figure being gone a few more minutes won’t hurt anyone. It is my party, after all.

Gently, I close the doors behind me and inhale a deep breath of fresh air, smiling up at the smattering of stars in the sky. A hand suddenly slaps over my mouth, trapping a scream in my throat. In a flash of movement, my spine is pressed against a pillar and when my vision clears on the figure, I sag with relief.

Slowly, Azriel removes his hand from my mouth, and instead, he toys with my blonde tresses, his eyes eating up every inch of me.

“Hi,” I breathe out, suddenly nervous.

He grins down at me knowing the effect he has on me. “You look beautiful.”

“You like the dress?” I smirk playfully and he laughs. The sound travels through my body in tantalizing waves.

“I more than like, cara mia.”

Az leans in and places a warm kiss to my exposed neck.

“Good.” I gasp out.

Caging me against the wall, he pulls back ever so slightly, staring down at me. “Happy birthday, Asteria. Do you want your gift now or later?”

I tuck my bottom lip between my teeth. “Depends on what it is.”

With a growl, he takes my lips in a heated kiss. Startling warmth unfurls low in my core and I pull his body flush against mine, grinding myself on him.

“I want you,” I breathe. “Please.”

We’re a clash of teeth and tongues, of hot panting breaths and everything in-between. He slides his hand between my legs, bunching up the material of my dress as he goes, and rubs firm circles over the bundle of nerves there. A moan tumbles past my lips and I roll my hips into his palm, my soaked panties clinging to his fingers.

“You’re perfect, Aster. And you’re mine.” Heat tinges his voice.

I dig my nails into his shoulders, and I toss my head back when he inserts a finger inside of me. My walls tighten around the long digit and a moan gets trapped in my throat.

There’s a sudden commotion that pulls me out of my state of euphoria. Azriel is ripped away from me and all the blood drains from my face when I realize why.

Papa’s face is wild with rage, as is Luca’s. Both of them glaring at us.

“How dare you try to take from my daughter what isn’t yours to take,” Papa seethes.

A rock drops into the pit of my stomach and bile rises in my throat with mortification. I try to shove between them but it’s no use. “Papa, please,” I cry out, fear for Azriel gripping my lungs.

“I apologize, Mateo,” Azriel all but spits through his teeth.

“She is not yours to tarnish. She is Fabiano’s.”

My heart plummets. The very foundation beneath my feet threatens to crumble around me. Like a bucket of ice water was tossed on me, I jerk back.

“Stop this!” I shove off the wall, inching toward my father. “I love him. Of course I’m his, Papa. I don’t even know Fabiano.”

“It has been decided. When you are eighteen, you will belong to Fabiano. It’s the restoration of the Chicago syndicate and the New York syndicate.”

My hands curl into fists of their own volition. The tips of my nails leave painful crescents in the palm of my hand.

“This is about your stupid Outfit? This is my life! My future!”

“Silence!” he bellows in my face.

With an unrelenting grip on my arm, Papa drags me away from Azriel and Luca. I try to tug free of his hold but it’s futile. His grip is ironclad as it sears into my flesh, as though he’s branding his cattle.

Throwing a glance over my shoulder, I lock eyes with Az, and a tear rolls down my cheek at the anger that’s reflected back at me. The pain in his eyes is a spear to the chest.

“You’re making a grave mistake, Mateo. We had a deal. Do you really want to go back on your word now?” The tone of Luca’s voice stops my father in his tracks. I feel him stiffen beside me and when he turns, his voice is sharp as a whip.

He squares his shoulders, his grip tightening around me, almost in fear. “This is what needs to be done. The decision has been made, Luca.”

“You’ve just started a war.” Luca’s face is hard and cold, just like his tone.

The hair at the nape of my neck raises and all I’m able to do is give one last heartbreaking glance at Azriel and his father before Papa proceeds to haul me back inside, away from them.

As soon as we cross the threshold inside, laughter and soft Italian music plays in an unsought symphony. Instead of letting me enjoy my own party, Papa forces me upstairs using the back staircase near the kitchen.

He all but throws me into his office and tosses me into the nearest open chair. Panicked by his rough handling of me, I melt into the leather seat, sinking away from him.

“Why are you doing this?” I whisper, grasping at straws. “I love Azriel. You know that. I don’t want Fabiano. I don’t even know him. He’s a grown man—”

My papa’s hand collides with my face in a stinging blow, stunning me into silence. A burning ache sears across my flesh, my trembling hand sails to my cheek in surprise.

It doesn’t quite hurt as much as the pain reverberating in my heart; the betrayal of my own flesh and blood striking me.

Fury emanates from his every pore. He paces the room, shoulders stiff, gait tight, like a cornered animal. When I least expect him to, he halts in front of me and grips onto the arms of the chair, getting in my face. The leather armoire squeaks beneath his punishing grip.

“Love? You think you know what love is?” He scoffs. “I do not care what you want, child. This isn’t about you. This is about la famiglia. This is about business.”

I shake my head, confused by his cold tone and demeanor. What did Luca mean back there? What did my father agree to and why now has he gone back on his word? I grasp at straws, trying to get him to see reason.

“How can I not have a say in this? This is my life!”

“Because you are the principessa and your role is to marry a man that can take care of you. Marry a man that will make our firm stronger. This is no longer your life. You do as I say.”

I clench my jaw, fuming. “Or what?”

“You die.” The words are a thinly veiled threat.

My heart stutters.

I jerk back as though he struck me. “You’d kill your own daughter?”

“If it meant saving la famiglia, I’d do a lot worse.” He’s so matter-of-fact, so lost in his need for power, I don’t even recognize him.

Fear swirls through my veins. Warning bells ring in my head. But it’s the sensation of my heart being split down the middle that is really tearing me apart.

This illusion that my father would do anything in his power to protect me has suddenly been shattered.

He’s a monster.

A cold-hearted bastard.

My upper lip curls in disgust as I stare at the man that is supposed to be my father. The man that is supposed to love me unconditionally.

“You make me sick.” My eyes burn with a mix of shock and fury.

“I have given you the life of a princess. A royal. You will obey me, Asteria.”

Shoving away from the chair, he resumes his pacing. My eyes slant skeptically as I watch him, honing in on the bead of sweat that is making its way down his temple.

What kind of man does this to his own flesh and blood? If my mother were still alive, things would be different. She’d never allow something like this to happen. Right?

At the mere thought of my mother, the burning behind my eyelids intensifies.

“If Mama were still here, she’d be disgusted by this. Disgusted by you.” The words come out sharp and succinct. It’s a last-ditch effort. My only hope of appealing to some rational part of him.

Papa laughs but the sound isn’t meant to be warm or funny. Hell, I don’t even recognize the man standing before me. He is someone else entirely.

“Your mama hasn’t been here in a long time. She has no say in this any longer. The sooner you accept your role in all of this, get it through that childish head of yours, the better off we’ll be.”

Letting me stew on those harsh words, my papa storms out of his study, leaving me. I don’t know how long I stay there, staring blankly at the wall, but it’s long enough that the voices that were once trailing through the house become nonexistent. At some point, there’s a knock on the open door.

I glance over my shoulder and when I see who it is, tears slowly trickle down my cheeks. Sadness takes over Francesca’s face and she hurries toward me. Wrapping her arms around me, she squeezes.

“I’m so sorry, Aster. I should’ve known this would happen. I’m so sorry.”

You and me both.
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“I just don’t understand why this is happening. He’s never once brought this up. Hell, my entire life, our families have always made it seem like Azriel and I would end up together. I mean, sure, when I was younger, it would piss me off, the mere idea of my future being arranged without my consent, but now? The thought of not having him in my life at all is unbearable. It hurts.”

“I can’t speak for Luca and your papa, but this is the way things are, Aster,” Francesca murmurs regretfully. “The men in our lives don’t care about us and the preservation of our hearts. They only care about status and rank. They only care about staying on top. We’re all destined for this life. If we’re girls, we’re supposed to be okay with being married off to some evil incarnate, and if we’re a man, we’re expected to shed blood to show our loyalty.”

I shake my head, another hot tear rolling down my cheek. “I didn’t ask for this life.”

Sympathy flares in her deep caramel eyes. “You didn’t have to. You were born into it. Just…I know this sucks, and I wish I had better advice, but I promise, it won’t be too bad. Eventually, we’ll learn to love the other person.”

“What do you mean ‘we’?”

She’s silent for a long time. Far too long for it to be considered normal. My eyes narrow and she sighs, sitting upright. Her curtain of jet-black hair glides over her shoulder.

“Next year, I’m due to marry Damiano Scuderi, the eldest male in his famiglia. Be happy that Fabiano is at least handsome and somewhat in your age bracket. Damiano is old and fat and I’m almost certain my papa has chosen from the bottom of the barrel for me.”

“Fran…” I breathe, another round of moisture springing to my eyes. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

Her chin wobbles and she lifts a shoulder. “What is that going to do? It’s not going to change anything. My best option is to suck it up. Mama says we’ll be pampered and protected. If I don’t hang on to that, what else do I have to hang on to, Aster?”

She’s right.

The realization is a steel punch to the gut.

Is that all I have to look forward to in my future? What is the point of marriage without love?

We both jump at the sharp rap of knuckles on the door. My stomach sours, twisting with unease when I see Estrella standing there, a pensive expression on her face.

“It is time for your departure, Francesca.”

Franny squeezes my hand and glances down at me, almost with pity. “I know you love him, Aster, but sometimes, it’s best to leave love behind. Let him go. Give Fabiano a chance.”

Doesn’t she get it?

I can’t.

As she’s leaving, I lock eyes with Estrella whose face must mirror mine. Tinged with nothing but sadness.

I throw myself back onto the bed and stare up at the ceiling, thinking about Azriel.

Francesca and Estrella have never been in love, not like this. Not like we are. How could they even begin to understand? I physically can’t let him go. It would be like tearing my heart from my chest and throwing it in the grinder. It would be like letting a piece of myself go—my other half.

Grabbing my phone off the nightstand, I type out a quick text message to Azriel and wait for him to respond. I wait the entire night, up until morning, and still nothing. Even when he’s busy training or handling business for our fathers, he still always makes it a point to message me, to put my mind at ease, and now, I feel the rift. That distance that I was so afraid was coming between us is here.

When my phone eventually vibrates and his name flashes on my screen, I try to ignore the weight that has lodged itself in my stomach.

I open the message.

Azriel: Meet me at our spot before sundown. Don’t let your papa see you.
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It’s almost sundown and he still hasn’t shown.

Where is he?

Nibbling on my fingernails, I resume my anxious pacing.

Did Papa catch him?

God, I’m driving myself insane with what-ifs.

I hear a twig snap in the distance near the woods, and I freeze, squinting my eyes, searching for a potential threat.

When his lengthy athletic form appears, my shoulders sag and I breathe out a sigh of relief.

Azriel looks as handsome as ever, though today, he appears more tired than usual. The dark circles surrounding his forest-like eyes are a dead giveaway.

That ache in my chest that I’ve tried to suppress reaches an all-time high and I run to him. I wind my arms around his neck, breathing in his scent. He squeezes me back, almost like his life depends on it. I don’t know how long we stay rooted like that, embraced in each other’s arms, both of us too frightened to let go. But it ends far too soon.

He stiffens and takes a step away from me, swiping a hand down his face.

There’s that damn distance again, gaining traction between us.

“I don’t want him.” My voice trembles.

His nostrils flare in response. “It’s been decided.”

That’s it? Are you kidding?

I take a step forward, reaching out to him. “It doesn’t have to be like this, Azriel. Please, I don’t want this.”

“How so?” He quirks a brow, indulging me, waiting for me to explain how we can get out of this.

I lick my lips, my mind swirling with possibilities. “Let’s just run away. Together. Right now. We can start our own lives together. Fuck our fathers. Fuck the stupid Outfit. Fuck this life. We can have something of our own, Azriel.” I close the distance between us and take his face in my hands, bringing our gazes together. “We can change that future they have mapped out for us.”

My stomach twists at the blank expression that’s reflected back at me. With a gentle touch, he removes my hands from his face, and I leave them hanging midair, struck with surprise.

“You know I can’t do that.”

Hurt wells in my chest. “Why not?”

“I just can’t.”

“Can’t or don’t want to?” I ask, voice wobbling with emotion.

“Stop it. This is bigger than us. Bigger than you understand.”

My hands tighten into fists at my sides, a sudden bout of ire firing through my veins.

“He’s going to make me marry him. You realize that, don’t you? And you’re just going to let it happen? Are you really that content with letting me go, Azriel?”

When he rips his eyes away from me, toward the dark gloom of the trees, it feels as though he’s torn my heart straight from my chest and stomped on it.

I take a step back, nearly losing my footing. Angry tears blur my vision.

“You don’t get it.”

“Oh, I get it. The family business means more than me. Fighting a ridiculous fight, killing innocent people, means more than me.” I scoff.

“It’s about loyalty, Aster!” A group of frightened birds take flight from the trees, startled by his loud snap.

“Fuck loyalty!” I stomp toward him and shove at his firm chest. “You’re a coward, Azriel. You’re a goddamn coward.”

He laughs without humor. Swiping a frustrated hand across his jaw, he gets in my face. “You think they’re going to let me walk away from this life alive? You don’t even know the half of it. Your papa, your family, they shield you from the worst parts of our world. Truth is, you don’t even know what kind of throne you’re an heir of. You think you have it so bad in that castle?” He points to the looming monstrosity behind me. “You don’t know shit, Asteria. If we run, they will chase us down, every second of every goddamn day until you’re brought back, and until I’m dead.”

My bottom lip trembles as I struggle to hold back my emotions.

I know this to be true. My father has shown just how far he is willing to go for the syndicate. There would be fatal consequences if we ran away and I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if I was the reason Azriel loses his life.

There has to be a way. We can’t end like this.

That hatred for my father grows to obscene amounts.

“How is this fair? I didn’t ask for this life. I just want you. I just want us.”

A pained grimace settles on Azriel’s face as he takes my hands in his and squeezes. It feels like he’s wringing my emotions out of me with that grip.

“I’m sorry, cara mia, but that’s no longer an option. Your papa has forced a war upon us. Our families…nothing will ever be the same.”

Declared war over us kissing?

A stupid war over a marriage?

“Will I see you again?”

I search his expression for answers, for a clue on how he’s feeling. Fear grips my heart when I realize that adoration that is usually shining in his eyes is nowhere to be found. Instead, it is replaced with a blank, apathetic expression.

“Someday.”

The tears come faster and harder now. The ache in my chest is unbearable. I can’t breathe.

I’m not an idiot. I can read between the lines. This is it for us. There will be no someday.

The boy that taught me how to ride my bike, how to swim, how to throw a punch, and how to love is leaving me, and there’s nothing I can do to stop him.

“Please, don’t do this, Azriel. I can’t lose you. You’re all I have.”

There’s a flash of pain in his eyes.

“Look to the stars, cara mia. Every night you miss me, every night you don’t see me, that’s where I’ll be. Always.”

Taking my face in his hands, Azriel kisses me. It starts off soft and slow but quickly turns heated and brusque. It’s a mess of passion and chaos. It’s goodbye.

For good.

As I watch him walk away, his figure blurring with the force of my tears, I know this will be the last I’ll see of the boy I’ve given my heart to.

And forever.
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It’s been a week since I’ve seen Azriel or my father. Papa’s either holed up in his office or out doing whatever nefarious deeds he does in the streets of Chicago. My father likes to say it’s his duty to bring order to this city, but I know better. There is no order. He is a mobster, uncaring of the number of innocent lives he takes or ruins. Including mine.

The criminals they warn families about on the news? They’re warning about my father and his men, of the destruction they bring to this city and its inhabitants. It sickens me that I, by default, am a part of this. Sitting here in this tower, adhering to his every command, I enable him and his evil, vile ways.

This is the longest I’ve gone without speaking to or seeing Azriel. Sometimes, when he leaves with the other soldiers to handle famiglia business, he’s gone for days at a time, but he’s always sure to send me a text message each night to let me know he’s okay. This time, though, there are no text messages. There are no late-night visits. Just complete and utter silence from him.

I’ve never felt so alone. The one person I’ve always turned to and relied on is suddenly gone. Every night that passes while I stare up at the star-riddled sky is another night that the ache blooming in my heart intensifies. It spreads like a contagion.

“You should head inside, Aster. It’s getting late.”

I heave a deep sigh at the sound of Estrella’s voice and slam my eyes shut. It’s a nice break from staring up at the sky, wondering if Az is somewhere out there doing the very same. None of this seems real. It feels like a bad dream. It’s the worst kind of pain, having the person you love ripped from your very essence, slipped away from your grasp.

“Asteria?” Estrella prompts again.

“Is my papa here yet?” My voice is monotone. Just as it has been since Azriel left me.

She shakes her head, eyes burdened with obvious pity.

“Of course he’s not,” I scoff. “Why would he spend time with his daughter when he can be out killing people, am I right? It’s not like he’s ever gone out of his way to spend time with me before. Hell, does he even love me? I can’t reconcile that a parent who loves their child would treat them the way he’s treated me.”

Estrella shifts on her feet, obviously uncomfortable. She glances around quickly, checking that the coast is clear before she releases a breath and takes the open lounger next to me.

“Your papa loves you, Asteria.”

“He sure as hell doesn’t act like it.”

“Language,” she scolds.

“Why?” I jeer. “I’m not a kid anymore. Just look, I’m being married off, Estrella. I think I have a right to say the word hell, given the fact that I live there.”

“Living here is not hell, and you know it. You have it so good here, Aster, and you’re too sheltered to even see it.”

I glance away, hating that she’s just another person in a long list who has mentioned how sheltered and naïve I am. It makes me feel small. Belittled.

“He threatened to kill me.”

She’s silent.

Too silent.

“Surely you misunderstood him.”

My tone darkens. “I didn’t.”

“I know things seem like they don’t make sense right now and nothing is fair, but give it time. Fabiano is nice, handsome even. He can take care of you, and he’s an asset to your papa and the famiglia.”

I bite the inside of my cheek until the metallic tang of blood fills my mouth. Anything to keep from snapping at her. What does she care about this family? The family that is only connected by blood taken, dirty money, and greed.

Deep down, I know she means well, and at this current moment, it’s as though she’s the only person I have in my corner. But that doesn’t quell the rage burning like an inferno inside me.

“And what about Azriel? Weren’t Luca and Azriel once assets to my papa? Now what are they?”

Estrella sighs, causing her mop of curls to blow. “You need to let him go.”

“Let him go? I’m in love with him! I can’t just let him go.”

Gently, she takes my hands in hers and squeezes. “He’s gone, Asteria, and he’s never coming back. I’m not saying to stop loving him, I know what he means to you. I’m just saying, let him go.”

It takes me a few seconds to process her words and when I do, I stiffen. A block of dry ice is dropped into the center of my thorax, burning, and freezing.

“What do you mean he’s gone?”

She frowns, eyeing me closely. “You don’t know?”

An uneasy feeling slithers into my gut, making me feel off-kilter. I slip my hands out of hers and place them in my lap, nervously entwining my fingers.

“Know what, Estrella?”

Pain ripples across her face. It’s then I realize it’s for me, not her. “He didn’t tell you they were leaving? I don’t know what happened between your papa and Luca, but the Costas left. They’ve packed up everything and have moved somewhere else to handle business. Luca is a good man; it won’t be difficult for another syndicate to take them in.”

My heart drops.

My lungs squeeze in a vise.

The earth suddenly tilts off its axis. I grip onto the armchair for support, trying to catch my breath.

“You’re lying.”

She peers down at me with pitying eyes. “I thought you knew. I thought he told you.”

“He would’ve told me! I mean, we said goodbye, but…I just thought—”

“You thought he didn’t mean it.”

A hot tear races down my cheek. Betrayal swells in my throat. “How could he not tell me? Did I mean so little to him? All I was good enough for was a kiss goodbye, and that was it? Not even the full truth?”

“Look, Asteria. Whatever his reasoning was for not telling you, I’m sure he just wanted to protect you. There’s not much he could’ve done anyway.”

“I wanted to run. Why didn’t he just listen to me?”

Estrella huffs and pulls me into the warmth of her arms. “Because he’s a lot smarter than you are, tesoro. He knows your papa. He knows how this life works.”

“I would, too, if everyone would stop keeping so many damn secrets from me.”

“Your papa is only trying to keep you safe.”

I’m not so sure anymore.

I disentangle from Estrella’s hold and push out of the lounger. “I’m going to bed.”

She doesn’t respond, though she doesn’t have to. I can practically feel her sadness percolating in the air.

As soon as I’m in my bedroom, I lock the door behind me and reach for my cell. I call Azriel five times in a row and each time it’s the same error message.

“We’re sorry, the number you have reached is no longer in service.”

With a frustrated growl, I hurl my phone at the wall and crumple to my knees on the hardwood floor as it smashes into pieces. Salty tears stream down my cheeks and my heart shatters more and more with each breath I take.
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One Year Later

 

An awkward silence fills the air at brunch. The sound of metal cutlery scraping against the china is almost deafening. I can feel their gazes on me, waiting for me to play the part of a good daughter. A good future wife.

I refuse to do either.

Last night while I was lying in bed staring up at the ceiling, my papa rudely strode inside and told me we’d be hosting brunch with Fabiano and his father, Alfonso. My attendance wasn’t requested but required.

Who knows, I might’ve been more receptive if my father had actually asked me nicely. Or if he’d even attempted to have a conversation with me at all. Ever since he banished Luca and Azriel’s family from Chicago, things between us have been different. We’re not the same.

Our relationship hasn’t always been unicorns and rainbows, but at least before I had an idea in my head of the man my father was. I thought I loved him and foolishly, I thought he loved me. But I was wrong. He’s shown me his true colors. He’s shown just how little regard he has for me and my life. If I wasn’t afraid I’d be shot on sight, I’d run from this godforsaken place.

The only thing to come of all this is the lack of communication we now share. He’s never home. We don’t speak, and anytime we do have to speak, Estrella is usually there as a buffer between the two of us.

Otherwise, I’m completely heartbroken and miserable.

Honestly, when Azriel left, he took all my happiness with him. There hasn’t been a single word from him. I don’t even know if he’s alive. If he’s happy.

The loss of him split me right open, leaving reckless weeds to grow in the cracks of my wounds.

Does he miss me half as much as I miss him?

With each day that passes, I become less sad and more angry.

He left me here to rot.

He knew what he meant to me. He knew how much I relied on him, how badly his leaving would hurt me, and yet still, he left without so much as a goodbye. And yes, I refuse to believe that goodbye out in the woods was anything but a cop-out.

My grip around the fork in my palm tightens, painfully so. The metal digs into my flesh and I keep doing it until the burn spreads. I keep squeezing until I’m barely able to suppress a wince.

“Asteria, are you okay?” Fabiano’s father, Alfonso, asks.

I drop my fork with a very unladylike clatter and force a smile. Sliding my hand under the table, I rub out the red welt that’s forming in my palm.

“I’m fine. Thank you.”

I sneak a glance at Fabiano, and I find him staring straight at me. There’s no warmth in his gaze, not even an ounce of interest. He seems just as reserved and uninterested in all of this as I am. I use this moment to size him up. The last time I saw him was at my sixteenth birthday and I’m assuming we’ll only have to see each other when our families deem it appropriate until the wedding.

He’s tall and muscular and he is handsome in his own right. With tan skin, deep brown eyes, and a closely shaved head of hair, he’s conventionally attractive. Maybe if he’d crack a smile or say something that doesn’t sound like the response of a robot, I’d be able to feel a connection with him. I’d be able to feel at ease when I’m around him, but unfortunately, that’s not the case.

Is this what I have to look forward to? This brooding robot of a man?

A shiver runs down my spine just thinking about it.
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After brunch, Papa and Alfonso excuse themselves from the table to the sitting room, leaving just the two of us. A loud, belligerent silence passes between us. It prompts me to shift in my seat uncomfortably. The rustle of movement draws his attention. I sense his gaze on me and once again, I’m sure I don’t suspect an ounce of interest in his coffee eyes.

“You’re quiet.”

“Would you rather I be loud?” he parrots back drily.

I press my lips together and screw up my eyes. “You know, I think this is ridiculous and archaic that my father is marrying me off to you.”

“And who would you rather be married off to?” he quips. The quirking of his brow is so at odds with the indifference plastered across his face.

“No one,” I snap defensively. “That’s the whole point.”

“Your father ever teach you to act like a lady?” His face remains impassive.

My hands curl into fists and indignation simmers through my veins. “Considering he’s a man who is hardly ever home, I guess not. Not everyone had a mother around to care for them.”

“It shows.”

He glances away and it’s a good thing because I’m barely holding it together. My pain is at war with my anger. I don’t know if I should jump out of this chair and claw at his face or if I should jump out of this chair and claw at his face while simultaneously crying.

Why am I not surprised my father chose this asshole to marry me off to? He seems like he’s missing a sensitivity chip, or hell, even a soul.

“Here. This is for you.”

I jerk at the sound of his voice, startled, realizing at some point he got up from his seat and made his way across the table. He stands before me, a long velvet box extended between us. I was so consumed by my pain and anger just now that I’ve been oblivious. Forcing a thick swallow, I take the gift from him and pop the lid.

My eyes widen at the gem-encrusted necklace inside. Emerald gems are wrapped in a halo of diamonds across the band. With my gaze fixed on the emeralds for far too long, pain rips through my chest. Azriel’s eyes suddenly cloud all rational thought. I’ve been good at keeping thoughts of him at bay, but there’s always something—something that reminds me of him, something that makes me think about him, something that makes me miss him.

Gently, I trace the pads of my fingers over the gems, pressure swimming behind my eyes.

I think about his smile, his laugh, and the way his eyes would sparkle when he’d poke fun at me for something I’d said. Slowly, I pull my hand away, sniffing back the onslaught of impending hysterics.

He left me.

He’s out God knows where doing God knows what and I doubt he’s thinking about me. If he were missing me at all, he would have reached out by now. He wouldn’t have changed his number. He would’ve done everything he could to make this—us—work.

“I take it you don’t like it,” Fabiano remarks in a dry tone.

I dart my eyes up and I realize my face must’ve displayed all my emotions. All for his viewing pleasure. I hate that he has the upper hand. I hate that he seems so unruffled by the fact that his life has been mapped out for him by his father.

“Reminds me of someone I’d rather forget.”

He snaps the lid shut and takes the necklace back. “Noted.”

Without another word, he escapes the confines of the dining room.

As I glance out of the window, eyes immediately hone in on the smattering of clouds in the sky and it prompts a ripple of pain to explode in my thorax.

So much for always and forever.
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One Year Later

 

With the glittering rock on my finger, I force a thin smile for the photographs. My mouth appears stiff. The muscles in my cheeks ache from pretending to be happy. Fabiano isn’t making it any better. He’s back to his uber-silent self.

We celebrated my eighteenth birthday last week just like we have the past two years—brunch or dinner with both of our families. I knew this day was coming. My father coached me. Estrella warned me, but now that it’s here, I feel guilty as I think about Azriel, wondering where he is and what he’s doing.

I’m officially engaged today.

The huge rock and the photographs being taken for announcements are proof of that.

As a young girl, I always dreamed about this moment. I dreamed about the moment I would say “yes”. Those fairy-tale dreams were not like this. Never did I think I’d be engaged to marry someone I don’t love, someone I hardly even know. There was nothing romantic about the proposal. It was a matter of formalities. That’s it.

Fabiano didn’t get down on one knee before me. Instead, we were both shoved into a room, one of Papa’s soldiers outside the door waiting for further instructions. Seated in the quiet office, Fabiano handed off the ring to me and promised to keep me safe.

That was it.

There were no whimsical promises of happiness.

There were no reassuring wishes for our future together.

This was happening.

And there was nothing I’d be able to do to change it.

I wanted to demand that he leave me alone and find someone else to marry. I wanted to run far away from these newfound responsibilities and live someone else’s life. Instead, I sucked it up, just like Papa demanded, and I let him slide the ring over my finger.

With everything inside of me, I tried to push away thoughts of Azriel, but it was futile. With another man’s ring on my finger, all I could think about was the boy who held my heart in the palm of his hand. The same boy who broke it. The boy I thought of countlessly, night after night. The boy I thought about when I looked to the stars and talked to the moon. Two years of time hasn’t broken his spell on me. If anything, the distance and pain have grown tenfold.

As I stared at Fabiano, I couldn’t help but wonder how different things would’ve been if I was marrying Azriel instead.

I will admit that things between us are somewhat better than they were a year ago, but not well enough that I’m on board with this marriage. Part of me thinks Fabiano isn’t happy about it either. I wondered if he was in love with someone else too. Maybe that was the reason he was so cold. So distanced. Because his heart belonged with someone else, too.

Who was she?

Was she angry that I’d be the woman in his life instead of her?

That only made me more depressed. It was just another life ruined by the hands of my father.

“Asteria, please widen your smile, you look strained, dear.” The woman snapping the photos suggests. I glance off to the side, meeting the glare of my papa. Those eyes tell me everything he won’t utter aloud in a room full of people.

“Do as you’re told.”

“This is your duty.”

“I don’t care about your happiness. Think about the future. Our future.”

“You are the principessa, Asteria. Start acting like it.”

I blink rapidly, forcing back the stinging sensation behind my eyes and I put on that mask. Forcing a smile that tells of happiness, I grin for the camera, hoping the quicker this is over with, the better off we’ll be.

Once she has all the shots she needs, we’re dismissed while the men discuss the details about my wedding. I’m not surprised I don’t have a say in anything at all. This is the life of a principessa, after all.

Making my way out of the study and into the hall, I freeze at the sound of whimsical laughter. When the face I recognize immediately turns the corner, a smile breaks out across my face.

“Oh, thank God.”

Franny and her younger sister, Arianna, grin and run toward me, scooping me in a tight, air-restricting hug.

“I’ve missed you, Aster,” they chime in unison.

“I’ve missed you guys so much, you have no idea.” I all but sob into our huddle.

Guiding me under each of their wings, Francesca and Arianna lead me out toward the swimming pool. We sit in the loungers by the pool, staring out at the rippling waves of the water. We’re silent for some time, all of us processing in our own ways. Meanwhile, I can feel Ari’s gaze on us. She’s only seventeen and still hasn’t been betrothed to anyone yet. But she knows. It’s in the way she stares fondly at her older sister, worry clear in her eyes.

Late last year, Fran was married off to Damiano, a man who is nearly three times her age. She was shipped off to live with him in Italy. Ripped from her family. Her sisters. All to cater to a stranger.

I can’t imagine it’s been easy for any of them. Clearly, if anyone knows what I’m going through, it’s Franny.

I inspect her closely, searching for signs of happiness, or in her case, unhappiness. She seems like she usually does, but there is something about her that is different. I can’t quite put my finger on what it is. Maybe it’s the dimness in her eyes, or the permanent bags that weren’t there the last time I saw her.

“I’m sorry I couldn’t be there for your big day with Damiano.”

There’s a gentleness on her face that sets me at ease. “Don’t apologize. I know your papa just wanted to keep you safe and, apparently, my wedding wasn’t safe enough for his standards.”

That’s an understatement, nothing is ever acceptable for by Papa’s standards.

A beat passes between us. Both of us trapped in thought.

“Are you happy?”

She pauses, weighing her words. She spares a quick glance at her little sister. “Define happy.”

My heart twinges. “That bad?”

Franny sighs, peering back out at the pool. “Damiano is good to me, don’t get me wrong. He’s a good man. I could’ve been paired up with someone much worse, but…it’s difficult. This life, it can be lonely. So much is expected of us. We’re expected to be trophies, to be this perfect wife, give them heirs, more soldiers, but the last thing I want to do is bring a child into this life, Aster. It’s not right.”

An ache spears my chest listening to the pain in her voice. “I don’t want this. I don’t want Fabiano.”

“We don’t have a choice. You just…be strong. Be good to him and he’ll be good to you. I know it seems like we’re left in the dark, but it’s for a reason. It’s a dangerous world outside of these walls, Aster. We’re prey out there.”

“How so?”

She glances over her shoulder, licking nervously at her lips, making sure no one is in earshot before leaning in close, as though she’s going to tell me a secret.

“I heard them a few weeks ago. In Damiano’s study, he was arguing with someone—one of the soldiers. It’s about your papa. There’s another family in the Outfit that is causing…issues.”

I sit up straighter. “What kind of issues?”

“This family, they’re testing your papa, seeing how far they can push him. One of them wants to be king. He’s ruled over the Outfit for so long, no one has dared to go up against him. The soldiers are shaken. Something is coming, or at the very least, Damiano thinks so.”

My brows dip into a frown. “Papa hasn’t mentioned anything.”

Not that he would, anyway. But I’d at least like to think Estrella would warn me if she heard any talk.

She scoffs. “Why would he? I don’t think he realizes just how bad this might be. Marrying you off to Fabiano and his family? It’s a power play. The Brambillas have immense power in New York and your papa knows Fabiano can protect you.”

An uneasy sensation settles in my gut. “I wish everything wasn’t so damn secretive. I wish I didn’t have to marry into some family just for power and protection. How am I supposed to survive a life like this? A marriage without love?”

Fran smiles sadly. “You’re stronger than you think, Aster.”

I glance away, ignoring the blistering pain her words cause. I wish that were true. Unfortunately, I’m not as strong as everyone thinks I am.
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Estrella zips up the dress and guides me in front of the mirror. I feel my grip on reality, my grip on my independence, slipping.

Tomorrow is the big day. Mere hours away.

The ceremony will be a huge event here in Chicago. It will be the culmination of two families—two empires. The day that I will be marrying a man who doesn’t love me.

A man I don’t love.

I’ll be hauled off to New York, where I’m expected to start a new life.

I run my hands over the dress. I have no sentimental connection to it. It was Fabiano’s mother’s. Apparently, it’s a family tradition to wear the groom’s mother’s dress. A symbol of good luck. The dress is beautiful and timeless, don’t get me wrong, but as I stare at my reflection in the mirror, I feel nothing.

I close my eyes and force myself to inhale deep, stabling breaths. In those few seconds that pass, all hell seems to break loose.

A deafening bang radiates from downstairs, making Estrella and I flinch. It threatens to crumble the very foundation beneath our feet. We lock eyes. Worry is etched deep upon her face. And that scares me.

There’s another thunderous bang, only this one is followed by shouts. Along with something else. Pops of gunfire. With each passing second, they grow louder and louder.

There are pounding footsteps and with every panicked breath, they get closer. Goggle-eyed, I look to Estrella for guidance. She freezes for a few beats before taking me by the arm and dragging me away.

“Let’s get you to safety, tesoro, hurry!”

I run after Estrella, clutching at the fabric of the dress, trying to keep up. Once we’re halfway down the hallway, we’re halted by Fabiano and Papa. Their soldiers are behind them, but that’s not what has me gasping, it’s the blood leaking from Papa’s abdomen.

“Papa!”

Fabiano takes me from Estrella and drags me into the library. One of Papa’s soldiers sets him on the couch. They’re all yelling at each other, orders being barked. I catch the tail end of their Italian, something about an invasion. A hostile takeover.

I’m hyperventilating.

So much so, Fabiano takes me by the shoulders and gives me a little shake until I’m staring up at him.

“Are you hurt?”

“What? No.” I try to peer around his large frame to get a view of my father. “What’s happening? What happened to my father?”

“He’ll live.” He ushers me into a wingback chair, but I fight his hold. “Just sit down and stay out of the way—”

It happens in an instant. A bullet rips through Fabiano’s skull. A warm mist of blood sprays across my face.

A scream explodes from my chest as his lifeless body crumples to the floor. The yells intensify, the ringing in my ears grows louder and when I stare down at my deceased fiancé lying on the floor, my stomach heaves. Blood pools beneath him, half his head is missing, flesh and bits of his skull soil the hardwood floor.

I glance up just in time to see Estrella reaching for me, panic written all over her face, but the room goes black.
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When I come to, it’s in a room filled with people. I rapidly blink away the heaviness pounding in my skull, clouding my thoughts. My eyes dart around the room and when I spot Estrella and Papa, I breathe a sigh of relief. Despite our own issues, I was so worried about my father.

Images flash behind my lids like a movie reel. The gunshot, Fabiano, his lifeless body at my feet. My stomach roils, a tear rolling down my cheek. At some point, they must’ve carried me from the library to elsewhere.

“What happened?” I croak.

Papa sits beside me, taking my hand in his and squeezing. He’s pale, but other than that, he doesn’t look like a man who was just shot, nearly bleeding out.

“Another family that has been causing trouble got wind of the wedding with Fabiano. They don’t want our families uniting. We tried to keep them out and off the estate for as long as we could, but…they had someone on the property with eyes on you and Fabiano.”

My body jolts. “What does that mean? Is it my fault he’s dead?’

“No, tesoro. They were aiming for Fabiano.”

My mind works frantically to process what just happened. One moment, all was well, I was standing in my wedding dress, ready to marry Fabiano, and the next, he’s gone. This may have been a marriage of convenience, but my heart squeezes at the realization that he’s gone.

Dead.

Just like that.

Was snuffing out his life as simple as a move on a chessboard to these people?

“W-what…what happens now?” I stammer.

He shares a look with Estrella and his men before he shoos them out of the room so it’s just the two of us. “I’ll need to be away for a while, to take care of business. Avenge Fabiano’s death. You’ll stay here. You’re safe now. I have men everywhere.”

“But…the wedding,” I mumble, still not thinking clearly.

Papa sighs. “Rest, Asteria. That is all I’m asking of you at the moment.”

With a peck to my forehead, Papa leaves the room, leaving me alone. I lay there staring up at the ceiling, silent tears trekking down my cheeks as I think about Fabiano. I hardly knew him. I didn’t even want this arrangement to begin with. Then why the hell am I so sad? Why does it hurt, knowing the man that was supposed to take care of me and protect me is now dead? Where does that leave me? Married off to a man like Damiano, or worse?

My stomach churns at the thought.

I slam my eyes shut and say a prayer for Fabiano.

A prayer for my family.

A prayer for me.
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Four Years Later

 

I traipse through the front door, dripping with sweat from my run. It’s my only form of self-expression these days. Lately, this prison has felt even more suffocating than usual. I’m still met with restrictions, the most ridiculous being that I’m only allowed to run along the approved perimeter of the property. That means no strolls near the wooded area that once belonged to me and Azriel, no stargazing, no outings outside of the estate.

Nothing.

Ever since Fabiano’s death, security here has been tighter than ever. If I thought life before my engagement was difficult, I was so incredibly wrong. It’s much worse. Papa is gone more than he’s here. More so than before.

I can’t complain too much. The bright side is he hasn’t shipped me off to be married to some strange old man. The grievance I have is being locked up here with no one to talk to except Estrella and the rest of the staff. I’ll be turning twenty-two in three days and whereas most people my age would be celebrating with friends, living somewhere else, or off at a college enjoying life, I’ll be celebrating here with Estrella, and just like the previous years, my father will leave a gift on my bedside table the morning of and that’ll be it.

I tamp down my frustration. Every time I ask to get off this damn island—I mean, estate—I get a big fat no. It’s not even surprising anymore.

I make my way past the foyer and into the kitchen. “Exile” by Taylor Swift is still blaring in my ears when I suddenly stop short just outside of the dining room. My brows take a nosedive and I frown at all the men standing in the formal space. It looks like the friendliest unfriendly standoff I’ve ever witnessed. My father is backed by a handful of his men and when I glance toward the opposite side of the room, my heart does something strange.

Beat.

Double beat.

Skip.

Beat.

Double beat.

Skip.

The man standing there, facing my father, has his back to me, but that doesn’t stop the way my body reacts to his. There’s an electric charge in the air. It’s potent.

He’s incredibly tall, with a frame somewhere between athletic and bulky. His broad shoulders wrapped in the finest tailored pinstripe suit. Inky black hair brushes his collar and nape, curling slightly at the ends. I pluck out my AirPods, shooting my papa a questioning look.

“What’s going on?”

Papa seems uneasy and that makes me uneasy. “Tesoro, I didn’t realize you’d be back from your run so soon. I’d like to reintroduce you to someone.”

Reintroduce?

The lengthy man turns and I freeze. An audible gasp tumbles past my lips. Bright familiar green eyes clash with mine and I’m struck immobile. I’m suddenly sucked into a vortex of memories from the past, spinning through time, through previous moments I shared with the man standing before me. It’s such a shock, I forget to breathe. I forget to do anything but stare, mouth open, like that of a gaping fish.

“I’m sure you remember Azriel Costa.”

My heart beats faster and slower all at once. As I peer into the eyes of the boy I fell in love with all those years ago, something in the air shifts between us, a magnetic current of sorts.

Papa clears his throat, trying to revert my attention to him. “He’s…the man you’re arranged to marry.”

Marry?

The ground beneath my feet trembles, threatening to crumble and suck me under.

White noise blares in my ears.

I force a thick swallow.

It takes my jumbled mind a minute to process his words and when I do, I feel faint.

Jolting my arm out, I reach for something next to me to hold me up, but it’s too late. That black tunnel sucks me under, and I see the ground sailing toward my face. I throw my arms out to catch myself, but not before my head crashes against the dining table on the way down.
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Arguing is what I wake to.

My papa is snapping at someone in Italian. There’s an incessant throb at my temple that quite literally takes my breath away.

With a groan, I rapidly blink against the bright rays of sunlight streaming into the sitting room. I shift my weight against something cushiony and when I push myself upright, trying to breathe through the throbbing bite of pain while simultaneously attempting to gather my thoughts, I realize someone must’ve dragged me here from the floor.

My hand automatically flies to my temple and I wince at the lump there. If it hurts to the touch, I can just imagine what it looks like.

How embarrassing.

“What the hell happened?” I groan.

“Language, Asteria,” my papa growls.

I roll my eyes. My language was the least of my concerns.

“Did I pass out?”

“You did.”

My heart lodges itself into my throat at the sound of his voice. It’s deep, flavored with something dark and masculine, like the finest whiskey. I haven’t heard it in almost six years and in that time, it’s matured immensely. As he has. Risking a glance up at him, I try to school my features. He always used to tell me that I wore my emotions on my sleeve, I can only hope that still isn’t the case.

I wait for a spark of recognition to ignite in his eyes, but I get nothing. He stares back at me like we’re strangers. Like the past six years haven’t been hell on him like they have for me. His face has matured, the features he had as a boy have only gotten better with time. There’s a slight amount of scruff dusted along his angular jaw. His lips are full and distracting. It’s his eyes that leave the hairs at my nape standing at attention. His eyes were always his best feature, the way it felt like he could see through you, into you. Now…those eyes seem like they’re lacking in humanity, in sparkle, in…everything.

Every single thing about the man standing before me now is different. He’s harder, broodier, more dangerous—that’s a given.

“While you were on your run, I was just having a conversation with our old friend, Azriel.”

Old friend? Since when is Azriel an old friend? Is he forgetting he cast out the Costas like they were Judas?

My eyes thin on my papa. He’s being much too nice and accommodating. He’s always been the shark, but here in Azriel’s presence, it’s almost as though…he’s holding back. Like he’s afraid of the man standing before him. That realization doesn’t sit well with me, not in the least.

“You didn’t tell her,” Azriel muses, still not taking his eyes off me. The unbrokered attention is unnerving.

“Perhaps we should discuss this further in private—”

Azriel makes a disproving noise deep in his throat and swipes a hand across his jaw. It’s not meant to be a frustrated motion, it comes off as more controlled, as though this is a tic of his, a way to help him think and process. He eyes me up and down, no spark of familiarity in his eyes. Not an ounce of longing or admiration floating anywhere around in his gaze like I’m sure it is in mine.

“This is supposed to be my prize?”

The way he asks it, with such uncontrolled disdain, like I’m a vile creature stuck to the bottom of his shoe, shocks me. So much so, my hands tighten into fists at my sides, my hackles rising.

Who the hell does he think he is?

He thinks he can go six years without a single word and now I’m suddenly here to be his prize? He takes one look at me and deems me unworthy of his presence?

Not a chance in hell.

That rage, that heartbreak I’ve kept locked up those past years, all of it, I tap into it. Shooting a glare his way, I follow Azriel’s lead, scanning him up and down and wrinkling my nose in distaste. His face gives nothing away. No outward reaction, nothing that informs me he cares about my feelings for him.

“Don’t look so enthused. You’d be lucky to—”

Clearing his throat, my papa cuts me off. “Just think of our people. Our families uniting, we’ll be unstoppable.”

Azriel cocks his head to the side ever so slightly, regarding the man. I can’t fathom what he’s thinking, everything about him is so guarded. So different. It’s like he’s made out of stone. Nearly impossible to penetrate.

“I can have anyone. What makes you think your family is any use to me?”

Ouch.

Such harsh words shouldn’t affect me after all these years, but they do.

“Because the Morettis run Chicago. You need us,” Papa volleys back.

Azriel smiles. It’s not a friendly one. “Not for long. You and I both know you need me more than I need you. It’s rare that I grant favors, if ever, and this—” Azriel makes a show of casting a disinterested look my way. “—well, I don’t see myself reaping any rewards with this arrangement.”

That self-centered son of a bitch.

A favor? He thinks marrying me isn’t even a favor.

I’m a damn gift.

Rage consumes me. I feel it blister through my veins. I feel it cause that red swell to cloud my vision.

“I’m not marrying him,” I blurt out, tone hard.

All eyes swing my way. Azriel and I stare each other down. If it wasn’t for the muscle twitching along his jaw, I would think he’s unruffled by my comment.

“You don’t have a choice, princess.” His deep, raspy voice strikes a chord inside of me.

Princess—are you kidding?

We’ve come a long way from cara mia to his degrading use of princess.

I grit my back teeth together and open my mouth to respond with a smarting reply, but my papa beats me to it. He claps his hands together, drawing the attention back to himself.

“I think emotions are high. Why don’t you go up and shower, make yourself presentable, and we’ll welcome Azriel for dinner, yes?”

I don’t bother with a response. There’s no use. I never have a say in anything, anyway.

Instead of arguing like I desperately want to, I whirl around, stomping off like a child.

The whole way up to my room, I’m wondering what happened to Azriel over the last few years, and where is his father?
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Dinner is awkward, to say the least. Papa sits at the head of the table, his consigliere, the man that replaced Azriel’s father, at his right side, me on his other side, whilst Azriel and his right-hand man are seated on the opposite end of the table.

I don’t recognize the man with Azriel, not that I would. He appears to be no more than a few years older than Azriel, but his face wears the scars of the life he’s led. With an olive complexion, pockmarked cheeks, and a mean scar running down the length of the left side of his face, he doesn’t look like someone you want to cross. What’s even more baffling is the fact that he seems to fall in command with Azriel. I can’t imagine a man like him following anyone’s orders, yet it’s obvious he does with Azriel. There’s a mutual respect there.

When did Azriel become so damn powerful and ruthless? And when did I become so pityingly weak and powerless? Forced to reside in a gilded cage with no say in anything that pertains to my own life.

I opted for a black dress and heels tonight. This dinner identifies as the death of something. And considering I’ve lost a lot in my life, I’m not all that shocked.

Sneakily, I take stock of both Azriel and his henchman. They both sit quietly, assessing their surroundings. There’s a calculating gleam in each of their eyes. It sets me on edge.

Running my gaze over the strange man, I try to figure out what kind of life he’s lived and the things he may have seen. It’s almost as though the man is trained to know when eyes are on him. For what feels like the tenth time tonight, he makes a point to glance my way and catch me in the act of staring. I know it’s rude, especially considering I’m staring at his scar. Every other time he’s caught me gawking, I’ve quickly darted my eyes away, somehow playing it off. But not this time.

This time, I make a point to continue staring. He raises a lazy brow, waiting for me to ask something. It’s on the tip of my tongue to do so, to ask how he got that scar and why he’s here, but I don’t get the chance.

My papa clears his throat, dragging my attention away from the man. Methodically, he sets his silverware down, spearing me with a stern glare.

“I believe now is a good time to discuss your future, tesoro.”

As gently as I can, I set my fork down next to my plate, working to tamp down my impending rage at the demeaning way he’s speaking to me. It’s as though I’m a child and he’s mapping out my entire life again.

“Will I have any say in this discussion of my future?”

I shoot a glance Scar’s way and find his brows drawn together in disapproval. He obviously thinks I should subscribe to the foolish rule of “speak when spoken to” and “women don’t have a say in this world”. Too bad for him that has never been me, nor will it ever be.

Glancing back toward my father, I find his face flushed with frustration.

“This is what is going to happen, Asteria. You’re going to marry Azriel. We will begin planning the union and you will be set to wed next month.”

A spark of anger ignites in my veins. I bite the inside of my cheek until the metallic tang of blood floods my mouth.

“That’s not happening.”

“Mind your tongue,” Papa snaps.

I throw a glance in Azriel’s direction and find him watching me closely. Too intently for comfort.

I know Franny and Estrella have mentioned that things in the Outfit have been bad, but just how bad are they? Why else would my father be grasping at straws, with the likes of Azriel of all people?

My gaze pings between the two men.

“What does he have on you? He wasn’t good enough for you when we were kids. What changed?”

For all we know, Azriel is still that boy from my childhood. What does he bring to the table now that he didn’t years before?

After Fabiano’s death, Papa’s been acting more scattered—afraid almost. Does he really believe Az is his ticket to safety?

And most of all, why?

Papa’s fist pounding against the table startles me. I jump, a squeak of fear catching in my throat.

“Watch your mouth, you ungrateful little bi—”

“That’s quite enough.” Azriel’s voice slices through the air like a whip. “Give me a moment with your daughter.”

Redness clings to the weathered skin of my father’s face. Hell, I’m surprised there isn’t steam billowing from his ears. He manages his expression and meticulously runs his hands over his pristine suit as he rises from his seat. He spears Scar with a sharp look of contempt.

“We’ll be waiting in the foyer.”

I watch them disappear, leaving me and the boy from my past. Silence stretches between us. It’s so uncomfortable, it makes my skin crawl. I shift gracelessly in my seat.

“Why are you back?”

With painstaking slowness and a bored gleam in his eyes, he leans back in his seat, watching me with disinterest. I wait for him to respond, but when it becomes clear he has no intention of answering me, it frustrates me.

I rub my lips together, my nostrils flaring with irritation. “Suddenly a man of few words, I see.”

Still nothing.

Those fierce eyes glaze over me as though I’m the scenery that passes by in a moving vehicle. My lungs tighten at the lack of warmth I feel at having his gaze on me.

“You owe me an explanation, asshole. You think you can leave, cut me off, then slip back into my life like nothing happened? What the hell is wrong with you?”

Azriel breaks character, showing the first ounce of life. Amusement lights his eyes and something akin to a scoff rises in his throat.

“Owe you? I owe you nothing.” He speaks the words slowly, without inflection.

“Tell me why you’re here, Azriel,” I demand, keeping my voice firm, even.

“Your father has made it quite clear why I am here.”

My eyes narrow with distrust. “But why? He’s the capo and you’re just…”

Slowly, he quirks a brow, darkness rippling over his features. “I’m what?”

“You’re…you. The boy from my childhood. The boy who left.”

Tension chokes the air between us. It’s impractically thick, almost impossible to breathe through.

“Wrong.”

My face scrunches with confusion. “What is that supposed to mean?”

“Your father isn’t the only capo in this room. You’d do well to remember that.”

If Azriel is now a capo, that would mean…

No.

No way.

The second his words sink in, I feel the blood drain from my face. My eyes grow round with surprise.

“Your father…?”

“Dead.” Azriel makes a point to lean toward me, brows drawn together in a stern, fierce line. “So, no, I am not that same boy. Currently, I am the only man that can keep you and your worthless father, this godforsaken empire in Chicago, alive.”

I search his harsh gaze, my mind running a million miles a second as I work to process this news. “Why does my papa want me to marry you?”

“Because I’m taking over Chicago, whether he likes it or not. He can either join ranks, or he can die trying to fight off me and my men.”

I recoil.

Who is this man?

The Azriel I knew, the Azriel I loved, would never put my life or my father’s life at risk. But I guess he isn’t the Azriel I knew.

He’s the capo.

The boss.

The king of the underworld.

“And what happens if I don’t agree to this marriage? What will you do to me?” I ball my hands into fists just thinking about the countless nights I spent crying myself to sleep. All the minutes and hours I stayed up, wondering if he was even alive. Turns out he was alive, and now he’s a monster. A monster that I’m expected to welcome back into my life with open arms.

I’m sure they thought this would be easy. Use my love for Azriel against me.

Did they really believe I would still be so in love with him that I would allow them to barge in and marry me off? Change everything about my life?

“You don’t have a choice.”

“There’s always a choice, Azriel. We make them every day.”

He grins. A cold chill travels down my spine in response. “Wrong. You’re given the illusion of a choice. You have none. You never have and you never will. So when I say you have no choice, I mean it.”

So, he didn’t have a choice when he left me?

He didn’t actively choose to leave me here to rot?

I call bullshit.

In a fit of rage, I slap my hands onto the table, rattling the silverware, and curl my fingers around the edges, gripping tight.

“The idea of marrying you makes me sick,” I seethe.

With a calmness so at odds with the intensity in the air, Azriel leans back in his seat, knocking back the remnants of the amber liquid in his glass tumbler. I watch in pure fascination, the way his agile fingers swipe across the condensation.

His fingers are longer than I remember, somehow more manly now. When we were younger, I always thought he had hands like a pianist, only now, they remind me of bear paws. Something that belongs to a wild animal. With one strike, I’m certain they can take me out.

Is Azriel capable of hurting me?

Laying his hands on me?

Bile rises up my throat at the realization that I no longer know the answer to those questions.

“Didn’t make you sick before.”

My heart twinges at the reminder of our past. Of what we used to be. So many promises were made to each other in between heated, passionate kisses. So many wishes and hopes for the future, but not a single one came true.

I mask my features, not letting him see that he’s hit me where it hurts. He doesn’t deserve to know how many nights I spent staring up at the stars and the moon, begging him to hear me. Hoping he’d come back to me. He doesn’t deserve to know just how much I’ve longed for him. How much I’ve missed him.

“That was before I was carted off to marry someone else.”

His fingers freeze their swirling path on his glass. Slowly, those violent eyes clash with mine. A deep pit of black tar and forest is reflected back at me.

“Didn’t go as planned, did it?” he murmurs.

I grit my back teeth. “Fabiano was a good man. He was going to take care of me.”

Azriel smiles sourly. “A good man who couldn’t survive a single bullet.”

“Fuck you.”

His lips quirk. That lone dimple in his cheek makes an appearance. “Not so fast, princess. You’ll have to wait for our wedding night for that.”

I clench my back teeth together so hard, I swear a tooth cracks. “You’ll never have me. You’ll never lay a finger on me again.”

A bristling cold smile spreads across his devilishly handsome face. “Who says I want to?”
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A rock drops into the pit of my stomach as the car rolls to a stop outside of the building. The clawing claustrophobia I’ve felt over the last few days becomes unbearable as we park in front of the upscale designer’s building. If this were any other time, I’d be chomping at the bit just to be off the estate, but under these circumstances, I think I’d much prefer the hell I know and am familiar with.

Today I’m supposed to be picking out my wedding dress. Another step toward my doomed future. It’s the one and only thing I have a say in, and yet, I’m sure my papa and Azriel will still dictate what I will wear. They’re giving me the illusion that the dress is solely my choice, which I know it is not.

I slam my eyes shut and inhale a deep, stabling breath. The last few days have been a whirlwind. It’s as though my papa is working overtime to get rid of me. Not to mention the whispers from his men. They think I’m clueless, but I’ve caught on to what’s happening. Papa’s grip on Chicago has been slipping, waning at a rapid rate, and Azriel is his only saving grace—or damnation. My papa’s men don’t seem too sure.

And neither am I.

I grew up with Azriel. He was first my enemy, then friend, and confidant. Now? I don’t know who he is. This man is unfamiliar. He’s frightening in ways he wasn’t when we were kids. There’s a certain electricity, a magnetism that surrounds him whenever we’re near each other. But there’s also this inherent sense of danger—a darkness I can’t quite comprehend.

“Let’s get going. You have to meet with Azriel for dinner and we don’t want to keep him waiting.” Papa’s voice jars me out of my inner musings. His men, the men I grew up surrounded by, are in double digits as they surround the vehicle and the building. He reaches for the door handle but pauses when he realizes I’ve made no intention of moving.

Papa heaves an aggravated sigh. “Isn’t this what you wanted, Asteria? To marry the man you love? Well, now you’re getting what you’ve always wished for. Act your part or there will be consequences.”

He’s right.

I dreamed of this day, of this moment with Azriel.

But never like this.

This man that I’m now arranged to marry is damn near a stranger.

Summoning all my strength, I follow my papa out of the car and inside the building. So much white, chiffon, and lace surround me, I have a hard time deciding where to look. Uppity women stand around wearing wide grins. A glass of champagne is all but shoved in my hand and I’m led off into the deep sea of multiple variations of white.

I spend the next two hours trying on dress after dress until finally I settle on one. I considered choosing the most expensive, ugly dress I could find, just to spite both my papa and Azriel, but considering this will likely be my only wedding until the day that I die, I might as well opt for the most expensive dress that won’t make me want to barf every time I see it.

The gown is lace and off-the-shoulder with a sweetheart neckline, long sleeves, a mermaid skirt, a long train, and a dramatically long veil. Delicate pearls and diamonds are sewn into the fabric of the bodice and intertwined with the lace.

“You look lovely. Your fiancé is a lucky man.” The dress consultant breathes out from behind me, a proud smile on her face.

As I stare at my reflection in the mirror, I can’t help but agree and disagree with the statement.

Is the dress beautiful? Stunningly so.

Is he a lucky man? I’m sure he would disagree.
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After securing the dress, Papa and his driver take me straight to Azriel. I’m supposed to be meeting him at Alinea, an exclusive restaurant near Old Town, for dinner tonight.

As soon as I step out of the car, a combination of my papa’s men and Azriel’s men flank me on the way inside. I’m led to a corner table in the dimly lit restaurant, the only sounds are of the clattering dishes coming from somewhere in the back kitchen. I glance around, my brows tugging into a frown as I take in the empty restaurant. I may not get around much, but I do know this restaurant is a place many patrons like to frequent. It’s nearly impossible for this place to be empty or closed on a Friday night.

I sit impatiently at the table for an unacceptable amount of time by myself waiting for Azriel. There are only so many tiles and grout lines I can count before I go insane.

Figures. Everyone rushes to get me here on time so I don’t keep him waiting but it’s okay for him to keep me waiting, like my time isn’t as precious as his?

Unbelievable.

Sometime later, after much stewing, he pushes through the front entrance, his gait smooth, stride strong and all-powerful. He truly is the devil, dark and tempting. Two men close and lock the doors he just walked through, leaving the two of us in a sort of stiff state of silence. There’s no halting the way my breath catches at the sight of him. He has genuinely grown into a handsome man—albeit a cruel one. The way the material of his suit clings to his broad shoulders. It’s a dark ensemble that matches his aura to a T. He saunters through the space toward me like he owns the place. As though he’s the dark king of the underworld—my very own prince of hell—who knows his rightful place on the food chain.

Unbuttoning his designer suit jacket, he takes the seat across from me, his gaze sweeping across my features robotically.

“I take it today went well.”

The tenor of his voice hits me square in my rib cage. I hate the way it makes my heart beat faster and slower all at once. His effect on me is bewitching. Beguiling.

It’s all too unwelcome.

I ignore the remark. “Why am I here?”

With a disgruntled shake of his head, he digs in his jacket pocket and produces a red velvet box. Déjà vu slams into me. I’m sucked back into the memories of my “engagement” to Fabiano. My lips flatten in a somber line.

“I’m guessing you have no plans to get down on one knee for me either?”

His face remains cold, impassive, save for the slight twitch of his lips. “The only time I drop to my knees for women is when I’m eating pussy. Trust me, princess, don’t get your hopes up.”

Heat rises to my cheeks.

An inexplicable surge of warmth drizzles painfully slow into my stomach. Our eyes clash, blue to green. The intensity with which he regards me sends a shiver racking down my spine. Something uncomfortable crackles in the air between us. The longer we stare, I feel the effects of it everywhere. The tips of my fingers begin to tingle, and my mouth goes dry. Unable to take the heat of his stare, I drop my gaze down from his eyes to his shirt. I take in the long muscular line of his neck and my eyes snag on something on his collar. My lungs squeeze in a painful vise at the realization of what it is.

The red lipstick is obvious.

Green envy spills into my chest like a splotch of ink. I have no clue where it comes from, but it’s there. The mere idea of Azriel being with another woman makes me unreasonably angry. In all the years we’ve been apart, it’s never once crossed my mind, the idea of him being with someone else. I naïvely thought what we had was real, real enough to withstand years apart. Real enough to think he would wait for us to be together again one day. The only man I’ve been touched by is him, and the way my body still reacts while I’m in his presence knows it. It’s almost as though my body belongs to him, and I hate that.

I hate that we’re no longer navigating uncharted waters together.

I hate that I am now the one who is inexperienced. I feel like the world’s biggest fool.

My hands ball into fists in my lap. I squeeze tightly enough that I feel my nails digging into my palms.

“I take it you had a good afternoon while you kept me waiting. The lipstick on your shirt is a dead giveaway.”

Azriel doesn’t glance down at his collar to check for the stain like I expect him to. Instead, he leans back in the chair, cocking his head to the side in calculation as he regards me. In the moss depths of his eyes there is a glint of perplexity and oddly enough, satisfaction.

I wait for him to respond, to make some excuse, but the fact that he doesn’t only makes me fume with rage.

“Is that supposed to make me jealous? Is that what that is?” I demand, flailing my hand in the air in his general direction. “Is this some ruse to get back at me for Fabiano?”

The muscle along his angular jaw tenses.

“You presume I make any decision with you in mind. I, in fact, do not. You are not a thought on my mind, princess. Past or present.”

Ouch.

His words hit their intended target. I try to mask the pain his words invoke, but it’s no use. He takes joy in my pain. I see it there in the pleased glimmer in his eyes.

Gripping onto the edges of the table for support, I lean forward, leveling my glare with his.

“Look me in my eye and tell me what we had didn’t mean anything to you. Tell me that this—” I point between us. “—this marriage isn’t all a sham. Tell me some part of you doesn’t still think about those two kids who were madly in love.”

With deft movements, Azriel inches toward my side of the table. I jerk back, confused.

What is he doing?

My gasp echoes between us when he reaches out and takes my hand in his. I peer down at the oddity of my palm resting against his. Tan to pale. His large, inked hand engulfs mine. My gaze is riveted on the serpent that’s inked onto the skin of his flesh. It’s wrapped around his hand and forearm like it’s an extension of him. I feel the rough scrape of his skin, the warmth emanating off him. With finesse, he slips his rock of a ring on my finger with such cruel, heartbreaking words.

“What we had meant nothing to me.” He dips low, near my ear as he spews the vile words. “You mean nothing to me. You think the past is the purpose for my decisions? I can guarantee it is not. As I told your father, I do not need you or this union. I can take what I want, without asking. And I don’t give a damn who is hurt in the process. Including you.”

My heart shouldn’t have any reaction to him other than disgust, but that isn’t the case, not at all. Instead, all the hairs at my nape stand at attention. My stomach dips and my heart is a hummingbird in my chest. I fight the wave of emotions rioting inside of me. His words invoke such pain. They’re ice daggers, stabbing and prodding my heart relentlessly. I flick my gaze up to his, searching emerald eyes I’ve stared into thousands of times before, trying to find the boy I fell in love with all those years ago.

But he’s gone.

I see that now.

“Why marry me then?”

He smirks. “Wouldn’t you like to know?”

“Is this what marriage will be like? You sleeping around with other women while I remain a trophy on your shelf?”

“That is where you’re wrong, my dear wife—” Azriel murmurs as he pushes to his full height, buttoning up his jacket. “—you are not a trophy to me. Only a means to an end.”

He stands there, appearing all too proud of the pain his words are inflicting. Summoning all my internal strength, I set my jaw and I give it to him just as good. Forcing a cold smile on my face, I dig the knife a little deeper between us and our past.

“I’m not your wife yet, asshole.”

“But you will be, princess, whether you like it or not.”

I shake my head, unable to process the vile human directly across from me. “God, you truly are the devil. Pure evil—a menace in the flesh. Should I call you Hades?”

His eyes glitter dangerously. “And who would that make you, Persephone?”

I huff out a disgruntled breath. Bastard.

The rest of dinner is spent in a relatively artless silence. He eats his meal, entirely on his phone, with no regard for me. Since I don’t have my phone with me, I can’t necessarily use the same tactic. Instead, I opt to use this time to study him, his mannerisms, and anything else I can surmise. I try to understand the man sitting before me—my future husband.

This marriage won’t be a happy one. That’s blatantly obvious. I’ll need to learn as much about my adversary as I can. I’ll give him hell. Make him rue the day he ever thought coming back here, taking what’s left of my life and turning it upside down, was a good idea.

I learn that over the course of his meal, he drinks more alcohol than he does water. Pasta is no longer his favorite food. He has a bad habit of locking his jaw. But what is surprising is the fact that he still remembers what my favorite food is. It may be a coincidence that paella is what is on the menu, but something tells me it’s not.

Something tells me there’s a bigger game at play here. I just have to figure it out.
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With my arm tightly wound around Papa’s, I work tirelessly to control my breathing. My heart is banging against my rib cage, doing its damnedest to set itself free of the confines. The staccato is like a metronome.

The ornate wooden doors of the church loom before us. As soon as the music begins, my papa tugs on my arm and we’re moving. The doors leading into the main aisle of the church open, revealing an immaculate view of stained glass, filled pews, and a crucifix with Jesus hanging front and center.

My heart jumps into my throat as my gaze sweeps across each unrecognizable face. So many people. So many faces. None of them are anyone I’m familiar with, and that’s concerning.

I scour the crowd, desperately searching for Franny. When I find her, a soft smile spreads across my face.

Her face says everything I needed to hear today.

Be strong.

You got this.

One foot in front of the other.

Sucking in a deep breath, I do just that. I shakily trot down the aisle, glimpsing past the multitude of guests. Instead, I focus on the man at the altar. The one that’s staring at me with so much intensity it has steel drums banging in my stomach. It makes my legs feel like jelly.

Azriel watches me with an unreadable expression on his face as I close the distance between us. His gaze sweeps up and down my body. I swear I even see a hint of approval in his eyes.

But that can’t be.

This is the new Azriel and it’s doubtful.

My grip around my papa’s bicep tightens the closer we get to Azriel. It’s almost as though he can sense my impending fear and apprehension. He squeezes my arm in warning. If this were a normal wedding, I’d think he did it to be reassuring, but this isn’t a normal wedding, and my father isn’t a normal man. Nothing about this is normal or average.

All it would take is a simple gander around this church. The decorations even in a sacred place such as this are entirely too glamorous for this lifestyle. It’s all a ruse.

I have to force down the bile rising up my throat when we reach the altar. My papa pulls me into a brief hug that doesn’t feel all that fatherly. It feels stiff and awkward, and idly, I wonder if anyone notices anything is amiss.

Do they know this wedding is against my own will?

I’m surprised when Azriel gently takes my hand and pulls me to a stop before him. He holds my hands in his like a lover would. He stares deeply into my eyes, with a slight smile on his face like a man who has found the love of his life. It’s so shocking, I can’t help the way my brows pull together in a questioning frown.

Our priest, Father Emmanuel, begins the ceremony with ornamental words about the Lord, our savior, and this union. Most of his preaching goes in one ear and out the other. The only phrases I’m able to catch are our promises to each other.

“Do you, Azriel Costa, take Asteria Moretti to be your lawfully wedded wife, to have and to hold, from this day forward, for better, for worse, for richer, for poorer, in sickness and in health, until death do you part?”

“I do.”

His deep, raspy voice strikes a wistful chord inside of me.

“Do you, Asteria Moretti, take Azriel Costa to be your lawfully wedded husband, to have and to hold, from this day forward, for better, for worse, for richer, for poorer, in sickness and in health, until death do you part?”

There’s an abnormally long pause. My mind is screaming “say no!” With every fiber of my being, I know I should be running far, far away from Azriel and my father. From this union. But when Azriel crushes my palm in his until pain shoots up my wrist while simultaneously reaching out to gently caress my cheek, I realize that isn’t an option. He leans in the slightest bit, so only me and the father can hear as he says, “You have a part to play, princess. I suggest you get into character before things get ugly.”

Swallowing down the bile, I force a shaky smile that isn’t all that convincing and I squeeze his hand back in retaliation. It’s a silent “fuck you”.

“I do.”

Two words were all it took to seal my fate.

Our fate.

The rings are slipped onto each of our fingers, binding us together.

“You may now kiss the bride.”

My heart jump-starts in my thorax. Before now, I hadn’t really thought much of the ceremony or what would be expected of me, like a kiss or the consummation of our marriage.

With a sureness of a man who has done this a million times before, Azriel slides one hand around my waist and the other around my neck as he gently pulls me into a kiss. The last thing I see before his warm, plump lips touch mine are fiery green eyes. The kiss is soft and unhurried. The passion, the gentleness, takes my breath away. He kisses me like a man who is intent on making me his prisoner.

I gasp into his mouth at the feel of his warm, velvet tongue teasing mine. It’s only slight, but it’s enough that I feel my core wake with a start. Slowly, we pull back, resting our foreheads against each other. I open my eyes, shocked when I realize he’s already been staring at me. This moment is private, and for once, throughout this whole wedding, it feels like ours and only ours.

Before I can read too much into him and the moment between us, he pulls back, taking my hand in his, and he guides me down the steps toward the aisle. Cheers erupt around us; the sound of happiness infiltrates the air. I wait for it to penetrate this horrible tightness gripping my chest.

It never does.
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I shift my weight uncomfortably as Azriel—I mean, my husband—continues to greet people. We’re standing side by side, welcoming guests at our reception. It’s a never-ending list of strangers and my feet are starting to kill me.

“Stop fidgeting.”

I shoot him a glare. “You try standing in heels for nearly three hours and see how you like it.”

Azriel glances around us, making sure no one is within earshot, before he drags me into his side, squeezing none too kindly. Dipping his head down near my ear he murmurs, “The whole point of this is to appear like a newly married couple in love. Act your part, Asteria. You won’t like what I do if I have to ask again.”

I pull back slightly, meeting his gaze. He raises a slow, stern brow, silently demanding I pull myself together. I force a smile on my face and raise my own brow in a silent, “Happy now?”

We both turn away, getting ready to welcome the next group of guests. Out of the corner of my eye, I soak him in. He looks like a man who is happy—sort of. As happy as any mafioso can be. I realize how good of an actor he is. He makes it seem so simple.

“You’re good at this.”

“Good at what?” He grunts, eyes sweeping around us. Always on guard.

“This. Pretending. Being a liar.”

Measuredly, he turns, peering down at me. “You don’t even know the half of it, princess.”

Before I can inquire about it, our next group of guests stop in front of us, and I breathe a sigh of relief. The first genuine smile spreads across my face when I see Franny and her family. She’s the first to come forward with her husband.

I shake his hand and when it’s Fran’s turn, we throw our arms around each other and embrace. I breathe in her familiar scent, trying to hold back the fresh wave of pressure burning in my nose and behind my eyelids. Sensing my emotions, she squeezes tighter, and whispers, “Be strong, Asteria. You got this.”

We stay like that until Franny’s husband, Damiano, clears his throat. We both begrudgingly pull away from each other. She takes my face in her hands and gives me a knowing glimpse before pressing a warm kiss to my cheek. It’s an affirmation that lets me know she’s always there if I need her. Even if it seems like I have no one on my side.

We stand there with them a while longer, talking about random things. The family behind them begins to grow impatient, forcing us to say our goodbyes.

As soon as they’re out of earshot, Azriel grunts. “I thought your feet hurt.”

I hold back my amusement. “They do. But I’ll always make time for her.”

“Not surprising.” He replies without inflection.

“How so?”

“She always was your favorite cousin.”

I swing my head his way. “How do you remember that?”

He doesn’t respond. Maybe he remembers more about our past than he’s letting on.

I don’t linger on the possibility, though. All it can really do is breed more heartbreak.

The reception goes on without so much as a hitch. I down champagne glass after glass at the head of the table. I can feel eyes on me, I can sense the whispers and their thoughts. Most definitely their judgement.

Poor girl.

Such kind manners.

They’ll make a fine heir.

I think back to earlier, whispered words from the wife of one of Papa’s soldiers. Emilia. She pulled me in tight for a hug and whispered, “Drink as much as you can during dinner. It will make tonight hurt less. As long as you relax and do what he wants, you’ll be fine.”

Her words have stuck with me. So has the deep pit in my stomach that seems to expand with every second that passes. I’m sure they were meant to be helpful and reassuring, yet they’re anything but.

Fear weighs heavily on my sternum.

It’s one thing to kiss Azriel, but to sleep with him? That’s another thing entirely. And something tells me he won’t be gentle about it. He’ll take what he wants at any cost to me.

I’m just about to toss back another glass when a steel grip encases my wrist, halting me.

“That’s enough.”

I glare down at his serpent-inked hand on me, then up at his face. My eyes pinch. “Who do you think you are?”

His jaw clenches with frustration. “Your husband.”

I laugh under my breath. “Riiight. My husband. What a joke.”

His grip tightens. Alarmingly so. “That’s enough, Asteria.”

“Ooooh, using my name now? No more ‘princess’? I must be in trouble.”

A hiccup spills past my lips, making me giggle uncontrollably. Azriel heaves a deep sigh and yanks me up from my seat.

“Get up.”

“For what?” I grumble irritably.

“We’re expected to share a dance, and because you’re a sloppy drunk I’ll have to carry your dead weight out there.”

I roll my eyes and allow him to guide the way. “Such a baby.”

I don’t realize how much I’ve had to drink until we get out on the dance floor and all eyes are on us. If it wasn’t for Azriel’s strong grip keeping me upright, I would’ve crumbled at his feet. He smoothly takes the lead on the dance floor, making us look like we’re half decent. I try not to stare into his hypnotizing eyes, but it’s almost impossible not to do so. They’re so magnetic. We’re like a negative and a positive, inherently drawn to one another.

My body and my alcohol-enthused mind battle it out over the sensation of his hands on me. I should be angry. Disgusted, even. Instead, I find myself leaning into the strength of his hold, the warmth of his touch. Being in such close proximity to him is clouding my brain of all rational thought.

I just about grumble, “You’re pretty good at this.”

“You sound surprised.” He peers down at me, studying. I try not to stare too long at his plump lips or the way the dim lighting reflects off the thin scar running through his chin.

“Maybe you’re not this cold-blooded killer you want everyone to believe you are.”

He grins, but it’s not a pleasant one. “Princess, you have no idea who I am.”

“Of course I do.” His brows shoot up in amusement as he waits for me to go on. “You’re the villain in this story. The devil.”

“The princess and the devil. Interesting,” he muses.

As soon as the song ends, Azriel hands me off to dance with others while he does the same. Throughout the playlist of songs, I try to ignore him, but I find that I can’t. My eyes seek him out.

I wish I knew why.

Maybe it’s my young, naïve heart that is constantly searching for any redeeming qualities still left in him. Maybe it’s because he’s incredibly handsome. Or maybe, just maybe, it’s because he’s a man who demands attention.

The princess and the devil.

How unfortunate for me.
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Water, sodium cocoyl isethionate, cocamidopropyl betaine, cocamide mea, polysorbate 20, ammonium chloride, phenoxyethanol, glyceryl laurate, fragrance, rosa rugosa flower extract, DMDM hydantoin.

Huh.

DMDM hydantoin? I seriously need to get rid of this shampoo before my hair starts to fall out, I think to myself as I read the back ingredients on the shampoo bottle label.

The sound of a door closing somewhere inside the master suite has me flinching so hard, I swear my soul very nearly leaves my body. With trembling hands, I clasp the shampoo to my upper body and work to calm my ragged breaths.

After the reception, we said our goodbyes to everyone and Azriel’s men ushered us into a waiting SUV and drove to Azriel’s father’s old estate. I remember spending time there as a kid with my father. It was the only place, other than the estate, I was allowed. When I got older, that slowly changed. My father saw less of a reason to let me out and more of a reason to keep me locked up.

The ride there wasn’t spent like a normal couple who has just tied the knot. Oh, no. It was unbearably quiet. There was an undeniable tension in the air that was suffocating. As soon as our limo rolled to a stop at his estate, I was escorted upstairs by Scar and into the master suite. I’ve been locked in the bathroom with no intentions of coming out ever since.

I don’t know what Azriel expects tonight.

Unfortunately, I do have an idea of what may be expected of me, but over my dead body will I let that happen. I won’t give him the satisfaction. I don’t even know how many women he’s been with. There’s no telling how many others he’s touched. He’s out of his damn mind if he thinks he can have me that easily.

Damn him.

Damn my father.

Damn the Outfit.

My open suitcase rests at my feet, near the porcelain lid of the toilet I’m perched on. Estrella packed for me, and if I thought she was on my side in all this, I was wrong. It seems all that is packed in there is lingerie. I thought she’d take pity on me, but obviously not.

Pity is not packing crotchless thongs, see-through negligees, and intricate lace.

My lungs restrict when I hear shuffling on the other side of the door. I pause, just waiting for him to come bang on the door and tell me to get my ass out there. The alcohol I consumed during the reception is still swimming through my veins but it’s slowly beginning to wear off. If I have any hope of making it through the night, I need something much stronger than champagne.

With my butt still firmly resting on the edge of the toilet, I strain to listen for any noises inside Azriel’s master bedroom. It’s incredibly still. No sounds of shuffling, no doors opening and closing, just silence.

Setting the pink bottle of rose shampoo on the counter, I try the door, testing the knob gently as to not make a sound. I open the wood just a crack to get a glimpse of the room. From my vantage point, I don’t see any movement. I don’t even think he’s in here anymore.

One can hope.

Figuring the coast is clear, I toss the en suite bathroom door open and expel a breath of relief when I realize I have the room all to myself. I glance down at my dress, then stare at the ornate four-poster bed longingly. With a disgruntled sigh, I stomp back into the bathroom and change out of this huge monstrosity of a wedding dress and into the only decent pair of lingerie I have in my bag. At least this one isn’t crotchless.

The babydoll negligee is a soft virginal white satin with champagne lace along the scalloped edges. It’s beautiful, don’t get me wrong, and I do feel like a Victoria’s Secret Angel, but I could really go for a potato sack tonight, anything to keep Azriel’s wandering eye away from me.

I slip the satin robe over the negligee and tie the sash real tight in case that asshole gets any ideas.

After getting ready for bed, I crawl onto the mattress and let out a fatigued gust of breath. The soles of my feet are throbbing and right along with it is my skull.

Way too much champagne, Asteria.

It doesn’t take long for me to begin to doze off. I don’t even question where my husband went or why he isn’t here. Instead, I enjoy another night of peace, another night that I remain intact. There’s no telling how long it’ll last.

I stir awake hours later to an empty bed and an even emptier room. Propping myself up on the mattress, I rest on my elbows, scanning the entirety of the room. It takes some time for my eyes to adjust to the darkness, but when they do, I realize everything is just how I left it, which means Azriel hasn’t shown at all.

Strange.

The moonlight is like liquid pearl as it seeps in through the open windows. I’m just about to force myself to fall back to sleep when I hear something.

Adrenaline spikes.

My heart lurches into my throat when it sounds again, this time louder. At first, it sounded like a simple thud, but now I’m not so sure.

My chest rises and falls sharply, wildly, and I clutch the sheets against my body, fear clawing at my flesh. This is the first night I’ve spent away from home. The first night I’ve truly been without the protection of my father’s men. I’d like to think Azriel would never let anything happen to me but considering that he’s not here to currently protect me, I’m more than a little spooked. Not to mention, I’m more inclined to believe he’ll be the one doing the murdering.

Tossing off the sheets, I tighten the sash on my robe and peek outside of the master suite door into the dimly lit hall. The dark cherrywood and dark paneled walls make the hallway seem much more eerie now than they did earlier when I walked through them. There’s something sinister about the burgundy and black tones. It almost feels like the pathway to hell, or damnation.

Surprisingly, I don’t find any men stationed outside of the door. I’m not sure if that’s good or bad. I take this opportunity to investigate the odd noise. Barefoot, I pad down the hall. Chills race up and down my spine. I throw a glance over my shoulder, feeling like I’m being followed. The hallway is shrouded in darkness. It makes it difficult to see anything beyond the soft orange glow of the dim lighting fixtures.

Shaking off the skin-crawling sensation, I keep going.

My stomach bottoms out when I hear the noise again, and I jerk to a halt. Only this time, it doesn’t stop, it’s a continuous thudding. A rhythmic pounding I can’t quite wrap my head around. A frown pulls taut across my face and I follow the sound, coming to a stop a few feet away from the looming, ornate-carved door. It’s nearly identical to mine. The woodwork is beautiful and timeless, giving the estate a personality it’s otherwise missing.

Stupidly, I reach out for the knob, curious about what is on the other end, but freeze when I hear it. The distinct sound of a female moan coming from the other side. Ice fills my veins. My heart twinges with pain. The woman moaning on the other side grows louder, begging for more. There’s that rhythmic thud of something hitting the wall and it’s enough to make me sick.

Pressing a hand over my stomach, I take a wobbly step back from the door and tell myself this is for the best.

This is what I wanted, isn’t it? To be left intact and to be left alone.

Then why does it feel like a block of dry ice has been dropped into my chest cavity? Why is there an ache enveloping my heart? Why does it hurt, knowing Azriel would’ve rather fucked someone else on our wedding night rather than deal with me?

A hot tear trickles down my cheek and I swipe at it angrily.

“Time to head back to bed, principessa.”

A gasp rips from my throat at the rough unfamiliar voice. Whirling around, I tighten my skimpy robe around my body, my palm pressed flat against my sternum as I work to steady my heart rate.

I recognize the man immediately. I haven’t had the pleasure of meeting him yet like I have Scar, Azriel’s underboss, but I did spot him in passing during our ceremony.

Romeo Rossi.

Azriel’s friend and confidant.

His consigliere.

Romeo is handsome, in an unconventional way most women wouldn’t find attractive. His features are sharp and bold, almost too aggressive for a face like his, but it’s the angry slant of his brows and the hate brimming in his eyes that holds you captive. With long unruly hair tied back in a ponytail, he’s the opposite of the men Papa would always keep around. He takes a drag from his cigarette and I follow the movement, fascinated by the intricate swirl of smoke.

I realize I must be standing here gawking when he pointedly raises a brow. “Didn’t anyone ever teach you it’s not nice to stare?”

I cross my arms over my chest defensively. “Didn’t anyone ever teach you it’s not polite to scare women?”

His lips press together around his smoke. Clearly, he’s not amused. “Does it look like I care?”

“Do I?” I retort, not waiting for an answer. Instead, I turn on my heel and head back to my bedroom. It’s bad enough he’s already seen me damn near half-naked, crying over the fact that my new husband has already broken our first vows.

Great.
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I wake to bright rays of sunlight streaming in through the double-paned windows. With a long, drawn-out yawn, I raise my arms over my head and stretch. Rubbing the heaviness of sleep from my eyes, I scan the room…and shriek. Azriel is sitting on the chaise on the opposite end of the room, staring straight at me.

He’s dressed in another suit. This one is a three-piece ensemble that’s all black. Softly swooping arcs of green drill holes into me. The way he regards me, with such intensity, it leaves the hairs on my nape standing at attention. Feeling exposed, I clutch the comforter and wrap it around my body tightly, trying to cover as much of myself as I can.

He doesn’t react to my hiding from him like I thought he would. Instead, he remains seated there, one hand resting on the leather arm of the chaise while the other is propped up. His thumb swipes back and forth across his bottom lip distractingly.

When his eyes dip down, grazing over my shoulders then back up to my wild mane of hair, his lips thin with disgust. Indignation simmers through my veins, snapping me back to the memory of last night and what I heard outside of that door. There’s a slight pang in my chest and I curse myself for it. I loathe myself for caring. I hate that I feel anything at all.

Azriel may be my husband, but he means nothing to me.

Nothing at all.

I need to remember that.

Forcing myself to peek away from him and his distracting eyes, I work to gather my thoughts. I stare down at my lap, my eyes narrowly examining the rings stacked on my finger. The way the early streaks of morning light are filtering through the window and reflects off my wedding and engagement rings, prompting my chest to squeeze with sorrow. This huge rock and this band mean nothing when the man who put them on my finger is not even willing to try to make this work.

Doesn’t he realize this isn’t what I wanted either? This isn’t every girl’s dream, being carted off and married to a man she hardly knows—or in our case, once knew.

The longer I stare at the rings and the more I think about what I heard him doing last night, the more irate I become.

Did he really think it would be that easy? That I would be okay with my husband sleeping around and acting like nothing happened? He’s sorely mistaken.

“What do you want?” His finger stops its swiping progression, and his eyes narrow dangerously at my harsh tone. “Cat suddenly got your tongue, Azriel? Get out. I don’t want you in here.”

With a sinister chuckle that rains nails down my spine, Azriel pushes up from the chaise and crosses the room, stopping at the foot of the bed. I force a thick swallow and meet his glare head-on, refusing to let his imposing stature frighten me. He’s all broad shoulders, tan skin, and pure menace.

The devil wrapped in a pristine suit.

“You don’t want me here?”

I raise my chin haughtily. “No, I don’t.”

Amusement sparks in his eyes. “Does it look like I give a fuck? We’re married now, princess. If I want to watch my wife sleep, I will.”

Fury blooms in my gut and I scoff. “Married? Hardly. You’ve already broken the biggest vow of all, Azriel.”

He gives me a vacant expression. “Cut the crybaby act.”

My hands curl into fists on the sheets and I squeeze until I feel the thread count tear beneath my fingernails. “You get to screw some rando on our wedding night and I’m the one acting like a baby? You disgust me. I should kill you—”

In seconds, Azriel’s arm shoots out and he grips my face in his hand, dragging me into his orbit. He smells like cedar and spice and man. Like my worst enemy.

“Watch who you’re talking to, Asteria,” he drawls, voice cool and collected. “For someone who claims to want nothing to do with me, you sure are upset about the possibility of me sleeping with someone else.”

“Excuse me if the idea of my husband fucking other women then trying to lay in bed with me doesn’t sit right with me.”

He arches a dark brow tauntingly. “Jealous?”

“Hardly. The thought of being with you makes me physically ill. You disgust me.”

Azriel smirks. “Good. I wouldn’t touch you with a ten-foot pole, wife.”

“Fuck you!” I snarl, trying to free my face of his hold.

“You’d like that, wouldn’t you?”

I slap his hand away from my face and glare up at him. His eyes pinch at my defiance. The muscle along his jaw jumps repeatedly, as though he’s grinding his teeth.

Holding onto that anger and bravado, I force myself to remain level-headed. He’s the villain in my story. Not a knight in shining armor or a noble prince. He is the devil.

And unfortunately, I’m his princess.

“Put some damn clothes on and head downstairs for breakfast. We have places to be today.”

Without another word, he leaves me, slamming the door behind him.

Fucking men.
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After slamming the door behind me, I pause outside of the master suite, working tirelessly to compose myself. The ornate knob digs into the flesh of my palm and I squeeze harder, enjoying the bite of pain, damn near crumbling the iron to pieces.

Asteria Moretti.

I never thought I’d see her again.

Six years ago, I made a promise to myself. A promise that I’d put her and her family out of my mind, intent on forgetting her existence. But that wasn’t what happened. You can’t forget people like Asteria. They grow inside of you like a contagion. She made a home for herself inside of my heart years ago. For years, she was an essential part of me. She was the yin to my yang, the stars to my night sky, the air in my goddamn lungs. She was everything, until it was obvious I could no longer have her.

Until I was forced to let her go.

I always knew what we had wouldn’t last. It was more likely she’d be used as a pawn to strengthen the Morettis’ hold on the underworld. My father warned me. Time and time again. I’d hoped that maybe, just maybe, it could’ve worked, but she was the principessa, and her father held all the power here in Chicago. The world that our parents lived in was never hidden from me like it was for her. I knew her family’s deepest, darkest secrets. I knew things that would have her bawling and make her skin crawl in equal measure.

I always understood the role I would have to play in maintaining the order here in Chicago’s underworld. I was destined to become a soldier for the Chicago Outfit. I trained most of my life for it. My father had hopes I’d take my place at Asteria’s side and eventually become capo.

That wasn’t what happened.

Not at all.

“Why are we packing?” I asked my father as he continued to gather our belongings. I glanced out of the window, toward the gated estate where Asteria was. I tried to ignore the tightness gripping my chest at the mere thought of leaving without her.

Things between us hadn’t always been so rocky. We were good before the Outfit, my late nights, and all the training sessions started getting in the way. She didn’t understand this life, the one I was born into and the one I would eventually die in. She was different, her role in all this was to be kept safe, to be the prize. She was the princess who was to remain locked up in that ivory tower and, unfortunately, I was merely a dragon who would one day be slain.

From the time I turned thirteen, I’d been training with my father and the other men in the Chicago syndicate. Gearing up for my entrance into the Outfit. It started out slow, the gun training, the beatings to toughen me up, then it swiftly progressed into hours of torture, hours of fighting his men, just trying to keep myself alive, trying to prove that I could be of use.

There were countless nights I’d come home with gaping wounds, bleeding out, wishing I had a different life. It didn’t help matters that I would never keep any of it a secret from Asteria. Somehow, she always knew when I was in pain. Even when I’d purposely stay away until I was healed, she’d message me every hour on the hour, demanding to know where I was and why I hadn’t stopped by to see her.

She’d always been tenacious.

Naïve, certainly, but her will, her ferocity, had always been something I’ve admired about her. She had this lust for life, for something more. If I were anyone else, I’d have given it to her, but I’m not.

“Mateo has crossed us, son. Chicago is no longer our home.”

I frowned. “How did he cross us?”

“You think it was a coincidence that you and Asteria became best friends as children? It was always the plan, you two ruling over Chicago after Mateo and I are cold in the ground. It was what Angel wanted. It was what we all agreed upon. If Asteria’s mother were still alive, she’d be sickened by the decision. He’s gone back on his word. Offered her up to Fabiano, the Brambillas of all families, just because of their connections with the sex trade.”

“Where the hell are we supposed to go if not here? You always said they would hunt me down if I tried to leave. How is this any different?”

“I know someone from the California Outfit. Mateo has already cast us out; if he wanted us dead, he’d do it. By the time we’re finished, he’ll wish he’d done just that.”

An unsettling sensation dropped into the pit of my stomach.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, you’re going to climb the ranks in California, and when the time is right, you’re going to be a king, figlio. We’ll take back everything.”

I glanced away, fighting the burning rage inside of me. Rage at my father, at Asteria’s father. At this fucking life. Asteria and I always talked about our future in what-ifs. What if we’d been born into normal families? What if we didn’t have to worry about responsibilities? And then I couldn’t help but wonder, what if she didn’t have to marry someone she didn’t even love?

“Fine,” I grated. “When do we leave?”

“Tonight.”

Saying my goodbyes to Asteria hurt. Seeing the pain in her eyes. The realization that rippled across her features. It felt like everything I wanted in life was being snatched away and all I could do was sit back and take it. Sit back and deal.

For two years, I kept my distance. I put in the work, I killed, I murdered and tortured, all to get ahead, to make a name for myself. It didn’t happen overnight. It happened in stages, the way the darkness clung to my skin, the way it dug its talons into me, slowly tainting me, stripping me of all good. By the time Asteria’s engagement photos were released, I couldn’t remember why I was so angry. All I knew was, I would make her father pay. I’d make him wish he’d never cast us out.

It was easy enough to do. After the loss of Fabiano, Mateo’s empire started to fall, business dealings fell through, and it was all because of me.

My influence.

I became the capo of the West Coast.

Only difference was, after the death of my father, I grew even angrier. Jaded.

I wanted revenge. And I planned to take it. I planned to take Chicago out from beneath Mateo. I’d watch his entire empire crumble and I’d be the one he crawls to when he needs help. I’ll be his only saving grace.

Though, I’m no angel.

I’m the devil.

Evil incarnate.

That’s how we’ve found ourselves here. She was never part of the plan. I was supposed to go in, take everything from them, but Mateo wouldn’t have that. He wanted to unite our families. He wanted his own daughter to be used as a pawn.

“This is what your father always wanted. Think of all the power we can have if you marry Asteria.”

“Or I can kill you and every person who has pledged his undying loyalty to you.”

“She hasn’t been happy. Not since you left. We can fix this, Azriel.”

I thrust my arm out, wrapping my hand around his neck and squeezing until he was sputtering. “I do not care about her. The only thing I care about is making you pay.”

“Please,” he choked out, his face turning an unhealthy shade of red.

“Fine.” I let go. Wiped his filth on my pants. “I’ll take her as my wife. But Chicago is mine. Your men hear to me and me only. Your rule is done, Mateo. You’d do well to remember that.”

Pulled out of my thoughts, I tense when I hear movement behind me. The muscles in my back strain as I push thoughts of Asteria and our past out of my mind.

“Interesting. Like husband, like wife. You both seem to enjoy standing outside of closed doors.”

I roll my eyes at Romeo, my consigliere, and stride down the hall toward the dining area. We need to prepare to leave. We have a flight to catch, then we’ll need to get situated in California. I have a meeting that needs to be dealt with tonight.

“Is that supposed to mean something to me?”

“Just that your cute little bride was sneaking down the hall last night, listening in on Gio and Maria fucking.” He tsks. “Naughty little thing.”

I grunt in response. Now her comments about sleeping around make a lot more sense.

“I assume consummating your marriage is next on your list, right behind world destruction, of course.”

My lip inches up. “Who says we haven’t already consummated the marriage?”

Romeo pulls a face and scoffs as we continue down the hall, ambling toward the dining room.

This estate belonged to my father at one time. Before we were cast out and lost everything. As soon as I stepped foot on Chicago soil, I made damn sure it was mine again.

“The way she acted last night in the hallway wasn’t like a woman who was thoroughly fucked.”

My eye twitches at the mention of fucking Asteria, and Romeo damn well knows it. “I have no desire to fuck her. This is a business deal.”

“No desire to fuck her. I call bullshit. I would if I were you—”

I pause mid-step, pinning him with a dark look. “Don’t even think about it. She’s mine.”

He grins. The smug bastard. “Sure you can handle her? I thought her father said she was a docile little thing.”

He lied.

“Of course, I can. Underneath all that bravado and anger is still the same scared little girl from the past.”

“Is she?”

I don’t respond. Mainly because I know I’m wrong. She’s not the same. She’s a different woman entirely. One I can’t get caught up in.

“Does she know?”

He approaches the question hesitantly, something Ro doesn’t do often. He’s always been the loud one. All action, no forethought.

“No.” My tone is brusque.

“You really think this is smart?” The trepidation in his tone gives me pause. This isn’t a good idea. I know that, somewhere deep inside where the darkness hasn’t taken over fully, but is that going to stop me? Is knowing I’m going to rip her life to shreds going to stop me?

No. No, it is not.

“She has her father to thank for this.”

“Ruthless bastard,” he grins, nudging me.

“Your heart is the reason Giovanni will be her main detail.”

He laughs. “Worried my good looks will win her over?”

“I’d kill you before that ever happened,” I retort in passing, heading straight for the head of the table.

The house maids already have an impeccable spread laid out for me and Asteria. It’s a mix of fruit, oatmeal, vegan meats, a whole array of meals she can choose from.

Something tells me the girl with a heart of gold still refuses to eat meat and is still deathly allergic to strawberries.

I settle at the table with my morning paper and coffee. The maid titters around and I wait patiently for Asteria to show. When she does, I have to fight the urge to smirk. She stomps into the space, her animosity cloying in the air, her anger permeating off her in waves.

She’s a lot feistier than I remember.

She’s a lot of things.

Mainly my wife.

I never thought I’d utter those words. Least of all, I never thought Asteria would be the one wearing my ring.

She’s dressed in the clothes her maid packed for her back home. If I wasn’t sure before, I am now, because Asteria makes some questionable wardrobe choices. Her bright yellow sundress is incredibly distracting. I’m not used to so much color invading my space. I’m used to blacks and browns, the colors that rest on the opposite end of the spectrum. Her hot pink high heels are just another reason she doesn’t belong here in this life with me. She looks like a fucking walking dandelion with a splash of pink and far too much attitude.

My nose curls up in distaste as I take her in. Seems I’ll be expediting her new wardrobe. I steal a glance at her shapely legs. She’s still a tiny little thing, barely grazing five-foot-four. Her blonde hair is tied back, away from her face, and I struggle to tamp down the urge to openly ogle her.

I was able to do it early this morning while she slept. Admire her beauty while she was unaware. The way the early morning rays of sunlight glowed against her skin was captivating. The long cascading waves from her hair worked as a halo of sorts. She looked like an angel, an innocent angel caught up in this life.

The devil and the angel.

Night and day.

My jaw grows tight the more that I think about her and her father. The past. Everything I lost—and everything I gained in equal measure.

It’s wrong to blame her for the sins of her father, but she’s the one paying anyway.

For now, at least.

I scan my eyes over the paper, dutifully ignoring her. It’s best for us all if I forget she’s here. Just because we’re married, it doesn’t mean we have to act like it. This is a beneficial arrangement. Nothing more.

“You disgust me, you know that?” She practically growls the words out as she slams a bowl of oatmeal in front of her. Out of the corner of my eye, I can see the aggravated way she’s slapping fruit onto her plate. The urge to grin is all-consuming.

“You state this as though I care.”

Her lips press together flatly, those bright blue eyes narrow into thin little slits. “I don’t have to be here. I don’t have to do anything you tell me to. If you get to go out and fuck other people all night, I should be able to do the same—”

My hand shoots out across the table and latches around her throat. I squeeze tightly, enjoying the stench of her fear. My grip tightens in warning but not enough to crush her airway and cut off her air flow. With a swift movement, I half drag her across the table, getting in her face. Those cornflower eyes are wide and filled with fear. There’s this undeniably sexy way the red seeps into her cheeks. If she wasn’t such a pain, if she was literally anyone else, I might enjoy this.

The only reason I’m doing this is to frighten her. To put her in her place.

But will it be enough to keep her in line? That remains to be seen.

“Let’s get one thing straight now, shall we? I do not give a single fuck what you think about me. You are mine now, whether you like it or not. The disrespect, all of it is done from here on out, hear me? You’re the wife of a capo, you will fucking act like one, Asteria.”

I release her and settle back into my seat as if nothing happened. Her hand immediately flies to her throat and she rubs at the imprint of my grip there. I ignore the foreign burning in my chest, not questioning why it’s there. Those eyes I spent countless days during our childhood gazing into stare back at me brimming with so much hatred, so much hurt, it gives me pause. Tears teeter on the edge of her lashes, perilously close to falling. Her will is like no other. The way she is hellbent on making sure I see the fire in her eyes, the way she is hellbent on standing her ground, even if it is the dumbest thing she could possibly do.

“Of course, husband.”

She spits the words out like they leave a vile taste in her mouth.

There’s the slightest flicker of guilt, but this is for the best. One day she’ll come to realize it and thank me.

We eat the rest of our breakfast in relative silence. I feel her gaze on me every so often when she thinks I’m too invested in the paper before me to notice.

She clears her throat. “I take it we’re going somewhere?”

I hum my confirmation.

She makes an annoyed sound in the back of her throat. Clearly, she doesn’t appreciate my lack of explanation.

“Are you going to tell me where we’re going, or do you plan on leaving me in suspense?”

Setting my paper down, I lean back and pretend to mull it over. “Suspense.”

“God, you are such a man-child. If you don’t tell me where we’re going, I’m not leaving.”

I quirk a brow. “And what makes you think you have a choice? We’re going to California. Even if I have to strap your body to the side of the damn jet myself.”

“California?” She scowls. “For what?”

I heave a deep sigh, my patience with this woman wearing thin. I’m not used to being questioned. I give orders and they are obeyed. “To live.”

Her eyes widen once the realization settles in. “But my entire life has been here in Chicago. I can’t go to California.”

I smile. It’s not a pleasant one.

“You have no other choice.”
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My chest restricts with a stinging bite the further we get from Chicago. I know there’s not much left for me back there, but what good memories I did have, the ones I’d like to keep close to my heart and cherish, are all wrapped up in the windy city. California is a different entity. It’s stepping into the unknown. Freefalling off that ledge and hoping someone will be there to catch me. I don’t know anyone where we’re going. I have no one to turn to…or run to.

I don’t even know where it is we’re heading. I want to ask questions, so many questions about the past and where he’s been, but I’m so damn angry, and too damn prideful. Especially when I know he won’t give me a single straight answer.

Why would he?

“Mr. Costa, would you like something to drink? Your usual, perhaps?” The feminine voice pulls me out of my thoughts. I glance at the woman who is standing far too close to Azriel, even if she is just a hostess. Her skirt is short and leaves little to the imagination, as does the amount of cleavage spilling out from her severely unbuttoned top. The jet is his very own private one, so I presume he was the one who did the hiring of the onboard staff.

The inside is all mahogany and cream leather. The aircraft is spacious with a large cabin seating area, a bedroom in the back of the aircraft with its own en suite bathroom. It screams money and class. Such an oddity to realize Azriel has a fortune he’s amassed all on his own while I’ve been living off of my father’s blood money.

My, my. How times have changed.

I eye the woman, wondering if she was at all hired to please Azriel while he flies to and from places. At the rate he’s going, I wouldn’t put something like this past him.

Even if she was hired for that, why the hell do I care? Why is it after years, the thought of him with anyone else makes me sick?

Knowing he was with another woman last night makes me physically ill.

And what’s worse, there’s a part of me, a minuscule part that wishes it were me he came to. That it was me he wanted to be with instead of some stranger. That heartbroken girl he left behind is still inside of me, lapping at her wounds she thought were healed.

I loathe myself for it.

I worried I’d be forced into having sex but somehow this feels worse, like a slap in the face. His apathy is like salt on a wound.

He’s cruel.

A monster.

I mourn for the boy I once knew and loved.

An acidic taste builds in my mouth as I watch the beautiful stewardess stick out her breasts and make sure Azriel is taken care of. She bends over, infiltrating his space, and smiles far too long for it to be anything but flirtatious. I know that glint in her eyes. The way she stares at him through heavy-lidded eyes.

It’s the same way I used to stare at him years ago.

That’s just the effect Azriel has on the opposite sex.

The woman is incredibly beautiful, I’ll give her that. With the body of a supermodel, long dark hair, and a gorgeous tan. Pouty, and oh-so perfect.

Everything I’m not.

Where her body could wow down a runway, mine would be shamed for the curves. I’ve never been too concerned about my body or the way I appear to others. Until now.

Now, I’m beginning to wonder if Azriel has a type, and maybe I’m not it.

He couldn’t have chosen a woman who looks any more different than I do.

I force myself to stop with the comparisons. To stop putting myself down, and to stop putting this woman down in my head. I don’t know her, and yet here I am, judging her because I’m green with envy. I’m jealous that she’s been around the man I’ve spent years loving.

The man I could never have.

I clear my throat, effectively dragging her attention away from him.

“Hi. I’m Asteria, Azriel’s wife. When you’re done tending to him, maybe you can ask me what I want to drink, yeah?”

The woman’s face glows red, clearly flustered by being called out. I take a minuscule ounce of satisfaction from that.

“I’m so sorry, miss. What would you like?”

“A water.” I pause, raising a finger between us. “You know what, make it champagne. Anything to get me through this flight with him.”

She nods jerkily and offers a pained smile.

“Give her the water.”

We all freeze.

My body cords with tension. Her eyes ping between me and Azriel, her brows knotting together. Clearly, she’s unsure what to do.

“Do not tell me what to drink, Az.”

“Don’t call me that,” he snaps, eyes flashing to mine with fire and brimstone. Humiliation twists my stomach.

How foolish of me to believe I could call my husband a nickname I used for him in the past. This isn’t the past. He isn’t that same boy I fell in love with, and I’m starting to think I’m no longer that girl he fell for either.

Without a word I force my gaze elsewhere, ignoring him and the ball of ice lodged in my throat. As I stare out of the oval window, blindly watching the wisps of clouds in the sky, I wonder idly what life will be like in California. It’s not like I’m missing much in Chicago. I didn’t have friends, except for Estrella. And really, the only people that would miss me are maybe the staff back home. But really, that’s wishful thinking. I have no one in my corner and Azriel knows it.

Only difference is, I knew that life, I was used to it. But in another state? I don’t know anyone that I can share mindless conversations with or run to with my problems. By the looks of it, my husband won’t even be talking to me or spending time with me.

I close my eyes and think back to a time when things were different between us. When life was a little less complicated. On the surface, at least.

I made my way out of the back doors of the estate toward the garden. I didn’t like sneaking around, but if I wanted to watch the stars with Azriel, this was the only way I could. I thought I’d made it out without being caught, that is until the outside lights flooded the grassy acreage and me.

As soon as the sun begins to set, the flood lights are triggered.

I froze, my eyes slamming shut in defeat.

I expected to hear my papa’s chiding voice, ordering me to get back inside, but it wasn’t him.

“Miss Moretti, what do you think you’re doing?”

Clasping my hands together, I faced Estrella with a pleading expression on my face.

“Please, can’t you just pretend like you didn’t see me? I’m only going to lay out by the trees and watch the sun set with Azriel.”

Estrella sighed. She covertly glanced over her shoulder. “Your papa isn’t here. There’s no telling when he’ll be back, so if you want to sit and watch the stars, by yourself, I suggest you do it now before he gets back.”

“Really?”

Her mouth quirked. “Go on now. Before I change my mind.”

“You’re an angel, Estrella. Thank you!” I took off toward our spot hidden in between the land and the trees.

A broad grin stole over my face when I spotted a long, dark form already splayed out in the grass, waiting for me.

“Took you long enough,” Azriel admonished in jest.

I tossed myself in the open space next to him, nudging him in the side playfully.

“Oh, hush. I’m here, aren’t I?”

He shifted to face me, and I couldn’t help the way my heart fluttered when he grinned. It’d been happening a lot lately. Especially when we were alone. There was this light, airy sensation that ruffled through my rib cage when I heard his voice. And whenever he stared at me with that soft glint in his eyes? Whenever that lone dimple in his cheek made its entrance, I felt the effects of it in my stomach. Like lava pooling, bubbling, getting ready to explode.

Heat rose to my cheeks at the way he was staring at me, so I glanced away, hiding the sudden bashfulness. We sat side by side like that in the field, watching the sun go down. If we glanced behind us, a little way over the hill, we could spot the estate. Its looming structure appeared like a prison from here. A medieval prison.

Pink, purple, and orange hues emblazoned the sky beautifully in warm colors. I soaked everything in about that moment. I had to. These days, they were infrequent.

Don’t get me wrong, the sunset was stunning, and certainly one of my favorite pastimes was watching day bleed into night, but truthfully, the sunset wasn’t my favorite part about being out there. No, it was being next to the one person who understood me. It was watching the dark curtain of night fall and peering up at the stars as they slowly made their appearance, like glittering diamonds dusting across the sky.

I craned my neck toward Azriel, thinking he was staring up at the sky, too, but when our eyes clashed, all the blood rushed to my face. He’d been staring at me the whole time, yet he didn’t even seem bothered that I caught him gawking.

“Why are you staring at me?”

“Because I can.” His voice rolled over my skin like butter. Smooth and warm. Too perfect.

I cleared my throat, darting my eyes away from him, and back toward the sky. I tried to keep my voice even as I asked the question.

“What’s high school like?”

I’d been homeschooled my whole life, so living through Azriel was about as good as it would get. He was only three years older than me, but it was enough to leave me wondering. If my life had been normal, the next year I would have been headed to high school for freshman year, but unfortunately, my father had made it clear that wouldn’t happen. He claimed I’d have a better education at home, with the best tutors and teachers money could buy.

You know what money couldn’t buy?

Human interaction.

Experience.

He chuckled at my question. “It’s like high school, Aster.”

I rolled my eyes. “I got that, jerk. What I mean is, what is it like to have friends outside of the staff from your home? What are the other kids like?” I sneaked a glance at him, forcing a thick swallow. “What are the girls like?”

There was a long beat of silence.

Slowly, Azriel twisted his body toward mine. With his arms locked behind his head, the muscles in his biceps bunched in such an aesthetically pleasing way, it had blood rushing to my cheeks.

“So you want to know about high school and the girls at high school?”

I nodded, unable to form words with the thickness blocking my airway.

He cocked his head to the side ever so slightly as he regarded me. “All right, well, high school isn’t anything special. You go to class, learn, and then you call it a day. And the girls are just like everyone else.”

I nodded, mostly to myself, processing. “Do you like anyone there? Any girls?”

I waited with bated breath for him to answer. His lip quirked like he found something funny.

“Are you asking if I have a girlfriend, Asteria?”

A scowl stole over my face. “No. Not really. I’m just asking if you like anyone.”

“Sure, I do.”

His answer caused a sharp pain to strike through my chest. It was a resounding ache. I forced myself to glance away, so he didn’t see the power his answer had on me. Laying back on the sharp blades of grass, I stared up at the night sky. The stars slowly became brighter as the sky began to darken. That was why I loved it out there; that far away from the estate, there were no ambient lights, just the brightness coming from the stars and the moon. Usually it brought comfort, but as I stared up at the veil of darkness, all I felt was an intense weight pressing against my sternum.

“Oh.” A tense silence passed between us as I scrambled to respond. “Well…that’s cool. Is she pretty?”

“The prettiest.”

The stars in the sky grew watery from the unshed tears burning the backs of my eyes.

“Is she nice?” I asked, preparing my heart for another painful strike.

“The nicest girl I’ve ever met.”

An ache bloomed in my chest.

“Does she make you happy?”

I hoped he’d say no. It was an incredibly selfish thing to wish for, but I wanted his happiness for myself. I wanted to be the reason he was happy. Just the idea of sharing him with someone else made it hard to breathe.

“She does.”

My eyes slammed shut. A warm tear slipped down my cheek.

“Why are you crying?”

I swiped at the tear, pretending my heart hadn’t just been pulverized with the truth. “Because I’m happy for you,” I lied.

Silence stretched between us.

“Will I ever get to meet her?”

“Probably not,” he replied lazily.

I peered at him dejectedly, my brows knitted together in a frown. “Why not?”

“Because you already know her.”

“I do?”

“It’s you, Asteria.”

My breath caught.

My heart jumped into my throat.

Warmth surged through my veins.

Steadying my racing heart, I shifted, turning my head toward him, and found him lying in the same position as I was, only, he was not staring at the stars, he was still staring at me.

I licked at my suddenly overly dry lips. “What does that mean, exactly?”

He shifted his eyes up to the stars and was quiet for a beat while he searched for his answer among the clusters of light dotting the sky.

“It means whatever you want it to.”

“What do you want it to mean?” I whispered, testing the waters.

Azriel reached his arm out and trailed his finger lightly down my face. The small act had my eyes fluttering closed. My heartbeat increased, and my pulse pounded in my ears. The butterflies in my stomach roared to life, and my breathing became erratic.

My neck and cheeks flushed wildly with embarrassment from such a small touch. I tilted my head to the side to hide my face from him. I knew it was wrong, feeling the way I did about him. He was my best friend. But I couldn’t stop the bundle of nerves and the butterflies floating in my stomach whenever he was around. I wanted to kiss him more and more each day but I was afraid and confused.

I was afraid of those feelings. I was afraid of rejection. But most of all, I was afraid of the impending heartbreak.

When I turned my face back to his, he was staring at me intently.

“I want it to mean that you’re mine, Asteria, in every sense of the word. And I’m yours.”

A warm spill filtered through my veins like an intravenous contrast dye had been injected inside me.

“Az?” I whispered. “Are you going to kiss me now?”

To my surprise he smiled, revealing his lone dimple in his right cheek that always made my stomach flutter happily. His smile would never cease to amaze me. They were infrequent, but when he aimed one of them your way, it felt like a gift. A beautiful gift that I didn’t ever want to take for granted.

Azriel shakily slid one hand around my waist, dragging me toward him. My heart galloped so loud, I was afraid he could hear it. There was no way he couldn’t.

Bringing a single hand to my face, he cupped my cheek gently. I knew he’d probably kissed other girls before, but I didn’t care. All I could think about were his lips on mine for the first time.

Adrenaline coursed through my body.

“I thought you’d never ask,” he whispered.

A small smile spread across my face.

And when Azriel slowly leaned in, I swallowed thickly. When his mouth descended upon mine, my body erupted with a slew of tingles. The moment his mouth touched mine, something happened inside me—deep within the confines of my heart. Like a current of electricity, the force drew us together and traveled through my body. His lips were soft and gentle. Perfect.

I felt light and pliable, like I was floating, or like my world had been thrown off its axis. My first kiss was so much more than I bargained for. It had exceeded the realm of expectation.

It was everything.

The fog clears from my mind, and I twist in my seat at the sound of squeaking leather. Azriel is settling back in the seat across from me. I didn’t even realize when he got up and left, I was so caught up in my memories.

While he’s unaware of the attention, I use this moment to soak him in. He’s staring down at his phone, eyes narrowed slightly as though he’s viewing something that doesn’t quite please him. His face has lost most of its youthful boyish charm, but when he’s staring far off into the distance or concentrated on what’s before him, I’m reminded of the boy from my past. The one with the same deep frown lines that appear between the brows. The one with the same strong jawline and intently focused gaze. My heart stutters against my rib cage when I spot the familiar gold chain around his neck.

I’d remember that thing anywhere.

It’s the one possession he held near and dear to his heart.

The gold chain and pendant of Saint Christopher belonged to his mother. Before she passed, she was a huge part of his life. Some might even go as far as saying Elena was the only good Azriel had in his life. I know he used to say it. She was beauty personified and had eternal sweetness. She was his anchor, and in a lot of ways, she reminded me of my own mother.

I don’t remember much about my mom. Sure, there are photographs and stories, but I was too young to grasp who she was as a person to hold on to her memory. If it wasn’t for the stories and pictures, I’m ashamed to admit I would’ve forgotten her by now.

When Azriel’s mother was murdered, I think Az lost a piece of himself, too. After Elena passed, he took to wearing the gold chain every day. I remember I’d constantly ask what it meant and why he wore it. His response was always the same.

“My mom always said Saint Christopher was there to give you strength when you felt like you had none. That’s why she wore it. That’s why I wear it.”

Seeing that even after all these years he still wears it, it does something to my heart. To me. The last thing I want to do is soften toward Azriel, but if he’s still wearing the pendant that belonged to his late mother, something tells me the old him is still in there somewhere.

I just have to find him.

“You still wear her necklace.”

He doesn’t peek up from the phone. “I do.”

“Why?”

His answer is so simple, with no emotion behind it, yet it’s still like a slap to the face. “Because I loved her.”

His words strike me in the chest and I swallow.

“Are you ever going to tell me what happened to your father?”

“No,” he replies, disinterest dripping from his tone.

I pause, weighing my words carefully. “How long ago did it happen?”

“Few years now.”

I clench my back teeth together, hating the fact that he’s not looking me in the eye. It’s like he could not care less. He’s talking like a robot on autopilot.

“How?”

Slowly, he peers up at me, his face bored and detached, but his eyes hold something in them that gives me pause. “He was murdered.”

“I’m sorry.”

“No, you’re not.”

I balk, tone affronted. “Hey, I cared about him, too, you know.”

He scoffs, swiping a hand across his angular jaw. “If that’s what you need to tell yourself, princess.”

I grimace. “Stop calling me that.”

“And what would you have me call you instead?”

“Oh, I don’t know, maybe my damn name?”

He cocks his head to the side, watching me. “Don’t think you’ve earned that privilege yet.”

My brows shoot straight into my hairline and I scoff. “I’m sorry, what?”

“If you don’t mind, some of us have actual work to do now. Just sit there and be quiet.”

I’m stunned into silence. I swear I even hear one of his men snicker, which only serves to darken my mood further where this man is concerned.
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I wake up to the jet jolting. For a second, I think we’re experiencing turbulence, but a view out of the oval windows says differently.

We’ve landed.

Stretching my arms over my head, I yawn while simultaneously keeping my gaze fixed out of the window. My lungs restrict in a vise when I take in the blue skies, and the vast expanse of land. We’re definitely not home anymore.

A survey around the jet tells me everyone has already departed.

Everyone except Azriel.

He sits there, in the seat across from me, watching me again.

If there was a hint of warmth in his gaze, I’d find the staring cute. Maybe even pass it off as him missing me. But his expression is blank, eyes a void of disinterest, and I’m inclined to believe that is not at all why he is watching me.

“You know, this whole staring thing is starting to get creepy.”

He ignores me.

“It’s time to go.”

“Right,” I sigh.

Azriel leads the way off the private jet and his men usher us into a black nondescript SUV. I keep my body plastered against the door, uncomfortable being in such a small, confined space with Azriel.

I can feel the warmth of his powerful body. He just exudes this intense level of confidence. Of magnetism. Inhaling a deep breath, I get a lungful of his distracting scent. He smells like spice and man. He smells like our childhood, but better.

Slamming my eyes shut, I try to push thoughts of him out of my mind, but that only makes it worse. Seems like every time I close my eyes now, I see him in our last moments as kids. The day he shattered my heart.

I hold on to that feeling. The heartbreak I felt that day and every day after.

I try to remind myself why Azriel Costa is not a good man, no matter how badly I want to believe he still is.

No one gets to his position of power by being a good man. I know that for a fact.

We drive in silence for an hour, maybe more. I keep my gaze fixed on the window, watching the scenery roll by. It’s beautiful here, I’ll give him that much. Gorgeous blue skies without a single wispy cloud in sight. Buildings glitter in the sunlight. Palm trees turn into hilly mountain sides with gorgeous homes seated atop each peak. The further we drive from the city and the crowded suburbs, the closer we get to acres of land. Beautiful expanses of green and hillsides. Gorgeous views of the ocean.

We pass a sign that reads Welcome to Montecito.

The road leading to our destination runs up the entirety of a mountain, completely hidden from outsiders by trees. I don’t even realize we’ve arrived until we pause before tall, imposing iron gates. I thought the gates on our estate back home were enormous, but here? These are on a whole other level.

I’m wholly unprepared for those gates to open and for the SUV to take us up the winding paved path toward the monstrosity of an estate.

And what a monstrosity it is.

Moon-eyed as the SUV rolls to a stop and my door is opened from the outside. I’m working on autopilot as I take the hand being offered to me. Whoever it is helps me out of the vehicle onto the stone-paved pathway. When I have to tilt my head back, just to graze the top of the mansion, I release a bewildered breath.

The main home is set in the middle of the property, at the end of a long drive that wends its way through oak trees, palms, and orange and lemon groves. From there, the views are of the Santa Barbara mountains, and on the other side, the Pacific Ocean.

This place is absolutely extraordinary to appraise, but it doesn’t change the fact that this home is meant to serve as another prison for me.

“Oh, look at that, another gilded cage,” I murmur under my breath as I take in the massive estate. I thought the place I grew up in back home was huge, but this is a whole new level.

The mansion is immaculate.

The property is something dreams are made of. It’s stunning in ways that I would never relate it to a man like Azriel. He doesn’t strike me as someone who needs a nice place like this.

The estate is easily a whopping thirty or so acres. The land goes on for what seems like miles past the untrained eye, hidden in the hills. There’s a looming maze of hedges in the back of the property. When we were kids, I always told Azriel I wanted to one day own a house with a hedge maze. Guess I finally got it, after all.

The outside of the home itself could use some flowers and some color but overall, it’s breathtaking.

I tense when I feel Azriel step beside me.

“I’ll show you around.”

He guides us toward an impressive motor court filled with luxury vehicle after luxury vehicle.

“There are nine bedrooms, ten full baths, and six half baths, not including the maids’ quarters.”

Christ. Didn’t realize one man needed nine bedrooms for himself.

As soon as we cross the threshold of the two grand entry doors, my breath catches, at a complete loss for words. A formal foyer greets us with an unobstructed view of the spiral staircases that meet in the center. The home has an incredible view of the emerald lawn and beautiful sitting rooms that are separated by massive paneled lacquered doors. With voluminous sixteen-foot ceilings and numerous glass doors that allow natural light to flood in and illuminate the vintage-inspired interiors, the inside is just as beautiful as the outside.

“The east wing of the estate is the library, my study, a workout room, and a guest room. The seating room is connected to the stately formal dining room with a grand fireplace. Adjacent is the chefs’ kitchen.”

We march past the kitchen and I can’t even hide my shock. With a double island, top-of-the-line appliances, a sunny breakfast room, and a large butler’s pantry, Azriel’s kitchen is a chef’s dream. Completing the east wing is a cozy meeting room that leads to two offices and a state-of-the-art home theatre. Off the grand hallway is a distinguished office with a stone fireplace and a workout room.

“There’s a fifty-foot pool and spa with an outdoor shower and changing room. On the opposite end of the hedge maze is a tower lounge. You can climb to the top and sit up there if you want to see the ocean.”

“Why not just go to the beach?”

He shoots me a dry expression. “Do I look like a man who takes strolls on the beach?”

I fight back a smile.

No. No, you do not.

As he gives me the rest of the tour, I can feel his eyes on me. He doesn’t strike me as someone who cares what anyone thinks but it’s as though he’s waiting on pins and needles to know if I approve of the place or not.

Could be wishful thinking on my part.

In the west wing of the estate, he guides me into a room. “This is your bedroom.”

I take in the space, saucer-eyed. With an opulent fireplace, an exceptional master closet with custom lighting and unparalleled details, a luxurious bathroom with a clawfoot tub, and a large, enclosed porch that boasts incredible views of the estate’s gardens and the ocean below, it is incredible.

It’s stunning.

The tones are all cool and airy, with hints of champagne and gold. The California king canopy bed with soft cream drapes and light airy fixtures add to the regal charm. Lightly, I run my fingers over the incredibly soft comforter in my favorite color. Indicolite. It’s a light to dark saturated blue. Very whimsical. Almost ethereal. Hanging on the wall are sconces and photographs of the stars in the same color scheme.

It’s everything I’ve ever loved somehow encapsulated in one space. There are even details he added that would suggest he remembers our past.

He remembers all those nights in the grass we would stay up talking about our future.

He has to. That’s the only explanation for all of this.

“It’s beautiful. I really like the colors.” He nods stiffly but doesn’t respond with anything else. Not even a glimmer of satisfaction in his eyes. “I presume you have your own bedroom?”

He leans against the doorframe, watching me.

“I do.”

I dart my gaze elsewhere, hiding the way that makes me feel. “Good.”

A shrill ring erupts between us, effectively shattering the tense bubble. Pulling his phone out of his pocket, he glances down at it with a frown. I watch with pure fascination as his entire demeanor changes.

Suffice to say, my interest is piqued.

“We will finish the tour later. I have a meeting to get to.” He shoves his phone into his pocket and turns on his heel.

“Wait!” I call after him, stopping him in his tracks. “What am I supposed to do?”

Azriel casts a dull look over his shoulder. “You’ll figure it out.”

Not concerned with a response, he disappears down the corridor, leaving me on my own.

An unbearable silence descends while I stand in the center of the room. Alone.

My face falls sullenly when I realize I don’t even have a cell phone to keep me occupied. No funny YouTube videos, certainly no out-loud laughing from posts on TikTok. I make a mental note to demand a phone the next time I see Azriel. Tossing myself back on the fluffy bed, I glare up at the chiffon canopy draped over the top of the bed posts. I close my eyes and wait for the familiar sounds of the estate back home, the chatter of the maids, the soft knock Estrella would use before she entered my room. My chest twinges when I realize all of that is gone.

All I’m greeted with now is silence.

Disconcerting solitude.

Pushing off the bed, I unlock the gilded doors that lead out onto the balcony. The view is beautiful. I can see the vast acreage. I easily spot the hedge maze and the fountain that is at its very center. I fix my gaze on the pool Azriel was referring to earlier. The water is crystal clear, rippling with the soft sway of the trees that surround the property.

I stand there, leaning against the concrete banister, undoubtedly the only thing keeping me from falling to my death, and I watch as the sun sets for a second night in a row where my husband is not by my side.

Taking one last longing look at the view, I head back inside my room and make my way out into the corridor. He said he was busy, but he never did say I couldn’t explore on my own so that’s exactly what I plan to do. Without the daylight streaming in through the windows, the estate is much darker and moodier than it was when we first arrived. It seems to have taken on a life and an attitude of its own.

I don’t know how long I trudge around, but by the time I make it to the east wing of the estate, my feet are killing me and my stomach is growling. It almost feels like you have to walk miles to get from one part of the house over to the next.

I pause near a stairway that leads down into a dark alcove. My brows knit together. When Azriel was giving me a quick tour earlier, I don’t remember him saying anything about this space, or what it might be. As I peer down into the dark shadows, there’s a part of me that knows I should probably stop. I should turn back around and move on. But when I glance over my shoulder, checking if the coast is clear, I go anyway.

With my palm gripped on the banister, I take the steps down, freezing near the bottom at the distinct sound of male voices. Idly, I wonder who the voices belong to and if this is a good idea. Deep down, I know it’s not.

I keep going anyway, following the voices.

There’s a dim orange glow from the overhead light that leads the way. One of the doors ahead is slightly ajar. It causes light to seep into the hall, like a beacon of sorts. Sticking to the shadows, I keep my back pressed against the wall and follow the voices.

The man speaking is talking in Italian. Agitated, his words are clipped and rough. I creep closer, pausing with my back against the opposite side of the wall when I get a glimpse inside. From my vantage point it appears to be a boardroom of sorts where meetings are held. Men dressed in suits all occupy the spaces around the table, save for the two men standing and arguing with each other.

There’s a buzzing in my stomach. It’s like an angry swarm of bees has taken residence there. Meanwhile, my heart is like a hummingbird’s wings racing in my chest as I stand in the shadows, scanning the room. I finally spot Azriel seated at the head of the table. He’s staring down at something in his lap, a bored expression on his face.

God, does the man ever show any emotion at all?

“Tell me you’re going to do something about this. He needs to pay.” The man directs the comment at Azriel. I can tell by the way he slowly lifts his head up and pins the man with his cool stare.

“Where is my shipment, Dante?”

His voice is direct, like a shard of ice lodged directly to the heart.

“I-I told you, he fucked everything up. He needs to be punished.”

Azriel pushes to his feet, methodically sliding his hands in his pockets, appearing casual and aloof. It sends a chill down my spine. His outward appearance is so at odds with the gleam of darkness in his eyes. He parades around the room, almost toying with the cloying tension, and when he pauses near the ajar door, my breath catches.

Surely, he can’t know I’m here.

I’m shielded by the shadows. Hidden in the darkness.

Even still, he glances up near the darkened hallway and frowns. His lips press together as he peers into the dark void where I’m standing and cocks his head to the side ever so slightly.

The man is lethal. Like that of a predator. A finely crafted blade.

“This is the second shipment you’ve screwed up, Dante. I’m starting to think it’s you that’s the problem.”

“I would never betray you.”

Azriel pauses and glares directly at the man. He’s sharp, lean, and virulent. The most powerful weapon.

“I never said anything about betrayal.”

Even from here, I watch as the man’s face drains of all color. The sound of my heart pounding is so loud, I’m afraid they’ll hear it.

Azriel makes his way toward Dante, pausing behind him. “I don’t trust men that lie. And I certainly don’t trust men that steal from me.”

“I would never,” Dante sputters.

“But you did. That’s why you’re sweating bullets. That’s why your breathing is choppy and chaotic. Isn’t it?”

“It was just once. It was a mistake. I won’t let it happen again, I promise—”

In the blink of an eye, Azriel whips out a knife and slices it across Dante’s neck. Blood spurts violently from the gaping wound and he splutters.

“I know it won’t,” he murmurs.

Dante’s body crumples to the floor at Azriel’s feet in a heap of blood.

I grip onto the wall behind me for support. My stomach upheaves at the brutal scene. The blood is everywhere, the inner flesh of his neck is exposed, the ghastly white pallor of his face is like a beacon that claws directly at my chest.

“Oh, my God.” I clutch at my stomach to quell the sudden bout of nausea but it’s too late.

I expel the contents of my stomach.

“What was that?” someone asks.

Voices go in and out like I’m stuck underwater. The ringing in my ears intensifies, so much so, I can’t hear anything but the blood whooshing in my veins.

The ajar door is suddenly flung completely open revealing everyone in the room and when my gaze locks with Azriel’s, my lips part on a ragged breath. Crimson blood drips from his hand and the knife he’s still holding.

I feel all the blood drain from my face.

His lips thin in response.

That black tunnel steals my vision and suddenly, I’m freefalling.


[image: ]



When I come to, I’m nestled in a comfortable bed, the cool silk sheets like heaven on my skin. Shifting my weight, I prop myself up on my elbows, ignoring the pounding in my skull and the overwhelming sense of fatigue. I’m not all that surprised when I find Azriel leaning against the wall of my bedroom suite, watching me closely. A current of electricity thrums through my veins. Tension thickens in the air between us so potently, it makes it hard to pull in a single breath.

As I stare into his darkly-lashed eyes, my stomach twists. I think about the way he so effortlessly took a life. Almost as if it were an everyday occurrence for him. He didn’t seem at all fazed.

I force a swallow, taking in his casual stance. With his arms crossed over his chest and his loafer resting on the wall behind him, he appears too much at ease for a man who just took a life. What the hell could have changed him so drastically over the last few years that it turned him into a cold-blooded killer? A monster. I knew the pain he had to endure when we were kids was too much, but this? I can’t cope with the fact that this is what he’s turned into.

“You killed him.”

A strained silence passes between us. He doesn’t even blink. “I did.”

An image of the knife slicing open the delicate skin of the man’s neck sears my mind and my chin trembles. Witnessing the man I once loved ruthlessly murder someone has brought back memories of Fabiano and his death, something I’ve desperately tried to forget.

“You slit his throat.”

The muscle along his jaw clenches. “I’ve done a lot worse.”

Bile rises to my throat at the admission. The boy I fell in love with wouldn’t hurt a fly.

“Who are you?” I whisper, my bottom lip quivering as horror seeps into my tone.

Azriel’s nostrils flare and he swipes a hand down his face, frustration radiating off him in waves. He pushes off the wall, his deep voice wrapping around me like vines.

“Who am I? I’m the man you married, princess.”

“And I’m supposed to be okay with that?” My voice cracks, relaying my fear.

“Yes,” he deadpans.

Seconds pass with both of us staring at the other. I can see it in his eyes, the way he’s waiting for me to crumble and fall apart. It’s almost as though he wants it to happen. He wants to erase any redeeming qualities that link him to the past.

He turns on his heel, severing the intense connection.

I release a shallow breath as I watch him go, secretly relieved he’ll be gone. I need to regroup. To process.

So much blood. Death.

The realization slams into me—this is real.

This isn’t some after-school special. This isn’t a fictional story; this is all real life and I’m living it out like I’m trapped in a nightmare.

Did I take for granted how much my father shielded me from the worst parts of this world? I’m now stuck in the reality of mob life and it’s on full display.

“Someone will bring up food shortly. Eat it,” he tosses over his shoulder in passing.

“I’m not hungry.”

“I don’t care what you are. You need to eat.”

“And what if I don’t?” The question stops him just as he’s crossing the threshold. “What will you do to me, kill me, too?”

He’s still. Incredibly silent. The muscles along his shoulders grow taut and he turns just enough for me to see his profile. “Yes. Without a question.”

I gasp.

My eyes burn with unshed tears as I watch him disappear into the shadowed hall.


[image: ]

[image: ]

 

After slipping into a blush pink smocked skater dress, I head out of the room, nearly jumping out of my skin when I see Scar standing directly in front of the door like a strange bodyguard. I try not to do it, but my eyes follow the canvas of scars on his face. Intermingled with the pockmarks, he looks as ruthless as they come.

He’s not ugly.

He’s frightening.

Intriguing, even.

“What are you doing?”

“Waiting for you to get up.”

I press my lips together. “Okay, but I mean, why are you here? Standing very stoically in front of the door?”

“Azriel is out. He had some work to take care of. I’m to escort you around the estate.”

I cross my arms over my breasts, irked by all the men in my life thinking I constantly need supervision. “And by work do you secretly mean he’s out murdering more people?”

If looks could kill, I would’ve ceased to exist the moment Scar laid eyes on me.

“You shouldn’t speak about him that way,” he retorts, defending Azriel.

“Yeah, well, I shouldn’t have to be babysat by you because he doesn’t trust me, yet here we are anyway.”

“You don’t trust him either,” he counters.

“Why the hell should I?” I scoff indignantly. “He’s done nothing to gain my trust.”

Scar’s face remains impassive, though somehow, I’m able to see the annoyance play out behind his eyes.

“And by that logic, why should he trust you?”

My eyes slant.

Dammit.

He’s right.

I’ve given Azriel no real reason to trust me. As painful as it is to admit, we’re both strangers to each other now. Trust is something that is built over time and right now, trust is looking like a three-way street for us.

One neither of us have directions to navigate, I might add.

“I don’t like you.”

It’s childish, sure, but it’s also the truth. I really don’t like him. His boss. Or any of the people that contribute to this life.

Scar blinks. “The feeling is mutual.”

I scowl at his back as he strides down the hall, expecting me to follow.

“You know, I don’t even know your name!”

He doesn’t stop to respond. Instead, he keeps walking like a man on a mission. “It’s Giovanni.”

Lovely.

I have breakfast alone at the massive table with Giovanni hovering near the entrance. As soon as I’m finished, I do what any sane newlywed woman would do—request some space.

“Are you going to hover all day, Giovanni?”

“Yes.”

Ugh. “Fine, can we at least go outside? Do something other than stay trapped in here?”

“Yes. You have free rein of the entire property, so long as you’re accompanied by someone.”

That asshole.

And I’m really supposed to believe this isn’t another gilded cage?

We head out through the glass doors and I stroll the grounds of the property, marveling at the way the warm sun feels on my skin. There’s a slight, salty breeze from the ocean which is a welcome surprise from the brisk winds in Chicago. I soak up as much of the warm rays as I can.

I guess people are right, California’s weather truly is superior.

I frown as I stare out at the hillside of the property. I can distinctly make out the shape of pigs.

What on earth would Azriel need pigs for?

Scanning the property, I search for any other animals, and nope, sure enough, it’s just pigs.

How strange.

“Why are there pigs on the property?” I ask, genuinely curious.

“Doesn’t concern you.”

I glare at him in response. “It’s a simple question.”

“Simple questions don’t always mean simple answers.”

“How hard is it to explain what the pigs are here for?” The exasperation drips from my tone.

Giovanni pierces me with a vacant stare. “They’re here to eat.”

My mouth drops open. “You eat them? Like, you have someone in the kitchen slaughter them before making your meals?”

He gives me an odd look, then shakes his head, stalking off ahead of me. I watch him go, confusion and horror resting on my sternum.

I’ve been a vegetarian my whole life. Sometimes it’s like I was born one. Since I was a child, I always thought meat had an odd flavor. Once I was old enough to figure out where the meat actually came from, well, I went on a hunger strike and refused to eat any of the meals our kitchen staff prepared at home.

Years later and I’m still of the same belief. Animals should not be eaten.

It’s obvious that Azriel and his men don’t subscribe to the same way of life.

I continue ambling alongside Giovanni, taking in the rest of the acreage that I wasn’t able to tour the day before.

Jerking to a stop by a large patch of plain-looking grass, I glance around, an idea forming in my mind. The estate is beautiful, don’t get me wrong, but it could use a few flowers and some color. Especially right here. This slice of the property can be mine. It’s the one thing I can have a say in.

“I want flowers. Any and every kind, but I need…narcissus.” Yes, the flower of death. Truly fitting. “And tools. Tools so I can plant them. Oh! And I’m going to need butterfly pea flowers. Lots of them.”

“Make a list, the gardener will handle it.”

I shake my head, dropping onto said patch of grass. “No. I want to do it. If I’m expected to sit inside all day doing nothing, I’ll go insane. I need something. Anything. And planting flowers seems as harmless as my other options.”

For the first time, Giovanni cracks and quirks an inquisitive brow. “What are your other options?”

I grin. “You don’t want to know.”

He sighs. “I’ll take care of it.”

We stay here in a semi-awkward silence, both of us staring out at the looming hedge maze and the pool next to it. I hear the distinct flick of a lighter and the sound of a sharp inhale. Nicotine plumes dance lazily in the air near Giovanni, and I frown.

“You know that’ll kill you, right?”

“Among other things,” he huffs, breathing out a fresh swell of smoke.

“Then why do you do it?”

“Why do you ask so many questions?”

I prop myself on my elbows and stare up at him. “I don’t know. Could stem from the fact that I didn’t have friends growing up. Well, except one, but he turned out to be a real asshole, if you know what I mean.” The way his eyes narrow slightly tell me he does in fact know exactly what I mean. “My father never really talked to me much either, so I think now my mouth just sort of makes up for the lack of conversation over the course of my life.”

Giovanni pauses with the cigarette to his lips. “You’re strange.”

I smile in response. “Now, let me try that.”

“I thought you said it would kill me?”

“Oh, it will. But maybe I want to shorten my time here on this estate.” I throw him a wink, saying it as a joke, but by the expression on his face, he obviously doesn’t approve.

Nonetheless, he still passes the cigarette down to me and I inhale. Immediately, I begin coughing and choking so much, I feel like I’m going to barf up the contents in my stomach. My throat swells with heat.

“Christ, why would anyone willingly do that?”

“Stress reliever,” he supplies matter-of-factly as he takes back the cancer stick.

My eyes round. “That is considered a stress reliever? You ever heard of yoga? Opening your chakras, maybe even a damn singing bowl for size?”

“What?” He appears genuinely confused.

“Forget it.” I toss myself back on the grass and glare up at the sky. A couple of birds fly overhead, swooping around each other. Their chirping is like music to my ears.

So calming.

When I close my eyes, I wonder what Azriel is doing. What does his day-to-day life entail now? I curse myself, giving myself shit for even caring. Who cares what he’s doing, so long as he leaves me alone.

Unfortunately, my need to know everything wins out in the end.

“Where is Azriel anyway?”

“Out working.”

“Okaaay. Well, when is he going to be home?”

“When he’s finished working.”

I scowl at Giovanni. “Is this how my marriage is going to go? I might as well have married the wall. Or you.”

He glowers. “No.”

“What’s wrong with marrying me?” I ask, tone affronted.

“You already belong to someone.”

“Belong?” I laugh far too loudly for it to be ladylike. “I do not belong to anyone, let’s get that straight. And even if I did, I refuse to be the idiot Azriel uses and discards.”

“Your family has failed to coach you on how to survive this life.” He shakes his head, seeming thoroughly displeased.

“When your mother is murdered during your childhood and your father couldn’t care less about your existence, I guess that’s what happens.”

Giovanni glances away, obviously uncomfortable with the knowledge.

“Women in this life aren’t supposed to ask questions.”

“Why not?”

He gives me a dry look. “You clearly have a lot of learning and work to do.”

Yeah, yeah.
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Cool water sloshes over my skin as I dip underwater. Pushing my feet off the wall, I lunge forward, stroking my arms through the waves until I reach the other side. Slapping my hands onto the mosaic tile for support, I bob up for air, sucking in a sharp breath. When I wipe the water out of my eyes, I tense when I spot the shadow hovering near the ledge of the pool.

“Well, look who it is,” I breathe. “My husband decided to return. Did your girlfriend finally send you back home?” I taunt.

Azriel unbuttons his suit jacket and his Italian loafers click against the concrete, closing the distance between us. He pauses a few feet away from me and the ledge of the pool. With ease, he drops to his haunches before me, leveling me with a glare. It’s so at odds with the gentle way he reaches out to stroke my cheek.

My first instinct is to flinch away from his touch. I fight the urge, curious to see what he plans to do.

The warmth of his hand on my skin has goosebumps erupting across my flesh. My breath catches when he swipes that thumb across my lower lip.

He clicks his tongue in disapproval. “Jealousy isn’t a good look on you, wife,” he damn near purrs.

“And neither is infidelity.”

“And who says I’ve been unfaithful?”

I jerk my face out of his grasp, glaring up at him. “Do you think I’m an idiot? It doesn’t take a genius to figure out you’ve been fucking someone. First the lipstick on your shirt at dinner, then the noises coming from the bedroom on our wedding night. The least you could do is get creative with hiding it. Honestly, it’s just rude at this point.”

Azriel’s jaw clenches with ire. Something passes over his eyes and before I can dissect it further, it’s gone. He stares down at me intently, assessing me.

“You don’t want me to fuck anyone else?”

I swallow the lump blocking my airway at the question. “No. I’d think that was a given when we said our vows.”

His head cocks to the side ever so slightly as he regards me, as though I’m an equation he’s desperate to figure out. “Why?”

“Because you’re my husband.”

He grins. It’s as deadly as it is cold. “Interesting.”

I roll my eyes, bypassing him as I climb out of the pool. I feel his heated gaze on me the entire way. Snatching the towel off the chaise, I storm past Azriel, frustrated with myself for being honest with him.

I might as well have stated that I was still in love with him.

Stupid, stupid girl.

Freshly showered, I rifle through the clothes in my closet, searching for something appropriate to wear in my new wardrobe. I settle on a comfortable two-piece sleep set. Azriel set me up with a closet, a wardrobe for a princess—fitting, really. There are gowns, cocktail dresses, summer dresses, workout clothes, leisurewear. Everything you can think of has been stocked in here.

Padding out of the balcony doors, I freeze when I see the dark silhouette still hovering near the pool where I left him. I should turn around, leave him in peace.

I don’t.

Leaning against the ledge, I watch Azriel.

The sun is just beginning to set. It emblazons the sky with the perfect mosaic of warm colors that works as a backdrop for him. He’s like a piece of art in the very center of an immaculate painting. You want to admire the beauty and the attention to detail throughout the work of art, but your eyes are inherently drawn to that one thing.

And for me, that is Azriel.

He pushes to his full height and much to my surprise, he begins stripping out of his clothes. My mouth goes dry with each article of clothing that is dropped. I suck in a sharp breath when his broad, tan back is exposed. I lean a little over the balcony, trying to get a glimpse of the black ink decorating his back. His arms are covered in more ink. My hands itch to briefly graze the markings embedded in his skin. They vie to trace the canvas of scars and art adorning his skin.

When he drops his pants, I wait with bated breath for the briefs to follow, but instead, he dives into the pool, disappearing beneath the surface of the water. I stay like that for who knows how long, watching Azriel swim laps back and forth, from one end to the other. His form and the speed with which he strokes are impressive. His tan arms sluice through the water with such ease, something tells me swimming laps is a daily occurrence for him. Some might even call it a hobby.

Azriel effortlessly glides out of the pool in one fluid motion, leaving a trail of dripping water on the concrete beneath him. With his back to me, I watch on in almost slow motion as he begins to drag his soaked briefs down his legs, and my breath catches.

Oh, Christ.

From here, I can spot the dimples above the globes of his ass. When he turns, giving me a full-frontal, my grip on the banister tightens and something warm and hot unfurls in my core. It’s distracting.

All-consuming.

I haven’t seen the male anatomy in person, but if I can spot his appendage from all the way up here, something tells me it’ll be a whole lot bigger face to face.

A strange ache throbs in my center.

Much to my horror, as I’m ogling him in all his nude, Norse god glory, Azriel glances up, his gaze clashing with mine. It’s almost like he knew I was watching him.

My breath leaves me in a rush and I freeze.

He does, too.

A thick swallow passes the lump lodged in my throat. I know I should turn, apologize, and pretend I didn’t see anything. Seeing that he’s already caught me in the act of staring, there’s no point in being shy about it now.

I swear, I see a hint of a smirk curl his lips, as though he can read my mind from all the way down there.

One beat passes between us.

Two beats.

I could swear he winks at me before he disappears into the private showers next to the pool.

I stumble back inside my room, perspiration clinging to my skin. Heart causing a ruckus in my chest.

Well, shit.
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With the covers pulled tightly over my head, shielding the morning light from seeping through the sheer curtains, I lay there, ruminating on what happened last night. Part of me is mortified. The other part of me feels like he has the upper hand of sorts. I could’ve turned away, I could’ve run back inside my room the very second Azriel caught me staring, but I didn’t. I knew that would make me look childish. Weak. Naïve.

And I refuse to be any of those things with Azriel.

Instead, I chose to ogle his package and stand my ground, even if it seems to him like I was enjoying the view far too much.

I tense at the sharp knock on my bedroom door. I know who it is without having to look. The fact that he lets himself inside my bedroom without my consent is answer enough for me.

“Get up. There’s something I have to show you.”

“Can I at least get a please?” My voice is muffled beneath the sheets.

“No.”

Gritting my back teeth, I toss the sheets off my head and lean against the headboard, glaring daggers at the man standing across from me. Surprise, surprise, he’s dressed in another one of his perfectly tailored suits. I run my eyes over his body, flashing back to last night, envisioning the ink I saw and wondering what images are depicted on his flesh.

His hair is in disarray, but somehow, the tousled “I don’t give shit” look works for him. Those eyes bore holes into me as he stands there, ever the statue.

“Would it kill you to ask your wife nicely?”

“As a matter of fact, it would,” he quips.

I shoot him a smarmy grin while I dramatically toss the sheets off my body and climb out of the bed. Standing toe to toe with him, I glare up at him, arms crossed over my breasts.

“Then by all means, darling.” I make a show of blinking up at him sweetly.

He doesn’t like that.

“Asteria.” The way he growls my name sends a thrill down my spine.

“Fine. Lead the way, husband.”

Still decked out in my pajamas, I follow Azriel as he leads me out of the gilded doors of the estate. My slippers and his loafers click along the concrete as he guides me through his massive backyard. As if you could even call it that.

My eyes widen when I realize where we’re headed. Sure enough, when we round the property, ending up near the empty patch of grass, I see it all. I get a look at all the tools and flowers surrounding the small space. There are tons of them. Maybe even a little more than necessary.

Exactly as I requested.

I spot the narcissus and the butterfly pea flowers. I truly am starting to feel like Persephone, the goddess of spring.

My mouth drops open in shock and I whirl around, pinning Azriel with my wondrous gaze.

“You actually listened?”

He raises a single brow. “Why wouldn’t I?”

“Maybe because you’ve been nothing but an asshole to me since you’ve been back?”

His jaw tenses at the mention of him being gone at all. I’m not sure why. It’s not like him leaving me behind is news. It happened years ago, and even if he wants to pretend like it never happened, it did. I haven’t forgotten.

And neither did he.

“I don’t want this place to feel like a cage,” is his response. “I’m not your father.”

I search those brilliant woodsy eyes, trying not to get lost in the softly swooping arcs of color. They’re hypnotizing. Magnetic. And once again, I get the feeling he’s peering into my soul with the way he’s staring at me. I feel too exposed.

Stare any longer and he might drag me down to the underworld with him.

“Thank God for that,” I mutter under my breath, and hell, I swear I even see his mouth twitch like he’s fighting a smile.

We both stand there, staring at each other, something strange passing between us. It’s that ever-present electric current, that rope of magnetism that is bound around our waistlines, constantly cinching, drawing us closer to one another. I clear my throat, effectively severing the connection, and make a point to glance around at all the flowers.

“Well, even if you did go a little overboard, I’m… Thank you. This was oddly thoughtful.”

He clears his throat, suddenly appearing uncomfortable. “Luis is the gardener. He’ll be around if you need help.”

I prop my hands on my hips and quirk a single brow. “Who says I need help?”

“I’m supposed to believe that in six years you grew a green thumb?”

“A lot can change in six years, Azriel.”

All remnants of the possibility of the two of us coinciding amicably suddenly evaporate.

“Yeah, they can.”

A stilted tension builds between the two of us. My eyes just about stare at anything else but him.

“The narcissus were a bold choice.”

My lips quirk at his observation. “Were they, really? I’m surprised you even know what narcissus are.”

“You take me for a fool that I am not, wife. Narcissus are the flowers of death—more so an omen. You’re taking this Hades and Persephone deal quite literally, aren’t you?”

Shock keeps me silent for a few seconds. I didn’t think he’d make the connection between the flowers and the myth.

“I mean, it would certainly suit the grandeur of our wonky Hades and Persephone retelling. At least they found happiness at the end of their story.”

His jaw pulses.

I sniff loudly, suddenly feeling bad for such harsh words. I study just about everything in proximity but him. Avoidance is my specialty as of late. When I spot the pigs, my brows take a nosedive.

“So, why do you have the pigs?”

I swear his mouth twitches, like he’s fighting back a smile. “You really don’t know?”

“That’s sort of the whole reason I’m asking.”

“Pigs will eat anything, princess. Anything.”

He waits for me to put the pieces together. It takes me much longer than it should and by the expression on his face, I can tell the moment he realizes I’m a lot more sheltered than he originally thought I was.

“Wait—are you saying what I think you’re saying?”

“They’re the best way to get rid of evidence.”

My stomach revolts.

He marches away to the other end of the property and disappears, just like that.

“Goddamn evil magician,” I mumble under my breath as I head back inside for breakfast.

Once I’ve eaten and gotten dressed, I head back out there and I put myself to work, hoping the labor will keep my mind off this new hell. I ready the ground by digging out sections and prepping the soil. I plant three potted flowers, leaning back on my heels as I take them in. There’s no uniform to the coloring I’m going for or the kind of flowers that are being planted together. There is no rhyme or reason at all. It’s just therapeutic, feeling the way the heat beats against my skin. The way the sweat rolls down my temples and perspiration beads on my nose. My heart is coming in sharp spurts from the constant digging and patting.

How the hell do they make it seem so easy in the movies?

The booming sound of male laughter draws my attention away from the flowers, toward the source. A group of Azriel’s men are gathered together listening intently to whatever it is he’s saying. I’m unfamiliar with most of the men, but I do recognize two of them.

Romeo and Giovanni.

I’ve dealt with Giovanni more than I have Romeo, but just from the small moments I’ve spent in each of their presences, the two men couldn’t be more opposites if they tried. As if to prove my point, Romeo glances my way and waggles his brows. I get the feeling this is his personality. He couldn’t give a shit who’s watching. He does what he wants to do, damn the consequences. I make a show of rolling my eyes and I get back to work, pretending I don’t notice them. Pretending I don’t notice Azriel, but it’s no use.

Every so often, I glance his way, and surprisingly enough, every time, I catch him staring back. I would like to blame the redness sitting in my cheeks on behalf of the heat and the sun, but I can’t.

It’s him.

It’s always been him.

Unfortunately.
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I slam my fist into the man’s face repeatedly until I feel his bones crack and his facial structure give way to the blunt force. There’s a calmness that takes over just before I take a life. You’d think I’d be riddled with pain and guilt, but it’s quite the opposite. I’ve long since given up my soul. It’s been tainted.

Now, there’s a certain pleasure I take from capturing souls. The serenity washes over me, slowing my heartbeat, evening out my stilted breaths. When the man takes his last lungful of air, I drop his body to the ground, staring down at his still form.

I wait for the guilt.

For a trickle of anything.

But as I stare down at the Russian man who has been a thorn in my side, I feel nothing at all. Ivan has been working for the Bratva here in California, and just like they have time and time again, they thought by killing a few of my men, intercepting shipments, they could overthrow me.

They’re wrong.

Inhaling deeply, I turn on his partner who is still huddled on the floor in the corner crying. Wiping the deceased’s blood off my hands and onto his suit jacket, I march toward the man. Only, I come up short when I realize his partner isn’t a man. He’s not even a boy.

He’s just a fucking child.

I grit my back teeth, my swollen hand curling into a fist at my side.

Sensing that someone is hovering above him, the boy peers up through his bloodshot eyes. My first instinct is to kill him. He’s a liability. And I’m never one to make a mistake that will come back later to bite me in the ass. I’ve been trained better than that. But as I stand here, staring down at the boy, I wonder what kind of life he’ll lead if I let him go. The chances of him going back to school and enjoying his youth are slim. Considering he’s in this deep with the Bratva, that tells me all I really need to know.

“Sorry, kid.” I reach for my pistol.

I’m too late, though.

The kid’s facial expression changes, and he lunges, sticking me in my side with his knife and he takes off like the fucking Flash. I don’t bother going after him. Instead, I stand there, his pocketknife sticking out of my side, glaring after him through narrowed slits.

“Motherfucker,” I gripe under my breath. As badly as I want to, I refrain from pulling the knife out of me. I’ve learned my lesson over the years, it’s best to pull a blade out when I’m ready to stitch myself back together. No point in staining the leather of the SUV.

“Jesus, man,” Romeo huffs out while simultaneously trying to corral the young kid who stabbed me. “First you marry the spitfire, now you’re getting bested by five-year-olds, what next?” he jokes, shaking the kid for good measure as he tries to get him to stop squirming.

I refrain from rolling my eyes and instead I glare daggers at the kid. He’s got a fucking death wish. I should kill him for what he’s done. Slit the little shit’s neck, but that isn’t what I do.

“Let him go.”

They both freeze.

Rome’s eyes widen with incredulity. “You’re shitting me, right?”

I scowl. “Does it look like I’m shitting you?”

With an aggravated sigh, Romeo tosses the kid to the ground and I corner him before he can get up and run for his life. I said I wouldn’t kill him, and I meant that.

“Next time you stab someone, make sure you aim to kill. And the next time I see you, I’m leaving your severed head on your mother’s doorstep, understand me?”

The kid’s eyes widen and he nods.

With a grimace, I jerk my head over my shoulder, giving him the silent signal to run.

He does just that.

When I slide into the backseat of the SUV, I dutifully ignore the strange looks Romeo is aiming my way.

Yeah, yeah. I know.

My shirt is soaked in blood. There’s a slight stitch in my side from the knife being lodged into me, but nothing I can’t handle.

I killed who I came here to kill.

Unfortunately, I have another wound that will need to be tended to once I get home. Just another scar to add to the list.

“We gonna talk about the elephant in the room, or…?” Romeo trails off, humor lacing his tone. My nostrils flare.

“Fuck off,” is my response. “And he wasn’t five.”

“Could’ve fooled me,” Romeo sniggers. If he keeps going on, this knife will be sticking in his side.

I met Romeo when my father and I made the move from Chicago to California. His father was a soldier for Marco Lazio, the capo of southern California. I was angry and heartbroken when I got here, but when I met Romeo, that changed. He was quick to show me the ropes. With him and my father at my back, it was easy to learn how to harness all that pain into something worthwhile. I put in years of work until Marco finally took notice. I was his promising soldier, and without children of his own to take over when he was gone, he wanted his empire to go to someone who was as ruthless as he was.

Me.

Giovanni and Romeo became my right-hand men. In a world of death and deceit, they’re the only ones I can place my trust in. Where Romeo is known to be a clown, he can remove a man’s spine like no one I’ve seen before. Giovanni is a little more reserved. He prefers dealing in blood and death rather than using words. He has an impenetrable exterior that most people wouldn’t bother trying to break down. It’s one of the reasons he’s my most trusted man. My underboss.

Giovanni knows exactly what it’s like to want what you can’t have. He knows that putting the famiglia before our own wants and needs is a necessity.

Hell, his own father tried to take his life for that exact reason.

“Any word from Giovanni?”

Romeo rolls his eyes. “She’s fine. Spent the day planting her precious flowers and swimming.”

“Good.” I glare out of the window at the rolling expanse of land. “Make sure she’s out of the way when we return.”

“You got it, Bossman.”

We have a system in place where Asteria is concerned. Giovanni is to be near her at all times, as well as three to four soldiers. The staff on hand is there to meet her every need, and inform me of her daily activities. My men are situated throughout the perimeter of the property. I’ve made sure the estate is a fortress. One that is impossible to penetrate. I refuse to take any chances with my life or hers. Being capo invites enemies, and over the years, I’ve surpassed plenty.

Back at the estate, I keep my hand clutched to my side, heading straight for the recovery room on the east wing. You kill as many people as I do and run the west, the job gets bloody. It seemed a whole lot easier to dedicate an entire room on the estate to the recovery process rather than spoiling one of the couches and vintage rugs with my blood.

Or someone else’s.

Once the doc we have on hand is finished stitching me up, I dismiss him, raising my voice so the lurking woman can hear me.

“There’s no use hiding anymore, Asteria. I know you’re there.”

I hear her sigh before I actually see her. She climbs out from under the table at the far end of the room and has the decency to look ashamed. My eyes scan down her body. She dressed in a fuzzy two-piece lounge set.

“How did you know I was here?”

“I could smell you.”

She pulls a face. “That’s weird. I hope you’re joking.”

“And if I wasn’t?”

“Well, that would make this marriage a whole lot weirder than it already is.”

Her gaze drops down to my exposed chest and the stitched wound at my side. A softness takes over her face. A worried gleam enters her eyes and it makes me angry.

She doesn’t need to worry about me. She shouldn’t be feeling sorry for me at all. Not after the way I stormed back into her life and forced her to marry me. Especially not with all the ways I plan to break her and her papa.

Asteria doesn’t even know the half of it and I plan to keep it that way.

I bury my wants under a guise of indifference.

“You shouldn’t be here.” My tone is gruff, cold. I hope it’s enough to chase her away. She’s changed a lot since we were those kids in love under the stars, but one thing that hasn’t changed? The way she wears her heart on her sleeve. The way she can’t disguise her emotions, even if her life depended on it.

“Why?”

“Because I don’t want you here. There’s a reason you were meant to stay in your room and stay out of my way.”

Her delicate features scrunch with bitterness.

“Well, you can blame Sergio for that. Your soldier talks kind of loud and he’s not the best lookout.”

I gnash my teeth. Fucking Sergio.

“Is it really so hard for you to follow directions?”

“Yes. Is it really so hard for you to not be a jerk to me? What was the point of marrying me if you’re going to avoid me?”

Revenge.

I opt to go with a different answer instead. “Power.”

Asteria’s shoulders tense. I watch with rapt attention, the way her petite body chords with anger and resentment. Her hands curl into fists at her sides and slowly, she crosses the room, closing the distance between us. The atmosphere in the air changes instantly. It becomes thicker. Stifling.

I clamp my teeth together, grinding them. My eyes narrow on her, silently telling her to stop there, not to come any closer, but of course she doesn’t listen.

“If you need power that bad, Azriel, something tells me you aren’t all that powerful.”

Amusement flicks behind my eyes.

Such a brave, foolish girl. If she only knew.

“You know,” I start, leaning back on the hospital grade table. My bloody shirt falls open at my sides, exposing the entirety of my upper body. Her eyes dart down and I watch the way they scan my flesh, following the traces of the ink and the mapwork of scars. Her lips part on a sharp exhale and I’m drawn to the pink pout. I remember what that lush lip felt like beneath my thumb, what it felt like years ago beneath my own lips.

Asteria has always been beautiful, but with time, she’s only gotten better. She’s grown into her body, into her curves. Her wavy blonde hair is longer than I remember and the urge to grip a fistful of it is all-consuming. So much so, I curl my fists around the edges of the bench, making it creak, holding myself back.

Her features are still soft and youthful, but now, she’s matured into them; they suit her, giving her a titillating naïvety most men desire.

“My mother used to say, we’re at our strongest when we’re weak,” I murmur, voice like gravel. Her brows knit together as I go on, likely trying to figure out where I’m going with this. “When every breath hurts and still, we breathe. Still, we continue to exist, even when we want to do anything but.”

She glances away, uncomfortable with the weight of my stare. “She sounded like a smart woman.”

“She was. Don’t be mistaken, dear wife. I have all the power I need. The things I’m capable of—the things I can do—would frighten you.”

She raises her chin defiantly. “I’m not afraid of you, Azriel.”

“You should be.”

A moment passes between us. Tension flares in the air. That shared connection sparks to life.

Losing a mother when you’re young is hard, especially in a life like this. It leaves you at the mercy of the wolves. It was always one of the things that bonded us together.

Asteria suddenly clears her throat, darting her gaze away.

“You’re still bleeding,” she notes.

I glance down at the stitched wound. “It’ll stop soon.”

I’m riveted to the way her slender throat works a swallow. “Does this happen often?”

“Yes.”

She rolls her lips together and much to both of our surprise, takes one of my hands in hers. My first instinct is to snatch my hand back and shove her away, anything to keep her at arm’s length.

Asteria inspects my raw knuckles. I ignore the way her skin feels on mine. The warmth that emanates from her hand to mine.

“Here, let me help you.”

She doesn’t wait for me to consent. She knows me better than that.

I watch as she gathers gauze and ointments from one of the cabinets. Like the little feisty thing she is, she takes one of my hands with the sureness of someone who has been doing this their whole life and begins cleaning my busted knuckles. She’s tender. The gentle way she tends to the wounds as though I’m a prized possession is disconcerting. It’s as though she’s worried she’ll hurt me. With her gaze so intently focused there on my wounds, I use this time to stare at her. The urge to drag her lips to mine is intense. As if she can sense my train of thought, her eyes flick up to mine.

Time slows.

Her breaths come in sharp spurts.

I don’t know if she is the one who steps closer or if I’m the one who drags her there, but she rests between my legs, staring up at me. Her eyes are a turbulent sea of blue. Fire in water. The emotion in her eyes is fathoms-deep, and yet, they carry the warmth and life of the sunlit surface. They have a thousand hues of blue and a small touch of hazel radiating in softly swooping arcs. That pink tongue juts out wetting her bottom lip and I almost give in. I almost drag her mouth to mine and kiss her.

I almost reclaim her as mine and make up for all the years we lost.

But I don’t.

Instead, I dig that knife in a little deeper.

“You done ogling, princess? I have things to do.”

Her grip on my hand tightens instinctually and her lips turn down in a grimace.

“Yeah.” She drops my hand back onto my lap, disappointment written all over her face. “I think I’ve seen enough.”

She marches toward the door but pauses with her hand on the knob. Slowly, she peers over her shoulder, pinning me with a tight, scrutinizing expression. “I know what you’re doing and it’s not working.”

I’m amused she thinks she has me figured out. “And what is it I’m doing?”

“Running, Azriel. All you know how to do is run. You feel this. Don’t even deny that you don’t.”

I clench my jaw and push up from the bench, closing the distance between us. I stop mere inches before her and slide my hand behind her neck, dragging her flush against me, into my bare chest. She lets out a sharp gust of breath, eyes growing heavy with lust. Her hands fly to my pecs and of their own accord, her nails dig into my flesh.

Leaning down, I place my lips a hair’s breadth away from hers and whisper, “Oh, my dear wife. There is nothing between us. Now be a good girl and move out of my way. As you put it yesterday, I have a slew of hussies to fuck.”

Her nostrils flare. A wildfire consumes her eyes.

“You disgust me.”

“The feeling is mutual, baby.”

Sideswiping her, I leave the room and the clawing tautness inside. I have bigger things I need to be focused on at the moment.
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I watched with rapt attention as she slowly cornered the insect. Asteria stood so incredibly still as she tried to gain the butterfly’s trust. Her curtain of blonde hair hung down her back in curled wisps and my fingers itched to run through the soft tresses. To feel her skin against mine.

The butterfly flapped its wings recklessly, circling Asteria. It was as though it wanted to land but was gauging if it could trust her. Yet still, she sat there, patient as ever, with her arm stretched out in the air, waiting to give the butterfly a safe space to land.

And when it finally did, the smile that took over Asteria’s face was absolutely breathtaking. It was one of those smiles that had warmth to it. That resonated deep within your soul. It was one of those smiles that erased the bad days and gave you the good. It showed you the beauty to focus on.

It was an Asteria kind of smile.

With happiness etched so stunningly on her face, she turned toward me, eyes wide, alight with happiness.

“Oh, my God!” she mouthed with excitement, so as to not spook the butterfly resting on her arm.

Even as kids, Asteria always had an obsession with butterflies. Instead of spending her childhood enjoying Barbies and girly things, she wanted to play with the butterflies, she wanted to learn more about insects. Her father indulged her, of course. Mateo purchased every book he could find about butterflies. He did whatever he could to keep her out of the way. But to be honest, I didn’t think he did it out of the kindness of his heart, he did it to entrap her. To keep her so sheltered in her life on the estate, she’d never really know or understand what a real life outside of those iron gates were.

That was his specialty.

That didn’t mean Aster was the type to sit at home and wallow. No. Being locked away at the top of her fictional tower gave her time to study. She knew just about everything there was to know about insects, but mainly butterflies. She could recite Greek mythology like she was being paid to do it. She was incredibly good with numbers—so good in fact, she’d make an exceptional day trader. She was a movie buff, almost to the point of it being annoying. And not to mention poker. The girl could play a hand of poker like no one’s business. I always thought it strange; for someone who wore their heart on their sleeve and was unskilled at hiding emotions, she made the game look like child’s play.

She was so much more than her father thought she was.

She deserved so much more than this.

I leaned back in the grassy field, resting on my elbows, watching her and the brightly-colored insect. This was the one true time I ever felt like I was at peace. Like I was at home.

It was when I was with her.

It was in these little moments, when I stared at her and realized she was an angel, she was peace on earth, and I would have given my life to protect her. To protect that tranquility and happiness.

“What kind is it?” I asked while watching. She examined the insect resting on her arm, an expression of concentration on her face, but joy in her eyes.

“It’s a cabbage white butterfly, pretty common for Illinois.”

“Didn’t realize there were different species.”

She swung her gaze to me, face alit with horror. “Azriel, of course there are different kinds of butterflies. You think they all just come out of the cocoons and decide to be different colors?” Asteria shook her head at me, like it was a travesty I didn’t understand. “Every caterpillar is different, thus, every butterfly is different. Butterflies are insects in the macrolepidopteran clade Rhopalocera from the order Lepidoptera, which also includes moths—and no, they are not the same.”

A content smile stretched across my face and I slipped my hands behind my head as I watched her go on about the butterflies and her never-ending knowledge of the different species. She had relayed the facts to me so many times already, I knew it all by heart. It didn’t stop me from playing dumb, though. It didn’t stop me from wanting to hear her voice, from wanting to watch the passionate way she spoke about the insects.

It was moments like those when I just liked to hear her talk. Asteria’s voice had a raspy tint to it that you can feel roll through your body in waves. It was sensual, almost like a siren call.

“—the adult butterflies have large, most times brightly-colored wings, and conspicuous, fluttering flight. The group consists mostly of the large superfamily Papilionoidea, which contains at least one former group, the skippers, which was formerly in the superfamily Hesperioidea, and I read that the most recent analyses suggest it also contains the moth-butterflies—wait, Azriel, are you even listening to me?”

I grinned when she jutted out her hip, sassily propping her free hand there. “Oh, I’m listening, babe.”

“Fine. What have I been saying?”

“You’ve been explaining the difference between butterflies and moths and how even though in some cases they’re classified as similar, you like to believe they are completely different.”

“They are,” she retorted, her nose curling slightly.

“You were also about to go on about the butterflies and how their fossils date to the Paleocene era, about fifty-six million years ago. They have the typical four-stage insect life cycle. Winged adults lay eggs on the food plant where caterpillars will feed. The caterpillars grow, sometimes very rapidly, and when fully developed, pupate in a chrysalis. When metamorphosis is complete, the pupal skin splits, the adult insect climbs out, and after its wings have expanded and dried, it flies off.”

Her mouth hung open when I paused. Something velvety flitted across her face as she stared at me. The butterfly on her arm suddenly flew off, realizing it had better things to do.

“You listened?” she murmured as she crossed the grass back toward me. The glare of the sun shone behind her like a halo, making her appear ethereal.

“I did. How else would I know some butterflies, especially in the tropics, have several generations in a year, while others have a single generation, and a few in cold locations may take several years to pass through their entire life cycle? How else would I know butterflies are often polymorphic, and many species make use of camouflage, mimicry, and aposematism to evade their predators? Some, like the monarch and the painted lady, migrate over long distances. Many butterflies are attacked by parasites or parasitoids, including wasps, protozoans, flies, and other invertebrates, or are preyed upon by other organisms. Some species are pests because in their larval stages they can damage domestic crops or trees while other species are agents of pollination of some plants.”

Asteria stopped at my feet, staring down at me with awe. Her breasts rose and fell sharply, and the warmth emanating in her gaze made me smirk. “Was that good enough for you, little butterfly?”

Dropping to her knees, she crawled over me, resting her warm center over my cock. Warmth emanated from there. Her perfect little body on mine drove me insane and she knew it. Resting her hands outside of my head she leaned down, bringing us face to face.

“That’s more than good enough, Azriel. It’s perfect.” Her brilliant blues searched my eyes and I did the same, getting lost in the swirl of color there. In the light of day, her freckles that decorated the bridge of her nose were much more prominent. Those pouty pink lips parted and, unable to help myself, I dragged my thumb across her bottom lip, watching the way it bounced back into place enticingly.

“I love you,” she whispered. Asteria leaned down and pressed her lips against mine. My hands flew to her hips and I squeezed.

“I love you, too,” I breathed against her lips. I felt her smile against mine, and I rolled us around so her back was pressed into the earth. I got lost in the sound of her harmonic laughter.

I got lost in her.
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A thud jolts me out of the memory. She’s still awake and now isn’t a good time to be lurking outside of her door, no matter how badly I want to go in there and see her.

I listen to the muted pad of her footsteps on the other side of the door and tense when they freeze just outside of the wood. I imagine her on the other side, standing just like I am—torn. Both of us unsure of how to move forward but not willing to keep our respective distance.

Seconds tick by. I wait for her to swing the door open and demand I leave. Demand I stay away from her. It doesn’t happen. Her footfalls grow quiet until the noises in her room stop altogether.

This is for the best.

I’m making the right decision.

She’s here for one thing and one thing only—vengeance.

I can’t get close to her. I shouldn’t.

Then why does this feel like a mistake?
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I’m still thinking about last night. About all the blood I saw on Azriel’s clothes. The way he so effortlessly dealt with the pain of being stitched up. There were a few hisses and grunts, but he took it all with a straight face, almost like he was having a splinter removed instead of his flesh sewn back together.

And then there was that moment between us. That sliver of time, those few seconds where it felt like the heat between us was combustible. His breath on my skin, the heat in his eyes, I felt it in my core.

His touch and the way he watched me was so at odds with the way he treated me, like I’m garbage. The dirt beneath his feet.

Like he hates me.

But that doesn’t make sense.

If anyone should hate anyone, it’s me. I should hate him for ripping me away from my life. For forcing me to marry him and make me settle into an existence where it feels like I have no one.

“Are you finished, miss?”

The gentle voice pulls me from my thoughts. My brows knit together when I take in the woman. I’ve never seen her before, but then again, Azriel has so many staff and people working on the estate, it’s a wonder I can remember anyone’s face at all.

“Um, yeah, I am. Sorry.”

She smiles. “It’s fine. Would you like some more coffee?”

“You know what, yes, I’ll take some. Anything to get me through today.”

She’s an older woman, older than Estrella was, but being in her presence makes me think of Estrella and it makes me miss her. Desperately so. A heavy weight settles over my chest.

“That bad, huh?”

I heave a deep sigh. “You don’t even know. I’m sorry, I don’t think I ever caught your name?”

“It’s Dulce. You can call me la madre di casa.”

A grin stretches across my face. “Well, it’s very nice to meet you, Dulce.”

“You as well. Don’t hesitate to holler if you need anything at all, Mrs. Costa.”

I flinch when she turns to leave. This is the first time since our wedding someone has called me by Azriel’s last name. The title almost made me forget that I’m a married woman.

A woman who is in fact married to a mobster.

For the umpteenth time, my gaze snags on the gold bowl of pomegranates resting on the center of the table. When I strode into the dining room this morning, they were the very first thing I noticed. I guess Azriel is toying with me, making another Hades and Persephone reference.

How…quaint.

With an exasperated breath, I push out of the seat and am just about to head outside for a daily stroll when I hear light strains of music coming from the great room. I follow the sound and pause in the doorway. “Everybody Loves Somebody” by Dean Martin plays. Thick plumes of cigarette smoke float in the air, but no one is nearby. I glance around, seeing if Azriel or any of his men were hanging around in here, but when no one makes themselves known, I tiptoe into the room and listen to the rest of the song. The sultry old beat has me swaying my hips gently. I dance around the room, thinking I’m alone.

“That’s cute.”

“Oh, my God!” I nearly jump out of my skin when I see Romeo in the doorway watching with a mirth-filled grin on his face. “How long have you been watching?”

“Long enough to know you have no rhythm.”

I scowl. “I do have rhythm, jackass.”

His brows shoot up and he smirks. Stepping into the enclosed space, he crosses his arms over his chest. “If that is what you call rhythm…” He trails off, tsking under his breath.

Crossing the room, I nudge him in his broad chest, damn the consequences. Romeo doesn’t strike me as the type of Outfit member who would murder me for merely nudging him. Now if this was Giovanni? That’d be a different story.

“Fine, give me a different song. I’ll show you.”

“No thanks, sweetheart. I like living.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

He pins me with a lour and rolls his eyes, as if I should know better. “Nothing.”

I scour the room, searching for a stereo or the system where the music is coming from. When I find it, I type in my next song choice and grin.

“If you think I’m so bad at dancing, why don’t you show me your moves?” I goad, just as “Midas Touch” by Midnight Star begins to play.

Romeo tosses his head back and laughs. “Interesting song choice, princess, and the answer is still no.”

“Oh c’mon, you mean to tell me dancing is against the rules here, too? For Christ’s sake, live a little.”

I move my body to the lyrics, riding the electric beat. Going from the cabbage patch and into the running man, I flow into every last dance from the eighties I can possibly think of. When Romeo finally cracks a smile, I do, too. Mission accomplished. It’s the first time I’ve genuinely smiled in weeks.

That is until the door is thrown open and the music is cut off. The smile falls from Romeo’s face and in its place is a mask of steel. He turns toward Azriel who is standing in the doorway, eyes slanted with displeasure. Behind him is Giovanni who doesn’t seem all too pleased by the scene before him either.

Azriel doesn’t appear incredibly angry, but I’ve come to realize he doesn’t wear his emotions for everyone to see. His most fearsome form is this one when he looks like he’s in a sea of calm but he’s really anything but. A rigid force fills the air, cloying it with a suffocating intensity.

I shift on my feet, uncomfortable with the scrutiny. I sneak a glance at Romeo and wince. This is my fault. I may not understand much about the famiglia and what is expected of these men, but I get the feeling that dancing with one of Azriel’s men in the room on our own was a grave mistake on my part. I open my mouth to apologize, but Az beats me to it.

“Romeo.” His tone is sharp and it’s all that’s needed for Romeo and Giovanni to disappear from the room. I grind my back teeth together, waiting for Azriel to yell, to tell me to quit inconveniencing his men like my papa has done so many times before.

“Look, I was just messing around. Don’t be upset with him. I get tired of all of you being so serious all the time.”

Azriel cocks his head to the side ever so slightly as he regards me. His eyes trail up and down my body, lingering on my bare feet. Much to my surprise, he turns, heading toward the doors. I’m just about to release a sharp breath of relief when instead of striding out of those doors, he shuts them, leaving the two of us alone in the room together. If last night didn’t tell us both what we already know, this will—Azriel and I don’t do well staying in confined spaces together.

With a bored glint in his eyes and a stiff gait, he settles into the leather chair, those eyes that are like gemstones glued to me.

“Don’t stop on my behalf, princess.”

I gulp, suddenly feeling exposed. It was one thing to dance playfully with Romeo to get under his skin but this, it’s different. My stomach buzzes and frissons of electricity pass all the way through to my fingertips.

“Maybe I don’t want to dance for you,” I quip, picking my chin up defiantly.

His mouth twists and he wipes at his bottom lip like he’s trying to stifle his smile. “Not even for your own husband?”

My breath catches. His words hit me square in the gut and drizzle warmly into my core. The electricity in the air thickens.

I lick at my lips, the words breathier than I intend, “We’re not really husband and wife, are we?”

Slowly, he pushes up from the seat and crowds me against the wall. I try to keep my eyes focused on his and not let them wander. His scent, the feel of his broad chest pressed up against me, is doing strange things to me.

“How so?”

My tongue sticks to the roof of my mouth as I work to formulate words. My mouth and my head are suddenly filled with cotton.

“Well, for starters, our marriage hasn’t been consummated.”

As soon as I say it, I hate myself for it.

Why did I say that? There were so many other things I could’ve responded with. Like, this marriage is a sham because he married me for power. He married me because I’m a pawn.

Setting his hand on the wall beside my head, he leans in slightly; it’s close enough that I can smell his aftershave, I can feel his breath ghosting across the top of my head. He leans in, congesting my space, and I mirror him. My eyes are low and heavy-lidded. All it would take is a few more inches, centimeters, really, and his mouth would be on mine.

“Is that what you want to do, Asteria? Consummate this marriage?”

I open my mouth to say no, but that’s not what happens.

“Maybe,” I breathe.

I gasp when his hand slides around my hip and he squeezes with a firmness that is so at odds with the gentle intensity he’s displaying.

“Beg me.”

That fog of lust between us begins to dissipate.

With wide eyes, I jerk back. “What?”

“I won’t fuck you until you beg me, Asteria. Weren’t you the one that was so worried I’d force you? Weren’t you the one that said the idea of fucking me makes you sick?”

Every time the word “fuck” falls from his lips, I internally flinch. My insides clench with need. An ache spreads throughout my core.

I fight the sensation and grimace. “I will not beg you.”

He grins. It’s almost as beautiful as it is evil. “You will. One day, you will, princess.”

I grimace.

“Your confidence is ridiculous and not to mention, alarming.”

He arches a brow, dark amusement glittering in his eyes. “Is it?”

“Over my dead body will I let that happen.”

“We’ll just have to see then, won’t we?”

With a growl, I shove at his chest and stalk across the room, putting distance between us. “Don’t you have some poor unfortunate souls to torture?”

The amusement lighting his eyes vanishes in an instant. Instead, it’s replaced with fire and brimstone. “Stop dancing in front of my men, Asteria. You won’t like it if I have to tell you again.”

I watch him go, breathing a sigh of relief once he’s gone. I thought this would be easy, hating him. Being angry with him, but every day it gets harder and harder to resist him. Resist that ever-present attraction between us.
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I lay out in the sun next to the pool, ignoring the dark presence of the man a few feet away from me.

“Let me guess, you’re here so I can stop wreaking havoc?”

“Something like that,” Giovanni replies.

I roll my eyes and try to enjoy soaking up the sun’s rays after a swim, but now all I’m able to think about is Romeo and Azriel. Did my dancing get him in serious trouble? Or worse, killed?

“Please tell me Romeo is still alive.”

He’s silent. Too silent.

Whipping around in my lounger, I spear him with a concerned glance. “Tell me he’s still alive, Giovanni.”

He sighs. “He’s still alive. A little bruised up, but alive.”

“Bruised up? Are you kidding? I thought Azriel and Romeo were friends.”

He shrugs. “Sure, you can call them that. But you don’t dance with another man’s wife, and you don’t laugh with another man’s wife. Especially not the boss’s.”

I scoff. “Jesus. You say that like I’m his property.”

“You are.”

I think about Azriel’s words, about me begging him, and I grow disgusted.

“I am not his property. And I never will be.”

“Are you done?” Giovanni chides like I’m a child.

“You know what, no, I’m not. I want to speak to my father.”

His eyes flash to mine. “No.”

“Why not?”

“Because Azriel is not here, and he needs to give you the okay.”

“Let me get this straight, I need an okay to speak to my own father?”

“Yes.”

“I guess that also means I need permission for a new cell phone, correct? Do I need permission to use the internet? What about when I need to use the restroom, should I ask permission for that, too?” I seethe, wholly consumed by the red swell of anger firing through my veins.

“Are you expecting an answer?” he replies in a droll tone.

A frustrated growl rips past my lips as I stalk inside. Azriel mentioned he wasn’t like my papa and he didn’t want this place to feel like a gilded cage, but it sure as hell feels like one.
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That night at dinner, I’m still fuming. Giovanni and Romeo seem to have disappeared, leaving just Azriel and I.

It’s ridiculous.

He’s gone all day and all night, and I’m just expected to share dinner with him every evening before he disappears just because he’s my husband?

Hell to the motherfucking no.

There’s only so many things I can do around here before I go out of my mind. I’ve watched just about every show readily available on Hulu and Netflix. I’ve planted flowers every damn day, gone for swims, went for strolls, played poker by myself, and I’ve even gone as far as trying to rope Giovanni into quizzing me on impossible math equations. If it wasn’t apparent already, he hasn’t indulged me.

I’ve given Azriel time to trust me. I’ve done nothing that would break his supposed rules, so there should be no reason I can’t have a new phone or access to the internet.

Throughout the meal, I glare at him. He notices. He has to.

“Something on your mind?”

“Many things, actually.”

With methodical slowness, he sets his fork down and quirks a brow. “Pray tell.”

“Okay, for starters, do you really think the seeds of the pomegranates will keep me trapped in your circle of hell?” I pointedly glower down at the bowl of fruit.

He chuckles darkly. “I don’t need pomegranates or the seeds to keep you trapped here, princess.”

My molars clamp together so hard, my jaw begins to ache. “Very funny.” I release a sharp breath, gearing up to ask the real questions I’m dying to know. “Are you ever going to tell me what happened to you?”

“That all?”

My fingernails pierce my palm. “No. I want to know why you’re such an asshole. I want to know why I’m trapped here in this house, and lastly, I want to know why you haven’t let me speak to my father.”

“So many questions, cara mia,” he muses.

My breath catches at the pet name. It throws me off-kilter and by the gleam in his eyes he knows it.

The bastard.

“And unfortunately, not enough time to answer any of them.” He grins coldly as he pushes away from the table, his phone in hand.

“Where are you going?” I call after him in exasperation.

“I have an empire to run, princess. Or maybe you prefer I call it hell, maybe the underworld? Whatever works.”

“You can’t just leave! You haven’t answered a single question. You’re always gone.”

He pauses just as he’s crossing the threshold. “Gonna miss me?”

“Oh, you wish.” I all but snarl.

He laughs under his breath, and it travels across the expanse of the room, causing my heart to skip a beat. His laughter and his smiles are so few and far between that just the mere sight of them, just the rough chuckle, is enough to sustain a fiend.

It reminds me of the past, and an ache blooms in my chest as I recall just how much this man has changed.

“Who are you?”

He cocks his head to the side. “You know exactly who I am.”

“The devil, sure. But how? How did this happen, Azriel? What happened to you over these last few years?”

He’s silent for so long, I don’t expect him to answer.

“Life. I did what was expected of me.”

“What was expected of you?”

“To kill. To rule. To become king.”

My heart twinges. I can’t imagine the things he’s seen. The things he’s had to do. Even when we were just two kids in love, I thought it was too much. And now? One can only assume it’s gotten a whole lot worse.

“I’m sorry.”

His gaze swivels my way with scrutiny. “For what?”

I fight back the pressure building behind my eyes. The pain for that little boy who had to grow up too fast.

“For what they made you do. I’m sorry it was you instead of me.”

He shrugs stiffly. “Better me than you, princess.”

A vicious ache blooms throughout my stomach, followed by a cool spread of numbness. “You don’t mean that.”

“Oh, I do. You’d never survive this life, Asteria. You’re too soft. Too naïve. Too much like a child. They’re going to eat you alive.”

With harsh parting words, he disappears.

Leaving me with an aching heart in an empty dining room.

I’m left with a single question.

Who is going to eat me alive?
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Blowing out a frustrated breath, I crawl out of bed when it becomes blatantly obvious my mind has no intention of allowing me to sleep tonight. I can’t stop thinking.

About Azriel.

My papa.

Estrella.

About just how confused and angry I am about this entire situation.

Making my way through the estate, I navigate the darkened halls, ignoring the nagging sensation that I’m doing something wrong.

We’re married.

This is my home, too.

Which means, if I want to explore the estate at all hours of the night, I will do as I damn well please. It’s no surprise, but I find myself sorting through the kitchen, searching for a snack. I’m not hungry, per se, but food seems to be the only solution to my problems tonight.

I discover a leftover slice of triple chocolate cake in the fridge and my stomach growls its approval. With no sense of decorum, I locate a spoon and instead of eating at the table like a civilized human, I carry the plate in my hand and walk around with the slice, scraping off piece after piece as I explore.

Drawn to the great room, I find myself walking past the shelves, taking stock of Azriel’s things without him being privy. My mind drifts back to Azriel’s heated words in this very room.

Beg me.

My stomach dips.

I force down an exceptionally large mouthful of cake, forcing thoughts of him away and groan aloud. “Jesus Christ, this is good. What the hell did they put in it?” I whisper to myself as I stare down at the now nearly empty plate.

“Her secret is butter.”

I scream.

The plate goes flying from my hand and crashing to the floor in a mess of chocolate and fine china. My hand flies to my chest and I whirl around, my eyes widening when I spot Azriel leaning against the doorframe, watching me.

“What the hell is wrong with you? Who sneaks around in the dark in the middle of night?”

Azriel chuckles.

The sound is deep and warm. All too enticing.

He pushes off the doorframe and closes the distance between us. He arches an amused brow at me, sparing me a look that clearly says, “Really?”

I roll my eyes.

Okay. Fine. Pot meet kettle.

“What are you doing up so late anyway?” I ask, agitated that the rest of the cake is now inedible. But mainly because the very reason for my lack of sleep is now standing before me looking as dark and handsome as ever.

Azriel steps over the mess on the floor and runs his eyes up the length of my body. I shiver in response. “I could be asking you the very same.”

His eyes shine through the darkness, the only available source of light is the silver streams streaking through the curtains, courtesy of the moon. I shift on my feet, internally cursing myself for my sleep outfit of choice.

I feel my nipples harden against the blue silk chemise and I quickly cross my arms over my chest. He wipes a hand down the lower half of his face, trying and failing to hide his smile. His amusement is obvious.

“I couldn’t sleep,” I force the words out.

“So you helped yourself to my slice of cake?”

My eyes widen.

Shit.

I sniff haughtily, unable to meet his gaze any longer. “Didn’t realize it was yours.”

Azriel closes the remaining distance between us and I take a startled step back, tensing when my backside meets the sturdy length of a desk. He presses so very close to me that my breath catches. My heart pounds violently in my throat and I’m forced to look up at him. Forced to meet his stare head on.

I swallow past the thick lump blocking my airway and freeze when Azriel reaches out. He swipes his thumb across the corner of my mouth and a ragged gasp tumbles from my lips on instinct. We stare down at the stain of chocolate frosting on his thumb and I watch in pure fascination as he brings that thumb to his own lips and sucks on it.

My breath catches.

My eyes widen.

A dangerous pulse takes life between my legs.

He pops his thumb free, never once taking his eyes off mine.

“Delicious,” he murmurs.

A trickle of sweat coasts between my shoulder blades. I’ve long since given up on hiding my nipples from him. There’s no point.

With a smirk that hits me square in the chest, Azriel takes a hearty step away from me and stuffs his hands in his drawstring sleep pants.

“You look awfully flushed. You should really get some sleep, princess.”

And without a single glance back at me, he leaves me a trembling mess of desire and susceptibility in the great room. Once he’s out of sight, I sag against the desk and clutch a hand to my overheated cheek.

Damn him.
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“It’s been an entire month. I think I’ve earned the right to speak with my father,” I snap at Dulce. She’s such a sweet woman, and I hate being an asshole and taking out my anger on her, but I’m at my wits’ end.

No one will speak to me.

No one will give me answers.

She sighs. It echoes around the dining room. “You will have to speak with Azriel.”

“I have to ask permission to use the goddamn phone now? I thought this wasn’t a prison?”

“It is for your own safety, miss.”

“My own safety?” I scoff and whirl on my heels, stomping up the staircase, heading toward the right wing of the estate.

Azriel’s quarters.

Giving him a taste of his own medicine, I throw open the door to his bedroom completely unannounced. I stop short, taking in the minimalist beauty here before I remember why I’m so angry and why I came here in the first place. Once I do, I head straight for the only other closed door in his bedroom.

At the same time as I reach for the handle, the door flings open and I’m frozen in place when I see Azriel standing there, completely nude. He doesn’t seem all that concerned about his nudity or my presence. Lazily, he spears me a glance.

I try my damnedest not to peek down but it’s futile. My breath catches in my throat when I do. If I ever had any question about Azriel and how big he is, I would’ve been way off. I may have pretended to know more about sex and the male anatomy than I actually do, but I can guarantee this isn’t the normal size of a penis. He’s huge.

Even limp, his length is impressive. It causes my core to clench with an unfamiliar need.

“Asteria.”

I snap my gaze back up to his then feel completely mortified by my ogling. “Why are you just standing there?” I screech. “Get some damn pants on or something!”

“You came in here,” he replies drily.

I sputter. “W-well, you do it to me all the time!”

“Not when you’re naked,” he points out.

Okay, he has a point.

“You don’t know that.”

He rolls his eyes and sidesteps me. My mouth dries at the muscles in the globes of his ass that flex with each step.

“You shouldn’t be in here.”

I clear my throat, finally remembering why I am. “I don’t care. I want to know why you won’t let me speak to my father. Do you realize I haven’t spoken to Estrella since my wedding day?”

“It’s not safe to do so.”

“Not safe?” I storm closer to him. “They’re all I have. How can you keep them from me?”

“Wrong. You have me.”

“Is that a joke? I demand to speak to my father now. Fuck you and your stupid rule—”

The heavy pressure of his hand wraps so quickly around my throat, it doesn’t give me a chance to react fast enough. He backs me into the bed, resting his body over mine, squeezing my esophagus in a dangerous vise.

“You’re either stupid or you don’t realize how much danger lingers outside those iron gates.”

“It’s just a phone c-call,” I sputter under the weight of his palm crushing my windpipe.

“For you, maybe.”

“I can’t breathe,” I choke out. He lets up slightly. My eyes follow the dark lines of his tattoos. Traveling up his thick arms to his broad chest. An ache builds deep within my core when I realize he’s still naked. I’m hyperaware that I’m in his bed, his warm solid body resting on top of mine.

I meet his gaze and watch as his eyes flare with heat, almost as though he’s just now realizing this, too.

“I suggest you leave, princess.”

“And if I don’t?”

I hold my breath.

He does, too.

His nostrils flare and his face ripples with a pained grimace.

“Don’t start something you can’t finish.”

I open my mouth to say something idiotic, but the knocking on the half ajar door stops me in my tracks. Azriel tenses and curses under his breath.

“What is it?”

“It’s here.”

His entire demeanor changes. In one swift movement, he pushes away from me and disappears into his closet. He comes back out fully dressed in a white t-shirt that hugs his muscled body to perfection and black pants. I almost think he’s forgotten I’m here until he opens the door and Romeo on the other side smirks when he sees me and all my flustered glory on his boss’s bed.

“Got to bed, Asteria,” is Azriel’s final order before he leaves.

I throw myself back on the bed and stare up at the ceiling. I can smell him here. His distinct scent. It smells like spice, like fire and brimstone, like the king of the dead spends his nights resting here.

He didn’t kick me out.

So that’s something.

Rolling onto my side, I nestle into his sheets and close my eyes.
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I’m startled awake by a loud thump. Shifting on the sheets, I freeze when I get the distinct whiff of male cologne. Peeling my eyes open, I let out a surprised squeak when I see the half-lit shadow of a man. I know who it is immediately, the dark hair and the broad shoulders are a dead giveaway.

I must’ve fallen asleep in his bed, and surprisingly enough, stayed asleep. I’m even more surprised he let me stay in here. I thought for sure he would’ve dropped me off back in my room.

“Sorry,” I mutter, voice groggy with sleep. “I’ll go back to my bed. I didn’t realize—”

My breath catches when Azriel turns his body toward me, and I get a look at his clothes. His white shirt is soaked with blood. I spring up in the bed, my heart racing.

“Is that…yours?”

“No.”

Bile rises up my throat. I watch with fear soaring through my veins when he slowly begins stripping out of his clothes. The sinews of muscles in his arms bunch with each movement. He disappears into his en suite bathroom and the sound of the shower drowns out the tense silence.

I should get up, head back to my room and pretend like I didn’t just see what I saw, but I can’t. I can’t force my legs to move.

When the shower turns off and he pads back into his bedroom, a white plush towel the only thing covering his lower half, I swallow. Our gazes clash, both of us staring at one another.

Much like earlier, he drops the towel, exposing his nudity, and my heart lodges itself in my throat. He’s so comfortable in his skin, in his nudity. Heat rises to my cheeks as I watch him dress. He does it slowly, leisurely. Leaving his upper body bare, he slides on a pair of black silk pajama pants and climbs into bed.

I shift onto my side, staring at his profile. He slides his hands behind his head, staring up at the ceiling, as if I’m not here. Up close like this, I’m able to take in the tattoos on his skin. They’re a mix of words and pictures. Blended in are scars marring his flesh. Some long and jagged, others thin and silvery.

Even though I shouldn’t, I reach out, hesitantly running my fingers over one of the scars on his ribs. As soon as I press my fingers against his skin, electricity soars through my veins. It thrums from my fingertips and sparks dangerously in the air between us. I glance up when I feel his gaze on me.

“What happened?”

“Nothing important.”

“And tonight. Are you going to tell me about tonight?”

He shakes his head. “I’m not telling you that.”

“Why?”

Azriel presses his lips together in a grim line, growing agitated. “Because that’s not your role in this. You don’t ask questions, Asteria.”

“When have I ever been known to follow the rules?”

His lip twitches like he’s fighting back a grin.

“You killed someone?”

He’s silent for a beat. “I did.”

“Did he deserve it?”

“Some would say.”

“And what would your mom say?”

I feel the moment he tenses. The way his muscles lock up.

“She would say he didn’t deserve it. But that was just the kind of person she was. She saw the good in this world. It’s the exact thing that got her killed.”

An ache spears my chest.

“Is it so horrible that she was a good person? Is it so bad that we want to see the good in people?”

“Thinking like that will only get you killed.” His tone is sharp.

“You’re paranoid, you know that?”

“And you’re too naïve for this world.”

I snatch my hand away from his skin and shift my weight onto my elbows. “If I’m too naïve, why did you make me marry you? You’re the capo, it’s obvious one way or another I’d be trapped in this life. Why drag me into it?”

He rips his gaze away, staring back up at the ceiling. “There was no other choice.”

“There’s always a choice, Az.”

He glares at me. “I told you to stop calling me that.”

“Why does it bother you so much?”

“Because we’re not those kids anymore. It would be stupid to think we are.”

My heart takes a beating in my chest at those words. Despite everything, I still wish we were those two kids, so deeply in love.

“I want to talk to my father.”

He’s silent for so long, I think he’s decided to sleep and ignore me.

“It’s not a good time.”

“He’s my father. Estrella is my family. I have to talk to them.”

“Do you?” he counters.

“If your parents were still here, wouldn’t you do whatever it took to speak to them?”

“It’s time for you to go to bed, Asteria.”

He turns his back to me, and I stay like that, staring at the broad lines of his back until sleep pulls me under again.
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When I wake up the next morning it’s in my own bed, with no signs of Azriel. I start the morning off just like I usually do. I head down for breakfast and feel incredibly guilty when I don’t see Dulce throughout the entire meal. It was wrong of me to petulantly unload my frustrations on her. She’s been nothing but kind to me and considering I have no one else to talk to, I need to rectify this as soon as possible.

I’m on my way outside to finish some planting when Giovanni stops me.

“You’ll need to be ready tonight, around four. The boss has an event and you’re his plus-one.”

My brows dip into a frown. “An event. Why didn’t he tell me last night?”

His face remains impassive but I swear I see an inkling of intrigue there in his eyes, but it’s gone before I can dissect it any further.

“How am I supposed to get ready? What am I supposed to wear?”

Giovanni lifts a stiff shoulder. “He’s taking care of that. Just…keep out of trouble until then.”

“What does he think I’m going to do, burn his mansion down?”

“Yes. Probably.”

“You’re an awfully strange man, Giovanni. Anyone ever tell you that?”

“Yes.”

We head out back and instead of going straight to the flowers, I amble through the hedge maze with him. Before, his hovering presence used to bother me, now it sort of feels like we’re two friends going on a stroll. Though, I know Giovanni doesn’t view it the same way. I’m a job to him. Keeping me safe is his priority. Even if I annoy the absolute shit out of him on a daily basis.

“How did you get the scar on your face anyway?”

Giovanni is silent for so long, I don’t expect him to answer.

“My father. When he tried to murder me.”

I jerk to an abrupt halt, my mouth falling open with shock. “You’re kidding.”

“Unfortunately, no. You’re not the only one with a fucked-up childhood.”

“I’m sorry. I feel bad now.”

“Don’t.” He shakes his head. “I still don’t like you and you still don’t like me.”

“Okay, I know why I don’t like you but why don’t you like me?”

“You’re loud, unassuming, naïve, you do not listen even if your life depends on it. You live your life through rose-colored lenses. And ultimately, you are going to be the reason Azriel falls.”

Ice washes over me. “What do you mean?”

He grimaces, like he’s internally berating himself for saying too much. “You’re not the only one caught up in the past.”

I scoff. “He’s made it clear he doesn’t care about me. He’s slept with other women, for Christ’s sake.”

Giovanni rolls his eyes and growls incoherently under his breath about “idiots” and “will never learn”.

“He hasn’t.”

My body stiffens, locking with tension. “What? I heard him on our wedding night.”

“That wasn’t him. It was me.”

“With whom?” I all but yell.

Giovanni darts his gaze away uncomfortably. “None of your concern.”

“If what you’re saying is true, and that was you and…whoever I heard that night, why didn’t Azriel try to deny it when I confronted him? Why did he let me believe he’d do such a thing?”

“Why else would he?” Giovanni counters, stunning me into silence.

We pause at the fountain and I stare at it, watching the lily pads float, listening to the sounds of nature. It’s beautiful here, and as much as I hate to admit it, I’ve come to see this palace as my home. Sure, it’s not the freedom I’d like, but I’ll take what I can get.

“When we were kids, I always told Azriel I wanted a hedge maze just like this one. A fountain with lily pads, the works.”

“I guess you got what you wanted, after all.”

“Funny, isn’t it?” I prod. “Did he buy this mansion, or have it built?”

Giovanni sighs, clearly knowing what I’m asking. “He had it built. Every detail is his doing.”

Interesting.

I size up Giovanni, a small grin playing on my lips. If this were a month ago, he would’ve never given up this information, but I’d like to think that I’ve gotten under skin while I’ve been here.

“You know, I’m starting to suspect you have a soft spot for me, Giovanni.”

He rolls his eyes stiffly. “I don’t.”

“Not even a little bit?”

“Nope.”

“I’ll crack you, someday.”

He grunts in response and we part ways. I get to work on planting in my little garden. I realize I probably should’ve requested plants that would attract butterflies and be a useful home for caterpillars. It’s always been somewhat of a dream of mine to have a butterfly garden, or at the very least a butterfly farm. Papa always said no when I asked.

Something tells me that Azriel will be no different. I mean, sure, he did go out of his way to gather as many plants as my heart desired for this little garden, but an entire butterfly farm, that’s asking a lot from a capo of the famiglia.

When the sun begins to make its descent and the air tinges with a cool breeze, I wipe my filthy hands off on my jeans, figuring it’s time to wrap it up. I have no clue what time it is and the last thing I need is to be yelled at for not following Azriel’s direction, no matter how much it pains me to do so.

“Asteria.”

Pushing to my feet, I stiffen when I hear his voice. Leisurely, I turn, and my eyes grow round.

He’s in a tux.

Azriel Costa is in a tux.

In all my years of knowing him, I don’t think I’ve had the pleasure of seeing him in a tuxedo. Dark and tailored perfectly to his lean, muscular build.

My heart, the damn traitorous thing, bangs against my rib cage at the sight of him. It’s almost as though the organ is trying to rip free of the confines of my chest and leap into his awaiting hands. I don’t expect him to be careful with my heart. I expect the very second my heart falls into his palm, he’ll crush it.

Just like he’s crushed me time and time again.

As if he can sense my surprise, lazily, those eyes meet mine and pin me in place.

A tremor rolls down my spine and I square my shoulders, steeling myself as I try to brush off the effect he has on me. His eyes run up and down my body, pausing on the dirt stains.

“You’re filthy.”

Wow. What a way he has with words.

“I was planting,” is my lame response.

His eyes scan the half-finished garden behind me, processing. “It looks good.”

I eye him skeptically. “Are you joking? I can’t tell if this is a compliment or not.”

He scrubs a hand over his jaw, likely hiding his smile. “Take it as you will.”

“You like it?”

Instead of answering, he makes a point to scan me up and down. “You need to shower and get cleaned up. Someone will stop by soon with makeup and wardrobe to get you ready.”

My brows pull together.

“Get ready for what, exactly?”

“Our presence is required at a gala.”

That frown deepens. “I never had to attend them before with Papa.”

A scorn-filled expression ripples across his face. “Correction, he never allowed you. I’m not him.”

“Could’ve fooled me,” I retort.

“Get cleaned up. I won’t ask again.” The harsh ring of his words hangs heavily in the air. The broad muscles in his back flex as he goes, disappearing around the corner.
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With a huff of frustration, I head back to my room where I shower off all the sweat and grime of the outdoors. True to his word, there’s a knock on my door within minutes of me getting dressed.

I open the door to a whirlwind of activity.

A team of women file through carrying bags of makeup and rolling in a wardrobe that surely can’t be all for me.

So much glitter, sequins, tulle, and satin rest on the rack that I become overwhelmed. Sure, Papa always catered to my needs with designer clothes. But ball gowns? I never had any use for them. Not when I was always trapped in that tower. The only time I’d ever needed to put on a dress before is for the parties Papa held at the estate, but those were nothing compared to what I imagine this is.

The team of women set up their stations in my bedroom where I am primped and primed. One station is solely dedicated to nails, the other is a waxing station, then there is hair and makeup. By the time the women are finished, I feel like I’ve been plucked and waxed beyond recognition. My skin appears glowy and fresh, more so than usual. My hair is shiny, styled in those old Hollywood waves that bring out the golden hues in my hair. And when it’s time to search for a dress, I scan through the rack, searching for anything that catches my eye. I’m just about to give up and tell Maeve, the purple-haired goddess who also happens to be one of the stylists, that she can choose for me.

That is until I see it.

The powder blue hidden in a sea of color was almost too easy to miss.

Gripping onto the hanger, I pull the dress out from between the others and let out an awed gasp. It’s gorgeous. It truly is a dress made for a princess, only a lot sexier and a lot classier.

“Want to give it a try? It will look beautiful on you.”

“You sure?”

Maeve smiles. “Oh, honey, I’m positive. We like to call this one the Cinderella Magic. It’s custom Alberta Ferretti. Of course, it will look good on you.”

Maeve helps me into the dress and when I glance in the floor-length mirror, my breath catches.

It’s stunning.

The off-the-shoulder gown exposes my newly tanned shoulders, accentuating my skin tone. It has a thigh-grazing slit that makes me feel like a supermodel on a runway. The A-line gives the dress a whimsical feeling, like it was taken straight from a fairy tale.

“Do you think it’s a little too much?”

She spears me with an expression that says, “Are you kidding?”

Coming up behind me, she gently places her hands on my shoulders and squeezes ever so lightly. “Your husband is going to lose it when he sees you. You’re perfect.”

Oh, if she only knew.

We finish off the ensemble with a pair of teardrop diamond earrings from Lorraine Schwartz and Maeve opted for the Jimmy Choo Thyra 100 heeled sandals to go with the dress. She sprays me down with a fine mist of body glow, and when she’s finished, she steps back. Clasping her hands together, she grins as she admires her team’s work.

“I think this might be our best work yet.”

“Can’t tell if that’s a compliment or not.”

She laughs. “It’s a compliment, all right. You look stunning, Asteria.”

I smile. “Thank you, Maeve. Who would’ve thought just a few hours ago I was rolling around in the dirt, and now look at me.”

While the beauty team gathers their stuff, I study my reflection. I shift my weight between my feet. The heels are already causing pain to shoot through the soles of my feet. But God are they worth it.

“Do you know what the event is for?” I ask Maeve while she continues fussing with my dress, fluffing the skirt and train, making the fabric look as enticing as possible.

“She doesn’t.”

At the sound of the deep, masculine voice, both Maeve and I whirl toward the doorway, and my breath hitches at the sight of Azriel. He’s leaning up against the doorframe, watching me with a gaze that pins me to the floor. His eyes are literally on fire, blazing a scorching trail across my flesh as he drags them up and down my body.

He’s captivating.

Incredibly handsome.

With eyes the color of viridian, his gaze is so intense, it leaves all the hairs at my nape standing at attention. He sucks the oxygen from the room. The tux fits him better than clothing has any right to fit a person. The way it clings to his hard, formidable body, he’s the vision of sophistication and casual with his inked, dangerous hands stuffed in his pockets.

It’s a hard pill to swallow, the fact that a man as handsome as he is can have so little respect for life. For living and breathing humans.

I watched him take a life. I can just imagine the many horrors I haven’t seen. There’s a part of me that’s ashamed that I am still so damn attracted to him, knowing that by all accounts he’s turned into a cruel monster.

He looks suave yet oddly more severe than he does when he wears the suits. His normally sex-mussed tresses are slicked back. A dark rogue strand hangs across his forehead, and I force down the lump building in my throat.

He’s gorgeous.

No ifs, ands, or buts about it.

When Azriel dismisses Maeve and her team, my stomach dips, like I’ve just gone through an overhead loop on a roller coaster. Other than the subtle tic in his jaw, he hasn’t reacted to how I look. All I’m able to read is the intense way he’s gazing at me.

The air grows taut. My breasts instantly feel heavy in the dress. I feel the warmth of his gaze on me. It pauses on my eyes first and slowly, he takes in my airy waves, then his gaze drags down, down, down, lingering on the sweetheart neckline. His eyes grow darker in color as he takes in the high slit. This whole gown makes me feel like a Disney princess. But this is anything but a fairy tale. If anything, this is a Brothers Grimm tale.

“Does it look okay?”

Silence stretches.

The muscle along his jaw pulses. His nostrils flare.

Hurt wells in my chest at the realization that he doesn’t like it. I clear my throat and quickly dart my gaze away, staring at anything else just to hide the hurt.

“It’s beautiful.”

Surprised by the compliment, heat settles into my cheeks at his response. As much as it pains me to admit it, some perverse part of me loves that he thinks I look beautiful. It would only seem fair, considering how handsome I still think he is, despite the horrible, vile things he’s done.

“And the devil thinks I’m beautiful, would you look at that,” I mutter under my breath.

Slowly and predatorily, Azriel pushes off the wall, slinking toward me. He stops a few inches away, his gaze doing a slow perusal of my body.

I open my mouth to say something but my words trail off, my tongue sticking to the roof of my mouth, as he steps into me. Deftly, he lifts a curled strand of my hair and gently tucks it behind my ear, letting his finger graze the shell, completely taking my breath away. The roughened pad of his finger trails down the column of my neck before delicately tracing the flesh over my collarbone.

It’s titillating.

An audible gasp escapes my lips, and a shudder racks through my oversensitive body as gooseflesh covers every inch of my skin. Like two magnets, a negative and a positive snapping together, our gazes clash, and I find myself getting lost in the layers of green swirling there.

“I said the dress is beautiful, didn’t say anything about you.”

We’re chest to chest. And instead of dropping my eyes and letting him see how much his words hurt. I raise my chin defiantly and smile softly. It’s a sticky sweet smile that even a man like him won’t be able to handle.

“Keep telling yourself that, husband.”

He rolls his eyes and looks away as though he needs a few seconds to compose himself. Once his brick-like façade is securely back in place, he digs in his suit pocket. “Turn around.”

I’m confused by the command, and maybe even a little suspicious. “Why?”

He leans in, and in doing so, I get a healthy whiff of his aftershave. An onslaught of pheromones and testosterone.

“Women like gifts, don’t they? And everyone at this gala is going to expect my wife to be showered in gifts. Let’s not spoil the ruse.”

He opens the velvet case and I choke with wonderment at the necklace nestled inside. The stone matches my dress and is surrounded by a smattering of other diamonds.

“Wow,” I breathe. “How did you know I would pick this dress?”

Our eyes lock.

“I didn’t.”

With a tremble in my hand, I reach out, gently running the tip of my finger over the gem. It’s stunning.

I turn, giving him my back. Lightly, he brushes my curls over my shoulder, exposing my shoulder blades. I feel the heat of his body. And when he brings the necklace around me, and his warm, calloused hands rest against my skin, the earth shifts beneath my feet. It’s like he’s tapped into a live wire.

I work to steady my breaths, to control the electricity vibrating through my veins at his proximity. The sensual wave of his touch is like the sweetest nectar dripping from my bones. I want to bottle up this feeling and save it for later.

Once the clasp is done and the immaculate piece of jewelry is in place, his hands rest there. I slam my eyes shut, my breasts rising and falling sharply as I work to stabilize my heavy breathing.

When he finally moves his hands, I turn around, facing him. Dipping my head back to stare up at him, I wait for him to brush me aside. I wait for him to move away. To put as much distance between us as possible.

He doesn’t.

I don’t know who makes the first move, who steps closer to the other, but we’re suddenly inches apart. I can make out the intricate swirl of greens in his eyes. There’s even a ring of cornflower blue in there. My eyes linger on his plump lips. Moving from his eyes and back. Heat flares in those dark, consuming depths.

Temptation.

So much temptation.

There’s a sudden jarring knock on the door and he takes a smooth step back, glancing toward the source.

Romeo stands on the other side of the threshold, cheeky grin in full effect. His eyes sweep over me and I can see everything he refuses to say aloud. It’s written all over his face.

Gotcha.

“Ready whenever you are, Boss.”

Azriel nods sharply. “Andiamo.”

The entire ride to the venue where the gala is taking place is ridden in silence. I sneak glances at Azriel every so often, but he seems intent on staring out of the window, remaining indifferent.

“What is this event for anyway?”

“The Diamond Ball. To benefit impoverished communities across the globe with healthcare, feeding the poor, and education, among other various programs.”

It sounds like an amazing foundation, but I can’t wrap my head around why Azriel’s attendance would be requested.

“Why were we invited?” I ask, genuinely curious.

“Certain things are expected of us. This is just one of them.”

How…vague. Just like every other explanation he’s given me.

When the Bentley rolls to a stop outside of the black-carpeted venue, my nerves spike. My hands grow clammier by the second. There are tons of cars and people lined up outside with cameras. It’s almost as though they’re waiting for movie stars to show up. At this point, I won’t be all that surprised if they did.

Giovanni opens our door, and Azriel climbs out first. My anxiety slowly finds its way into my head, niggling at the back of my mind. I’ve never been around so many people before. Birthday parties on the estate were different. I’m so consumed by my thoughts, by staring at everyone else, I don’t notice Azriel’s outstretched hand until he clears his throat.

With his hand extended between us he gives me a pointed look.

“Let’s go.”

I coach myself through it.

Breathe in.

Breathe out.

You got this.

Sucking in a deep breath, I place my hand in his. It feels like I’m placing my trust in him, too.

He helps me out of the vehicle, careful of my dress and the high slit. There are the telltale rapid-fire clicking of reporters snapping photos. People call out Azriel’s name. Pressure begins to build in my chest and my ears ring.

This is too much.

This is beyond my ability to comprehend and certainly out of my comfort zone.

Sensing my distress, Azriel leans in and whispers, “Breathe, cara mia.”

Easier said than done.

My fear and trepidation swirl around us, but when our gazes lock, that cool aloof calm that simmers in those depths falls over me. He waits for me to compose myself, never once taking his eyes off me. With my hand firmly planted in his, he guides me down the carpet. The questions being shouted seem to get louder.

“Mr. Costa, any word on the disappearance of Senator Krane?”

“Mr. Costa, where have you and your wife been hiding out?”

“Mr. and Mrs. Costa, any plans on starting a family?”

I make a move to slip my hand out of his but he tightens his grip. No matter how I try to wrangle my hand free, he doesn’t let loose.

“You’re hurting me,” I hiss, smiling half-heartedly for the cameras when it’s time for us to pose together.

“Then stop trying to let go. You’re my wife, Asteria. Act like it,” he berates through a fraudulent smile.

Photographs are snapped as we climb the steps into the Waldorf Astoria Beverly Hills. As soon as we step inside the ostentatious space, all eyes are on us.

On instinct my hand tightens around Azriel’s. He glances down at me and I frown at the warmth there on his face. Usually, I’m met with indifference and a cold glare, but there’s actual warmth there. He squeezes my hand back in reassurance and leans in, placing his lips near my ear.

“Smile, princess. You’re a happy newlywed.”

Sadness eclipses me. It wells in my chest.

Did I really think that tenderness was meant for me? It’s meant for the cameras. For appearances.

I should’ve known.

I pull back the slightest bit to glance up at him. He meets my stare head-on and much to my surprise, he slides his hand around my neck and gently tugs my body into his. His other arm wraps around my waist, and the next thing I know, his lips are on mine. Right there in front of everyone.

The kiss is perfect. The perfect kind of hell.

His lips are incredibly soft and smooth, gentle in their intent yet firm. My hands find purchase on his pecs and against my will, a breathy mewl spills out of my mouth into his.

When he pulls back, I’m breathless. My heart is pounding wildly against the confines of my rib cage, doing its damnedest to break free into the palm of his hand.

The moment of heat between us vanishes the second he takes my hand again and all but drags me along after him. We make our rounds in the ballroom and the entire way, I feel the intense gaze of the other attendees. The curiosity. The questions in their eyes.

Leaning toward Azriel, I whisper under my breath, “Why is everyone looking at me?”

He glances down at me and runs his gaze over my dress. A single brow quirks. “Why wouldn’t they be?”

I force my gaze elsewhere, hiding the heat that’s crawling into my cheeks. In doing so, I lock eyes with a woman who makes a show of scanning me up and down before sending a scowl my way. Her group of friends all have their noses turned up in distaste.

“The women aren’t happy, I see.”

Azriel follows my line of sight and grunts. “Rich people are petty. They know who I am. Therefore, they know who you are. You are power. A queen among commoners. She, on the other hand, knows how easily she can be replaced.”

“What you do is illegal, isn’t it? How is it these people allow you to be here?”

“Who do you think does business with me, sweetheart? I have every politician and every law enforcement officer on payroll.”

“So this is all…for looks?” I ask, waving my hand around at the extravagant details. The stunning gowns, the decorations.

“Sure it is. Makes them feel like they’re making a difference. Makes the world think these people are above them. They’re not. They’ll do anything for a buck. For power. I’ve seen it.”

I scan the patrons, shocked at some of the familiar faces. They can’t all be in on this, can they?

“Why am I here then?”

“To show the Outfit, the other families in the syndicate, that you’re mine.”

I swallow my response.

There’s no use saying I don’t belong to him. It will only fall on deaf ears anyway. Instead, I hold on to Azriel’s hand as he finishes with introductions. He guides us through clusters of wealthy attendees, all of whom are somehow, someway in cahoots with my husband. Settling at our table, I sip at my glass of champagne and people-watch, waiting until dinner is served.

“Stay put. I have someone I need to speak with.” Without giving me a chance to respond, Azriel stalks off, disappearing into a crowd of elegantly dressed individuals. I’m taken aback that he’d leave me here on my own, but as I scan the ballroom, I spot familiar faces.

Giovanni.

Romeo.

Sergio.

Of course, I’m not alone. I can’t even shit in peace without a single security detail on me.

I force a thin smile on my face when I meet inquiring gazes but thankfully no one comes up to me to strike up a conversation.

Even though I’ve been asked not to, I push away from the table and head toward the art room just outside of the banquet hall where the gala is being held. Several other people are in here, drinks in hand, soaking in the pieces on display.

I pause at one in particular. By Tunji Adeniyi-Jones. It’s a colorful construct of ethereal mythological spiritualism with symbolic moments that play on the Yoruba lineage. The pieces are jungle-like flora filtered in pink, blue, and purple, surrounding the gliding figures and animals as symbols. The artist’s figures embrace each other and are surrounded by lions. It’s incredibly beautiful.

“Mrs. Costa. What a pleasure running into you here.”

A warm hand presses against my lower back, startling me. I turn at the sound of the voice, forcing a smile.

“Oh. Hi.” I stick my hand out between us to shake his hand, hoping he’ll take the hint and back away. If he doesn’t hurry, my detail will likely string him up by his ankles soon enough. It’s still taking me some getting used to being referred to as “Mrs. Costa” instead of Moretti.

“I don’t think we’ve met before. Who are you?” I ask, eyeing the stranger closely.

The man is tall with ice blond hair that is almost like snow. His pale skin matches perfectly. His features are sharp yet regal, but it’s his accent that is throwing me for a loop.

Russian.

The man is Russian.

He chuckles. The sound is sharp and it rains nails down my back. His Russian accent is thick, though I can’t for the life of me place how he could possibly know me. Surely, I’d remember him. He doesn’t look familiar and I’m about ninety percent sure I’ve never met this man in my entire life.

“Me? Oh, I’m just an old friend of your father. A new friend of your husband. I guess we can agree on the term friend.”

My brows shoot up in a display of surprise.

Well, this is news.

“That’s…great.”

He wears a grin on his face that doesn’t sit well with me. It’s merely there for outward appearances only. To appear friendly to everyone else, but by the dark gleam in his eyes I can tell almost immediately that this is not a nice man.

“You know, it’s strange. I was invited to your first wedding, but not your second. I was sorry to hear about Fabiano.”

The hairs at my nape stand at attention. I frown at the man.

“How did you know Fabiano?”

His lips twist ruefully. A tingling sensation erupts at the base of my spine, alerting me that something is amiss. “Oh, you know. Acquaintances. Work. I’m sure you have an idea; you are married to a powerful man, after all.”

My brows knit together. I glance around, searching for Azriel. Or my detail, anyone that can intervene if necessary. “I’m sorry, what did you say your name was again?”

“I didn’t.”

Those alarm bells in my head begin to go off.

He closes the distance between us and I stumble back into the wall behind me, cornered.

“It was nice seeing you, Asteria. Something tells me we’ll see each other again very soon.”

God, I hope not.

“N-nice to meet you.” Fear digs its talons into my chest.

“Funny,” he says distractedly as he lifts a thick lock of my hair and rubs it through his fingers. “You look so much like your mother. It’s a bit unsettling.”

My heart skitters to a painful stop.

Dropping my hair, he turns on his heel, a smile in place.

This man knew my mother?

It takes me a few seconds to process my emotions and gather what he said. When I do, I chase after him, desperate for answers.

“Wait! How did you know my mother?”

“So many questions.” He tsks. Amusement glitters in his gaze. He’s obviously enjoying this. Knowing he has the answers to things I’m not privy to.

“I can give you answers, sugar, but it’ll cost you.”

My hands ball into fists of their own volition. “Cost me what?”

He takes a step toward me, eyes narrowed with ridicule. I flinch away from his progression on instinct. He notices. Of course he does. And he takes satisfaction in my fear.

“Pavel. I see you’ve met my wife.”

The man stiffens at the sound of Azriel’s voice.

As do I.

“Azriel Costa.” The man sneers. “Fancy seeing you here.”

Azriel takes his place beside me. It doesn’t escape my notice the way he angles his body in front of mine protectively.

“Is it?” He tests Pavel.

The men glare at each other.

“It was. Your bride is lovely. I was just telling her how she reminds me of her mother. In more ways than one.”

Azriel’s eyes flash. Surely, if I wasn’t watching, I would’ve missed it. Something unnerving churns in my gut.

“It’s time for you to go, Pavel.”

“Ah, yes.” He chuckles darkly. “I see I’ve outstayed my welcome. I’ll be seeing you.”

“You won’t.”

The man says something in Russian. To which Azriel replies in the language, words sharp and clipped. Frightening. Like the expression on his face.

We both watch in a disconcerting silence as Pavel stalks away, gait stiff and perturbed. I’m left with more questions than I was given answers.

“What was that about?” I ask, facing Azriel.

“Nothing.” He begins to stride away from me.

“Hey.” I grip onto his arm, forcing him to stop and listen to me. “You can’t just leave me in the dark like this. Some strange guy comes up to me, claiming to know things about my father and mother. I think I have a right to know.”

Azriel whirls around, his hand clasps my face, and he squeezes. The pads of his fingers dig into my cheeks and jaw. It doesn’t hurt, but the grip is a definite warning. It tells me I’m playing with fire. He backs me into the marble pillar, glaring down at me.

“I can do whatever I damn well please. I’m the devil, remember? If I want you to drop it, you’ll drop it.”

“How did he know my mom?” I search his gaze, trying to find answers in his forest-like depths.

“Don’t ask questions, Asteria. Ever.”

“Fuck you.”

His grip tightens, his fingertips dig into my jawbone with a bite.

We glare at each other.

He arches a dark, impassive brow. “Want to try that again, princess?”

A couple strolls by the gallery room and without letting my face go, Azriel steps into me, dragging my face to his. His breath ghosts across my lips. Sending tremors straight to my core.

“You can’t keep me in the dark forever. You can try, but you’ll fail every time.”

“My little caged butterfly,” he tsks. “You think you know so much, don’t you? You haven’t a single clue. And believe me, ignorance is bliss in a life like this. Stop searching for answers you’re wholly unprepared for.”

I want to argue but I find it harder with each second that passes. He’s doing that thing again, staring so intently down at me, he’s laser-beaming into my soul.

That attraction draws us closer. So close that we’re sharing the same air. So close that when he presses his lips to mine, I don’t even fight it. I fall into it—into him. He drags them across my lips sensually. Desire vibrates through my bones, prompting me to gasp into his mouth, my hands flying to his shoulders.

A low growl reverberates deep in his chest. I feel the rumble roll through me in waves. Hesitantly, I stroke my tongue with his and his grip on me tightens.

There’s no audience.

No one around.

It’s just us. The realization that this kiss isn’t for the benefit of others has my heart threatening to rip out of the confines of my chest. It’s merely because he wants to do it. He’s reached a point where he can’t control himself.

He finally releases my face and gently rubs away the markings from his grip. Those eyes are now a deep shade of emerald, like the forest in the evening. His lips are full, glistening with the evidence of our kiss.

His eyes shutter and with the back of his hand, he wipes his mouth.

“Pull yourself together, princess. We have a show to put on.”

Like a bucket of ice-cold water being poured over me, I flinch. The hurt of his words ricochets through my ribs long after they’ve been uttered.
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After the gala is over, Azriel and Giovanni guide us back to the waiting extended Rolls Royce. I haven’t spoken since he snapped at me in the art room. Truthfully, I’ve just about avoided him at all costs.

I don’t think he cared. He spent the rest of the evening being fake, surrounded by men and women that were fawning and gawking over him. He made it clear my role was to sit back and shut up. That was exactly what I did. I’d had enough for one day.

Slouching into the leather seats of the Rolls, with my arms crossed over my breasts in a defense of sorts, I fix my gaze out of the window. Meanwhile, Azriel slides into the seat next to me. I grind my molars seeing his reflection there in the window. He sits there, looking as calm and aloof as ever. As though the kiss we shared meant nothing at all to him.

There was something there between us.

There is.

He can deny it all he wants with his harsh words, but I know it’s true. Why else would he kiss me when no one else is watching? Why else would he go to such lengths?

I’m chipping away at his armor and his defenses. There are small moments where I recognize the old him. Fragmented pieces of the boy I fell in love with. No matter how infrequent they are.

He’s in there somewhere. I just need to find him. Search the black, murky depths for his soul.

Before, I was intent on learning about my adversary and using what I learned against him, but now, I find that I no longer wish to do that.

The only issue is, every time I chip away at his defenses, mine chip away too. I weaken around him and I hate myself for it. I wish I could separate the past from the present. I wish I could separate the old Azriel that I loved and this new one.

But I can’t.

“Roll up the divider,” Azriel commands Giovanni. Of course, he obliges. Our gazes catch in the rear-view mirror and I swear, I think I see a hint of concern there on his scarred face, but the blacked-out window is up before I can examine it any further.

Azriel drags his thumb across his lush bottom lip, dragging it out in a distracting way, before exhaling. “Such a spoiled little princess.”

“Excuse me?”

Those dark eyes pin me to my seat. They have me wishing the leather would swallow me whole.

“You’ve been pouting all night. Stop acting like a child. It doesn’t suit you.”

My hands curl into my dress. I dig my nails into the material, and I clench my jaw until the bones ache. “Maybe you should stop acting like a dick. I have every right to act the way I have tonight, especially with how you’ve treated me.”

I clamp my mouth shut at the scathing glare he sends my way at that remark. Leaning into my space, he places his hand on my knee and squeezes. The sensation shoots up my thigh and makes itself at home between my legs. My hands fly to his grip and I try to pry his fingers off my leg. It’s no use.

“Don’t be angry with me for your own faults, kitten.”

My nostrils flare indignantly. “Why would I be angry?”

Azriel’s lip twitches as though he’s holding back a smirk. His eyes drop down to my lips for only a fraction of a second but it’s enough that I feel the effects of it zap me straight in my core. It causes a dichotomy of emotions.

“Because I don’t feel a fraction of what you feel.”

He says the words harshly while simultaneously sliding his meaty hand up my thigh beneath the slit of my gown. My breath hitches and my heart kicks up several notches in my chest.

I force a thick swallow, my own eyes dropping down to his hand, watching its progression. Stifling heat percolates between us. It grows stronger the higher his hand goes. When I flick my gaze back up, he licks his bottom lip and my stomach dips. That dangerous flutter is back with a vengeance.

Of its own accord, my body seeks his out on the leather seat, inherently drawn to him. He doesn’t back off like I expect him to. Instead, he watches me intently, a scorching heat in his eyes.

I want to test it.

See if he’s really as unaffected as he states he is.

“You feel nothing at all?” I whisper, twisting so I can swing my leg over his.

His body is warm and firm beneath mine, his hand still connected to my thigh, only now, his grip is higher, warmer, closer to a much, much more dangerous place.

Those viridian eyes drip with lust that tells of the filthy lies he spews.

I don’t know if it’s all the champagne coursing through my veins, the countless weeks of pent-up aggression, or if it’s my attraction to him, but I test the waters a little further. Sliding my arms around his neck, his tailored Versace tux rests beneath my clammy palms.

My heart races wildly in my chest with reckless abandon. There’s no possible way he doesn’t hear it. I rock my hips over his leg ever so slightly, pushing his hand up higher. The tips of his warm fingers rest at the apex of my thighs. When I rock again, his eyes change. Like a volcanic combustion. His fingertips press firmly against my sensitive nub and disappear when I rock away. I continue the slow rock, every drag down with my hips, those fingers rub against my clit and retreat.

I feel his hardness prod my thigh and internally grin with satisfaction.

“You feel nothing for me at all, huh?” I tease. “I guess I’m not the only liar here, husband.”

His jaw clenches with frustration. I half expect him to take his hand back to spite me, but much to my surprise, he effortlessly slips his fingers past the thin scrap of my lace panties and the second my wet slit makes contact with his knuckles, a breathy moan tumbles past my lips.

He doesn’t move anymore. Doesn’t show any interest other than the heat in his eyes. He merely sits back, his knuckles gliding across my wet center, and I hump his fingers and leg.

An ache blooms in my core, a need like I’ve never felt before makes me swivel my hips faster, grip onto him harder, and moan a little louder. With each grind of my sex over his, I’m chasing something. A release my body so desperately craves.

Something hard and blissful barrels into me and I shudder over Azriel. A gush of wetness pools onto his fingers and if I’m not mistaken, I swear he applies more pressure, helping me ride out the wave of my orgasm.

It takes me a few seconds to come down from the high and when I do, shame rolls over me. Azriel doesn’t pull me into his arms or kiss me like a man so overcome with lust and emotion. Instead, he slides his hand out from between us and wipes my juices on my dress like it’s a nuisance.

Pain slams into my chest.

Ice spears my heart.

So much so, I climb off his lap into my own seat and rest the heel of my palm against my sternum, trying to rub the ache away.

“To answer your question from earlier, no. I feel nothing for you, Asteria. Virgins don’t do it for me.”

I turn away from him, frowning out of my window, trying to hide the tremble in my chin.

“Who says I’m a virgin?”

“You coming simply from riding my leg tells me all I need to know.”

“This may come as a shock to you, but you’re not the first man I’ve been with. Fabiano was kind enough to give me pointers over the years.”

It’s a lie.

I don’t know what possesses me to say it. Maybe the pain ricocheting through my rib cage. Maybe the inherent need to make him feel even a fraction of the pain I’m currently experiencing.

Azriel swings his murderous gaze toward me but I don’t utter a single word for the remainder of the ride back to the estate in Montecito.
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That night, as I lay in bed, staring up at the ceiling, I feel the lingering effects of Azriel’s touch. The remnants of heat in my core. Slamming my eyes shut, I rub my thighs together, seeking out some kind of friction. When nothing works, I let out a grunt of frustration, pounding my fists into the sheets.

A light sheen of sweat clings to my skin. I’m so irate that I toss off the comforter, climb out of bed, and pace the floor of my bedroom. I pace and pace until my legs feel like jelly. Until the pads of my feet hurt and I’m sure I’ll be able to fall asleep. But as soon as I stop, it’s back.

The hunger.

The need.

It has me questioning myself—questioning my own sanity. Is it so bad that I want to sleep with my husband?

Regardless of if he wants me or not. I have nothing else to give. Nothing left to fight for, so why not take this for myself?

I think about his words when he had me pinned against the wall in the great room.

“Beg me.”

Do I have it in me to beg him?

With my mind made up, I toss open my door and head down the hall, straight toward Azriel’s room. I don’t even bother knocking. I throw open the door, completely surprised when he shoots up in bed, his pistol aimed directly at me.

My heart thuds erratically. Once clarity seeps into his eyes, he lowers the pistol, clicks on the safety, and sets it on the bedside table.

“I assume there’s a reason you’ve barged in here.”

I swallow thickly. And instead of responding with words, I close the door to his master suite and lean against it.

He tenses on the bed. Eyes narrowing with distrust.

Summoning the courage I didn’t realize I possessed, I pad across the floor toward him. Gripping the straps of my nightgown, I peel them down my shoulders and let them hang there.

His eyes narrow even further.

“I want you to fuck me.”

The muscle along his jaw jumps wildly. “I’m not going to do that.”

His voice is like sandpaper. Gritty with dark undertones.

I let the nightgown drop to the floor, pooling at my feet, and instead of hiding my nude body from him like I want to, I stand there, letting his eyes soak me in. The muscles in his arms coil with tension.

“Why? Because you think I’m some little virgin? Well, I’m not. I’ve done this plenty of times before. Isn’t this who you are now, Azriel? You take what you want, consequences be damned?”

Seconds tick by.

I’m certain he’s going to turn me away but a surprised squeak rips past my lips when he shoots up from the bed with a growl, towering over me.

“You have no idea what you’re doing, Asteria.”

Squaring my shoulders, I stand my ground. “I think I do.”

“This is your last chance. Leave.”

I take a step toward him, putting us chest to chest. My nipples lightly graze his skin, and it causes them to peak. It prompts goosebumps to pebble along my flesh.

“No,” I whisper.

With startling speed, Azriel’s hand possessively slides around the base of my neck, and my lips part on instinct when he swoops down and takes my mouth with his. His lips work mine with finesse, devouring me whole. They’re soft yet firm with his intent as he parts my lips with them to stroke his tongue over mine. I’m consumed by him. His hands slide down my waist, pawing and squeezing as he goes. They settle on my ass, cupping his palms around my cheeks and squeezing my backside like his life depends on it. A hungry groan vibrates low in his throat, and my core throbs in response. I feel the trickle of moisture, the angry pulse between my legs that demands attention. My hand slides around his neck and my fingers disappear into his hair there. I tug gently at first, then harder and harder until he grunts, nipping my lip in retaliation.

My body is trembling with fear and excitement. I have no clue what to do, all I know is what I want to do. I listen to my body, my own wants and needs.

When we pull back, both of our chests heaving as we catch our breaths, I reach out between us, settling my hands on his stomach. I run my fingers over every deep rivulet of each muscle and follow them down, down to the trail beneath his silk pants tented from his erection. Of their own accord, my hands untie the string and the bottoms fall, releasing his hard, bobbing cock.

I flick my gaze up to his for a moment and find him watching me, the picture of heat and lust. Testing the waters, I wrap my hand around his length, and I squeeze.

He bares his teeth like a wild animal, and it spurs me on. I squeeze him from root to tip, stroking his warm, velvety length. He grows in my hand. With each stroke, he becomes harder, larger. I want to climb him, anything to feel him inside me. But there’s something I want to do much more.

When our gazes collide, a delicious shiver runs through me. The stirrings of desire tug low in my belly, and my breath catches. I’ve never seen Azriel stare at me with such dark, prominent craving.

I drop to my knees before him, and I peer up at him through my lashes. His lips part and his hand shoots into my hair. I can’t tell if it’s to steady himself or if it’s to guide my tempo, but he sifts his fingers into my curled strands and tugs.

He shifts his stance, so casually and lazily as he spreads his legs, staring me down with a challenge in his eyes.

The hardwood floor digs into my skin and the bones of my knees, but I bear it all. Some part of me should feel disgusted, angry at the callous, silent demand for me to take him in my mouth, but I’m not. Far from it. Just the thought of sucking him off has me soaked.

My shaky hands fumble with his cock. He doesn’t offer any help. He just watches me lazily with that same darkness brewing in his eyes. I can tell he’s barely restraining himself.

Gripping the base of his shaft, I tighten my grip, marveling at his length. He’s heavy. So long and incredibly thick. A drop of precum leaks from the tip and unable to help myself, I dart my tongue out hesitantly and lap at it.

“Suck me.”

The blatant command in his tone has my core pulsing with desire. Swallowing thickly, I wrap my palm around his thick girth. The veins are straining and his tip looks angry. I take him in my mouth, pressing the flat of my tongue along the bottom of his cock as I slide down his velvety length and back up. With each stroke and lick, I take even more of him. I can’t stop the moan that vibrates in the back of my throat when my lips press against his flesh.

I suck on the tip, stroking his throbbing length in my hand as I go. When I glance up at him through my lashes, any semblance of calm he had evaporates. A low growl reverberates in his chest, and he grips a handful of my hair in his fist, working me over his length. Grasping my head with both of his hands, Azriel fucks my mouth. He does it with so much force, I gag each time his tip jabs the back of my throat. I hold on to his powerful thighs to keep steady.

“Just like that, princess,” he praises each time I deep-throat him. “Take it. Take all of it.”

My eyes start to water, and as much as I’d like to tap out, I want to satisfy him. I want to be the reason he falls apart at my hands and my mouth. I want to make him come. It’s almost as if he can read my mind, and he knows that’s what I want because he suddenly hauls me up by my hair. It’s not painful, but there’s just enough bite to it that I wince, and my pussy floods with moisture.

We’re suspended there for a beat. Me, on my knees before him with his hand firmly wrapped in my hair. Him, with his cock standing proud and angry, coated with my saliva. We stare into each other’s eyes, and I can see the war he’s waging. I can still see the anger in his eyes, but I swear, as I look at him, I see something else, too.

“Please,” I beg.

He snaps.

With a growl, Azriel hauls me into his arms, and his mouth is on mine again. Consuming. Breathing new life into me.

Tossing me onto the bed, Azriel climbs over me like a predator would its prey. He spreads my legs, and my heart jumps into my throat as I nestle in his smooth sheets, gripping the comforter in anticipation. He settles between my thighs, those moss green eyes stare down at me, searching. I don’t want him to stop. At the risk of him changing his mind and brushing me aside, I lean up and catch his lips with mine, kissing him. He drags his tongue down the column of my neck, drawing a moan out of me. He swirls his tongue there, nipping at my over-sensitized skin. Moans tumble past my lips unbidden.

His mouth continues its tormented path, pausing at my breasts. He takes each one into his hands and squeezes, then draws a nipple to his mouth and sucks. The sensation shoots straight to my sex and I whimper. He moves on to the other side and does the same, licking, nipping, driving me insane. My hips lift off the bed and circle toward him. Azriel works his way down my body, nipping at my flesh as he goes, leaving his mark until he’s there, his warm breath fanning over my hot center.

“Az,” I breathe, thrusting my hips toward his face in an uncontrollable motion. The need burning inside me is combustible, searing me from the inside out. Gone is all sense of decorum. I don’t care how lust-driven and wild I look; I just want him.

“Stop calling me that,” he grunts feebly as he spreads me open for his viewing, taking a long, leisurely lick of my most intimate part.

“Oh, God!” The heated whimper flees me. My legs tremble as desire floods every part of my body.

“That’s it, princess. Show me how badly you need it,” he croons, gripping my thighs to keep me from crumbling to pieces.

With slow, methodical movements, he trails kisses up and down my thigh, toying with me. He kisses me everywhere except the one place I really need his mouth again.

“Please.”

That must be the magic word because his tongue does a long swipe down my center and swirls around my clit, causing my back to arch off the bed. His licks are slow and attentive, and the skill, the finesse with which he eats me, should make me angry, but I’m not. I’m suddenly thankful. He flutters his tongue over my folds, and my back bows. Sliding a long digit inside me, he strokes my inner walls, toying with me, hitting someplace deep inside me that has me gasping for breath and clawing at the sheets.

“Fuck.” His eyes smolder as he watches me writhe.

Something hot coils deep in my gut, and when Azriel adds a second finger, the sound of my arousal smacks around us. When he arches his fingers inside me and sucks my clit into his mouth, I fall apart. My body shoots off like a bottle rocket, spasming on the bed as the orgasm rips through me.

“Yeah? You like that?” he whispers hotly in my ear.

He trails hot, wet kisses up my stomach, between my breasts, until he reaches my mouth. His hard body covers mine, my back kissing the cool sheets as his hot lips descend on mine. I can taste myself on his tongue, and I savor him. His tongue swirls against my skin, down my neck. When his lips curl around a throbbing nipple, I jerk against him, another cry ripping from my throat.

He blows on the stiff peak, soothing the sting before taking the other one into his mouth and inflicting the same exquisite pleasure. My head drops back, fingers gliding through his hair. Every tug and sharp bite of his teeth against my flesh makes my pussy clench and ache for more.

“I need you,” I pant.

Azriel aligns his cock at my center and with a massive thrust, he slams inside of me and I let out a choked breath. My hands fly to his shoulders and I grip onto him, my nails digging into his flesh as pain rips through my body.

Lodged deep inside me, Azriel stiffens above me.

Tension fills the air.

Slowly, he glances down at me, turbulent greens clashing with my watery blues. There’s so much to be read in his eyes but the most prominent being the anger that’s radiating off him in waves. He drags his cock out of me and we both stare down at the light streak of blood painting his shaft.

“Asteria.” His voice is a low growled warning. He flicks his accusing gaze up to mine. “You lied.”

A tear trickles down my cheek. “Just following your lead.”

He leans away from me and rakes a frustrated hand through his hair, climbing off the bed.

“Get dressed,” he clips out, his movements sharp and tense.

I blow out a deep, shaky breath, ignoring the burn radiating between my legs. Sure, he primed me for the intrusion, but even still, it wasn’t enough to stop the pain altogether for my first time.

“It’s not a big deal,” I reassure, attempting to lessen the rage.

“Get fucking dressed!” I flinch away from his tone.

The sound of my pounding heart reverberates around us. It’s a panicked staccato. I watch, unable to move, as Azriel begins sliding his pants back over his cock. He’s still erect and by the way the head is bulging, like he’s going to explode, I’d say blue balls are unavoidable for him at this point.

“Asteria, if you don’t put your goddamn clothes on…” Azriel trails off on a growl, his body vibrating with rage. I should be scared of him, and some part of me is, but deep down, I think I know he’d never hurt me. That’s why he’s so angry, isn’t he? He’s upset that he’s taken something from me. Possibly even upset that he’s hurt me. A man hellbent on my ruination, on breaking me down piece by piece, wouldn’t give two damns if I were a virgin or not.

Just like every time he wraps his hand around my neck and squeezes, he does it to frighten me, not to hurt me. Because for whatever reason, he needs me to fall in line. He needs me to stop asking questions, to stop inserting myself back into his life. He needs me at arm’s length. If Azriel wanted to hurt me, abuse me, he would’ve done it by now.

That tells me all I need to know.

“If I don’t get dressed, you’ll what?” I challenge, pushing off the bed. Ignoring the twinge between my legs, I close the distance between us. It doesn’t escape my notice the way his eyes scan the length of my body, lingering on the apex between my thighs.

“Isn’t it enough that I’ve begged? You’ve already taken everything else from me, Azriel. You’ve taken my home. You’ve taken my father and Estrella. Any sense of happiness, of comfortability I once had. Isn’t that enough?”

Taking my face in his hand, he gently swipes his thumb across my cheek. The gesture is so at odds with his words. “It’ll never be enough.”

“Then take me.”

He leans closer, his warm, minty breath ghosting across my lips. “You have no idea what you’re asking for.”

“I know exactly what I’m asking for. I’m asking for my husband to fuck me.”

His nostrils flare, his eyes blaze with heat.

Sliding his hands around my waist, he glides them over my ass and lifts. My legs wrap around him on instinct and this time, when Azriel drops me onto the bed, he pulls his pajama bottoms down and swirls his finger through my drenched folds.

When I least expect it, he slides inside of me, his strokes long and firm. His gaze never strays from mine. My mouth drops open and pressure builds in my lungs. Warmth clings to my cheeks.

I watch with rapt attention as the muscles in his arms bunch with each thrust. His abs tighten whenever he slides all the way out only to drive back inside of me, hitting something that makes it hard to breathe. Makes it impossible to think.

“Don’t stop,” I pant, my grip tightening around his shoulders, urging him on. Undulating against him.

He grunts, driving deeper. The sound of wet flesh colliding echoes around us, aligning with my moans. They spill past my lips without permission.

When my orgasm barrels into me, I bury my face into his chest and cry out. A violent blend of colors swirl behind my eyelids. Azriel quickens his thrusts, changing the angle. He quickly pulls out, stroking his cock until warm liquid shoots across my breasts and stomach.

His chest rises and falls sharply, both of us staring down at the mess painted across my body. His gaze flicks up to mine and he searches my gaze. In a possessive move, he smears his cum on my stomach, circling my nipples, sending a zing of pleasure straight to my core. He then tugs on my bottom lip and on instinct, I open and his thumb presses down on my tongue. I taste him. The flavor of his cum floods my mouth and I suck on his finger, making his eyes dilate.

“You’re mine now, Asteria.”

The way he says it, it’s meant to be a promise.

I want to reply, to tell him I’ve always been his. That’s why we’re married, aren’t we? But I can’t seem to find the words to do so.

Through tired, heavy-lidded eyes, I watch him disappear into his en suite bathroom and come back with a warm towel. He wipes away the remnants of his seed and gently cleans between my legs. He parts my lips and it’s as though he’s unable to help himself; he rubs firm circles over my clit, toying with me.

“So swollen,” he muses darkly under his breath.

When he gets up again to discard the towel, my eyes grow so heavy, it becomes impossible to keep them open. For the first time in a long time, I fall asleep completely satiated.
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At the foot of her bed, I watch as her chest rises and falls in a smooth rhythm. Her blonde locks spill over her face and her shoulder. Unable to help myself, I brush the golden strands out of her face and onto her pillow. I run the back of my finger down her soft skin, the distinct scent of the shampoo she uses and sex clings to her. My cock twitches in my pants as I remember the way her cunt felt around me. The way she moaned in my ear. The way her lips parted when she came.

I have waited years to feel her. To have her.

Didn’t ever think it was a possibility.

I tried to be the better man. I tried to keep her perfectly intact, but watching her beg, listening to her pants, the way her eyes glazed with lust, and the scent of her arousal. It drew me in.

She’s my wife.

And in what feels like another life, I loved her more than I loved myself.

But things are different now.

There’s a reason I didn’t want to get her involved. Why I wanted to keep my distance.

And now things have escalated beyond my control.

Asteria was only meant to be a pawn. She was only meant to be used to exact revenge on her father. I didn’t bargain on all those feelings from the past resurfacing. I didn’t bet on her being so incredibly different from the girl I fell in love with. She’s different.

Better.

Tonight was a mistake. A beautiful fucking mistake. I couldn’t keep my eyes off her all night, and neither could anyone else. I saw the looks men were giving her. The covert glances. They would never outright stare at something that belonged to me, but I saw enough to know I’m not the only one affected by Asteria’s charms.

She’s mine.

And I’m never letting her go.

Swiping a frustrated hand down my face, I spare her petite little body one last longing glance and leave her to a peaceful slumber.

I don’t sleep much, which I imagine is something she probably doesn’t know. It’s why I made sure we had separate rooms. I’m used to coming home at all hours of the night and lying awake staring up at the ceiling until fatigue pulls me under for an hour, maybe two. It’s hard to turn it off, the part of me that wants to stay on guard at all times. It would be too easy to be caught slipping while dead asleep in bed. Any of my enemies could walk in and end me.

And believe me, there are plenty.

Stalking out of the bedroom, I close the door behind me, listening for any sounds on the other side that would indicate she woke up. I have no doubt in my mind she’ll be upset when she wakes and realizes she’s alone, but I warned her. I don’t do virgins. Even if said virgin was my wife.

Virginities can only be taken once and it should be done out of love, with someone special.

It would be different if we were those kids from six years ago, but we’re not. I’m not him anymore. I don’t love anyone anymore.

Taking from Asteria like this feels wrong.

I’m a bastard.

If I thought I was possessive and out of line before when it came to my wife, it’s just grown tenfold.

“Finally gave in, I see,” Romeo comments from behind me, humor laced in his tone. I shoot him a glower and he raises his hands in the air. “No judgement here. You held out longer than I would’ve.”

“Keep talking and we’re going to have another problem.”

Romeo laughs. “Just admit you were jealous.”

“I wasn’t jealous. My wife was dancing for another man. You know as well as I do, I don’t condone that kind of disrespect.”

“And I told you she didn’t dance for me. Thumbelina there was dancing all on her own before I stumbled upon her.”

“Is there a reason you’re here, Romeo?”

He grows somber. “There is, actually. Giovanni found something.”

I tense. “What is it?”

Following Romeo into the basement floor of the estate, we meet up with Giovanni who’s seated at the table that’s normally used for meetings with other members of the Outfit.

I stand behind Giovanni, staring at the image on the screen before him. It’s the estate. My estate. Men dressed in all black linger on the outskirts. They’ll never find a way inside without paying for it with their lives but the fact that they’ve tried it at all, it doesn’t sit well with me. In fact, it makes me angry.

Just days before, a body was left on the road leading up to the estate. That wasn’t what was strange and that certainly wasn’t what put me on edge. It was the fact that it was a blonde woman who looked similar to Asteria.

She’s not the first we’ve stumbled across either.

Dead women that all share something in common with my wife have turned up murdered, whether it’s at a warehouse, the estate, or someplace else. Someone is toying with me. They’re sending me a message.

They want Asteria dead.

Over my dead body will I ever let that happen.

“Are you going to tell her now?” Rome asks.

“Why would I?”

Romeo frowns. “She deserves to know.”

I glance away, shaking my head. “She doesn’t. It’ll only frighten her. Ignorance is bliss.”

Locking eyes with Giovanni, I’m taken aback by the expression on his face. His lips are pressed together in obvious disapproval. Seems Romeo and I aren’t the only ones she’s worked her magic on. It’s worked on the one person I never thought anyone would be able to break.

Giovanni.

“Bring those men to me. I have business to handle.”
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Downing the amber contents in the tumbler, I refocus my attention on the surveillance footage before me. I drag my thumb across my lip absentmindedly. There’s a gash there, a slight nick from a knife. We’ve killed one of the three men from the footage. One of the other two have yet to be caught, and the other is locked in the basement, hanging on for dear life.

It shouldn’t be long now.

Just before I took his life, he squealed like a pig on its way to the slaughterhouse and gave me names. That’s not what’s unnerving to me, though. It’s the names that were given. The connections.

Far too many instances to be coincidental.

Pavel Popov is just one of them that sets me on edge.

He knows too much. Far too much about Asteria and the past. Far too much about what really happened to her mother.

There are so many secrets, so much that has to remain hidden in order to protect her. And though it pains me to admit it, all I’ve ever wanted to do was protect Asteria. Sure, I’ve gone about it in shitty ways, but it is the only way I know how to anymore. How to hold my title of king of the underworld, meanwhile trying to keep my wife safe.

I glance up at the soft knock on the door. Asteria peeks her head inside. She’s hesitant as she crosses the threshold. Her golden hair hangs around her shoulders like a halo. She’s a goddess in the flesh.

“Do you have a minute?”

I clear my throat, pushing the glass away from me and leaning back in the wingback chair. I’m on edge. Rightfully so.

When this began, she was only ever meant to be a means to an end. When the women started popping up murdered, it became more than that. I didn’t just want to protect her because she was the final piece I needed to exact my revenge. No, I wanted to protect her because I didn’t want to see her hurt. I don’t want to see her in pain or thrown to the wolves.

Because that’s exactly what would happen if she ever found out the truth. It would break her. Shatter her.

I’ve made it my mission to keep her at arm’s length to protect not just her, but me, too. Inviting her love back into my life is a death sentence. Already, I can feel myself slipping on the job, on my responsibilities, because of her.

Because I can’t stop fucking thinking about her.

Worrying about her.

Wondering what she’s doing.

If I’m so caught up in her and the way she makes me feel and something happens to her, I’ll never forgive myself. That was why I needed to make her hate me. I needed to make her believe I hated her, too. I needed that distance for protection. I needed her to give up on us so there was no chance.

And I’ve fucked it all to hell.

When I stare into her eyes, I see the lifeless eyes of those deceased women and I clench my jaw, shaken by the mere thought that one day those lifeless eyes could be hers.

“What is it?”

She swallows. Closing the door behind her, she steps inside my study and squares her shoulders, like she’s building herself up to say or do something. There’s really no telling with her. She’s a wild card through and through.

Crossing the room, she pauses in front of my desk but freezes when she sees my lip. Her face shutters. “What happened?”

I raise an indifferent brow.

That look of concern deepens.

“Why didn’t you stay last night?”

I grimace. I knew this was coming.

“I had things to do. Thought you’d be more comfortable in your own bed.”

Her eyes narrow. She searches my gaze, searching for the truth. “You thought it was okay to take my virginity, leave me in the middle of the night without any explanation, and I’d be okay with it?”

There’s a vulnerability in her tone and I hate it. Loathe it.

“Yes.” The word is like acid on my tongue.

She rolls her lips together, irritation radiating off her in waves. “Are we going to talk about last night?”

“Do we need to?”

“Are you going to answer every one of my questions with your own question?” She snaps. “I know what you’re doing, Azriel.”

“And what is it you think I’m doing, princess?”

She slaps her hands onto the desk, leaning into my space. “You’re pushing me away. Purposely keeping me at a distance to protect yourself. You think I don’t know? You let me think you slept with another woman on our wedding night, and I want to know why.”

I stiffen and clench my jaw.

Goddammit. That was the last play I had. I knew she’d never forgive me if she thought I slept with someone else. The stain on my collar at dinner wasn’t lipstick, it was blood. And every other instance was used to get under her skin. It was childish, and I’d be lying if I said there wasn’t a part of me that didn’t enjoy watching the flare of jealousy in her eyes.

“And who’s to say I didn’t?” I grasp at straws.

Her eyes flash. “Then tell me right now. Tell me you did it. Tell me you fucked those women and I’ll drop it.”

Fuck.

My back teeth gnash together in aggravation. I’m many things, but a liar is not one of them. My word is everything—it means everything.

“Who told you?”

She purses her lips, weighing if she should tell the truth or not. “Giovanni.”

Well, I’ll be. Maybe Gio does have a soft spot, after all.

“So, tell me why you lied.” She crosses her arms over her ample breasts.

“I didn’t lie. You made an assumption about me and I let you roll with it.”

She made it all too easy. She wanted to see the worst in me so I let her do just that. I ran with it. Played on her insecurities.

“Why go to all that trouble?”

I glance away from her. Instead, I focus my line of sight out of the window that overlooks the grounds. Funny enough, it gives me an exact view of the little garden she created.

The goddess of fucking spring.

“Figured it would be easier if you hated me.”

“And now?”

“I’m still of the same belief.”

Her eyes scan my body in the suit. They dart back up, pausing on my split lip a while longer. “What if I said I wanted a repeat of last night? What if…”

“What if what?”

“What if I don’t want to stop?”

My hand curls around the arm of the chair. It creaks in pain with how tightly I’m gripping it. My nostrils flare. Everything inside of me is screaming at me, telling me to pick her up and haul her onto this desk and fuck her senseless. But the logical part of me knows just what a bad idea that would be.

“Then you’re out of luck, princess. I’m not giving you a choice here. You got what you wanted.”

Redness flushes her cheeks. That vulnerability prompts her to scoff. “And you didn’t?”

“Guess we’ll never know, will we?”

“Fine.” She stomps toward the door.

“Stay away from Gio and Romeo, Asteria.”

She pauses just as she’s crossing the threshold and glares at me over her shoulder. “You really are the devil.”

So I’ve been told.
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Dive.

Stroke.

Kick.

Suck in air.

I repeat this over and over until my legs and my arms feel like noodles. I thought coming out here for a swim would help me clear my head. I needed to expunge Azriel out of my mind. Unfortunately for me, every time I close my eyes, I think of last night. I feel his mouth on me. The sharp bristles of his stubble on my thighs. There’s a pang between my legs whenever I walk. In the water is actually the only time I don’t feel sore from the previous night.

So, yeah, I came out here to swim, intent on forgetting Azriel and the things he did to my body.

But most of all, I came out here to tire myself out in case I do anything stupid. Like beg him.

Think I’ve done enough begging when it comes to this man.

I drown my feelings for Azriel in my gut until I’m heavy with them. Until they feel like an anchor weighing me down to the deepest depths of the ocean.

I wish I didn’t hold hope in my throat where I want his warm lips to rest. I wish I didn’t clutch wishes for our future in hands where his calloused fingers rest.

They say you should never mistake passion for love. Was that all we had as teenagers, passion and overzealous hormones? Estrella always used to say passion feeds you while lust leaves you starved. Maybe that’s all it ever was between us. Lust.

There’s no denying the connection we share. It’s there in the way he watches me when I step into a room. It’s there in the electricity that hangs heavy in the air whenever we’re in close proximity. There’s this magnetism whenever we’re together, much like when we were kids. But I can’t reconcile someone who is in love with me would treat me this way.

Definitely lust.

It has to be.

As I’m hanging over the ledge of the pool, steadying my reckless breaths, a shadow blocks out the remaining light. Even without picking my gaze up, I know who it is. Sucking in a deep breath, I steel myself as I crane my neck back to stare up at him.

Azriel stands a few inches away from the edge of the pool. With his hands stuffed in his suit pockets, he hovers there looking the vision of calm. Effortless.

“What do you want?” The question comes off much more standoffish than I intend it to.

The corner of his mouth quirks. “Watching the view.”

“Funny.”

I climb out of the pool and head toward the chair with all my belongings. I wrap my body in the towel, hellbent on ignoring him. Just like he’s ignored me. If this is what he wants our marriage to be like, so be it.

I’m just about to storm past him when he calls out my name, stopping me in my tracks.

I set my jaw. “What, Azriel?”

I wait for him to say something. Anything. But he remains silent, looking uncomfortable.

Just say it. Just admit it.

When he doesn’t utter another word, I laugh to myself. Of course, he can’t admit he still has feelings.

He’s a mafioso.

The capo.

It goes against his very nature.

“That’s what I thought.”

With the towel wrapped around my body, I stomp inside, heading up the grand staircase toward my wing of the estate. He calls my name again from somewhere behind me and I pick up speed. When I feel him closing in on my heels, I open the nearest door and slam it behind me. A glance around tells me it’s the library.

A beautiful one at that.

Drawn to one of the shelves, I run my fingers along the frayed spines, my eyes widening when I realize they’re first copy editions of The Waste Land by T.S. Eliot and The Marble Faun by William Faulkner.

Wow.

My brows tug together into a frown as I make my way through the rest of the shelves in the built-in bookshelf. My heart jerks to a halt at one row in particular. With a trembling hand, I pull out the book, electricity vibrating through my veins when I read the title.

The Biology of Butterflies.

I flip through, something strange flickering in my chest as I take in the rest of the books in the row, each one about butterflies. There are others that consist of Greek mythology.

Oh, my God.

The door flies open, startling me. I clutch the book to my breasts and whirl around, gaze clashing with Azriel’s. His eyes narrow on me, then drop down to the book I’m clutching in my hands. He closes the door behind him with a soft click and takes a step toward me. The air pulses with static, with violent waves of electricity. My body is vibrating with neurons.

In anticipation.

“Why’d you buy these?”

He clenches his jaw, clearly uncomfortable with my line of questioning.

“Figured you would like them.”

I swallow past the sudden lump in my throat. His eyes follow the movement. “Why do you care?”

“I don’t.”

“You’re lying.” My voice trembles with anger.

His nostrils flare. “How would you know?”

I make a move like I’m going to storm past him, but he reaches out, lightning fast, stopping me in my tracks.

“Get off me.”

“No.” His tone is sharp, crisp. A big “fuck you”. I glare in response. I jerk my arm out of his grip and shove him in the chest. He doesn’t even budge. The man is like a fucking boulder.

“How dare you. How dare you come in here like I owe you something. You wanted to be left alone, remember?” I shove him again for good measure. “You’re the one who keeps claiming time and time again that you feel absolutely nothing for me. If that’s true, why are you here, Azriel? Why are you buying books catered to the things I love most, huh?”

Still no answer.

Frustration overwhelms me. I swing at him but he catches my wrist midair before I connect with his cheek. The air rushes out of me, my heart banging wildly in my rib cage.

“Do you ever shut up?” He growls mere seconds before his lips collide with mine. He kisses me like a man starved. With a deep hunger, a finesse I can’t help but appreciate. The towel that’s wrapped around my body drops to the floor, pooling at my feet.

Azriel yanks himself away, his heated gaze roaming up and down my body.

“Take it off.”

The command sends a thrill down my spine. It settles at the base, tingling as though it has a mind of its own. I reach behind me for the knot on my bikini top and pull until it comes loose. It smacks to the floor at my feet and Azriel’s gaze is glued to my breasts, that muscle along his jaw pulses recklessly. Brazenly, I slide the red scrap of material down my legs. Slowly, I inch backward, toward the glass floor-to-ceiling windows. I rest my back against the glass, the cool window like a shock to my overheated skin.

Azriel stands there watching me for a beat. His eyes move from the red material dangling from my hand to the bare apex between my thighs. He closes the distance between us, and my eyes are riveted on the sight of the thick, formidable bulge dying to rip through his slacks. He is devastatingly handsome in his suit.

With my damp bikini clasped in my trembling hand, I wait for his next request—or I should say, demand. He splays open my palm, and with deft fingers, he takes my bikini bottoms, spreading the scrap of material out in his large hand. He lifts them to his nose and inhales. With our gazes locked together, I watch as his eyes go impossibly dark. My core clenches with desire. I wonder if he can smell me and as I think about it, I feel heat rise and settle in my cheeks. The urge to dip my head in embarrassment is all-consuming.

“Fuck, Asteria,” he hisses. “Your pussy is perfect.”

I trap my bottom lip between my teeth and bite down. Hard. Just to prevent myself from releasing an embarrassing moan.

“W-what are you doing?” I ask, voice breathless.

With my bikini still clasped in his fist, he closes the remaining distance between us, towering over me.

“What does it look like, princess?” He reaches out with his free hand and grazes his knuckle down the center of my body. Goosebumps erupt on my flesh and my nipples harden into pebbles. His eyes fix on the peaks. He pinches a nipple between his fingers and rolls, prompting fire to surge through my lower half.

An embarrassingly loud moan tumbles past my lips and I slap a hand over my mouth to silence myself. Outside of the open floor-to-ceiling windows are a group of his gardeners at work. The last thing I want is them hearing me.

He must sense it. “Might want to keep quiet or they’ll hear you.”

I groan in response.

“I can stuff these”—he gestures to the panties balled in his fist. “—in your mouth while I fuck you, or you can try to keep quiet on your own. Your choice.”

My legs snap together in anticipation, and I slap my palm against the glass behind me for support.

Fucking hell.

Why does the idea of being gagged with the bikini bottoms make me want to come?

“The bottoms,” I whisper, mortified that that’s what I want.

Azriel pauses, likely struck with surprise. He rubs his thumb over his plump bottom lip in contemplation as he watches me. That dark smirk rapidly steals across his features, making me weak in the knees.

He leans into me, crowding my space, filling the very air I breathe with him. “Say it again.”

“Fuck me with the bottoms. In my mouth.”

He grins down at me. “Good girl.”

Azriel possessively places his palm on my stomach and applies subtle pressure to press me fully up against the glass. He trails his other hand between my thighs, forcing me to spread them, exposing my center.

“Open that pretty fucking mouth for me.” When I do, he slips the material inside and watches me with heat in his eyes.

The globes of my cheeks are smothered against the glass, and a thrill shoots down my spine at the thought of someone looking up from the ground floor. It’s titillating, the idea of one of his men stumbling on the sound or even the image of us fucking.

Can they see us from up here? Can they see my nude body pressed against this glass?

Azriel drops to his haunches and slides his palms up my thighs, the pads of his fingers squeezing and digging into my skin as he goes. His touch is like a blazing trail of fire, and I’m burning. Every vital organ is on fire with what this man is doing to me. He hooks one of my legs over his shoulder, aligning his eyes perfectly with my soaked center.

“I haven’t stopped thinking about fucking this pussy with my tongue since last night.” He caresses my lips with reverence and continues to openly gaze at my drenched center with a hunger I feel tugging deep in my stomach. It’s pulling at my core, and I’m dying to feel his mouth on me again.

He doesn’t disappoint.

With the flat of his tongue, he licks straight up my center, and I slam my head back against the glass and moan around the material in my mouth. My breath catches, and my hips arch forward toward his skilled tongue. He eats me like a man starved. His tongue performs a slew of acrobatics I didn’t even know one was capable of. It’s like a split personality of sexuality and susceptibility inside me.

I buck against the glass. My throaty whimpers are hardly muffled by the material blocking my airway, and my heart feels as if it’s trying to burst out of my chest. Frissons of electricity fire in my veins as he sucks on my clit. He flutters his tongue over the sensitive bundle of nerves and slides his fingers through my folds, dipping the tip into the wetness sliding down the underside of my ass and along my thigh.

When he slips his fingers inside me, my hands slide into his perfect hair, and my hips grind all over his face as I chase the orgasm building inside me. My core clenches, my nipples are throbbing, and my channel gapes, begging for more. When he adds a third finger and sucks my clit into his mouth as if it’s a damn piece of candy, I combust, undulating against him. My garbled moan echoes around us as he licks my pussy clean of my arousal.

I’m trying to blink past the kaleidoscope of colors stealing my vision when he pushes to his feet and yanks the bottoms from my mouth, taking my lips with his. He slides his tongue over mine, warring with me, so I can taste myself on him. It has me clasping his shoulders and clinging to him for another orgasm.

Our gaze clashes in an intense, lust-filled moment. Slowly, he places his thumb on my chin, nudging my jaw open. His lips part, his eyes dilating as he stuffs my panties back inside my mouth.

“Turn around,” he growls, not even waiting for me to oblige. He spins me so my stomach is to the glass, and I’m facing the view of the grounds below. He presses up behind me and we watch our reflection. I look sex-crazed. My hair is wild, and my cheeks are flushed from my orgasm. Azriel looks dark and utterly delectable. His tongue juts out, wetting his plump lower lip, and I almost dissolve into a puddle.

Watching our reflections, I see Azriel trail his fingers up and down my spine, around my shoulders, settling on the tops of my breasts, all the while he frees himself from his slacks.

“Think they can see you, princess?” he bends near my ear to whisper. One of his fingers flick my nipple, and I gasp, my core clenching sharply with the sensation. “Just imagine them seeing your gorgeous tits pressed up against the glass,” he breathes seductively as he palms my tit, barely fitting it in his hand. He rolls my nipple. Pinching and soothing. Rough and soft. It’s driving me insane. “Imagine them watching you moan my name while I fuck you. They’re going to wish it were them buried so deep inside this cunt.”

“Azriel.” My muffled beg echoes around us as I press my ass against his erection prodding my backside.

As if his name falling from my lips was all the confirmation he needed, Azriel continues to roughly palm my breast while the other hand settles on my hip as he aligns himself. He doesn’t wait any longer. He slides into me with no resistance and fucks me mercilessly against the glass. My full breasts are squished against the cool window, my entire body on full display. His strokes are long and hard. He pulls almost all the way out before he buries himself back inside me, pounding me into the glass. My hip bones smack against the cool, hard surface, and my breaths fog up the glass, and with the bottoms muffling my words, I beg him not to stop.

Azriel winds his fist in my hair and yanks my head back, his balls slapping against my backside with each thrust. He picks up my leg and extends it to the side, working a new angle that has me choking on my breath. He’s driving so deep inside me, hitting a spot that’s making my vision blur.

“Look at how pretty your cunt is like this. Exposed for anyone to see. My cock driving inside you. You like that, don’t you, princess?”

I can’t answer. All I can do is moan in response. And I do like it. Much more than I should.

Our reflection is hot. My eyes are riveted to my exposed pussy and his cock driving in and out of me with a rhythm that’s driving me insane. He slides his hand down from my breast and plays with my clit, pulling away from the glass just enough to watch my tits sway with each of his thrusts.

“I’m c-coming,” I groan around the panties.

His thrusts quicken. “Milk my cock with your cunt, sweet girl.”

I cry out just as he yanks me away from the glass and pushes my back down, bending me over.

“Touch your toes.”

I do as he says, and without warning, he slams into me, making me scream around my bikini bottoms. I feel him everywhere. This position is so deep, I’m certain I won’t be able to last much longer.

My legs immediately give out, and my knees slam onto the floor, leaving me on all fours. Azriel doesn’t miss a single beat. He adjusts himself, burying his hand back in my hair as he continues to fuck me.

“Do you hear that, cara mia?” He breathes in my ear. “Listen to the way your pussy is slurping up my cock.”

My walls spasm and clench around him as I do. He pounds out his release, wringing orgasm after orgasm out of me until I’m weightless. My vision suddenly goes black, and bright halos fill the darkened depths as I slip over the edge, coming with a guttural groan that doesn’t even sound like it would fall from my lips.

When I peel my gaze open, finally coming down from the high, I keep my half-lidded gaze fixed out of the window. There’s no one down there anymore, but embarrassment still clings to my face at the thought of any of his men witnessing what just happened.

Azriel is gentle as he pulls out of me, helping me gather myself. He lifts me into his arms and sets me on the chaise where I catch my breath.

“I hope none of your men saw that.”

“They didn’t.”

“How can you be so sure?”

“The windows are blacked out from the outside. You can see down there; they can’t see inside.”

“But they do have ears.”

His lips twitch with amusement. “They do.”

Unexpectedly, Azriel ambles across the room, grabs a fur throw, and covers my body with it. I expect him to leave, to disappear on me like I know he so desperately wants to, but instead he takes the open chaise and just sits there staring at me.

I shift, uncomfortable with the weight of his gaze. It causes a pang to shoot through my core. Too much sex too soon.

He notices. The way his brows draw in together and he frowns tells me so.

“Are you in pain?”

Heat climbs into my cheeks. “No. Not really, just sore.”

He nods stiffly, processing.

We sit there in the library, birds chirping outside of the windows, openly watching each other. A smile pulls taut at the corners of my lips when I think about the past.

“Do you remember that summer?”

His brow arches, as if to silently say, “What summer?”

My brow shoots up in response. “You know what summer I’m talking about.”

Then the most surprising thing happens.

Azriel laughs and it in turn makes me smile.

“I do.”

“Things were easier then, weren’t they?”

He mulls that over for a beat. “In some ways. Yes.”

“Do you ever wish you could go back, that we could go back?”

He pauses, genuinely thinking about it.

“Yes and no.”

“Why?”

“I quite like having you trapped here with me.”

I roll my eyes. Peering out at the view, I try to make sense of the man sitting across from me. He’s such a dichotomy. An enigma.

“Can I ask you something?”

“You just did.”

I shake my head, amused. “I’ve always known you speak fluent Italian, but I had no idea you knew Russian. I’m guessing your knack for languages doesn’t stop there?”

His lips twitch with amusement. “It doesn’t. I can speak Spanish, Portuguese, Japanese, and I know a bit of Mandarin.”

My tongue sticks to the roof of my mouth with surprise.

Knowing seven languages isn’t an easy feat, especially when I can barely master two of them. My Italian isn’t as great as it once was.

There’s another question that’s teetering on the tip of my tongue. I summon the courage to get the words out. “What you do…now, does it ever frighten you? When you look in the mirror at the man you’ve become?”

Azriel is silent. Almost too silent. I sneak a glance at him and find him pushing out of his chair, staring out at the view, deep in thought.

“I let that part of me go a long time ago. When I look in the mirror, I don’t see anything that wasn’t already there, instilled in me as a child.”

I clear my throat, tamping down the swelling lump blocking my airway. “So. You’re the capo now. What does that entail, exactly? What is it a mafia capo does?”

“Everything.”

“Do you…sell women?”

He whips his head, meeting my gaze, and frowns. “No. I don’t deal in women. Nor do I deal in people. It’s where I draw the line.”

I expel a sigh. “That’s good.” I think about my papa and my childhood. I think about the other outfits and wonder if they contribute to sex trafficking. “When I was younger, my papa always swore his business dealings were above the table. Nothing for me to be concerned about. I heard a few of his soldiers talking once. I demanded to know what they were discussing. He promised he wasn’t in the business of selling flesh and bones. Of selling people off like cattle. I guess seeing you here, like this, it made me wonder.”

Azriel’s upper lip curls in disgust and he scoffs. “You think you know so much, don’t you?”

I jerk back, tone affronted. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Your papa told you outright that he doesn’t deal?”

“Well, yes. He was adamant that that was beneath him and the famiglia.”

“Your father is a liar.”

Disappointment spears my chest.

“Fine.” I bite my tongue even though I want to say so much more. “What do you do?”

“Drugs. Guns. Racketeering. Money laundering.”

“And people just allow it?”

“When you have power like I do, they have no other choice.”

My brows knit together as I contemplate his answer. “And isn’t that dangerous? Doesn’t that put a target on your back?”

His lips press together in a grim line. “Yes.”

“So that means there’s a target on my back, too?”

Azriel sighs. “There was already a target on your back, Asteria. The moment you were born into the Moretti family, you were the biggest target of all. What better way to take down Chicago’s most powerful man than taking what he values most. That still hasn’t changed. People are going to be of the same belief now, too. Believe it or not, this is the only way to keep you safe.”

His answer gives me pause. I cock my head to the side as I regard him, processing the statement.

“That’s why you married me.”

He blinks. “Partly.”

“And you’d tell me if I was in danger, right?”

“I’d never let anything happen to you.”

When he gets up to leave, it doesn’t escape my notice that he never really answered my question.
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My hand curls into a fist on the table, my blood boiling, simmering with rage as I examine the information laid out before me.

Another death.

Only this time, they’ve taken it too far.

This means war.

“Kill them. All of them.”

“You sure, Boss?”

I flick my gaze up, glaring at Giovanni. “Do it.”

He disappears, leaving me and Romeo in the room. I lean back in the chair, contemplating my next move. Sparing a glance out of the window, I search below, to Asteria’s garden. She’s nowhere to be found.

I don’t know when that happened. When I started searching for her on the grounds, wondering where she was and what she was doing.

“She hasn’t come out of her room all day,” Rome supplies.

I heave a deep sigh, staring off into space. Agitatedly, I rub at the back of my neck as I push out of the chair.

Why the hell does it bother me that she hasn’t been roaming the estate like she usually does?

Why the hell does it bother me that something could be wrong?

When did Asteria burrow her way back under my skin?

“Gather the men. We’re leaving,” I mutter in passing, heading straight for her room. I rap my knuckles against the wood twice, giving her a semblance of privacy, of space. I find her sitting out on the balcony staring deeply out into the distance.

“Get dressed.”

She whirls around, hand to her chest, startled at the sound of my voice.

“Where are we going?”

“You’ll see.”

She comes down the stairs ten minutes later, wearing a flirty pink dress and a pair of white Converse. I don’t comment on her attire of choice. I find that I like it. The dress suits her. Instead, I usher her into the SUV, and we drive about ten to fifteen minutes down the road. When Romeo pulls into the private entrance to the beach, she sits up straighter, her lips parting.

“The beach?”

I shrug, helping her out of the SUV.

A smile breaks out across her beautiful face. She slides off her shoes and tosses them at my feet, jogging toward the sand. Bending, she grabs a handful of sand, letting the fine grains slide through the cracks of her fingers like an hourglass. She sinks her toes into the golden warmth, her face lighting up as she tilts it back, catching the sun rays.

I stay like that for who knows how long, watching her. Gaining pleasure from her happiness. Wanting to do whatever it takes to keep her safe.

This surely wasn’t part of the plan. Caring for her again.

She’s always been the one that got away. The one I didn’t deserve to have. Especially now.

Asteria looks beautiful, standing there with the sun setting behind her. Waves lap at her feet and she continues to stand there, hands on her hips, staring me down like a storm. My very own storm.

Unable to help myself, I make my way across the sandy beach, suit and all, until I’m standing next to her, staring out at the glistening waves. Listening to the sound of the chaos, the waves lapping. Ebbing and flowing.

“Thank you.”

“For what?”

She searches my gaze, waving her hand around. “This. Something tells me you don’t spend your evenings out here staring out at the sunset. You brought me out here to please me.”

My chest expands on a deep inhale. “I did.”

It’s risky. My men no doubt see this as a vulnerability. My need to please my wife. But the way she’s staring out at the waves and the warm sunset, I find that I don’t care. All that matters in this moment is her happiness.

All that truly matters is her.

“Why?” she pushes, a look of genuine confusion written on her face.

I lift a shoulder noncommittally, slipping my hands into my pockets. “Felt like it was right. Like it was something you’d want.”

She scoffs, her lips twisting with disdain. She shakes her head. “Is it so hard to give me a straight answer, Azriel?”

I don’t reply.

Because, yes. It is so damn hard.

“Did you ever love me at all?”

My shoulders tense and I gnash my teeth. Peeking out toward the waves, I glance at the chaos for answers. Anything to avoid looking at her.

To skirt around the truth.

She blocks my line of sight, backing away into the water so I’m forced to look at her. Forced to see her. Forced not to avoid her or this.

I keep my distance from the water, refusing to get in. She takes notice. Her eyes follow my movement, and she frowns.

“What are you, scared of the water now?”

“This is Brioni,” I deadpan.

“The Azriel I knew didn’t care about that stuff.”

“Yeah, well, I think we’ve established I’m not him.”

She appears hurt by my response, and I loathe the way I have the urge to take it back. To make her feel better.

“Why haven’t you answered me?”

My nostrils flare with irritation. “I loved you. I’ve always loved you. Even when I hated you. Even when I wanted to forget you existed. Even when I was forced to be okay with you marrying someone else.”

Sadness eclipses her face. “I never wanted him. I wanted to run away with you, Azriel.”

I close the distance between us. “And you think running would’ve solved our problems?”

“Maybe.” She lifts one shoulder helplessly. Her eyes hold a world of sadness and wonder. “Don’t you ever think about it? Don’t you ever think about what our lives could’ve been like had we run from all of this?” She searches my gaze desperately.

Truth is, yes. I have wondered. I have thought about it. Beat myself up considering the what-ifs.

It hurts too much to think about. And that’s exactly why I don’t do it. I avoid it at all costs.

“Running would’ve gotten you killed. I couldn’t let that happen. I wouldn’t let that happen.”

Her eyes soften and her mouth twitches. “Who knew you were such a hero?”

A scoff works its way up my throat. I slide a possessive hand around the nape of her neck, surprising us both.

“A hero? No. See, the difference between me and a hero, a hero would sacrifice you to save the world. But a villain, a devil like me, would sacrifice everyone just to keep you safe. I’d burn this entire world to the ground for you. You’re mine, Asteria. You’ve always been mine.”

And I kiss her. Right there on the beach. With the stars poking through the veil of sunset.

I tighten my grip around her.

Hoping like hell I can keep her safe from the truth.

Asteria pulls back, lips swollen from our kiss, eyes wild with lust. A smile spreads across her face and she traps her bottom lip into her mouth, trying to hide it. Trying to contain it. She backs away from me, a sensual little twinkle in her eye. Turning on the balls of her feet, she traipses through the water, laughing, sparkling like the rarest gem, like she’s having the time of her life.

“Get in here!”

I shake my head, crossing my arms over my chest as I watch her. I think I like the view from here just fine.

She must’ve slipped with the force of the waves because she’s standing one second, then the next, she’s gone. My heart drops. Without a second thought, I run into the water, no longer caring about my suit, searching for her. There’s a splash behind me that makes me freeze. Asteria jumps up beside me, her musical laughter getting lost in the waves. Droplets of water roll down her face, crinkling near the smile lines.

“I thought the suit was Brioni?”

I roll my eyes, yanking her into my arms. “It is.”

“And yet still, you jumped in after me. Why?”

Her arm slides around my shoulder and she dances her fingers across my jawline lazily, eyes searching mine.

“You know why.”

Her eyes flare and she kisses me deeply. I tighten my grip around her and kiss her back right there in the cool Santa Barbara water.

For the first time in years—in six years—I feel something warm infiltrate my chest. I feel the dangerous edge of happiness. And I hold on to it, frightened it’ll slip through my fingers, just like everything else I love.
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“Can I open them yet?” I grip onto Azriel’s forearm for dear life as he guides me down a pair of steps. After breakfast, he instructed that I get dressed because there was something he needed to show me.

Yes, he didn’t so much as ask but more or less demanded I do it.

If I’m being honest, I didn’t mind. There’s something about his demands that strikes a chord deep inside of me.

We’ve been sleeping together for weeks. I might even go as far as saying that we’re happy, like newlyweds should be. Though, we do still have separate bedrooms.

I haven’t broached the subject with him, not wanting to push it, or rather, push him away from us. This. But to be frank, I’m tired of our separate spaces. Even though we’re married, sleeping in separate beds feels like a slap in the face of sorts.

It seems so easy, logical even, to just share a bedroom. One of us finds our way into the other’s bed every night anyway. It’s not like we’re fooling anyone. When the lights are off and it’s just the two of us in my bed or his bed, it feels perfect. Like the night sky was made for us. When the lights are down low and my head is resting over his heart, I listen to the deep tenor of his voice and the rumble of his words in his chest as he talks about his life. The things he’s done. The many things he regrets.

His stories and recounting of events aren’t as vague as they used to be. The details are at times hard to swallow, but necessary. And I respect him for it. For baring his deepest, darkest secrets to me, baring his entire soul, just waiting for me to pass off judgement. I’ve learned about the charities he donates to, the causes he keeps close to his heart and out of the public eye. His rule of the underworld may wreak havoc and spill blood, but giving back is his own way of repenting. Despite all that, it’s obvious he’s holding back. Part of me thinks it’s because he’s trying to protect my naïvety, my innocence.

In those same moments where I’m relearning everything about him, I tell him about the things I want to do. The many things I still want to accomplish. I don’t want to just sit here, locked away in this fortress and be a wife. I don’t want to let my life waste away. I want to do something brilliant. I want to make a difference.

“You already are that difference.” This is always his reply. Just like clockwork, every time, his words evoke a warm spill in my chest.

There has been a subtle shift with our relationship. Not just with us, but everyone else on the estate, too. I no longer feel like an outsider here.

I finally feel like I’m home.

It’s obvious whatever it is that Azriel has to show me is outside. The sun kisses my skin and the salty breeze whistles through my hair. If I strain hard enough, I can even hear the distant crash of the waves from the ocean.

“No.”

I roll my eyes beneath the blindfold, knowing full well that he can’t see me.

“Saw that.”

A laugh bursts past my lips. “How could you possibly see that? I’m blindfolded, Az.”

“Don’t need to physically see it when I know you.”

A warm fist cinches around my heart.

He does know me. Better than anyone else.

We reach another flight of steps, and this time while climbing up, I release a huff of breath, panting like a show dog without water.

“Honestly, if you’re going to show me something that involves this much walking, the least you can do is be the one carrying me.”

I squeal when Azriel hauls me into his arms and just like I requested, he carries me up the flight of steps. He doesn’t even sound winded. The way he effortlessly holds our weight is impressive.

We must reach a landing because he stops climbing. He takes a few more steps, the sound of his Italian loafers clicks against the concrete, then pauses yet again. The air feels a little cooler here, balmier.

As soon as he sets me down, the wind stops.

“Now?” I question.

“Take it off.”

Doing as he says, I take the blindfold off, and my breath catches.

Wow.

My eyes widen with surprise and tears spring to my eyes.

“Oh, my God,” I breathe out, voice awed. Spinning in a slow circle, I take in the space around me.

Colorful stained glass with a clear glass dome on top.

Lush greenery and butterflies.

So many butterflies.

He really did it. He really gave me my very own butterfly farm.

The stained glass washes the space in a kaleidoscope of bright colors and prisms. It’s the mural at the far side of the observatory that catches my breath. Completely made out of colored glass is a depiction of Hades and Persephone.

Of us.

With a crown of flowers on her head and butterflies in her hair, she truly is the embodiment of spring, and Hades proudly wears the horns of a god who rules the underworld. It’s stunning. Utterly perfect.

I turn back toward Azriel, confused. I have questions. So many damn questions.

“H-how did you…how did you do this?”

He leans back against the pillar near the entrance, hands tucked in his suit pockets, watching me closely. The picture of calm. His black button-down pops against his tan skin. He has the sleeves rolled up to his forearms, exposing the delectable way his veins strain against the skin. The way the ink covering his arms just demands to be seen.

“The observation tower wasn’t being used for anything. I had it converted into a butterfly conservatory for you. Something that is yours and only yours.”

For me.

Because he knows how much I love butterflies.

He knew just how much this would mean to me.

“But…the stained glass alone, I mean, the commission would’ve taken months to build.”

“Maybe.” He plays it off, but I know better. There’s no way anyone could pull this off that quickly. I assess him closely, searching for answers.

“How long have you really been working on this?”

His mouth inches up into a crooked smirk. “That night at dinner, when you first made a reference to me being Hades.”

I balk. “Why?”

“Because I could.”

I place a trembling hand to my lips as I walk around, touring the butterfly farm. There are plants everywhere. Beautiful butterfly bushes, a bee balm, an alyssum, and a calendula. There’s a stunning little pond in the center of the plants with a small fountain. Butterflies flap their wings around my head. It’s magical. It doesn’t even feel real.

My heart skips a beat when I spot some of my favorites. There was so much thought put into this on Azriel’s part, I’m speechless.

“Put your arm out,” he instructs.

I throw a glance over my shoulder at him. “Really?”

He nods, the corner of his lip inches up into that crooked smile that I love. That lone dimple in his cheek comes out to play and I just about melt into a puddle at his feet.

“Do it.”

Happily obliging, I raise my arm out in front of me and sure enough, the first to land on my outstretched limb is a Morpho theseus in a range of perfect browns and blues and purples. It’s followed by a red-and-orange monarch and a bright blue Papilio ulysses. A smile stretches across my face that causes the muscles in my cheeks to ache with fatigue.

“Azriel!”’ I hiss in excitement. “Look!”

Warmth fills his gaze as he watches me and then he chuckles under his breath. That crooked smile spreads into a real smile. A genuine one.

It’s as beautiful as it is breathtaking. The effect of it hits me square in the chest, stealing the very oxygen from my lungs.

I don’t know how long we stay like that in there, with his warm gaze on me, surrounded by one of the things I love most—butterflies. Delicately, I run my fingers over the lightly stained glass. The sun reflects off the glass, creating a rainbow of colors to shower over us.

It’s my own little slice of heaven.

“Thank you, Az. You have no idea how much this means to me. This is… God—” I breathe out. “—I don’t even have words. This is the most beautiful thing anyone has ever done for me,” I tell him truthfully.

I spent most of my life at home with my papa feeling like a burden. Sure, he always hired top-of-the-line help and care for me, but never has he done anything like this for me. He has never gone out of his way to bring such happiness into my life. When would he find the time to do such a thing? I was just his daughter, no one important. His role as capo meant more than me.

Azriel has just proven that he is in fact nothing like my father. Even as capo, he’s found a way to bring a smile to my face. To give me something that would fulfill me. Papa always thought my obsession with butterflies was foolish. My husband was the only one who ever indulged me.

And as I stand there, among beautiful butterflies and gorgeous stained glass, I gape at my husband with hearts and stars in my eyes. I gaze at him like he hung the moon. Because that’s exactly what this feels like.

He’s hung the moon for me. Painted the night sky for me. He’s handpicked every star and constellation in the sky and laid them at my feet.

Azriel pushes off the pillar, closing the distance between us. He crosses the space like a man on a mission and kisses me.

It’s as though those butterflies have found a home inside of me and are flapping around recklessly, wreaking havoc. Warmth vibrates from my fingertips down to my toes.

His large hands cup my face, holding me hostage. He makes love to me with his mouth. He puts a spell on me with his lips.

The kiss is deep and sensual.

It’s the kind of kiss that changes you.

That breathes new life into you.

It’s the kind of kiss that makes you fall irrevocably in love.
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After a romantic candlelit dinner that I didn’t think a man of Azriel’s stature capable of, we sat out in the conservatory staring out at the stars through the glass dome.

For the first time, I didn’t worry about the past or what our future held. For once, I focused on us, our happiness. I focused on the smile that hadn’t left my face all evening. I enjoyed the right now, living in the moment with him.

Now, we lay here in his bed, staring at one another. With my hands clasped atop his chest, I rest my chin on them, admiring him. He doesn’t seem to mind the staring. He’s doing the same. His eyes soak in every feature on my face. Lingering in certain areas longer than others.

Our skin is still matted with sweat. There’s the distinct scent of him that clings to my body. Every part of me is so deliciously sore. My thighs are dotted with small bruises from his fingertips. As though he’s focused on the same thing, he brushes his thumbs over the bruises gently, reverently, like he’s trying to wipe them away.

“Sorry,” he murmurs. Voice deep, scratchy with fatigue.

I shake my head, giving him a smile. “Don’t apologize. I like them. They remind me of you. Of us.”

His hand freezes and I can tell he’s going to argue, so I take his fingers and press a warm kiss to each one.

“I want to take you somewhere.”

I raise my brows. “Do tell me more, Mr. Costa. Where is it you want to take me?”

He smirks. “Anywhere you want to go. Any place that will make you happy.”

“Hmmm.” I think aloud. “I want to go to Greece. I’ve always wanted to go there.”

“Why Greece?”

I shrug. “It’s beautiful. The architecture is stunning. Not to mention, that’s where Atlantis is. Who wouldn’t want to go there?”

“Ah, right. Atlantis. How could I ever forget your obsession with Greek myths?”

I swat at his chest, laughing. “Hey! Myths are always derived from some truth. You don’t think the lost city of Atlantis is real?”

“Hard to say.”

“And are you failing to recall that my mother loved Greek mythology, too? It was why she chose Persephone as my middle name.”

His lips inch up. “How could I forget about such a fitting middle name?”

I sit up next him and, of course, his eyes go straight to my breasts. “Eyes up here, buddy.”

He laughs, but sure enough, he stops ogling my breasts and instead peers straight at me. “It’s settled then. We’re going to Greece. I think you need a refresher in your history lessons, husband. Besides, we never got that honeymoon. I think it’s long overdue.”

Reaching out, he tucks a thick lock of hair behind my ear. With a gentleness that is so at odds with his usual self, he caresses my cheek and I all but fall into his touch.

We rest like that for so long, our breathing syncs. The staccato of our hearts become a synchronization. My eyes snag on the chain around his neck and I become fixated on it. It makes me think of the past. Of us.

Reaching out, I lift the necklace up off his warm skin, gliding the pendant back and forth along the chain.

“Did it hurt when you left?”

I don’t know why I ask the question. It’s like there’s a part of me, that heartbroken girl he left behind all those years ago, that still needs to know.

“And if it did?”

I roll on top of him, searching his gaze. “Then I’d tell you how much it hurt me. How I went every day hoping I’d see you again. Because no matter what you tell me. No matter what you try to make me believe. I know what we had was something special. It was something worth remembering.”

Azriel’s eyes alight with fire. He clenches his jaw, and if I’m not mistaken, it seems like he’s fighting back his emotions. He’s fighting back something that looks a whole lot like that dangerous four-letter word.

I feel him harden beneath me and with ease, he slips his erection under me, positioning himself inside me. Gently, he lowers me down onto his throbbing length. My eyes roll back, and I let out a small hiss of pain. I’m sore. So sore. But I can’t stop. I don’t want to stop.

“Then show me how much you missed me, cara mia,” he grunts, resting his hands on my waist.

Rocking my hips back and forth, I ride him. It’s slow and sensual and not once do we break eye contact. It’s the culmination of the past colliding with our present.

With each stroke inside me, our gazes hold and those walls I thought were built around my heart crumble along with all of the resentment I’ve held on to. It’s just us.

Just as it was always meant to be.

When I feel my orgasm looming, I beg him to let go with me.

It’s the start of something beautiful.

Two halves of the same heart finally being pieced back together again.

It feels like he’s the stars and I’m the moon, and together? We’re the universe. We’re infinite possibilities. We’re that love that refuses to quit. The love that never stops.

We’re always and forever.
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I wake up to warm shapely legs wrapped around my body like a contortionist. Peeling my eyes open, I crack a small smile when I see Asteria knocked out beside me. Half her body is tossed over mine, intertwined with me.

Her golden locks spill out on the pillow beside her. Even in deep slumber, she looks like an angel. Her features are soft with sleep, those full lips slightly parted as she takes deep inhales. Her long lashes fan her cheeks, leaving shadows near the light smattering of freckles.

She’s perfect.

She’s mine.

Careful not to wake her, I slip out of my bed and head straight to the shower. Halfway through rinsing my hair, I feel her arms wrap around my waist from behind. Her hands slide down, dipping dangerously low until she takes me in her hand and pumps. Once. Twice.

A pained groan rips past my lips and I slam a hand against the shower wall for support as she continues to stroke me. Her breathing picks up. Her delicate hand tightens around me and it’s just about all I can take before I lift her into my arms and fuck her against the shower wall.

Asteria moans my name. She digs her talons into me, taking more and more from me with each stroke. With every orgasm.

After showering, we both dress and head down for breakfast. I’ve never paid much attention before, but I’m slightly taken aback by the way Asteria greets every person she comes across on the estate. She passes Sebastian and Valentina, our chefs, and greets them with bright smiles. She does the same to Dulce and a few of the other maids. What’s even more surprising is their response to her.

Happiness.

Smiles.

Laughter.

It’s been a long time since I’ve had any of those things in a home, or in my life, least of all here on the estate. There’s just something about Asteria that draws you in. She makes you smile even when you don’t want to. She makes that suffocating darkness worth wading through. If it means her bright smile is on the other side, I’ll go to hell and back for her.

For fuck’s sake, she’s even gotten under the skin of my men. My soldiers. These are supposed to be ruthless killers. Supposed to be men that will lay down their lives in order to protect her. I see the way they stare at her. It’s not with lust or wandering eyes—it’s different.

It’s with respect.

With a fondness.

She’s made us all soft, made us all extremely protective of her.

In the dining area, we run into Giovanni and Romeo, and it doesn’t escape my notice the way she pokes fun at them. The way she asks how their mornings have been so far and what their plans are for the rest of the day, as though she doesn’t already know what their job entails.

Of course, Romeo ribs her until she’s throwing buckets of sass back at him. She has a slightly different approach with Giovanni. The two bicker over breakfast options and why eating dead flesh is cruel. Obviously, Gio could not care less that his meal was derived from an animal, whereas Aster argues the taste of fake meat is somehow more appetizing.

It’s a moot point. She knows he’ll never change his mind, yet she chooses to grind his gears. She gets under his skin until he eventually rolls his eyes and cracks a small smile.

Asteria has finally found her place here. I didn’t think it would ever happen. She went from locking herself in her room, to making this place her own.

Halfway through breakfast, Valentina pops her head out from the kitchen, directing her gaze at Asteria.

“You ready now?”

My brows dip into a frown and I glance at Asteria with questioning eyes. She shrugs, trying to play it off, but I see the secretive gleam in her eyes as she pushes away from the table.

“Oh, don’t give me that look. Val is teaching me how to cook,” she supplies, traipsing toward me. Asteria plants a warm kiss to my lips, stunning me before she all but glides off into the kitchen.

I gaze at the swinging chefs’ doors long after she’s disappeared.

What the hell is happening?

Someone clears their throat, drawing my attention toward the source. Giovanni, Romeo, Valentino, and a man I don’t recognize stand there with roguish grins on their faces. A scowl passes over my face when I realize they’ve been watching me. I have no doubt they were watching Asteria’s little affectionate display just now.

“What is it?” I grind out as I square my shoulders.

I never had to worry about looking soft in front of my men; that was until Asteria came back into my life.

“That issue we’ve been dealing with has just been spotted. I thought you would want to know in case you want to pay them a visit,” Giovanni supplies, filling me in. I know exactly what he’s referring to. Pavel and his wicked little games. Another body has been found. Or worse, he’s upping his game, trying to get to my wife.

Over my dead body will I let that happen.

“And him?” I jerk my head toward the stranger standing with my men. My eyes narrow with suspicion.

“This is Danilo, caporegime of the Los Angeles Outfit. You mentioned you needed more men on the property whenever you’re away.”

I don’t like the idea of a stranger in my home. Especially near my wife. He seems harmless. Dare I say, he even looks a little out of his comfort zone here in my presence. I trust that my men have ensured he’s been vetted before being allowed in my home.

“Fine. Keep outside on the perimeter. I want Valentino and Frankie here with Asteria,” I order while pushing away from the table. “Let’s get going. I have plans tonight.”

“Oh, I bet you do,” Romeo chimes in suggestively. I spare him with a glare that shuts him right up.

Bastards.
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I’m humming under my breath while patting the soil into the ground when I glance up and spot one of Az’s men circling the property line. I’ve been seeing it a lot lately, more so than usual.

The patrolling.

My brows crease together as I survey the man. He doesn’t look familiar. I mean, sure, I don’t have daily conversations with each of Azriel’s men, but I’ve at least gone out of my way to recognize their faces, and this guy is new. He has to be. I’m certain I’ve never seen him before.

Setting the flowerpot of gardenias aside, I push to my feet and brush off the dirt clinging to my knees.

“Hey!” I call out, my voice traveling across the wide expanse of land. The pacing man freezes. He makes a point to scan around then points to his chest, brows raised, as if to say, “Are you talking to me?”

I wave him over.

“Hey, sorry about that. I hate to be rude, but I just realized we haven’t met before and I wanted to introduce myself. I’m Asteria.”

The man swallows, his eyes darting around almost in a panic of sorts. “I know who you are.”

I frown. “You gonna tell me your name, stranger?”

Sweat dribbles down his temple. “It’s Danilo.”

“Danilo. Nice.”

“Can I go now?” He seems far too jittery.

My suspicions heighten when I spot Frankie a few yards away, stalking toward us. “Something tells me you’re not supposed to be talking to me, Danilo.”

He nods and licks at his lips. “Yeah, the boss doesn’t exactly trust me yet.”

I blow out a sharp breath. That definitely sounds like Azriel.

“Danilo!” Frankie barks as he closes in on us. “Is he bothering you, Mrs. Costa?”

I tilt my face skyward with an expression of contempt at the formality. “No, he isn’t bothering me. If anything, I’m the one bothering him. I didn’t recognize him, so I wanted to introduce myself. No harm, no foul.”

Frankie all but rolls his eyes at me like an imbecile. “Danilo, finish the perimeter sweep and this time, don’t get distracted.”

Frankie leaves us and we both stand there, watching as he disappears inside.

“Is he always like this?” Danilo asks.

“Unfortunately,” I mumble. “How long have you been out here ‘securing the perimeter’ anyway?”

“Couple of hours.”

My eyes widen. “Aren’t you tired?”

He shrugs it off. “It’s part of the job.”

I mull that over until an idea pops into my head. “I’ll tell you what, why don’t you go inside, grab me one of the premade shakes Valentina has for me in the chiller, and if you just so happen to get yourself a water on the way to help quench your thirst, we can call it even.”

Danilo stiffens. He glances around inconspicuously. “I couldn’t.”

“Come on, Danilo. You shouldn’t have to bend over backwards all the time. You’re technically doing me a favor here.”

“Right.” He nods, still appearing unsure, but in the end, he turns, heading for the estate.

When he comes back out with my shake in one hand and a bottle of water in the other, I smile, feeling mighty proud of myself.

“Thank you, Danilo.”

He fights his own smile and salutes me as he heads back to his perch. “No, thank you, Mrs. Costa. You’ve just made my job that much easier.”

Once I’m finished planting outside, I hurry back into the house, stopping in the kitchen.

“There you are! If you want dinner to be ready for tonight, we need to get started.” Valentina chides. I set my dirty glass in the sink and raise my hands in surrender.

“I know, I know! I promise I’ll be right down. I’m running up for a quick shower, then we can finish up, I swear.”

“Mhmm. I’ll be waiting, piccola fata. Affrettarsi!”

I hurry up the staircase for a shower. A dizzy spell suddenly slams into me, causing me to lose my footing. My grip tightens on the banister and I catch myself just before I fall. I chalk it up to being clumsy and opt to slow down.

Last week, I talked Valentina and Sebastian into slowly teaching me the basics of how to cook. Back at home with Papa, Estrella and the cooks there would show me simple things, but it wasn’t a skill Papa thought I needed to know.

At this rate, I would probably burn a house down trying to make a grilled cheese.

For once, I want to be able to give everyone a day off and cook a meal for me and Azriel. Valentina told me his favorite dish is risotto alla milanese and polenta, so the plan is to have his favorite dishes ready for dinner tonight.

This morning after I ate breakfast, Seb and Val walked me through the process of how they make the saffron broth for the risotto. While we let that cook, I went out in the garden to do some planting before I’d need to come back in and finish up.

Over the last week or so, I’ve learned a lot from Azriel’s chefs, but if I want tonight’s dinner to go well, I need a ton more practice.

As I’m washing the soap out of my hair, another dizzy spell catches me off guard. I grip onto the marble wall for support.

Crap. I may have spent way too much time out in the sun.

I open my mouth, sucking down some water from the shower and swallowing in case I’m dehydrated, or worse, having a heatstroke from being out in the garden. As I’m swallowing down the water, I begin to choke. My throat closes up on me, trapping water in my lungs and my esophagus.

I gasp, fear invading my heart when I try to suck in air, but I can’t.

A burning tightness spreads through my chest. Panic is all-consuming.

I can’t breathe.

I can’t breathe!

Grasping at my throat, I stumble, trying to force myself to swallow, to breathe. Another dizzy spell washes over me and this one is more violent than the last. Panic claws at my chest. Moisture leaks from the corners of my eyes and heat rushes through my veins. I try to make it out of the shower to call for help but I slip on the marble, my grip on the wall falls and I crash to the wet ground. My head smacks against the ledge, the pain blinding, and darkness pulls me under.
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Giovanni pulls the SUV to a stop out front of the estate and we all climb out, heading inside. Today was a dead end. A bust. Though I’m not surprised. Whoever is dropping these not-so-subtle threats knows what they’re doing. It doesn’t make sense that they’d screw up now and leave crumbs for us to find.

“Who do you think is behind it?” Romeo asks as we cross the foyer.

“Someone from Chicago.”

“What makes you think that?” Giovanni asks.

“It has to do with my wife. That’s all I’m sure of.”

“Speaking of your wife, where is she? I have a bone to pick with her and that ridiculous movie she suggested I watch,” Romeo asks exactly what I’m thinking. I don’t even bother asking for any more details. As a self-proclaimed movie buff, Asteria makes her life’s mission to recommend films to people. Especially Giovanni and Romeo.

Just then, I hear a scream from somewhere in the house. I don’t ask questions or wait. I break into a sprint and head straight for Asteria’s room.

The door is flung open, the sound of the shower running, but it’s Valentina’s frightened sobs that stop me in my tracks. My wife lays in the shower, water beating on her nude body, in a puddle of blood.

“I came in t-to check on her. W-we were supposed to finish making d-diner.” She sobs on her knees next to Asteria. I bark orders at Valentina and the guys. Romeo runs off to call for Dr. Blake, the doctor on retainer. Valentina scurries off in search of a towel and some clothes for my wife. Giovanni goes in search of the soldiers to do a sweep of the estate and find out what happened.

Turning off the shower, I drop to my knees beside Asteria. Fear grips my chest as I take in the puddle of blood. I panic at seeing so much of her blood mingling with the water circling down the drain. Placing my fingers at her pulse point, I breathe a choppy sigh of relief when I realize she’s still alive. Her breathing is almost nonexistent. She’s gasping for air, even unconscious. I do a quick scan of her body searching for any bruises. I stop short on her lips. Asteria has always had naturally plump lips, but this…this is different. Prying her mouth open, my worst fears are confirmed when I see her tongue is swollen, too.

She’s having an allergic reaction.

There’s only one thing she’s deathly allergic to. One thing that is forbidden on the estate.

Strawberries.

The seeds that are naturally occurring in the fruit are too much for her body to break down and causes an allergic reaction. It happened once when we were kids, and she was hospitalized for a week because of it.

“Christ, Costa. What did you do?” Dr. Blake steps into the bathroom. I cover Asteria’s nude body with a towel.

“She’s having an allergic reaction. She needs an EpiPen.”

He digs in his bag, pierces her leg with the pen, and when the swelling begins to subside, I relax, but only a fraction. She’s still not breathing right.

“Why isn’t she waking up?” I demand.

He shoos me off as he listens to her heart, digs through his medical bag for answers. I hover behind him and pace like a caged animal. I rake my hands through my hair, tugging on the ends helplessly, relishing in the sting reverberating along my scalp.

“We need to move her into the medical room. She’s having an allergic reaction, yes, but there’s something else at play here.”

Alarm seizes my body. My lungs constrict with dread.

Scooping her limp body into my arms, I race her into the medical room and deposit her on the bed. Blake hooks her up to machines, checking her vitals. He draws blood and runs a multitude of tests, trying to figure out why she’s not coming down from the allergic reaction.

Agony wells in my throat. It keeps me from formulating a coherent thought. I can’t think clearly, I can’t focus on the next steps when my wife is fucking lying lifeless in that damn bed.

Something isn’t right.

About halfway through a breathing treatment she begins to dry heave.

“Shit!” He rushes to her side and rolls her toward the edge where she empties the contents of her stomach over and over again.

“Give me some fucking answers right now,” I growl, vibrating with rage.

Blake gives me a sharp glower. “Who had access to her food today?”

My eyes narrow with suspicion.

I spare Aster one last glance before I storm out of the medical room in search of Giovanni. I find him in the foyer surrounded by staff. He’s asking questions but my gaze is fixed on two in particular. Valentina’s eyes clash with mine, red-rimmed from crying.

As soon as everyone else spots me, all talking ceases. I’m greeted by silence.

A storm percolates in the taut air. It is filled with violence. With my fury.

Someone in here is a traitor.

Someone in here tried to kill my wife.

“Tell me who had access to my wife’s food.”

No one responds.

“I asked a question. Who had access to my wife’s food?”

“Valentina and I prepared all meals for Mrs. Costa today,” Sebastian speaks up. There’s fear on his face. But it’s not guilt. He’s just frightened.

I scan my eyes over every person. Each of their faces display the same kind of fear. Not an ounce of guilt.

I meet Giovanni’s and Romeo’s gazes. Both of whom look ready to murder. Ready to find the culprit.

My phone vibrates in my pocket. I swipe across the screen when I see Blake’s name and raise it to my ear.

“She’s conscious.”

I silently direct a nod toward Romeo and Giovanni, telling them to stay out here and keep a close eye on everyone. No one leaves until I find out who hurt my wife.

Back inside the medical room, Asteria lays there, eyes hazy yet flared with panic, when she sees me enter, a tear slips down her cheek. And fuck me if it doesn’t pierce me square in the chest.

“What happened?” Her voice is hoarse, and her words are slurred due to the lingering swelling. I brush the strands out of her face, careful with the fresh stitches along her temple. A ring of purple and blue already surrounds the wound, bruising.

“You had an allergic reaction.”

She frowns. “But…I don’t understand. I didn’t do anything differently today. I ate the same thing I always do.”

My frown now mirrors hers. “Do you remember who had access to your food?”

“Just the usual people.”

I heave a frustrated sigh.

I should’ve been here. Been here to protect her, to keep an eye on anything out of the ordinary. Things have only been escalating outside of the estate, I should’ve known better. This is exactly what I was afraid would happen. I was afraid I’d get so lost in her, so completely caught up, I’d get sloppy. I’d let my fucking guard down.

And that’s exactly what I did.

I spent too much time enjoying her and not enough time keeping her safe.

“Are you in pain?”

“Not at the moment. Just…confused. And embarrassed.”

My jaw clenches. “No one saw anything.”

She smiles half-heartedly. “Like you’d ever let that happen.”

I’m still so filled with anger I can’t even crack a smile. She notices. Her smile falters, that adorable crease forms between her brows.

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing.”

Her nose curls with displeasure. “Tell me.”

I brush my knuckles across her cheek. “It’s nothing. I’m only glad you’re okay.”

She reaches up, taking my hand in hers and squeezing. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you. Figures this would happen on the night I decided to cook you dinner.”

I offer a weak smile, merely for her benefit. “That explains it then.”

She laughs. Then chokes.

I glance behind me at Blake who is frowning at the both of us. When our gazes clash, he’s staring at me like I have three heads.

Yeah, yeah. I know. Hell has just about frozen over.

Turning my back on him I press a lingering kiss to Asteria’s hand and gently set it down.

“I’ll be right here. Give me a minute.”

Blake sets aside his clipboard when he sees me coming.

“That’s not just an allergic reaction. Her blood samples are showing signs of ethylene glycol. A silent killer. I have her on an IV drip and fomepizole, an alcohol dehydrogenase inhibitor to flush it from her body. Her dose must’ve been high enough to cause bodily function to begin shutting down on her.”

A red haze of anger consumes my vision. My hands curl into fists at my sides and vibrate with the need to tear someone, anyone, limb from limb. Someone came onto my estate with the premeditation of harming my wife.

“But she’s going to be okay?”

“If we had waited any longer, I would say no. But yes. She’ll make a full recovery.”

“Good.” That crushing weight eases off my sternum.

Bypassing Blake, I head back toward the bed. Asteria’s already fighting her sleep again. I brush her hair back from her face and she bestows me with a smile.

“Not what I had in mind for tonight.”

“Rest. You can make dinner for me whenever you want.”

She pouts. “I was making your favorite.”

This time I chuckle. “My favorite meal is you.”

Heat spills into her cheeks. “You’re the worst.”

It makes me laugh. That lightness soon turns somber. “You sure you don’t remember eating anything out of the ordinary?”

“No. I had my usual breakfast. And while I was outside gardening, I had one of the guys bring me the chilled shakes Valentina makes for me.”

I stop short. “What do you mean?”

“You know, those shakes that she makes and freezes. I like them when I’m working outside and don’t want a full meal. I introduced myself to your new guy, Danilo, and he brought it out to me.”

I clamp my back teeth so hard, my jaw aches.

She tenses, sensing my rage. “What’s wrong? Why are you angry?”

“I’m not,” I exhale, forcing some levity in my tone. “Just glad you’re okay. You need to get some rest. Understand?”

She nods cautiously. Eyes already growing heavy. I wait until she falls asleep, her breathing finally evened out and less choppy.

Danilo.

That motherfucker.

Storming out the room, I head back into the foyer, searching the crowd of faces. When I spot him, I don’t ask questions.

Pulling out my pistol I aim it at his kneecap and pull the trigger. The maids scream. And so does Danilo.

His leg buckles and he drops to the ground with a howl.

“Azriel?” Romeo questions.

Closing the distance between us. I drop to my haunches before him. Gripping my hand in his hair, I yank his head back so he’s forced to look at me. Plucking the barrel under his chin, I cock the pistol.

“You’re going to tell me who sent you to kill my wife.”
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I’m slow to wake. There’s an incessant throb in my skull and my tongue feels heavy. Peeling my eyes open, I try to blink past the fatigue but it clings to me, holding me down. My head feels like it’s filled with wisps of cotton.

“There you are.”

I breathe a sigh of relief at the sound of Azriel’s voice. My eyes hone in on him and I smile. It takes some effort on my part but it’s worth it.

“What happened?” I reach for my throbbing temple and wince when pain shoots through my skull with the effort.

Christ.

“You had an allergic reaction. Valentina and I found you just in time.”

My stomach clenches. “But how did…how did that happen?”

A muscle jumps along his jaw. “Don’t worry about it. It’s been taken care of.”

My brows furrow. Wait…I remember having this conversation. I remember hearing the frustration in his voice while he spoke to the doctor. The fear.

He saved me.

“You saved me. I remember.”

His nostrils flare. He works to compose himself. “Couldn’t just let my wife die.”

I laugh and then wince at the pain in my throat.

“Thank you.”

He grimaces. Brushing hair off my face, he caresses my cheek lovingly. The effect goes straight to my heart.

“How much longer do I have to stay in here?”

A throat clears near the door. A man watches us strangely. I recognize the doctor who had patched Azriel up when he was stabbed.

“She’s free to go. So long as you rest in bed. You’ll be fatigued from the pois—”

“From the reaction.” Azriel cuts the doctor off, all but shooing him away. “Got it.”

Lifting me into his arms, Azriel carries me into his bedroom and lays me on the mattress.

“Az.” I grip his hand to hold him back from leaving. “What was the doctor going to say?”

He blinks slowly. “Nothing. Get some rest. I’ll be right back.”

With a warm kiss to my forehead, he leaves me.

I spend most of the day resting in bed. Dulce and most of the staff pop in to check on me. Through it all, Azriel doesn’t leave my side. And even when he does, he makes damn sure that either Giovanni or Romeo are there to watch over me.

It doesn’t matter how many times I’ve told him that I’m fine, he still doesn’t listen.

A sleepy smile spreads across my face when Azriel steps into the bedroom freshly showered.

“Hey, you.”

“How are you feeling?”

“Better. Though, I think I would feel much better if I were lying in bed with you.”

His lips quirk.

He settles beside me and I snuggle up against his side, thinking about the day.

My head is still hurting, sure, but I imagine it could be a lot worse if no one found me. I always thought it unfortunate that my body is unable to handle such a simple food like strawberries. I mean, surely, there are better ways to die, but being taken out by strawberries, it’s about as uncool as anything. And the way I’m currently feeling, I imagine I was very close to succumbing to the reaction.

We stay like that for a while, both of us laying together in contented silence. I peer up at the ceiling, working up the courage to let the words fall past my lips.

They’re words I’ve been going back and forth with myself on uttering.

Sucking in a lungful of air, I shift onto my side and face Azriel. He’s staring up at the ceiling like I just was, deep in thought.

Everything that has transpired in the last ten or so hours has shown me that quite literally anything can happen. If it wasn’t for Azriel acting fast, I might not even be here. The fear I saw in his eyes was real.

Forcing a swallow, I open my mouth, effectively shattering the tense silence between us. “I want you to know something.”

“Hmm.”

“I love you. Even if you don’t love me. Even if this is all I’ll ever have with you. I love you, Azriel. There hasn’t been a single day that has gone by where I haven’t loved you.” A tear rolls down my cheek at the confession. I want to know something, but I’m afraid to ask.

The muscle along his jaw pulses.

And just as I suspected, he doesn’t say it back.

Not that I expected he would.

I open my mouth to speak. Truth is, Azriel, you expose me. Every raw and desperate place I struggle to control. The want, the need, the ache between my thighs, that vivacious pounding in my chest, the constant urging of my mind that screams, just do it. Follow your heart.

I don’t say any of that, though.

Instead, I glance up at the ceiling, away from him, utterly dejected.

Sometimes, it feels as though he knows my heart would never find a place in his chest and still, I invite myself in. I welcome the pain. Longed for it for five painful years.

“You should go to bed, cara mia. You’ve had a long day.”

Feeling overly exposed, I force a smile and turn into my side away from him. A tear slides down my cheek and soaks into the material of the pillow.
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I stay in bed all morning the following day after my allergic reaction. Everyone treats me like I’m made of glass. They think the pain written all over my face is from the head wound and the remnants from the reaction, but really, it’s from Azriel.

From the rejection.

He didn’t stop by to visit me. And if he did, he waited till I was asleep to do so.

My bad mood, my sadness, has followed me into today. When I find the strength to head down for breakfast, that doesn’t change.

Romeo tries to crack jokes for me, but they fall on deaf ears. I swear, it even feels like Giovanni is trying to cheer me up, but none of that will work. Not when it feels like my heart has been shattered into a million pieces.

I try to drown my feelings until I’m heavy with them.

I try to bury my wants under a guise of indifference, just like he does.

Nothing works.

I am no longer whole. Solely parts and pieces put into categories of satisfactory or flawed.

Upon walking into the dining area, I stumble at the sight of Azriel already sitting at the table reading that damn paper. He doesn’t peek up at me to watch me trudge in.

In fact, he pretends like I’m not here at all.

What happened to the man who clutched at my body with fear in his eyes? What happened to the man that laid with me, held me closely in his arms?

I told him I loved him and ruined everything—that’s what happened.

Grabbing my plate of savory crêpes and eggs Benedict, I dutifully try to remain impassive as I take my seat at the table.

We eat in an uncomfortable silence.

I want to tell him that I was lying. It was all just a misunderstanding. I want things to go back to the way they were.

The silence becomes so loud, I’m close to grabbing my plate and eating upstairs on my own. Until there’s the sound of a doorbell reverberating in the air. It’s so odd. I’ve been here for months and I’ve never once heard the doorbell.

Until now.

I shoot him a questioning glance.

“You have a visitor.”

My lips part in surprise.

A visitor. Who could possibly be visiting me?

For a second, I actually consider that it might be my papa, but when I hear the soft, lilting voice, I whirl around in my seat.

“Franny?”

“There you are!” She squeals.

Francesca runs across the room and pulls me into her arms. I hug her back, digging my face into her chest, breathing in her familiar scent. Despite the fatigue I’m feeling from Thursday, I ignore the pain and squeeze her back.

“How did you get here? What are you even doing here?”

She pulls back, jerking her head over her shoulder toward Azriel.

“Your husband pulled some strings. Planned it with Damiano. I can’t stay long. Just a few nights, but it’s perfect, long enough for us to catch up.”

I fix my gaze on Azriel, who is diligently pretending to appear busy. He doesn’t give me his eyes or give any indication that he feels my gaze on him. It only serves to drive me nuts.

Pushing down that ache swirling in my chest, I force a smile onto my face.

“I’m so glad you’re here.”

“Me too. Hey—what happened here?” Her fingers lightly graze the fresh stitching at my temple.

I heave a deep sigh, shaking my head. “It’s a long story.”

“I have time. Now finish your breakfast. I need you to show me around, this place is freaking massive.”
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We trek along the grounds, arms interlocked together.

“Wow. I can’t believe this is home. I mean, your home growing up was stunning, but this?”

“I know. He’s really made a name for himself.”

“No kidding.” Francesca makes a point of looking over her shoulder at our tagalong. “So, is this your new normal?”

I follow her line of sight and smile. Giovanni follows behind us, keeping a watchful eye out for anything out of the ordinary.

“Oh, yeah. Definitely normal. Apparently Azriel thinks I should be guarded twenty-four seven. Especially after the incident the other day.”

“What happened?”

“Accidentally consumed some strawberries. It wasn’t pretty.”

Fran’s eyes widen and she gasps. “How the hell did that even happen? Are you okay?”

I shrug, brushing off the niggling sensation at the back of my mind. Even now I don’t quite understand how my food got cross-contaminated with strawberries. I’ve never even seen anyone eat strawberries on the property—to avoid anything like this from happening.

It’s just strange.

What’s even more strange is everyone’s reaction to what happened. Allergic reactions happen all the time, but this is different. They’re watching me now like I have a target on my back. It’s disconcerting.

“I’m okay now. Took a little spill in the shower, busted my head—” I point to the gnarly bruise there. “—but I’m doing much better now. Enough about me, how are you?”

Franny quickly glances away and the way she fidgets with her shirt puts me on edge.

“Fran?”

A fake smile spreads across her face. I can tell because of the pain glittering in her eyes.

“I’m great.”

“Francesca.”

She suddenly stops walking and I follow suit. “Things are…difficult.”

I tense, my brows creasing together in confusion. “I don’t understand. The last time we spoke you said you and Damiano were great. What changed?”

A tear rolls down her cheek and my heart drops.

“Tell me.”

Covertly, she glances over her shoulder, still spotting Gio there. He doesn’t even try to pretend like he’s not listening. Instead, he stands there, gaze glued to Francesca, almost as though he’s daring her to go on.

Seconds tick by.

Both of them stare at each other.

Shaking her head ever so slightly, she breaks the strange connection between them and focuses on me.

“He gets angry sometimes. And, well, when he was upset one night, he accidentally hit me.”

“What?”

Red seeps into my gaze. I swear, I even hear Giovanni growl behind us.

“Nothing I do anymore makes him happy. He’s always angry. He’s always angry with me.”

Fear burrows itself inside my chest. “You can’t go back to him, Fran. You can’t.”

She half scoffs and half sobs. “What else am I supposed to do? It’s not like I can run. The only way out of this marriage is death.”

“Hey!” I bite out, voice cracking. “Don’t talk like that. I’ll…I’ll talk to Azriel. We’ll find a way.”

She gives me a watery smile and shakes her head. “No. I don’t want you getting involved. I’ll be okay. I just…I guess I just needed to let it out.”

“How am I supposed to be okay with you going back to him?” Pain twists my heart.

Francesca cups my cheek gently. “Stop worrying. This weekend is about us. I want to enjoy my time with you while I can.”

We wipe the salty moisture off our faces and resume our stride.

“How are you really doing? Is he good to you?”

I shrug, thinking about how I professed my love to him, and he pretended like he didn’t hear me. That still doesn’t hold a candle to the fact that her husband lays his hands on her. In any case, Franny got the short end of the stick, and bragging about it isn’t going to make either of us feel any better.

“I’m okay.” I lift a shoulder noncommittally.

She frowns, nudging me in my side. “That’s all the tea you’re going to give me? You marry that hunk of a man and you won’t even give me details?” She mock gasps and I crack a smile.

“I can’t say too much, we have one of his cronies behind me.”

I swear I feel Giovanni roll his eyes. “I’m not listening.”

“Technically you are if you’re responding, Gio.”

Francesca giggles. She actually giggles like a schoolgirl. My gaze darts between the two of them, assessing.

How odd.

“You know,” I start, “sometimes I feel like we’re a little too similar to Hades and Persephone. He’s this dark being, the god of the underworld, and as much as I try to deny it, I’m still drawn to him. To his darkness. The way I can feel my own light changing in his presence.”

“Huh,” she muses. “I guess you’re right. You are the embodiment of Persephone, the goddess of spring, and Azriel is almost certainly the embodiment of Hades, but just like in mythology, Hades wasn’t the evil god he was depicted to be. He was so much more than that, and something tells me Azriel is so much more than that for you, too.”

Heat climbs into my cheeks. “He is.” My smile is coy.

More so than he’ll ever know.

Once I’ve shown her around, I consider keeping the butterfly conservatory to myself, but in the end, I decide to show her. She gasps in complete awe much like I did, and her eyes are wide with surprise.

“He did all this for you? Azriel Costa, the most feared man in the famiglia?”

She twirls in a slow circle, astonishment etched on her face as she tries to process everything.

“I know, it’s shocking.”

“It’s not just shocking. This is…this is real, Asteria. That man has to be incredibly in love with you to do something like this.”

Her words hit me square in the chest and I’m forced to look away, fighting off the pain her words have evoked.

“He doesn’t, believe me.”

“Oh, babe.” She sighs. “What happened?”

I scoff, swiping under my eyes angrily. These damn tears just appear from thin air. “What didn’t happen? He’s been fucking me six ways from Sunday every night. It’s like he can’t get enough of me, or keep his hands off me, but the second I open my big mouth and tell him I love him? He pretends like I don’t exist.”

Francesca grimaces. “Men.”

“Seriously.”

“Listen, maybe…maybe he has a hard time saying the words out loud, but this, if this isn’t a declaration of love, Asteria, I don’t know what is. That wildly dark, handsome man in there is in love with you, I’m sure of it. Why else would he bring me here?”

That’s a good question. Maybe to get me out of the way? Or maybe to make me forget that I bared my heart to him and got a whole lot of nothing in return.

I huff out a breath and shake my head. “I don’t want to think about him for once. I want to…I want to do something fun. Something crazy.”

Her brow arches with interest. “Like what?”

“I want to go out and have a girls’ night. Just me and you. Well, and Giovanni, my personal security detail.”

Her eyes light up. I can’t tell if it’s the mention of doing something crazy or Giovanni. “Think he’ll go for it?”

I lift my shoulder noncommittally. “I’m not taking no for an answer.”

If Az were really trying to indulge me, he’d at least consider it.

Back inside, after I’ve given Francesca a tour of the estate, I relay the plan to Giovanni who just stares down at me like I have three heads.

“You want to have a girls’ night?” he parrots.

“Yes, I do.”

“You want to physically go out and party with others in public?”

“Um. Well, yes. That’s just about the definition of a girls’ night out.”

“Are you forgetting you were in the midst of an allergic reaction no more than a few days ago?”

I scowl. “No, I haven’t forgotten, Gio. I just want to get dressed up and go out with my cousin. Is that so bad?”

“Have you asked Azriel?”

I shift on my feet, toeing the ground with the tip of my shoe. “I was kinda hoping you’d do that for me.”

His eyes narrow with suspicion. “Of course. Why am I not surprised?”

He stalks off in search of my husband, mumbling incoherent words under his breath.

Taking Franny by the hand, we head up to my room where we start getting ready. I’m applying makeup when there’s a sharp knock at the door and Gio pokes his head in.

“He wants to see you in his study.”

I grit my teeth.

Sure, summon me like I’m just a servant.

Pushing through the doors of his study, I stand there, arms crossed over my breasts, absolutely livid.

“I want Giovanni or Romeo, or both, to take me and Fran out tonight.”

He sits back in his chair, not even bothering to look up at me. He sifts through a stack of papers on his desk, like I didn’t just say something to him.

“No.”

I bite down on the inside of my cheek. He’s still not looking. “It’s just for drinks and dancing. You can send us in there with all your men for all I care. Hell, buy out the place for the night.”

“No.”

With an aggravated growl, I stomp forward and slam my hands on the table, rattling the objects. “Can you not even look at me while you keep me trapped in this godforsaken cage?”

His gaze shoots up and it’s like being speared with shards of ice. “Cage? Is that what this place is for you?”

“Yes.”

He pushes away from his desk and crosses the room, closing the door behind him. My heartbeat speeds up when he turns back to me and invades my personal space. I back away from him, heart in my throat, until I reach his desk, unable to escape. He crowds me. And when his warm hands settle on my hips, heat rushes through my veins.

“I give you everything your heart desires here and still it’s a cage.” He tsks, like this displeases him. “My little trapped butterfly,” he muses, toying with my hair. His fingers release the lock and trail down between my breasts. With a feather-soft touch, he circles my nipples until they’re hardened peaks. He goes lower, swirling a light finger around my belly button, then he stops at the hem of my short dress. His fingers inch higher and higher until they reach my panties, and he pauses.

My heart is banging in my chest.

My breaths coming in sharp spurts.

I should push him away.

So many things I should do, but I can only think of one.

Ever so slightly, I widen my stance, giving him the go-ahead, and he grins.

The bastard.

Dipping his hand down, he glides his fingers through my folds, and I should be embarrassed that I’m already wet for him, but I’m not. Azriel watches me intently, soaking in my reaction to him and his potent touch. My arousal smacks around us, and when he slides a finger inside me, I gasp. My eyes slam shut, and I drop my head back.

Azriel rubs firm circles over my clit, driving me wild with lust. He dips his finger in and out of me, fucking me, drawing the moisture up to my bundle of nerves. I’m panting, my hips circling, seeking more friction.

“Az,” I breathe his name out like it’s a mantra. A prayer.

He hums his approval, and I cry out when his hand leaves my sex. I hear the distinct sound of his zipper, then when I least expect it, he wraps his fist in my hair and flips me around, with my back to his front. He tugs on the strands, bending me to his will.

In a slow, torturous move, he slides my underwear down my legs, baring my backside to him completely. His fingers glide through my folds once more, only this time, I’m not expecting what he does next. His hand smacks against my clit, and I gasp. My hands fly to his desk, gripping it for dear life. My body jolts, electricity vibrating through my veins like I’ve been struck by lightning. He does it again, slapping my pussy.

I let out a whimper when I feel his hardened cock prod at my entrance. Azriel presses a firm hand to my lower back and pulls on my hair, arching my spine at a painful angle, but I relish in it.

He slides inside me at a painfully slow pace. It’s maddening, the way his cock glides in and out. The way he pulls all the way out, teasing his head at my entrance, then slides all the way back in.

“Harder,” I breathe, squeezing my muscles around him.

A low growl gets trapped in his chest.

He fucks me then. My tits jiggle with each rough thrust. The noises climbing up my throat are animalistic. The sounds of slapping flesh, my moans, his grunts, and my wetness echo around us like a blaring alarm. Fire blooms in my core. His hand sails down, cracking against my ass, and my pussy clamps around him. I should be embarrassed by the sounds my body is making, but I’m not. I’m so turned on, so lost in what this man is doing to my body, that I can’t seem to process anything.

I undulate against him, spreading my legs as far as they go, and arch my back. I let him take out his frustrations on my body as he grinds his cock into me. He pounds inside me, and I realize he’s going in so easily now. So beautifully. I can’t get enough. Every time he goes in, he jabs me in the womb.

My legs shake from the force, and I feel like they’re going to give out on me at any second. He must sense it because he pulls out, guiding me across the room, his hold still tightly gripped in my hair. He pushes my body over the end of the couch and slides back inside. My toes scrape against the floor with each of his deep thrusts, and my moans bounce off the walls. He grips one of my thighs and angles it to the side, so his thrusts hit me in a deeper, new position.

Pressing his thumb against my lips, Azriel waits for me to open, and when I do, he presses his thumb on my tongue. I suck on him, my eyes fluttering shut as I imagine it’s his cock. Without warning, he removes his thumb from my mouth, and I tense when I feel him slide that lubed-up finger over the crease of my ass. He circles my pleated hole, and I groan. The sound is guttural and so unlike anything that has ever escaped me.

He emits a long grunt that reverberates through me, and when I least expect it, Azriel slides his thumb in my ass. I shove my face into the material of the sofa, and I moan. I feel him moving his thumb inside me as he fucks my pussy. He’s fucking both my holes. The pressure starts building. I’m so close.

“Want me to fuck you here?” he breathes hotly in my ear.

My pussy spasms around his length. “I-I don’t know,” I choke out.

He chuckles and I hear his smile. “Oh, I think you do, cara mia.”

My orgasm rips through me with a fervor I’ve never quite felt before. It steals the breath from my lungs, and my vision goes hazy. A scream climbs past my throat. He slaps a hand over my mouth, keeping me quiet.

That doesn’t stop him, though. He pounds me into the couch, pumping into me with his expert thrusts. My ass is raw from his bruising grip and the slaps along my skin, but I can’t stop pushing back, trying to get my complete fill of him. With my hair wrapped around his fist, he tugs, arching my body in an uncomfortable position.

“That’s it, baby. Fuck me back, just like that.” He tugs on the strands.

I spasm around his thick girth, coming all over him. The explosive sensation starts from my fingertips, then works its way down to my toes. It feels as though it goes on forever, racking my body with violent convulsions.

Azriel doesn’t stop or slow his long-stroked pace, just keeps going until he comes inside me, his cock jerking violently. My body trembles with aftershocks, hypersensitive. My hip bones ache from the force of his thrusts, and I lay there, bent over the couch, working tirelessly to catch my breath.

When he pulls out, dragging my wetness to my ass, my heart leaps. The intensity of this moment is quite literally stealing the breath from my lungs. It’s as though we’re teetering on the edge of now and forever.

“Soon, princess,” he breathes in my ear sensually.

It’s a promise.

He caresses my ass gently before pulling up my panties, and, with a harsh slap to my pussy, I let out a pained moan. He helps me upright and his eyes flare with heat when he takes in the distressed state of my hair and my flushed cheeks.

He rights my dress, helping me appear somewhat presentable.

“Thank you,” I whisper, my throat raw with the force of my moans. Azriel drags his thumb across my lower lip then leans in and kisses me.

Warmth envelops me, head to toe.

Pulling back, he rests his forehead against mine, staring deeply into my eyes.

“You’re not going anywhere with Francesca.”

I freeze.

My body fills with tension.

“I have somewhere I need to be. I’ll see you.”

He bypasses me, leaving me freshly fucked with an aching core, and all he has to say is “I’ll see you”? My hands ball into fists of their own volition as I watch him go.

Slamming my eyes shut, I decide right then and there.

I’m going out tonight, Azriel’s orders be damned.

He’s not going to like it.

But dammit. Damn it all to hell.
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“So, what did he say?”

I head straight toward the closet, tossing out random dresses.

“He said yes. Surprisingly. All it took was some effective convincing on my part,” I lie.

Fran screams with excitement.

Once we’re dressed, we head down the flight of stairs where two of Azriel’s men are stationed. Their names are Carlo and Lorenzo. Usually, they’re around whenever Azriel is out on business with Romeo and Giovanni. They must’ve gone with him to handle whatever “important” business.

This works perfectly in our favor.

The two soldiers eye us strangely, taking in our attire.

“Going somewhere?” Carlo inquires.

I smile sweetly. “Yes. The nearest bar. Or club.”

They share pensive expressions. “I don’t think that’s possible, ma’am.”

“Oh, don’t worry, I’ve already asked for permission from the boss and he gave the okay so long as you’re both with us every step of the way.”

They hesitate.

Sharing dubious looks with each other, I’m sure they’re going to call my bluff.

Dammit, I probably should’ve made it seem like Azriel wanted them to watch us like hawks.

“I think the boss would prefer you both to stay inside tonight,” Lorenzo offers, putting me down gently.

My nostrils flare.

I don’t really give two shits what his boss prefers at the moment.

“Fine,” I snap coldly.

Gripping Francesca’s hand, I guide her back upstairs and kick off my heels, pacing the floor in frustration.

“It’s really not a big deal if we stay in, Aster. Seriously. Damiano would kill me if he found out I was out in public without him.”

I jerk to a halt. “And doesn’t that piss you off? Who the hell do they think they are ordering us around?” I laugh harshly. “Oh, no. Not this time. This time, we’re doing what we want to do.”

She raises a curious brow. “How do you expect to do that?”

I stand up straighter, running my hands over the length of my red bodycon dress in preparation. “We sneak out. All we’ll need to do is bypass Lorenzo and Carlo. And the guards. And the men patrolling the property, but given the fact that we’re leaving the estate and not trying to enter it, we should be okay. We just need a distraction, a way to get out.”

There’s a glimpse of uncertainty on her face but there’s no mistaking the glimmer of hope in her eyes. “What kind of distraction are you thinking?”

I turn toward the window and glance out at the rolling hills of the estate. My gaze automatically seeks out the general direction of the pigs, and I grin.

“We wreak havoc. I can let the pigs loose, tell Carlo and Lorenzo they’re making a mess of my garden, and we’ll use that small window to leave.”

“Think it’ll work?”

My heart races in my chest as I run over the plan and the fine details. “There’s only one way to find out.”
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A petrified grin spreads across my face as I slide into the driver’s seat. My body is trembling with fear and adrenalin. It causes a ruckus in my chest. Franny discretely slides into the passenger seat of the blacked-out Aston Martin wearing a similar expression.

I reach across and squeeze Francesca’s hand in excitement and trepidation.

“Do you know how to drive this thing?” she asks cautiously.

I push the fancy button to start the engine and as soon as the roar fills the air, I grip the steering wheel tightly, focusing on the road ahead.

“Not really.”

As soon as I step on the gas and floor it away from the mansion behind us, my conscience begins to grow heavy. As much as I hate to admit it, a part of me feels guilty for going against Azriel’s wishes. Not because of him, per se, but because of his men. I feel bad about lying. If we get caught, I’d hate for Carlo and Lorenzo to pay the price.

And deep down, I know they will. It’s their duty to keep me safe. Letting us slip off the estate is grounds for a brutal murder.

When the iron gates ahead grow closer, my heart beats harder. My chest rises faster. The fear snaking through my veins becomes so potent, I can taste it.

Hoping like hell it works, I press the clicker I’ve seen Giovanni and Romeo use countless times that control the gates, and much to my surprise, they slowly begin to open.

“Holy fuck!” Fran screams with a mix of elation and dread.

When I glance at Franny and see the thrill written all over her face, I push the feeling down. She deserves this.

We both do.

Especially after the way Azriel treated me.

He’s got it coming.
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I take a long sip from the Long Island in my hand, scanning the crowd of dancing individuals. I’ve never been to a club quite like this one before. Well, actually, I’ve never been to a club, period. And by the expression on my cousin’s face, I can tell she hasn’t either. The life of a principessa.

“Pretty sure I’m buzzed,” Fran yells over the music.

“Yeah, well, I think I passed into drunken territory about three sips ago.”

We both laugh, the effects of the alcohol already working its way through our bloodstream.

The inside of the club is everything I expected it to be yet so much more. From the moment we stepped inside, we were taken by the atmosphere and how vibrant it is.

You’d be surprised just how willing some people are to accommodate you when they see you pull up in a million-dollar vehicle. Upon entering the club, Francesca and I soon realized we may have gotten off the estate with no issues thus far, but we didn’t think our plan through entirely.

Money.

The thought never even crossed my mind.

It wasn’t until I was speeding away from the estate and merging onto the closest highway that I realized I had no clue where we were, how to find the nearest club, and how the hell we would pay for anything.

But surprisingly, when we reached what appeared to be downtown Santa Barbara and spotted a lively place, I skidded to a halt in front of the establishment and the bouncers were all too willing to hop up from their posts to help us.

Getting drinks inside wasn’t all that difficult either. Two beautiful women dressed in skimpy dresses made for an easy way to get free drinks. That’s how we’ve found ourselves here. Two Long Islands deep and tipsy as all hell.

There are bodies everywhere; not too many that make you feel crowded or uncomfortable, but just enough to make you feel like you’re swimming among the fish in schools. The color and ambience inside are dark and sexy. It’s vibrant. So filled with life and electricity.

In one section of the club is a lounge bar with velvet maroon walls and a seating area for those that want to lounge whilst they people-watch. Past the lounge room is a short set of stairs that lead to a dance floor filled with writhing bodies.

Finishing off my drink and ignoring the wave of relaxation, I grab Fran’s hand. Leading us onto the dance floor, I let the music pump through my body, the beat vibrates in my veins and I’m finally able to release all the anger I’ve kept buried, the frustration I’ve let simmer since I married Azriel.

It feels good.

Letting go like this.

Franny and I scream along to the music. We’re a mess of laughter. Of susceptibility.

Tension coils through my body when I feel someone come up behind me and try to dance with me. I turn, trying to wiggle out of the stranger’s hold.

“I’m trying to enjoy a night out with my family. Can you please not—hey!” I growl when his hands grip onto my ass. Suddenly, the man is flung back and my eyes grow round on the two imposing figures who are now making a beeline for me with menacing scowls on their faces.

Carlo and Lorenzo.

They look angry.

So fucking angry.

My stomach balls with dread. Lorenzo grips the man and drags him off through the crowd of gyrating individuals while Carlo jerks to a halt before us, eyes narrowed into thin slits.

“We’re leaving. Now.”

Instead of backing down like I know I should, I cross my arms over my breasts and shake my head. “No. We’re not leaving.”

“The boss is livid.”

Good thing Azriel isn’t here then.

I sense Francesca step closer and as I glance up at Carlo, my bravado falls. “Please, Carlo. We’re already here. Can’t you just let us enjoy ourselves for a little while longer? I’m not ready for this to be over yet.”

His expression shutters with indecision. “I can’t. He’s going to skin us alive.”

“Please,” I beg.

Carlo rakes a frustrated hand through his mop of curls and grimaces. “You both have thirty minutes before we’re leaving.”

I nod frenetically, trying to contain my relief. “Thank you!”

With Carlo and Lorenzo in tow, Francesca and I clamor off the dance floor, skin glistening with perspiration. All the alcohol swimming through my veins goes straight to my bladder. We drunkenly head to the bathrooms, hanging on to each other desperately.

Halfway there, a shoulder crashes into me causing me to stumble. My sweaty hand slips out of Franny’s and I lose her and Carlo in the crowd. I spin around searching for Lorenzo or Carlo, but I don’t see either of them. Shaking off the trepidation, I keep shoving through the mass of bodies, trying to get to the restrooms.

Suddenly, I collide into something warm and solid that knocks the breath out of me. Arms shoot out to steady me and when I look up, my breath catches. Fear trickles down my spine. The man standing before me would seem like a normal man. He’s anything but.

He’s the same one from the gala, the same one Azriel had issues with.

The one that knew things about my mother.

“Asteria Costa. Fancy meeting you again.” He smiles that wicked smile that sets me on edge. The hairs at my nape perk up, standing at attention. I dart my gaze around, frantically searching for Franny or either of the soldiers. Panic claws at my chest when I don’t see them.

I try to shake off the heavy weight of his steel grip on my arms but he tightens his hold, his fingertips dig into my flesh, piercing and burning.

“You’re hurting me.”

His eyes flash manically.

“Am I?” He squeezes harder and I whimper. Futilely, I search for someone, anyone that can help me, but the throngs of people surrounding us seem wholly uninterested.

“Let go of me,” I bite out, fighting against his hold. He sneers down at me, digging his nails into my arms until he’s splitting the skin.

A gunshot resonates through the club. Pavel’s body jolts as a bullet rips through his skull. His body sags forward, falling into me, and I cry out, fear ravaging my throat.

Desperate screams erupt.

Chaos ensues.

I fall backward with the weight of his body bringing me down, but I never fully hit the floor. Arms wrap around me from behind, pulling me out from under him. I should turn around, figure out who it is, but my gaze snags on the image before me.

Running through the crowd is Carlo and Lorenzo with Franny in tow and behind them is my worst nightmare.

Azriel.

He looks murderous.

Those eyes I love so much are narrowed on me, brimming with so much violence, terror races up and down my spine.

And when he grows closer, I see the glint of the chrome weapon he’s gripping onto. The gun blatantly at his side, as though he couldn’t care less who sees it.

Not like it would matter, anyway.

He’s the capo.

He’s Azriel Costa. He’s made it clear he owns this coast.

Pushing Lorenzo and Carlo out of the way, Azriel grips onto my arm and drags me outside toward the waiting SUV. His hold on me feels like steel. His grip is ironclad.

I feel like a child who is on the verge of being reprimanded. His anger percolates in the air between us.

“What the fuck were you thinking?” he hisses, voice gritty with malevolence and destruction.

“I asked-d you if we could go out,” I stammer lamely.

He jerks to a stop in front of the car, eyes wild with rage as he pins me with a deathly glare.

“And I said no!”

The vein in his jugular protrudes from his skin, showcasing just how furious he is.

I try to jerk my arm out of his hold.

“I don’t have to follow your orders. What’s it to you anyway? You’ve made it quite clear you don’t care about me, Azriel. You just like fucking me, right?”

His nostrils flare and his eyes turn a deep shade of murderous green. “How hard is it to follow a simple fucking set of instructions?”

“And how hard is it to admit you love me back!” I yell, throat raw. A tear leaks down my cheek and it causes the muscle in his jaw to clench.

“Such a fucking child.”

I jerk back as though he struck me. “What did you just say?”

He takes a threatening step toward me. “I said, you’re a fucking child, Asteria. If you don’t get your way you throw a goddamn hissy fit.”

My heart pounds in my chest like an angry metronome. An acidic taste fills my mouth. “Fuck you!” I shove at his chest. It does little to his imposing stature. He doesn’t even budge. I do it again and again, growing more angry with every hit.

In a flash of movement, Azriel’s hands shoot out, catching my wrists and halting them midair in another strike.

“Enough!” he snarls.

Just then, Lorenzo and Carlo come out of the back exit doors with Francesca who looks shaken. I make a move toward her, but someone rests an arm on my shoulder halting me. When I turn, I realize it’s Romeo. He must’ve been the one who saved me from falling. From being crushed by Pavel. He shakes his head, silently telling me to stop.

Carlo and Lorenzo usher Franny into the waiting SUV with Giovanni. They turn back toward Azriel who has his gaze narrowed on them.

“Who let her get away?” he grits out.

He’s met with silence.

Disconcerting silence.

Both men glance at each other, fear written in their eyes.

“I told them to take me.” I pipe in. “I released the pigs so they’d be distracted and I took the car. It wasn’t their fault.”

Everyone stares my way.

More silence follows.

Azriel’s face turns an unhealthy shade of red.

“And you both just let it happen? You let my wife slip off the estate because of fucking pigs? Despite every fucking rule I give, every word of caution, you fuckheads had one job. Just one. Keep my wife safe. Protect what’s mine.”

My fuse of anger blows.

“They shouldn’t have to bend over backwards to babysit me, Azriel. I am a grown woman. I should be given the right to take a car and drive off your fucking estate if I want to. I should be able to have a girls’ night without having to sneak away and breed chaos! You don’t get to—”

“Shut up!” Azriel bellows, stunning me into silence.

My heart drops when he suddenly whips his gun out and pops a bullet into each of their skulls. They drop to the ground with a heavy thud, and I scream. It echoes around us.

I scream until my throat is raw.

I’ll never be able to scrub the image from my eyes.

The guilt. It’s unbearable as it presses savagely against my chest.

Azriel stalks toward me, glaring down at me.

“Next time I tell you to do something, fucking do it.”

Leaving me with my heart pummeled beneath his Italian loafers, he hops into the SUV. Romeo clears his throat, something akin to remorse in his eyes as he guides me inside with Franny and Giovanni.
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I hang on to Franny tightly. She squeezes me back with equal fervor as we’re hugging goodbye. Damiano has come to bring her back home, and the thought of going without seeing another family member for so long hurts. The idea of being trapped in this place with Azriel is frightening. Especially after last night.

We haven’t spoken since the incident. I haven’t seen him at all.

I have so many questions about what happened.

The biggest being why Pavel was there, why he grabbed me like he wanted to hurt me, and why Azriel felt the need to kill him. I know it couldn’t just be because he touched me. It was more than that.

There’s something I’m missing.

Something Azriel isn’t telling me.

I think I’ve known it for a while.

After we got home last night, I headed straight to my bedroom with Franny. We didn’t talk about it. She didn’t ask questions, and for that I was all too thankful.

This morning was much of the same. Azriel wasn’t at breakfast, so it gave us a chance to spend more time apart which I did not think I’d be getting after the stunt I pulled last night.

My chest hurts as I think about Carlo and Lorenzo.

Their deaths are on my hands. It’s my fault. All because I lied. All because I was selfish. My heart is riddled with guilt and grief.

Will their families ever know what happened to them? Did they have children that were waiting for them to come home? Did they have someone else who loved them, who would now be mourning for them, all because of me?

“I’ll see you soon. I promise,” she whispers in my ear before pulling back. She brushes the stray hairs off my face and wipes away a few stray tears I didn’t even realize had fallen. “Be strong. He’ll come around. I promise.”

I scoff. “After last night? I don’t think so.”

She smiles sadly. “Especially after last night.”

Giovanni clears his throat, dragging our attention toward him.

“He’s waiting.” His lips press together in a grim line. It’s as though delivering the news displeases him.

My gaze darts between the two of them as they stare at one another. It’s been happening frequently. They watch each other longer than just the few ordinary seconds. Not to mention the way the room fills with tension when they are together. Their attraction is obvious. I’m saddened, knowing it could be nothing more for them than that.

“Love you, Fran.”

“Love you, too.”

Once they disappear, my heart grips in a vise. What kind of family member am I? How can I send her back into the arms of Damiano knowing what he does to her, knowing the kind of man he is?

I take a lengthy step toward them but stop when Gio glances over his shoulder and pins me with a dark expression.

Don’t.

I deflate as I scan the empty estate. No Romeo. No Giovanni. No staff. No Azriel.

With a sigh, I head toward the butterfly conservatory and I hang out there until I don’t feel so lost and confused.

I get it. What I did yesterday was beyond stupid. It was senseless. And it cost those men their lives. I have no doubt in my mind, had I not done what I did yesterday, they’d still be alive. Azriel would’ve had no reason to murder them.

And I hate that.

I hate that he’s put their deaths on my hands.

I hate that he’s made this my fault.

I was just so angry. So goddamn heartbroken.

There’s just something about Azriel that has always drawn out the best and worst emotions out of me. And obviously yesterday was the worst.

He hurt me.

It still feels like it’s all those years ago and he’s fine leaving me behind. How can he be so callous and cold? How can he deny his feelings for me when he’s shown me stuff like this, when he’s shown me where pieces of his heart lie?

Maybe I am still that foolish little girl from the past.

Searching for love in all the wrong places.

A child.

“You need to eat something.”

My body tenses at the sound of his voice. Keeping my back to him, I continue letting the butterfly crawl on my hand.

“Not hungry.”

“Asteria.”

I whirl around with a frustrated growl. “What? Come to yell at me some more? Come to tell me how stupid I am? Or maybe you’re here to murder someone else in front of me, right? Teach me a lesson.”

His lips press together in a grim line and his jaw flexes. “What you did was stupid.”

I scoff. “Yeah, I got that, asshole.” An angry tear rolls down my cheek. My chin wobbles violently as I try to rein in my emotions. “You didn’t have to kill them to prove a point. It wasn’t their fault. It was my fault, okay! You should’ve taken it out on me instead!”

He rakes a hand through his hair, clearly frustrated. It’s so unlike him. Killing two of his trusted soldiers in his circle? That’s just not something Azriel would do. Or maybe he would.

Maybe I don’t know him as well as I thought I did.

“You nearly died a day before, how did you expect me to react, Asteria?”

I swipe at the dampness on my face. “You’re being dramatic. It was a freak accident.”

His face clouds with darkness. “It wasn’t.”

I stop short. “What?”

He exhales sharply. “Nothing. Forget it.”

A crease forms between my brows. My next question stops him in his tracks on his way out.

“What aren’t you telling me?”

He’s silent. Too silent.

The tension rolls off him in waves.

“Nothing.”

My stomach clenches. “You’re lying.”

Az pins me with a glare. “There are things you don’t need to know. Things that don’t concern you.”

“And once again, I’m good enough to fuck but that’s about it, right?”

I storm past him, out of the conservatory, down the staircase and toward the hedge maze. Clasping my arms around my body, I stomp through it, hitting dead end after dead end in my fit of rage. I keep stalking around until the anger I felt begins to subside. Sunset eases into night and I sit there near the fountain, watching the stars make their appearance in the sky. They glimmer next to the crescent moon. Such a fantastical picture.

“Tell me what to do,” I whisper as I gaze up at the stars.

I hear something snap a few feet away and I jump. My eyes scan the darkness surrounding me, but I don’t see anything. I close my eyes and take a deep breath, telling myself to calm down.

When I hear it again, my heart just about rips out of my rib cage. It eases a fraction when Azriel’s dark silhouette appears from the shadows. Silently, he takes the seat next to me on the bench. Both of us have our heads tilted back, staring up at the sky.

“You’re not just a fuck to me. You’re my wife.”

“That term means two completely different things to each of us,” I mutter bitterly.

“The idea of something happening to you makes me insane. I’d scour the ends of this earth to find you and keep you safe, cara mia. Do you know what it felt like when I got the call from Lorenzo when he realized you’d taken off? It was hell.”

Dejectedly, I turn to face him.

“Why do you still call me that?”

“Because you’re mine. My princess. My butterfly. You always have been.”

A solitary tear leaks down my cheek and I quickly dart my gaze away so he doesn’t see it.

“Tell me what you meant up there.”

He sighs.

A taut silence passes between us.

“Someone wants you dead.”

My breath catches. “What? Why?”

“Your papa. Me. The blood running through your veins. Take your pick.”

“I still don’t understand. What makes me so special? Why does it have to be me?”

“Because it’s all a power play. Killing you sends a message to other rivaling capos that the Costa and Moretti respective reigns have been weakened. You aren’t just a pawn on their chessboards. You’re the piece everyone wants; a piece for their own gain.”

“That’s why you’ve kept us here, isn’t it? That’s why you won’t let me leave.”

“Partly.”

“What am I going to do?”

His face turns hard. “Nothing. I won’t let anything happen to you. I promise.”

“You can’t promise something like that, Azriel.”

“I can. And I just did.”

Possessively, he wraps his hand around the nape of my neck and drags me into him for a kiss. We’ve shared many kisses before, but this one, this is different. It’s gentle and sweet. It is a warm balm to the soul, a tender caress to the heart.

It’s everything.

Pulling back slightly, Az takes my chin between his thumb and forefinger and our gazes clash.

“Words will never do justice to express the way I feel about you, cara mia. Trust me.”

My eyes fill with beads of moisture. They teeter on the edge of my lashes. Azriel softly swipes his thumb under my eye and whispers, “Always.”

A tear falls.

“And forever,” I whisper back.
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I rest my head back against the leather seat, my eyes growing heavier with each second that passes. Azriel drags me into his side, and I smile sleepily, nestling my head against his shoulder and chest.

As insane as it sounds, I actually convinced him into taking me out for dinner. I let him set the parameters and lay down the ground rules. He wanted the restaurant to be one he owned, one he knew would be protected by the Outfit, and he wanted men surrounding us at all times.

I didn’t argue.

I was simply happy to be going out with him.

Spending time with him outside of the estate.

He was on edge throughout most of the dinner, but toward the end, I started to notice the way the muscles along his shoulders relaxed. He wasn’t as tense as he usually was and that made me smile.

It was quintessential.

Craning my neck back, I gaze up at him until he glances down. Warmth emanates from him. It’s not just from his body but his entire being. Reaching out, I cup his face in my palm, stroking the pads of my fingertips over the slight stubble along his jawline.

“I love you.”

He takes my chin between his fingers and lifts my mouth up to his, kissing me deeply. His lips caress mine gently. Perfectly. I moan softly into his mouth and I feel his grin against my lips. It makes me happy knowing I put that smile there. Especially for a man like him who doesn’t smile as often as he should.

“Azriel.”

Giovanni’s sharp tone slices through the moment. Azriel stiffens on the leather next to me, shooting a glare his way. A silent conversation is held between them. My gaze pings back and forth and my brows knit together with confusion.

Shifting, Az reaches across my body for the safety belt I clicked off a while ago, buckling me in place.

“Do not take this off. Understand me?”

A fearsome foreboding slithers down my spine.

My heart thumps erratically, fear permeating the air. “What’s happening?”

“Nothing for you to worry about.”

“Well, I am worried, Azriel. What’s going on?”

When he doesn’t answer, I stare at Romeo and Giovanni. Both are looking away, pretending they don’t hear me.

Grasping my face, Azriel drags my attention back to him. “Everything is going to be fine. I promise.”

“You’re scaring me,” I whisper.

“Do you trust me?” He searches my gaze as though he’s searching for the answer within the depths of my eyes.

“Of course.”

“Good,” he breathes, then presses his lips to mine.

Warmth unfurls in my chest.

The sound of tires screeching suddenly infiltrates our bubble. Giovanni slams on the brakes and swerves, but it’s too late. Something slams into our vehicle. The sound of crunching metal is grotesque. It rains nails down my spine.

Everything follows in slow motion.

A scream explodes from my chest.

My grip on Azriel’s hand slips. Darkness and trees swirl past the tinted windows while we roll recklessly, like we’re on a carnival ride.

My stomach jolts, and bile rises.

There’s the distinct sound of glass shattering.

The sound of metal crunching.

Pain.

The sound of my own scream.

Blinding pain radiating in my skull.

My vision tunnels into a dark, grainy abyss. I can hear voices, men yelling. There’s the distinct pop of gunfire.

Until nothing.

There’s a cautionary stillness in the air. The fear-inducing drip, drip, drip of something leaking. When I force my lids open, a ragged gasp tumbles from my lips, echoing around me.

I’m shrouded in darkness.

There’s something tight banding across my body.

Slowly, I grunt past the pain throbbing throughout my body and try to move, but in doing so, a smarting ache rips through my abdomen, and I choke from the overwhelming discomfort. Panic squeezes my lungs in a vise.

I try to see past the darkness, but everything is so grainy and unclear. I slam my eyes shut and open them again, hoping it’s all in my head, but each time, nothing changes.

This is real.

Oh, God. This is real.

I struggle for air, dread filling my lungs when I blindly reach around me, trying to find balance. It takes me a few stilted seconds to realize the car is upside down, and it’s empty. I press my palms up against the roof of the car and I’m met with thick shards of shattered glass. Craning my head to the side, I realize the windows are shattered, giving me a small view.

The black pavement glistens, scattered with fragmented pieces of the windows. There’s moonlight outside, streaming into the vehicle, through trees lining the road. My breaths come in sharp, panicked spurts.

Glancing toward the other end of the car, I search for any signs of life. A whimper spills past my lips when I realize it’s pitch-black.

Everyone is gone.

It takes me a second to process and come to the realization that I’m trapped, with no help.

“Azriel!” I yell out into the silent night, my hoarse voice echoing around me.

I make a disconcerted effort to take stock of myself and my surroundings.

Where are Giovanni and Romeo?

Where is my husband?

Outside the shattered window closest to me, I can only see the sky and the tops of the trees. I can’t tell if we’re on flat land or if one more quick movement will have the car rolling again.

I try to move, but pain rips through my body again, keeping me immobile. When I peek down, a sob catches in my throat. There’s blood all over my clothes. I can’t tell if it’s mine or if it belongs to someone else. The thought has my vision tunneling, threatening to pull me under.

Every part of my body hurts, even my face. Each breath seems to be getting harder and harder to pull in while hanging upside down. The pain and the pressure are all-consuming.

A shock of unease surges through my body when I hear the distant sound of feet crunching through shattered glass. I wait, hoping it’s one of the guys. Maybe they went searching for help. Maybe they had a good reason for leaving me behind here, hanging upside down.

When the dark silhouette crouches near the window, giving me a close-up view of their face, my breath catches and my eyes round.

No.

A chill works its way down my spine.

He reaches out, opening the crushed hunk of metal that used to be the door. The metal groans and creaks on its hinges. He cocks his head to the side and watches me for a beat as though he’s soaking in this moment.

Digging into his suit pocket, he pulls out his Glock.

“W-what are you doing?”

This is it.

I’m going to die.

“Sorry, princess.” It’s the last thing I hear before the butt of his gun comes down on my face, knocking me unconscious.
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I’m jolted awake as pins and needle-like sensations stab at my flesh. Every muscle stiffens forcibly.

It hurts.

Everything hurts.

My body violently trembles to life when I come to. I inhale a shuddering breath that rattles my chest.

My teeth chatter brutally, slowly chipping away the enamel. I can’t tell if it’s due to the fear or if there is something more serious happening inside my body.

My skull throbs savagely and there’s a distinct metallic tang that percolates in the air. When I try to move, pain spears through my wrists.

I tense.

My wrists are raw, bound to the arms of the chair. I scan the room, and a sob racks through my chest when I see him. Sitting directly across from me is Azriel who is tied to a chair, just like I am. His eyes are closed, a gash of blood leaking from the wound on his head.

Darting my gaze around us, I take in the space. It looks like an abandoned warehouse or factory of some sort.

Dark.

Cold.

Empty.

I struggle against the binds keeping me pinned in the chair and scour the darkened space, searching for an exit or a way out.

There’s nothing.

No sign of Giovanni or Romeo.

And no sign of that traitorous Alfonso.

Just me and Azriel.

“Cara mia.”

My gaze swings back toward Azriel and I choke on a sob of relief that he’s alive. Blood trickles down the side of his face, rolling into his shirt.

“Thank God you’re okay.”

He grimaces. Doing exactly as I did mere seconds before, he takes in our surroundings. The shadows on his face become darker with each passing second as he processes our situation.

“Are you hurt?”

I shake my head, looking down at myself to take stock of any potential gaping wounds. “I don’t think so. Not like you.”

He nods, mostly to himself, still scanning the space around us. For the first time, I detect fear in Azriel’s gaze. It takes me a moment to realize it’s not fear for himself.

It’s for me.

“I need you to do something for me, cara mia.”

“What is it?”

“Fight against the ropes, understand me? I know it’ll hurt, but you need to loosen the knots just enough to slip free and get out of here.”

I stiffen.

“What about you? How am I supposed to slip through?”

“Asteria!” Azriel snaps, tension cloying the air around us. “You do whatever it takes to free yourself. Understand me?”

My bottom lip trembles but I do as he says. He uses his upper body strength and his legs to drag his chair closer to me, trying to help. I abrade my wrists against the binds, tearing into my flesh. The rope rips into my wrists, blood seeps from the wounds.

It doesn’t loosen.

Nothing happens at all.

“Don’t stop. Keep going,” he urges.

I try again. Scraping and pulling, I tug and strain until there’s finally some movement. Blood slickens my wrists. Fighting past the burn and the searing pain, I keep going until there’s enough room to slip one hand out then the other until I’m freed.

Suddenly, there’s a loud bang that reverberates around us, then we’re airborne. A kaleidoscope of colors swirl before my eyes. Warmth engulfs my body. I’m flung into the concrete wall behind me and pain rips through my skull.

I feel hands on me, shaking me awake, trying to penetrate the darkness clouding my vision. Forcing my eyes open, all I can make out is gray smoke and the red earthy tones of a fire.

What the hell was that?

What’s happening?

“Come on, amore mio,” Azriel urges as he tries to lift me into his arms. “We need to get you out of here right now.”

My vision clears on his dark form. I realize he’s still halfway strapped to the chair, still trying to drag me up and out of the building being eaten up by flames.

“What about you?” I croak as I struggle to my feet.

“Don’t worry about me. Just go—”

“Well, well, would you look at that? They’re finally awake. Did you like the show? C-4 explosives always were some of my favorite toys to play around with.”

My body turns to ice at the sound of the voice.

I know that voice.

My brows pull together in a frown and I whirl on my heels, staring up into the dark eyes of Alfonso Brambilla, Fabiano’s father. My brain works a mile a minute trying to process what’s happening.

“Alfonso?”

He smiles just like a Cheshire cat. “So good to see you, Asteria, though I do apologize it had to be under these circumstances. You’ll have to forgive me.” He places his hand over his heart and laughs. My brows knit together. My mind whirs, trying to put the pieces together and understand what’s going on.

“What do you mean? What’s happening?”

Alfonso darts his eyes between me and Azriel, a disturbing glimmer there. “I take it you haven’t told her?”

Azriel glares.

“Told me what?”

Alfonso tosses his head back and laughs, his chest booms with hysterics. He’s like an escaped mental patient, completely off his rocker.

“Oh, sweet little Asteria. The death threats, the attacks, it’s been me the whole time.”

Fear churns in my gut. “What death threats?”

“I’m guessing he didn’t tell you about all the messages I’ve been sending him since your nuptials. The poor, poor dead blondes that have been scattered across the West Coast. The ones I left at the gates of his property. At his warehouses. His place of business.”

I gasp. I feel my blood whoosh frantically through my veins. “W-what?”

“Not to mention your strawberry accident. Such a bummer, am I right? I almost had you, didn’t I? See, my first mistake was thinking Azriel would buy the whole strawberry accident. I didn’t think he’d notice the poison Danilo slipped in there, too. Ah, I guess you live and learn, right?” He chuckles, pacing in front of us, tossing his Glock from hand to hand playfully. “And poor Pavel. He was supposed to kill you at that club. He almost got the job done, too, but of course, your knight in shining armor had to come swoop in and save you again, didn’t he?” He sneers, the humor draining from his face. Instead, it’s replaced with rage. He’s like lightning that’s been trapped in a bottle.

“Why would you do that? I almost died!”

He cocks his head to the side, and I never realized it before, but he looks manic. Insane. “That was the point, sweetheart.”

A growl erupts from Azriel’s chest. “Let her go. She has nothing to do with this.”

Alfonso whirls on Azriel. “Oh, but that’s where you’re wrong. She has everything to do with this.”

Everything to do with what?

“What is going on?” I yell, growing hysterical.

“Didn’t Casanova here ever tell you that he’s the reason my son is dead?” Alfonso’s tone drips with disdain. “He is the reason you’re married to him instead of Fabiano.”

Unease drops into the pit of my stomach. I shake my head, trying to process everything.

Glancing at Azriel, I silently probe him for answers, to explain, because I don’t understand.

“How could Fabiano’s death possibly be his fault?”

“Because he’s the one who murdered him, stupid girl. All so he could have you. All so you wouldn’t be with another man. He loved you that much.”

My heart drops and I take a wobbly step back from both of them. My gaze swings to Azriel, moisture swimming in my eyes.

“Tell me he’s lying, Az. Please.”

That fear, that softness, that humanity I’ve watched bloom back into his eyes over the past few months is now gone. Instead, he’s back to his aloof, intimidating self. There’s a vacantness in his eyes. A lack of warmth.

“He can’t do it. Because it’s the truth.”

“This doesn’t make sense.” I clutch at my head, trying to piece it all together. “You were gone. You left me. What did you care who I married?”

“I left because I had to, not because I wanted to,” Azriel grinds out.

“So, you killed an innocent man for it?” I shout back.

“He wasn’t innocent. Fabiano was a lot of things, and one thing I knew, he didn’t deserve you. He would have ruined you.”

“You didn’t know him!” Alfonso snaps. Eating the distance between us, he strikes Azriel in the face with the butt of his gun. “Never speak of my son that way!” The veins in his neck strain from acrimony.

“Do you realize I was right next to him when he was murdered? I was only inches away.”

Pain flits across Az’s features briefly before disappearing. “I know.”

Indignation burns in my gut.

“Tell her how you know this, Azriel. Go on!” Alfonso goads.

“Watch it,” Az growls in warning, pinning the man with a deathly glare. “Don’t forget who owns you and your entire family, Alfonso.”

Alfonso laughs, a maniacal gleam in his eyes. “You can’t reign strapped to a chair in a burning building, now, can you? You’re not getting out of here this time, Azriel. Neither of you.”

Ice floods my veins. Of their own accord, my feet step closer to Az, in protection.

“Please, Alfonso, don’t do this.”

Alfonso pulls his gun on me. My breath catches as I stare down the dark barrel. “I think I’ll start with you, principessa, you’re the cause of this anyway.”

In a flash of movement, Azriel bursts free from the chair and steps in front of me. He nudges me behind him to safety.

“You’re not going to touch her. You and I can go to war, but she stays out of this.”

Alfonso’s eyes narrow. “Well, look at that,” he laughs, his dark eyes darting back and forth between us. “The rumors are true. You do love her.” His scoff is loud and just as vile as his next words. “Haven’t you ever heard, Azriel? Love makes you blind. It makes you weak, and you, my friend, you’ve just given away your biggest weakness.”

“I’m warning you,” Azriel growls, his body vibrating with rage.

“I’m going to make her bleed. I’m going to bleed her dry until she wishes she never met you,” he promises.

A whimper escapes my lips in fear.

I don’t know who makes the first move, but one moment I’m standing there, engulfed by fear, then the next Azriel is shoving me back, away from him and Alfonso. I watch on in horror as both men collide. Az slams Alfonso to the floor. Fists swing, bones crunch, but it’s when I see the glare of the pistol in Alfonso’s hand that I let out a scream of fear. It rips past my lips, resonating around us.

“Azriel!” I yell in warning.

“Get out of here!” he hollers back.

Instead of doing as he says and running to safety, I run toward him.

And as though he was suspecting it, Alfonso grins through blood-stained teeth and moves the pistol away from Azriel and instead, points it at me.

My heart skips a beat.

Time stills.

A loud bang erupts around us.

Then pain.

So much pain, I can hardly breathe.

 

 

To be continued…
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