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I stumble back at the force of the bullet. White-hot pain explodes through my body, rendering me immobile.

Seconds tick by.

Heavy, tomb-like silence follows.

Dropping my gaze down at my arm, I nearly lose the contents of my stomach when I see it. Crimson red spills from the wound. My breath leaves me in a rush as I stare down at the blood oozing from the foreign hole in my arm.

Oh, God.

The earth shifts beneath my feet, threatening to pull me under. My head grows fuzzy, light, like it is filled with globs of cotton.

When I glance up, my gaze clashes with Azriel’s. I watch in slow motion, the way his gaze drops down to my arm. His face clouds with murderous rage when he sees the blood. It renders me speechless. My alarm must be written all over my face clear as day.

It’s the last thing I see before all hell breaks loose.

A feral growl tears from my husband’s lips. Azriel rushes Alfonso, both of their bodies colliding against the ground. Alfonso’s betrayal doesn’t just run deep, it stings. I was supposed to marry his son. We were going to be family one day, and he’d tried to kill me. Tried to murder me and now my husband.

With my heart in my throat, I watch as Azriel tears him to shreds.

He turns into an animal. Monstrous roars rip from his chest, the sound of bone collides with flesh over and over again. With his fists covered in blood, I watch on in horror as Alfonso fights back. The sound of Azriel’s hands stealing each breath from Alfonso’s lungs threatens to make me sick.

I want to scream.

To beg him to stop.

But a violent wave of dizziness slams into me with the force of a freight train. I lose my balance and crumple to the floor. My arm collides with the cement beneath me and I wail out in agony. Using what strength I do have, I drag myself away from the fight, trying to stay out of the way.

I find a crate of boxes stacked a few feet high that will keep me hidden. Lugging my body out of sight, I press my back against the crate, releasing a sharp breath. Perspiration beads along my forehead and my temples throb. Another wave of nausea threatens to turn my stomach but I fight it. I try not to focus on all the blood. The red substance has always made me queasy with a mere glance.

It’s okay. I’m fine.

With an unrelenting hold, I clutch the wound, ignoring the burning pang. I need to do something to stop the bleeding. I need to find a way to get us out of here.

I glance around, my gaze hones in on the fire that is growing stronger with each passing second. To the right of my body is our only means of escape, and that’s if we get there before the fire does. Smoke billows in the air around us, clogging my airway. I let out a whimper of distress, or pain, I can’t tell anymore. A crimson trail of blood is smeared across the floor, stopping at my prone body.

Think, Asteria.

Think!

The sound of footsteps pierces my fog of alarm. The heavy footfalls grow closer and closer. The tears I’ve been desperately holding on to drip down my cheeks as I try to crawl away from the looming danger. Somehow crawl to safety. If it’s Alfonso, he won’t think twice about pulling the trigger again.

The dark form materializes, and a ragged gasp slips free when I realize it’s Az. He drops to his knees in front of me, his once meticulous and pristine suit is now torn and ragged, drenched with blood and God only knows what else. His body vibrates with adrenaline, and his bloody hands are everywhere, patting me down, checking to ensure I’m okay, searching for more wounds.

“Cara mia,” he breathes, pressing a rough kiss to my forehead. With a firm hand, he applies pressure to my arm, and I let free a sob.

“Christ, is this what it feels like to be shot?” I wheeze out comically, trying to do anything but focus on the burn. He glowers down at me, clearly not in a lighthearted mood.

“Why didn’t you run when I told you to, dammit?” Eyes the color of moss search mine, demanding an answer.

My bottom lip quivers, all traces of humor now gone. “Because I couldn’t leave you.”

Eyes soften. His grip around me tightens, incredibly so. It’s as though he’s afraid I’ll slip through his fingers like fine grains of sand.

“Fuck,” he curses under his breath.

Lifting me into his arms, he carries me toward the exit of the warehouse. The flames threaten to lick at our flesh but he shields us from the heat and the embers. I let my head loll on his shoulder, my dizziness and fatigue rapidly becoming worse. The adrenaline coursing through my veins is dissipating. It leaves my body slowly, like the air deflating from a balloon. I breathe in his calming and familiar scent, trying to ignore the shooting pain in my arm and focus on him instead.

“You’re gonna be okay, cara mia. I won’t let anything happen to you.”

Something painful gets trapped in my chest. I don’t know what it is, but it’s there, breathing, wreaking havoc.

“I’m still upset with you,” I croak, thinking about Fabiano and all the mess that was unwillingly caused after his death. I slam my eyes shut against the truth of Alfonso’s words earlier. Azriel murdered Fabiano. It doesn’t matter that we weren’t in love. It doesn’t matter that it brought me back to Az, what matters is that he didn’t deserve it. I’m still haunted by witnessing the bullet mangling through his skull. I shudder just thinking about what may have happened if Azriel’s aim was off.

Azriel’s jaw clenches. “I told you that you were mine, princess. I meant that.”

A rogue grin touches the corners of my lips.

God, I really must be insane.

The smile falls when I spot something out of the corner of my eye. Crawling along the floor is a bloodied Alfonso, who has his gun aimed at Azriel’s back. My heart drops into my stomach. My lips part on a scream to warn my husband, but it’s too late.

Two shots fire off, echoing deafeningly around us. I feel the force of the bullets as they penetrate his body. His face contorts with pain.

My scream bounces off the walls as we tumble to the ground. Fire-like pain wrenches through my arm on impact but I gnash my teeth through the burn, trying to get to Azriel. His body took the brunt of the fall and is already surrounded by a growing puddle of blood. Alfonso struggles for air on the floor, attempting to drag his body closer to finish the job. My hands shake as I search for the wounds, blindly applying pressure on Azriel’s body.

He grunts in discomfort as he reaches for his pistol, firing off a single bullet into Alfonso’s skull. His body goes prone on the cement, all traces of life have seemingly vanished.

With a groan, Azriel rolls onto his side, reaching out to the wounds on his back.

“Tell me what to do.” I try stopping the torrents of blood he’s leaking.

His face scrunches with discomfort, and with every second that passes, his tan skin pales in color.

“Don’t you dare die on me, Azriel Costa. Dammit. I just got you back.” I grasp his face in my hands, forcing him to look at me.

His calloused hand cradles my cheek with a troubling gentleness. I need him to be rough. I need him to be strong. I need him to haul us up and get us out of here.

The roughened pad of his thumb swipes at my tears, collecting the moisture.

“I’ve gone through too much to get you back to die now, principessa. Don’t worry.”

A forced laugh escapes. “So you finally admit that you’ve been in love with me this whole time?”

“I’ve loved you from the very moment I laid eyes on you, Asteria Persephone. It’s always been you.”

Emotions burrow into my throat and I rest my forehead against his. I don’t want to think about how I’m going to get him out of here without him bleeding to death. I don’t want to dwell on the what-ifs right now.

Azriel squeezes my hand reassuringly, then lets out a growl of pain as he pushes upright.

“What are you doing?” I jerk back, filled with dread.

“We’re getting out of here.”

“You’re bleeding out, Azriel. Stop moving!” I try to keep him pinned down with my hands but it’s futile.

“We are not staying here, Asteria. Let’s go. I’ve survived a lot worse than two gunshot wounds.”

He rights himself, a slight curl to his shoulders to ease the discomfort, and he takes my hand in his. My stomach clenches when I realize he’s leading us toward Alfonso’s dead body. Azriel releases my hand and with a grunt, he bends down, rifling through Alfonso’s pockets until he pulls out a small dark object that I realize is a phone.

“Let’s get you out of here.” Azriel leads the way, out of the warehouse.

I toss a glance behind us, unease weighs heavily on my chest at the trail of blood he’s leaving. It has worry gnawing at my gut. That sensation I felt in my chest earlier tries to claw its way out.

With my hand clasped in his, we walk—or more accurately, stagger. I don’t know how long we trek through the unfamiliar area but it’s long enough that I can hear the wheeze his lungs are emitting. I hear the quiet hiss he tries to keep hidden from me. With every step, I pray a little harder that he’ll make it out okay.

“Where are we?”

He flicks his gaze around, scanning the open lot. “Not sure. Looks like an abandoned warehouse.”

Digging through his pocket, he pulls out the phone. I can hear the faint ringing on the other end of the line, but no answer. It makes me wonder if he’s trying to get ahold of Giovanni and Romeo.

Do I even want to think of what it means if they’re not answering?

The last time I saw them was mere seconds before our SUV flipped from being rammed by Alfonso’s men.

A tremor travels down my spine.

Azriel growls under his breath, clearly agitated that no one is picking up.

He dials a few other times and every single time there is no answer. He leaves strange messages that make no sense, but I don’t question it. There’s always a reason for Azriel’s madness.

Fear swirls in my chest once more when my gaze snags on the trail of blood he’s leaving behind.

This isn’t good.

I’m not medically trained for anything like this. Or at all. When I was younger and I got hurt, my father always had Estrella or one of the other maids patch me up, even if it was just a simple little scratch.

This…this is different.

I don’t even know where to begin to help or make myself useful to him. I don’t have to dwell on it for too long.

Suddenly, there’s a screech of tires and then a familiar black SUV pulls up in front of us. One of the many Azriel keeps back home on the estate. Sergio, Giovanni, and Romeo hop out and I gasp when I get a good view of them. Giovanni and Romeo look like they’ve taken the brunt of the car accident. Scraped and severely bruised skin. Both sporting black eyes and limps to their strides.

A frown pulls taut across my face. How the hell did they get here so quickly?

Giovanni or Romeo must’ve called for backup and Sergio was there to pick them up. I’m assuming the strange message Azriel left on the voicemail was intercepted by his men.

My eyes clash with Giovanni’s and I release a sharp breath. A stab of emotion pierces my chest as I come to the startling realization that I love these men like they’re my brothers. Like we’re family. When I thought they were dead, it nearly broke my heart.

“Where the hell have you two been?” Azriel scowls.

“That piece of shit tried to throw us into the Pacific with cinders strapped to our ankles.” Romeo huffs.

“Motherfucker.”

“We got the message. I came as soon as I could,” Sergio responds.

Romeo helps me into the SUV and Giovanni helps Azriel inside. I don’t miss the silent message Rome and Gio share after getting a good look at my husband’s wounds. That worry, the fear, it digs its talons into me, piercing my flesh with no intention of letting go.

God, please, let him be okay.
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Back at the estate there are a team of doctors waiting. It’s a whirlwind of activity. Without being given the chance to say no, I’m taken into the medical room, and I’m hooked up to IVs and tubes. I’m poked and prodded.

“Where is Azriel?”

The staff putter about, pretending like they didn’t hear my question. I try pushing up from the bed, but hiss when a twinge shoots up and down my arm.

“Where is my husband?” I demand again, only this time, it’s flavored with a groan. Out of the corner of my eye, I spot a man I recognize.

It’s the doctor Azriel keeps on call.

Our gazes lock and I see the second he takes pity on me. Setting his clipboard aside, he ambles up to the side of the bed. Whatever drugs they’re pumping through my veins are working fast. Fatigue weighs down my lids. It makes my tongue feel heavy and swollen, making it difficult for me to form words.

“What…is…happening?”

“Everything is going to be fine, Mrs. Costa. I’m going to get that nasty bullet out of you. In the meantime, I want you to rest.”

I open my mouth, intent on asking more questions, but the drugs have fatigue winning out in the end. One moment, I’m conscious, and the next, I’m blissfully pulled under by sleep.
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When I come to hours later, I’m in the medical room by myself. Still no signs of Azriel. Blinking past the lingering heaviness weighing down my eyelids, I just about jump out of my skin when I spot the doctor pacing near the entryway. I was sure I’d wake alone.

I shift my weight to push myself against the headboard, but he hurries toward me, arms outstretched.

“No, no. No moving. Just sit and rest. All right?” Dr. Watson Blake is a silver-haired older man that reminds me in a lot of ways of Eric Dane, but post-Grey’s Anatomy. When I look at him, he doesn’t strike me as someone who would willingly work for the men in this world. Least of all, someone like Azriel. Though, I know firsthand just how persuasive my husband can be.

Worry strikes me in the heart.

Is that why he’s in here, to deliver horrid news?

My features tighten cautiously and my heart lurches into my throat. “Where is he? Is he okay?” I fire off the questions in a demanding tone. “I want to see him.”

The doctor glances toward the door before he takes a tentative step toward my bed. “We have some more…pressing matters to focus on at the moment.”

I frown. “What could be more important than making sure my husband is alive?”

He swallows. Another glance toward the doors.

Something tells me he’s not supposed to be in here. Warning bells go off in my head. I tense on the mattress, preparing myself for an ambush. Another attack of some sort.

After everything I’ve been through recently, my trust has de-escalated.

Dr. Blake clears his throat. “Well, while you were under sedation, I was able to remove the bullet and stitch you up. There was no permanent nerve damage or anything you need to worry about on that front. Though, I did run blood work to make sure everything else was okay, considering you had just been poisoned not long before the car accident. After being shot, I figured it was better to be safe than sorry.”

I wince.

Wow. When he puts it that way, it sounds really bad.

“Okay, so everything looks fine, right?”

He clears his throat, unable to meet my eyes. Unease drops into my stomach like lead. “Mrs. Costa, it would seem that you’re pregnant.”

The room spins.

All the air is knocked out of my lungs.

My heart races, flapping against my sternum like a fish out of water.

“W-what?”

He exhales. “I realize this may come as a surprise to you. But I did run the labs twice just to be sure.”

Unease prickles at my neck. Everything that has transpired over the last month or so runs through my mind like images on a pinwheel. The allergic reaction, the poison, the car accident, and now being shot. There’s no telling how far along I am. It’s not like Azriel and I have actively been taking measures to be safe. Everything between us escalated so quickly.

My lungs restrict in a vise.

How could I be so stupid?

How could I let this happen?

“What does that mean now? Is it…is it alive?”

He presses his lips together firmly. Something about his tense shoulders doesn’t sit right with me. “Yes, the embryo is still in utero and intact. I can run some tests. Perform an ultrasound…if that is what you want. The sedation you were put under shouldn’t have any adverse effects.”

I shake my head, trying to wrap my head around all of this. “I don’t understand. Didn’t you run blood work when I was poisoned, wouldn’t it have shown up then?”

He clasps his hands in front of his body, looking like the picture of a doctor.

“I did run blood work and didn’t spot any elevated levels of progesterone. At best, everything appeared as normal as it could for someone who had just been poisoned.”

“How…how far along then?”

“Maybe three to four weeks. Your progesterone was exceptionally high which could be an indicator, but sometimes, during a miscarriage, progesterone still lingers in the body.”

On instinct, my hands fly to my stomach. Fear encapsulates my heart, wrapping its wicked hands around the organ, and clenches. The idea of being a mother is frightening, sure, but the mere thought of losing a child is devastating. Even if I haven’t given it much thought before now. It seems cruel, to have the opportunity presented to you only to have it mercilessly snatched away.

My first instinct is to run to Azriel and tell him about the news. But I stop short. We’ve never once had a discussion about kids. Even as teenagers when we discussed the future and what our lives would look like together, kids were never a topic we touched on. After everything that has happened, I wouldn’t blame him for not wanting to bring a child into this life. It’s dangerous, some might even say careless. I can’t imagine raising my child in a world like this, with a childhood like I had, or worse, like Azriel had.

How am I going to explain this to him?

I force a thick swallow. “Where is he?”

“He is still being operated on. The bullets were far too close to his spinal column, so we’re taking every precaution necessary to ensure he is okay.”

Fear wraps cold and savage around my heart. “How long have I been out?”

His lips press together in a thin line. I see the tension written there on his face before he answers me. “It’s been a while.”

Oh, God.

Summoning all my strength, I swing my legs toward the edge of the mattress and try to drag myself out of the bed. There’s an intense burning radiating from the stitched wounds along my bicep. Dr. Blake places a gentle hand on my shoulder, halting me in place.

“You need to rest.” His tone is soft but the expression on his face is anything but. If I’m not mistaken, he even appears angry.

“No.” I shake my head. “What I need to do is check on my husband.”

His eyes narrow. Something tells me he isn’t used to his patients talking back or going against his orders. “You are pregnant, Mrs. Costa. And might I remind you that not only were you just in a horrible car accident, but you were also shot. All it would’ve taken is the bullet hitting you anywhere else and you’d be in trouble. You need to worry about yourself.”

I deflate against the sheets.

I know he’s right.

There’s potentially a child growing inside of me that I need to take care of, but there’s that intense twinge in my chest that makes me wonder if Azriel is going to make it. What will I do if he doesn’t?

“But he’s hurt.” My chin quivers as I work to stifle my emotions. Blake glances away and rubs at the back of his neck, clearly uncomfortable.

He releases a sharp sigh. “You’re right, he is. And he’s been hurt many times before and he’ll be hurt many times again.”

My heart aches.

Unfortunately, truer words have never been spoken.

“You need to rest.”

I fall back against the bed and stare at the ceiling. “Okay.”

“If you’re comfortable, I’ll run some tests once you’re up for them.”

With nothing else to say, the doctor slips out of the room, and I roll onto my good arm. I slide an arm around my stomach and curl into a ball, careful of the stitches.

It’s going to be okay.

Everything will be okay.
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I wake with a sleepy groan and a fatigued body. Peeling my eyes open against the bright streams of sunlight, I jolt when I realize who’s seated in the chair across from me. Shooting upright on the hospital grade bed, I all but scramble off the mattress to get to him. I have to steady myself when a wave of vertigo barrels into me.

“Don’t move.” The deep tenor of his voice rolls over me like smooth butter. Perfection. I didn’t realize how much I missed hearing it until now.

“You’re okay.” Emotion pricks the backs of my eyes. Scanning the entirety of Azriel’s form, he appears just as put together as usual except for the deep hollows beneath his eyes and pale tint to his skin.

My eyes narrow. “What are you doing here? Why aren’t you in a bed?”

He lifts a shoulder in a noncommittal shrug. “Wanted to make sure you’re okay.”

I glare, tone incredulous. “You were almost killed, and you’re worried about me?”

“Always.”

My heart soars but punctures just as quickly when I get a good look at him. “How do you feel? Are you okay?”

“I’m fine, cara mia.”

“Azriel,” I demand, voice firm, filled with no nonsense.

A crooked smile spreads across his face. It’s like water in the Sahara Desert. It’s like the first rain after years of droughts. It’s my favorite thing about all the seasons compacted in a single smile.

“I’m fine. I’ve survived a lot worse.”

I heave a disgruntled sigh. “Yeah, so I’ve heard.”

He lets the comment roll off him. Instead, he leans forward, resting his elbows on his knees, watching me intently.

“How are you?” He stares at me with such a gentleness in his eyes, it gives me pause.

I’m suddenly reminded of the life-altering news I was given just hours before. Eyeing him closely, I search for signs that he knows.

Could he have found out?

Did Dr. Blake tell him?

I swallow past the huge lump blocking my throat. My heart causes a ruckus in my chest.

“I’m okay. My arm hurts a little, but I imagine compared to your wounds it’s nothing.”

His brows pull in. Darkness encapsulates his features. “Being shot isn’t nothing. Don’t compare your injuries to mine. You should’ve never been put in the middle of that situation to begin with.”

My tongue darts out, wetting my suddenly dry lips.

I get the sense this is something he’s not going to forgive himself for, if ever.

“Did the doctor tell you anything?” I search his eyes. I don’t see anything out of the ordinary, but then again, Azriel is a master at keeping his thoughts and his emotions hidden.

“Just that you would be asleep for a while. The bullet was removed, and you were as strong as ever.”

I smile in relief. “Guess he wasn’t wrong.”

Part of me feels guilty for not mentioning what Dr. Blake discussed with me last night. I should tell Azriel the truth. We should figure this out together.

But there’s another part of me that’s afraid to do so.

He’s obviously hurting. I’m sure the only reason he’s in here is to check on me. If he finds out I’m pregnant, I have no clue how he’ll react. I’m almost afraid to see how he’ll react.

Not to mention, Dr. Blake hasn’t been back since he dropped the bomb on me. I don’t know the extent of the situation. I don’t know if the little person growing inside of me is going to be okay in the long run. I’m just as clueless as he is.

And so damn afraid.

“I’m sorry.”

My breath catches and my eyes grow round at his guilt ridden words.

“For what?”

He scoffs. A pained grimace ripples across his handsome face. “Putting you in this position. Very nearly getting you killed.”

I reach out for his hand. His roughened palm slides over mine and warmth envelops my chest. That ever-present thread of electricity sparks to life between us, tethering us together.

“I love you, Azriel, and as much as you want to blame yourself, you couldn’t have kept me away. I’m your wife now. That means I’m a part of this life, whether you like it or not.”

A deep crease forms between his brows. “It’s my job to keep you safe.”

I tighten my fingers around his. “And you have. If you didn’t tackle him when you did, it wouldn’t just be my arm that had a bullet in it. You took two bullets for me.”

“Not enough,” is his gruff, troubled response.

I sigh, shaking my head. “Look, I’m still angry with you. For treating me the way you have. For not telling me about Fabiano.” His jaw pulses at the mention of the name. “For so many damn things,” I continue. “But you know what else? I love you regardless. I’ve loved you for what feels like lifetimes. I love you like the stars love the moon.”

His nostrils flare and it looks like he’s battling something. His emotions, the dangerous feelings he has in his chest. I feel the same way. The way I love Azriel…it’s frightening. My feelings for him run so deep, they scare me.

The things I would be willing to do for him, to protect him, are endless. And that’s scary; being so in love, you no longer know where you start and the other person ends. You no longer know where your limits lie.

“Why did you do it?” I find myself asking, referring to Fabiano and his untimely, uncalled-for death.

“You want the truth?” There’s a darkness there in his eyes that is unsettling.

“Always.”

He gazes out of the floor-to-ceiling windows, almost like he’s gathering his thoughts—or his courage. His chest expands on a deep inhale, and he glances back at me.

“Because I couldn’t imagine a life where you were married to him. Married to anyone but me. I knew him. I grew up training during the summers with him and the members of the Brambilla Outfit. He was the kind of man that enjoyed breaking women, tearing down their defenses until they were broken and stripped of all ounces of life. When I saw your engagement photos, I snapped. I refused to let that happen to you.”

My bottom lip quivers.

I remember the pain that infected my heart when he left. It was all-consuming, and I’m almost positive it never truly left.

So, yeah, I get it.

“What would you have done if you missed and hit me instead?”

He reaches out, brushing his knuckles across my cheek. His touch sends shivers down my spine, straight to my soul. “That would have never happened.”

My brows knit together. “You shouldn’t have done that.”

Something unsettling drops in my gut. I should be more angry, shouldn’t I? I should be disgusted with him. I should fear him. But as I stare at my husband, I find that I’m none of those things. Instead, I find myself making excuses for his decisions.

That darkness that I’ve felt swirling through my veins, the same darkness that I’ve been running from my whole life, becomes so intense, I can no longer ignore it.

“I know,” he murmurs, voice deep, holding a note of regret. “I shouldn’t do a lot of things when it comes to you. Love makes us do crazy things.”

A laugh crawls up my throat. “Blaming murder on love. You are certifiable.”

“Obviously.”

Azriel leans forward and presses his warm lips against mine. My hands slide around the back of his neck, and I tug him closer, losing my grip on reality. If I were standing, my legs would’ve given out from the passion. The way his mouth is hot and all-consuming. It’s an explosion of warmth and electricity.

“I love you,” I whisper across his lips, reciprocating the passion—the need.

“I know, mio amore. I know.”


[image: ]



The rest of the day was spent in the master bedroom recovering, though I didn’t need to. I imagine Azriel must’ve given orders to the rest of the staff to keep a close eye on me and adhere to my every request so I can remain resting.

I’ve followed along with his wishes, for now, at least, because as much as I hate to admit it, I am fatigued. As expected, Giovanni and Romeo and a few other soldiers stopped by to check in on me. Gio was quiet and kept to the corner of the room and, of course, Rome was the life of the party. He went into detail about the aftereffects of the car accident and how fun it was to release himself from the cinder blocks and swim to the surface. I, on the other hand, didn’t find it funny in the least.

Neither did Giovanni.

Once they left, Dulce came in with more food that would likely go untouched. I still had no appetite. I wasn’t sure if it was the remnants of the anesthesia, the stress, the fatigue, or if it was because I was pregnant.

That last thought kept me preoccupied the rest of the day.

I warred with my own thoughts, fought and wondered what I should and shouldn’t do. I made a list of all the potential things that could happen if I told my husband the truth, and in the end, I decided I needed time. I needed more information from Dr. Blake before I sprung this on him.

He didn’t react well when I told him I loved him that first time, how would this be any different?

I’m staring out at the view. With my hands resting on the balcony, I inhale deep, stabling breaths, closing my eyes against the salty ocean breeze. The smell of fresh air tickles my nostrils. The wind brushes through my hair, strands fly across my face and normally, I would brush them away from hindering the view, but I don’t have the strength to do so.

“You should be in bed resting.”

I grin at the sound of Azriel’s voice. He wraps his arms around me from behind and I settle back into his warmth. Savage satisfaction steals through me. My body fits into his perfectly, like two puzzle pieces coming together.

“I think I’ve rested long enough.”

He presses a kiss to my neck and heat unfurls in my core, spreading through my body like wildfire.

“You were shot, Asteria. You need to rest.”

His arms tighten around me, and I close my eyes, basking in his possessive hold. In the smell of him.

“What have you been doing all day?”

“Letting the doctors run tests on me to make sure everything is okay.”

“And?”

“I’m fine.”

My chest deflates on a sharp exhale, and I tighten my hold on his arms. “Good. I’m glad.”

He hums in my ear, and it sends the warm tenor down my spine. Bolts of electricity snake through my veins as though I’ve tapped into a live wire. I trap my bottom lip between my teeth to hide my smile when he nibbles on the lobe of my ear, toying with me.

My body is molten where he touches me, and it spreads everywhere. Every crevice, every dark, concealed spot of me.

“You’re insatiable, Mr. Costa.” My breath is choppy.

He chuckles and the sound is husky, traveling straight to my sex. This is what I love. This feeling that is blooming in my chest. With Azriel’s arms wrapped around me, I’ve never felt more loved, more at home in my entire life.

He’s the adventure I’ve been searching for. It was cruelly taken from us as kids, and it only left me craving for more. He’s the temptation I have fought tooth and nail against indulging in.

God am I glad I gave in.

He’s pure sin and sex appeal. And I find myself committing to those sins, committing to him, willingly.

I can’t imagine living life without him. Without this feeling, the fiercest kind of love that sets my chest on fire.

Abruptly, I turn around in his arms, catching him off guard. He stares down at me with an expression that steals the air from my lungs. Azriel has a face that is callous, almost frightening to look at sometimes, but when he looks at me, in moments like these, there is something different about him. A gentleness to his otherwise rigid jaw, an amusement alight on his face, brightening those viridian eyes.

“You’re happy, right?”

His brows crease together, and he frowns down at me. His eyes search mine, as though he’s searching for why I’d bother asking such a thing.

“Are you?” he quips.

A mischievous smile touches my lips. “I asked first.”

He huffs in irritation. “Yes. You make me happy.”

My smile widens. “Good.”

His arms cinch tighter around me and he presses his body firmly against mine, taking my breath away. “Now answer my question, princess.”

I cup his rough, stubbled cheek and lean in, inhaling deeply. My eyes flutter shut. “With you? Always.”

Lifting me into his arms, Azriel carries me inside and the whole way I scowl at him. “You should be resting! What the hell is the matter with you?”

He rolls his eyes. “You’re as light as a feather, I’m not going to kill myself by carrying you.”

Once he sets me on the bed, I swat at him for good measure. “You don’t know that.”

A laugh tumbles past his lips and he shakes his head, amused by my worry for him. “I’m fine, Asteria. I promise.” He presses a warm kiss to my lips, then backs away. Since we’ve been married, I think today is the first time he’s ever deemed to wear something so simple. With a black t-shirt and black sweatpants, he is effortlessly casual and yet, the ensemble still looks amazing on him.

It’s unfair.

Truly.

As he begins to rid himself of his clothes, my mouth dries. The muscles along his abdomen ripple deliciously. Veins pop against tan skin. He slides the sweats down meaty thighs, standing only in black briefs and unable to help myself, I clutch at the sheets, suddenly ravenous for him. For his touch. When he turns around, gathering the clothes, air catches in my throat.

I watch with tears brimming in my eyes as Azriel strolls from the bed to his closet. The scars and the bruising on his back stand viciously and proud, demanding attention. They seem awfully painful. But I imagine to him, it’s just another scar added to the countless others. Another frivolous battle wound. Only this one, I was there for. This one I watched happen and I don’t think I’ll ever forget it.

“Does it hurt?”

He comes back in, fresh clothes resting over his solid, muscled forearm.

“Not anymore.”

“You’re lying.” The realization brings a scowl to my face.

His lips twitch with amusement. Of their own accord, my hand reaches out and I graze my fingertips over the angry-looking wounds. He flinches but it’s only slight. An arrow-like sensation pierces my chest all the same.

“I’m sorry this happened.”

He sighs. “Stop apologizing, cara mia.”

“I can’t help it.”

How does he expect me to look at him, at those scars marring his flesh, and not feel hurt and pained? It’s not possible.

I watch him dress. The way the muscles and sinews along his body ripple are fascinating.

A thought suddenly strikes me as I watch him. It’s the same thought that plagued me earlier in the day.

“Has my…” I clear my throat, forcing the words out of their entrapment. “Has my father asked about me at all? Does he know?”

Azriel freezes in his tracks, his shirt and arms stilled over his head. With slow, deft movements, he finishes dressing and rests his hands on the bed, leaning into my space.

“Why?”

I frown, lifting a shoulder in a noncommittal shrug. “Don’t you find it odd that we nearly died, and he hasn’t reached out at all? I mean, I haven’t seen or spoken to him since the night of the wedding. It feels…wrong. I should tell him, right? Make an effort, at the very least.”

Does Estrella know what happened? Now more than ever, I need her. I need her advice. Her motherly touch. I’m also ashamed to admit that there’s a part of me that needs my papa, too. That anger and hate I’ve held on when it comes to him is still there, but it doesn’t burn as brightly as it once did.

Maybe it’s because I finally have Azriel back. Yes, we lost many years together because of him, but we’re both here now. Isn’t that what matters?

I need to know that my papa cares. That Azriel and Estrella aren’t the only two people on this earth that care about me and my well-being. I need to know that my father is concerned about his child. I need to know once and for all, does he love me in his own way? Or has this life changed him so much, he has no room left for love?

Azriel’s lips press together grimly. The stiffness in his shoulders doesn’t sit well with me. “And if he has reached out?”

I narrow my eyes threateningly. There’s an odd inflection in his tone. I don’t like it.

We stare at one another. The air in the bedroom grows thick, stifling.

“Then I want to speak with him.” It’s a demand.

One he doesn’t appreciate, I see. His jaw flexes with irritation.

“That’s not a good idea.”

It’s a brush-off. Not even a good one at that.

Do my wants and needs mean so little to him?

I grow angry. It vibrates down my spine. Pushing myself upright against the headboard, I pin him with my glare. “It’s never a good idea. He’s my father, Azriel. We just went through something traumatic, don’t you think he’s worried? Don’t you think he has a right to know?”

“He’s not.”

I jerk back as though he slapped me. His words leave a mark on my flesh, burning and stinging.

“That’s…mean.”

He pinches the bridge of his nose, clearly growing agitated with this line of conversation.

“That’s not what I meant.”

“What is it you meant, then?” I snap.

“Your father is not the man you think he is. He’s not worried about you, or us, he’s worried about his empire and where it stands if we’re both gone.”

Glancing away, I peer out of the window at the view of the rolling estate. My chest tightens with each passing second, making it harder and harder to breathe.

“And what about Estrella? How am I ever supposed to speak with her again?”

“Just give it time,” he responds, no inflection in his tone.

“I want to speak with him and that’s final.”

A tense silence passes between us.

“No.”

My gaze swings to his. The anger surging through my veins has a red haze spilling into my vision. My chest rises and falls sharply, working to accommodate my reckless spurts of rage.

“You’re denying me?”

“I’m protecting you,” he counters, frustration alight in his eyes.

I scoff. The sound is harsh and so unlike me. “Really, you’re protecting me. Or are you protecting yourself, husband?” I sneer the word. He doesn’t like it.

I wait for him to deny it, to refute me. He doesn’t.

Without so much as another word, he storms out of the bedroom.

Ever the fucking child.
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“There she is.”

A genuine smile breaks out across my face at the sound of Romeo’s voice. He’s seated at the table with Giovanni.

“Though, I mean, would it have killed you to run a brush through that hair?”

My smile withers and I shoot a glare in his direction.

“You know, I didn’t think I’d ever be so happy to see you both alive—until now. Alas, I’m glad you both are okay.”

Rome winks. “You flatter me, principessa. We’re just glad you’re okay too. Strong as shit, I’ll give you that. A mafia princess with the bullet scars to prove it.”

A laugh bubbles up my chest and I shake my head. I toss a glance at the normally stoic Gio. For once a small smile twists his lips.

“Is that a smile I see, Giovanni?”

He rolls his eyes and huffs. “Don’t get used to it.”

My grin grows despite my sour mood when I woke up alone this morning.

I take a seat at the dining table and my stomach growls at the spread laid out before me. Without needing to be asked, they both begin piling an assortment of food on my plate. I just about groan when I plate the warm and flaky chocolate croissant. My mouth waters at the sight alone.

“Where’s Azriel?”

Silence.

Giovanni sets a glass of orange juice down in front of me and goes about his business, pretending like he didn’t hear me. Clearly, they both did.

I cock my head to the side, regarding them both through narrowed slits.

“Where is he?”

They share a quick glance.

“Working.”

My hands ball into fists and my body vibrates with indignation.

“I’m sorry, did you just say working?” My voice grows in pitch. “He was shot in the back twice, what the hell is he thinking? Did you see his back? The wounds look horrible and painful!”

Romeo shrugs. “Life goes on, principessa. He has an empire to run.”

“But…but…” I scramble to find the words. To make sense of this idiocy.

Gio sighs like this is an everyday occurrence. “He’s fine.”

“Easy for you to say. What the hell are you both doing here? Why aren’t you there for backup?”

“Azriel Costa doesn’t need backup, but you do,” Gio replies.

I flatten my lips. “I do not.”

Rome pointedly peeks down at my arm that is currently hanging from the sling. Dr. Blake insisted upon it.

My eyes roll so hard, it’s a wonder they don’t get stuck in the back of my head. “Okay, fine,” I acquiesce. “So I’m a little beaten up at the moment, but I can take care of myself, you know. I’ve been doing it my whole life.”

“Correction. Your staff has been taking care of you,” Romeo supplies, popping a blueberry into his mouth.

“Po-tay-to. Po-tah-to.”

“Aren’t you the least bit afraid after everything you’ve been through? It’s been a tough year.”

“I’ve had worse,” I mutter.

They both give me a knowing look that clearly says, “Really?”

Ignoring their scrutinization, I glance down at my plate filled with food. The hunger pangs I felt earlier have suddenly vanished and now, I have no desire to eat. Not even my chocolate croissant that is my absolute favorite. I pout, my frustration evident.

To avoid feeling sick later, I will myself to eat the food and tamp down the urge to gag with each swallow.

“What’s wrong?” Giovanni asks, watching me closely. I shake my head, dropping my fork onto the plate with a loud, obnoxious clatter.

“I’m not hungry.” I clutch my stomach, feeling a strange wave of nausea.

He frowns. “You need to eat.”

“What would you like me to do, Gio, clean my plate until I regurgitate the entire meal?”

He scowls, and Romeo laughs into his oatmeal, finding the situation funny.

“Azriel won’t like this.”

I bite the inside of my cheek. Anger thrums through my bloodstream. “Well, my husband isn’t here to tell me what to do, is he? If he wanted to force-feed me, maybe he shouldn’t have gone back to ‘work’ so quickly. Without telling me, I might add.”

Giovanni gapes heavenward. I get the sense he thinks I’m acting like a child.

And I’m sure to him, I am.

He’s used to this. Used to his boss being hurt in battle and going back to work, going back to doing the thing that hurt him in the first place like it is nothing. I think what’s truly bothering me this morning is it feels like Azriel is purposely avoiding me after last night. We went to bed angry with each other, or at the very least, that’s what it felt like. Him having to work feels a lot like evasion.

And I hate that.

It’s just another reason why I need more time before I tell him about Dr. Blake’s news.

With a sigh, I push away from the table, making a beeline for outside, needing a moment to gather myself. I head straight for my garden, smiling when I see how well my flowers are blooming. I marvel at all the colors and scents. It’s a blend of narcissus, the sweet smell of wisteria, and climbing ivies. There is the heady and sultry scent of gardenias and gorgeous beds of roses and peonies. It feels magical here. In a place I designed, something I get to call my own.

Asteria’s garden of spring.

I grin at the thought.

As per usual, I lay on my back in the center of the garden, in the short blades of grass, and stare up at the sky. There’s this heavy weight on my chest that is persistent. It demands attention, telling me to think about the current issue at hand.

I’m pregnant.

I’m going to be a mother.

A shiver runs through me at the thought.

How can I give life to a human when it feels like I haven’t lived much of my own life at all? It seems strange. Besides this garden and my marriage to Azriel, what do I have going for myself?

Nothing.

Despite that, there’s also this distinct part of me that wants it. The idea of a child is appealing in ways I never would have thought of before now. I wonder who our baby would take after—me or Azriel.

What kind of father would Azriel be and, in turn, what kind of mother would I be?

“You shouldn’t pout.”

I open my eyes, pinning Romeo with a glare. “And why is that?”

He shrugs. “Causes wrinkles. You may look good now, but in about twenty, thirty years when your skin looks like it’s melting off your face and Azriel is on the hunt for a newer model, you’re going to wish you would have listened—”

With a growl, I grab a handful of dirt and chuck it at him.

“Hey!” He dodges the grains. “What is your problem? This is Armani!”

“Me?” I point at myself incredulously. “You just suggested that my husband was going to trade me in for a newer model! Excuse me if that angers me, asshole.”

He shakes his head, mumbling incoherently under his breath. “Oh, shut it. Azriel is so in love with you, you and I both know he’d never trade you in for a newer model. You’re his everything.”

I’ll never admit it but hearing him suggest such a thing causes turmoil inside of me. A shock of jealousy that shot recklessly down my spine. Like a match landing in a pool of kerosene.

Over my dead body.

I scoff, forcing myself into a sitting position. “His everything, riiight.”

His brows shoot up. “The man takes two bullets in the back for you, and you still have doubts? Christ.” He shakes his head. “There really is no hope for me with women, is there?”

“That’s not it. I know he loves me, but…I’m just angry.” I sigh. “He still won’t let me talk to my father and Estrella and I don’t understand why. They’re my family, Rome. The only family I have left. Why should that be taken from me because of some ridiculous pissing contest between them?”

As I say the words, I see the impact they have on Romeo. He glances away, his jaw flexing, like I’ve struck a nerve. Or worse, hurt his feelings.

“He’s trying to protect you. Protect your feelings.”

“From my own father?”

“Didn’t you once come here complaining about that man? About how he kept you locked up and always claimed it was for your own good? Ever think that Azriel is just trying to do the same, just with better reasoning?”

“That’s just it, I don’t need to be locked up to be kept safe. I need to have freedom. Free will. I want to be able to pick up a phone and talk to my father because I can. I shouldn’t have to beg for something as insignificant as a phone call. I’m twenty-two and I don’t even have a cell phone. Let that sink in.”

Romeo sighs and drops to the ground beside me, silent. I sneak a quick glance at him, noticing the stiff expression on his face.

“I didn’t mean what I said.”

“And what was that?” He raises an inquisitive brow.

I blow out a sharp sigh. “About family. I didn’t mean that. You guys are my family. I just meant…my parents, and Estrella. With my mother gone, Estrella was always like a mother to me. A girl needs a woman in her life. And without seeing or hearing from my father, it’s taken its toll on me. I miss Estrella. I think there’s even this ridiculous portion of me that misses him, too. And I’m sure he misses me too, right?”

Romeo raises a curious eyebrow, searching my gaze. “You asking, principessa, or stating something?”

I stare down at the sea of narcissus beside me.

“I really don’t know anymore.”

Sighing, he says, “Just tell Azriel how you feel. Like I said, he does everything with your well-being in mind, always. But if he knew how much this meant to you, how much it’s hurting you, he’d listen.”

He gets up and leaves me and I watch him go, frowning at his back. A sad smile twists my lips.

Would he, though? I mean, he knows how badly I want to speak with my father and Estrella, I’ve said it on multiple occasions. I think for whatever reason, he’s choosing to hold on to his anger, his grudge that he’s held over the past six years that my father kept us apart.

Am I still angry that my father pushed him away, drove us apart? Yes. Absolutely.

Will I punish him forever? I certainly don’t want to.

That is where Azriel and I have a difference of opinion, and unfortunately, I fear that will never change.
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I sit perched against the bench and pillar in the butterfly conservatory, my arm in the sling resting on my leg. A few stray butterflies have landed on the cotton material of the sling. They move their wings slowly, not so much moving, but more or less finding their comfort zone. Testing the waters.

I release a deep, semi-contented breath.

Realistically speaking, I shouldn’t be all that surprised that I still haven’t been able to speak with my father. For whatever reason, Azriel doesn’t want me speaking to him. Part of me thinks it’s because of the past. His anger. Maybe this is his way of getting back at Papa? But doesn’t he realize he’s hurting me in the process, too?

I miss them.

Sure, we didn’t have the greatest relationship before, but he’s still my father. And Estrella is the closest thing I have to a mother. She’s still the one I would turn to in my hurt and sorrow. Even now, I find myself craving the affection my father never gave me as a child. I wonder if it will ever go away.

Sometimes, I question if there’s a part of me that struggles with intimacy. They say your love language is what you were neglected as a child. And for me that was love. Embraces. The loving touch of a parent.

Now, that’s all I seem to crave from Azriel. His love and affection. I told him saying that four-letter word wouldn’t make me feel any better, but I lied. I think the neglected girl inside of me needs to constantly have that reassurance. I need to hear them. Need to have him wrap his arms around me and show me his love in actions. But Azriel isn’t the kind of man who will spew an “I love you” just because. In a moment of being near death, sure, but just for shits and giggles? No.

“Think any harder and you’ll blow.”

I stiffen at the sound of his deep voice. It grates across my flesh abrasively, demanding to be heard.

“What are you doing here?”

He leans against the pillar across from me. His dark shadow infects the space surrounding me. “Came to check on you.”

I clench my teeth together, working through the anger and the welling hurt in my chest. I hate it when we fight, when there’s distance between us. But after last night, I don’t feel like throwing my arms around him and giving in, even if deep down inside, that’s all I really want to do.

“You checked on me, you can go back to work now.”

Azriel exhales. “Cara mia.”

“Don’t ‘cara mia’ me, Azriel,” I snap. “I’m not in the mood.”

I turn my back on him, intent on ignoring him. I hear his footsteps growing closer until they stop right in front of me. I tell myself I won’t look.

I will not give in.

Nope.

“I have something for you.”

Dammit.

With a disgruntled sigh, I shift on the bench, beneath the sea of flowers intertwined in the pergola, and face him. If my arm wasn’t still hurting, I would cross them over my chest and pout. Doesn’t seem worth it at the moment.

“What is it?” I ask, feigning indifference.

Digging in his suit pocket, Azriel pulls out a golden object. My eyes widen when I realize what it is.

“A phone?”

He nods stiffly. “You’re my wife and I’m not your gatekeeper. If you want to speak to your family, I won’t stop you.”

I arch a skeptical brow. “Is the phone tapped?”

His eyes glint possessively. “Yes.”

I almost laugh.

Well, at least he didn’t lie.

I take the outstretched phone in my hand and tap the screen, watching as it comes to life. Warmth unfurls in my chest when I see what the lock screen is. It’s a picture of us. We’re sitting in bed, me smiling, a deep flush in my cheeks post-coital and Azriel staring back at the camera with his bedroom eyes. I remember taking the picture on his phone one night. I didn’t realize he’d kept it.

“You can change it if you’d like. I just thought—”

“No. No, this is perfect. I want to keep it.”

Sure enough, he took the liberty of adding everyone’s numbers. I smile when I spot Franny’s. Not sure how he got her number, but I’m not going to question him and his ways, especially when he’s given me this.

My finger hovers over my father’s contact. Earlier, it seemed like such a simple feat. A good idea to call him, but now…not so much.

What would I say? It’s been months and I haven’t heard a single peep from him. Wouldn’t a father that loved his daughter do everything in his power to stay close and hold on to his relationship with her?

I trouble my bottom lip between my teeth, worrying that Azriel might be right. And I hate it. I hate that he may have had his reasons for not wanting me to speak with my papa. The doubts slowly creep their way into my thoughts.

“You seem unhappy.”

I glance up at him, grimacing, and I shake my head. “No. I’m not, I’m just…confused.”

“About how to use the phone?” he asks, sounding genuinely curious and slightly worried. That pulls a laugh out of me.

My lips quirk. “No. I just… What should I say to him? What if he doesn’t want to talk to me? I mean, if he really wanted to, he would’ve tried to reach out by now, wouldn’t he? I mean, the man slapped me, for Christ’s sake. What the hell is wrong with me? Why do I even care?”

Azriel glances away, working his jaw. He’s probably not the best person to turn to for advice on how to speak to my father, but I have no one else.

“You won’t know until you do it. Just…call him.’’ The way he says it, like he’s forcing the words out, brings a small smile to my face. He’s unhappy with this, that’s obvious, but he’s doing it for me.

Because he loves me.

Actions, Asteria. Actions.

“You make it sound so easy.” I peek up at him. He reaches out, swiping his thumb across my bottom lip gently, reverently.

“And you make it more difficult than it needs to be, cara mia.”

Sucking in a lungful of air, I square my shoulders in preparation as I tap his name. The line rings. And rings. And rings. It rings so long, I’m sure he’s not going to answer, but at the last moment, there’s a click, then the deep voice I recognize comes to life on the other end of the line.

“Ciao.”

I swallow past the sudden lump in my throat. My eyes dart to Azriel who watches the interaction closely. He nods his head stiffly almost as if to say, “You got this.”

“Papa?”

Slated silence.

My papa releases a sharp breath. “Asteria?”

A wobbly smile spreads across my face. “Hi.”

“H-how are you? I…wasn’t expecting to hear from you.”

I ignore how much that bothers me. If he wasn’t expecting a call, why didn’t he try reaching out to me? What, he married me off and decided to wash his hands of me? Doesn’t he feel the least bit bad or guilty for how we left things between us?

“I know. I know. But I’ve…missed you. I just thought…well, I thought even though you’re there and I’m here, we should make an effort to talk more.”

“You’re right. I’m sorry I haven’t tried harder. How are you? I heard about what happened.”

I dart my gaze up to Azriel’s, hiding my surprise. “Oh, I didn’t realize you knew. I’m fine now. We’re both fine.”

“There was some talk here about it. But I had no worries, I knew Azriel would take care of you.”

My brows crease together. Azriel must hear my father because his jaw flexes with ire. I press my lips together, suddenly feeling uncomfortable. There should be more for us to talk about, shouldn’t there? Shouldn’t my father sound more worried?

We almost died. Why wouldn’t he check on us himself?

“Right. Okay.” I clear my throat. “How are you? How is Estrella? Can you put her on?”

“Everything is great here. Though, unfortunately, I did have to let Estrella go.”

My heart drops into the pit of my stomach.

“What?” My brows knit together. “What do you mean?”

“There were some issues. So I was forced to let her go.”

“But, Papa, Estrella has been with us since I was a child, what could have possibly happened that you would need to get rid of her?”

“Nothing like that, tesoro. It was just her time.”

A cold front wraps around my heart. An ache spears me in the chest. I never even got to say goodbye. I was hoping I’d get to speak to her, tell her about everything that has been happening here. The happiness, the fear, the in-between, me and Azriel and our blossoming relationship. It’s not like I can speak to my father about these things. She’s always been more of a parental figure than my own father was.

“Is there a way I can get ahold of her? Just to let her know I’m okay?”

My father is silent. “No. I’m afraid there is not.”

“Oh.” I pause, an unsettling sensation dribbling in my gut. “Well, I guess that’s okay.” I want to press him for more details. I want to demand he tell me where she is and why I can’t speak with her, but I don’t get the chance.

“If that’s all, tesoro. I really must go. You caught me at a bad time.”

Heat rises to my cheeks. Shame and pain swirling inside of me. I glance up at Azriel, suddenly feeling stupid. I expect him to give me an “I told you so” look, but instead, he appears angry on my behalf. Ready to rip my father to shreds.

Blowing out a shaky breath, I force a smile, even though my father can’t see it. “It’s fine. I’ll let you go. I guess I’ll…talk to you soon.”

“Parlare presto.”

The line goes dead.

My chest rattles with something vicious and reckless. It tries its damnedest to break free.

Feeling like an idiot. I pass the phone back to Azriel. His hand shoots out, grasping onto my arm, and tightens, but I shake off his hold, slipping free.

“I should get cleaned up. It’s been a long day.”

Brushing past him, I hurry out of the conservatory.

I hear him call after me, but I ignore him. The tears I’ve been holding back rush forward, trailing down my cheeks.

Such a stupid, stupid girl.

In the master suite, I run the bath, and begin tossing off my clothes, slapping them to the ground in frustration. The ache that is welling in my chest is unbearable.

I’m so stupid.

Why did I expect the man who raised me to change? Why am I always seeking out his love? His approval? It gives me nothing now.

A sob gets trapped in my throat when I think about Estrella. She was the closest thing I had to a parent. To a mother and father figure. She took care of me whenever my father was too busy to pay attention to me. Knowing that the last time I spoke to her was at my wedding and will likely be the last time I ever speak to her again hurts.

Wiping the tears off my face angrily, I lower myself into the water. It’s hot, much hotter than usual, but I fight the burn. Feeling vulnerable, I pull my legs into my chest and rest my chin over my knees, staring blankly at the rim of the tub.

I don’t hear him when he enters, but I feel him. In the static electricity in the air. The tensity. The distinct scent of spice, musk, and something that is entirely him. The black material of his suit comes into view, those Italian loafers click against the marble, coming to a stop at the double vanity. He leans there. I feel the warmth of his gaze on me.

“You can say it, you know. Tell me how stupid I am.”

He’s silent.

I peek up at him through my lashes and find him frowning down at me. His hands are curled around the ledge as though he’s holding himself back. The pose is casual but the tension radiating off him is anything but.

“Why would I do that?”

A tear rolls down my cheek. “Because I’m an idiot.”

With a deep sigh, Azriel pushes off the counter. He drops to his haunches next to the tub. Reaching out, he gently brushes back the hairs falling in my face. With the rough pad of his thumb, he wipes away the moisture.

“You’re not an idiot.”

“But I am,” I argue. “You told me. You warned me. What was I expecting?”

“You trust and forgive too easily, and he’s taken advantage of that. That doesn’t mean you’re stupid.”

“It shouldn’t still hurt after all this time. I’ve had my whole life to get used to his treatment of me. Why does it still hurt so much, Az?”

The muscles along his jaw clench.

“Because he’s your father and you love him,” he replies simply.

I wipe at the moisture on my face. “I wish I didn’t. It would make dealing with this hurt a whole lot easier. I mean, how can he get rid of Estrella so easily? She was with us for years. For my entire life! He acted like he didn’t even care. And now he suddenly has no way to get ahold of her? It’s…disgusting.”

Azriel cups my cheek and warmth spreads through my body from the point of contact. “Tell me what you want me to do.” Dark eyes search mine.

“Can you…can you find her for me? Just so I know she’s okay?”

Gently caressing his lips against mine, he breathes, “Consider it done.”

Pushing up to his full height, I feel heat climb into my cheeks as I stare up at him. He’s this dark, godlike man and it still surprises me every day that he’s in love with me.

“I love you.”

He smirks, eyes scanning my nude body. “Don’t tempt me, princess. I’m trying to be sweet.”

His slacks tent. Heat twirls in my gut. I feel my nipples harden into stiff peaks beneath the water.

“Who said I wanted sweet?”

He growls and without warning, dives for me in the water, lifting my nude body into his arms. A squeal of laughter echoes around us and my good arm wraps around his neck.

“Your suit is ruined, Mr. Costa.”

His eyes glitter. “You haven’t seen anything yet, dear wife.”
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With my head resting on Azriel’s chest, I listen to the deep and strong sound of his heart beating while I watch the last episode of Lucifer play out. The Devil’s character is charming and enigmatic but incredibly dangerous.

“Reminds me so much of you,” I joke.

A laugh rumbles in his chest. “Shut it.”

No longer requiring a sling for my arm, I rub my hands over the smooth expanse of the muscles along his abdomen. His grip around me tightens and I feel the familiar warmth coil deep in my gut. My hand is on its descent to travel lower but is stopped at the sound of my phone ringing.

I sense Azriel stiffen beneath me and a frown ripples across my face.

Who the hell would be calling at this hour?

Pushing off Az’s chest, I reach out for my phone that’s resting on the nightstand and frown when I spot the name on the screen.

Francesca.

It’s late in Sicily. I can’t imagine why she’d be calling me. Usually, we FaceTime or schedule calls whenever we can, but otherwise, we keep things to text. Simple and easy.

“Who is it?” The deep tenor of his voice rolls through me in waves.

“Franny,” I mumble just as I swipe across the screen.

“Hey, Fran. What are you doing up so late—”

The uncontrolled sob on the other side of the line has my words cutting off and my heart plummeting. I slide off the bed and begin pacing almost immediately.

“Franny? What’s going on?”

My heart thuds angrily like a metronome.

Azriel shifts on the bed, a frown now marring his features as well.

“I-I need help, Asteria. P-please,” she whispers, her voice is troubled. I can clearly hear the sobs she’s desperately trying to keep under control.

“What do you mean you need help? Tell me what is happening.”

Without asking, Azriel snatches the phone out of my grasp, a grimace on his face. His brows pull together in a deep glower as he talks with Franny. I fidget next to him, trying to place my ear near the speaker to hear what she is saying.

His eyes suddenly turn dark and tension eases into his shoulders. I trouble my bottom lip, plagued with an unsettling trickle deep in my gut.

Azriel’s responses are short and crisp. Primarily to the point. When he hangs up, I’m on him, asking questions.

“What happened?”

He ignores me, and instead strides into the closet, rifling for clothes. His movements are rigid and the air surrounding him is dark and intense.

“Azriel!” I snap.

“She’s hurt. I’m rounding up the guys for help.” His tone is harsh, devoid of any emotion.

My chest crushes in a vise. “What do you mean she’s hurt? I’m coming with you.”

“No, you are not. You’re staying here, Asteria.”

“She’s family!” I yell.

“And you’re my wife,” he retorts vehemently, eyes filled with venom. “I won’t have you hurt again.”

Fear and hurt snake their way through my veins. I swallow the sudden lump in my throat. “Is it bad?”

“Yes,” he responds grimly.

I suck in an overwhelming wave of emotion, and I shove it down, brushing it aside. Instead, I hold on to my strength. On to the hope and the fear that Francesca will be okay.

“If Franny is hurt, that means she needs family by her side right now. She needs me. I’m coming, whether you like it or not.”

We have a silent standoff that I’m not sure I’ll win. That is until he sighs aggravatedly and shakes his head.

“Sarà la mia morte,” he grumbles under his breath.

I smile victoriously.
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“You are to stay put, understand me? Romeo and Sergio are staying with you, Gio and I are going in to get her.” Azriel stops his pacing in the center of the villa, piercing me with a no-nonsense look. After hours on the jet, we finally made it to Sicily where Azriel’s villa is. The architecture here is beautiful, and by the massive size of the estate, I wasn’t all that surprised. Azriel does everything big.

“Az—” I begin to argue.

“No,” he snaps, cutting me off. “I will not have you dragged into this. Stay put, Asteria, or so help me.” The warning in his eyes is clear.

He storms out with Giovanni in tow, and I scowl at him the entire way until he disappears.

“Well, you really pissed him off now,” Romeo pipes in.

I huff. “I just want to make sure she’s okay.”

“And he wants to make sure you’re okay. You’re his wife.”

He’s right.

If anything, I’ll just be in the way. I’ll be another body that will need protection and potentially, make it even harder to keep Francesca safe.

My hand flies to my stomach and I internally berate myself. I can’t be foolish or put myself at risk like this. It’s not just myself that I have to think about anymore. Romeo’s eyes follow the movement, and he frowns deeply. I yank my hand away quickly, realizing my mistake, and instead, try to divert his attention elsewhere.

“Giovanni seemed angry.”

He grunts and quirks a knowing brow. “Isn’t he always?”

I frown. “No, this was different. He seemed genuinely pissed that someone would hurt Fran.”

Rome leans back in his seat, processing. “Huh. I think you’re right. Maria is pretty much the only woman he keeps around long enough to fuck more than once.”

I gag. “You men seriously disgust me.”

He laughs. “It’s just how it is. We don’t have the time or the luxury of a relationship. They’re weaknesses.”

I purse my lips in disapproval. “Gio always said I was Azriel’s.”

He’s silent, letting the words sink in.

“Yeah, he’s not wrong. In a lot of ways, you are Az’s weakness. He doesn’t exactly think right when you’re around.”

I glance away. That kind of stung.

“Hey,” he says softly, dragging my attention back to him. “You’re also his strength. The bastard is so goddamn determined when it comes to you. I’ve never even seen the fucker smile until you came back into his life.”

“That’s kind of sad.”

He shrugs. “This life can be sad, Aster. You just have to make the best of it.”

“What was Azriel like before…before I came back in the picture?”

Rome tenses. “Not sure I should say.”

“That bad?”

“He was…different. Angry. You don’t become capo, the king of the underworld, by being a decent human being.”

I frown. “How did he change so quickly?”

Romeo laughs. The sound is dark and teasing. “People don’t change, Asteria. You came into his life and changed things for him. But believe me when I say that bastard would rip this entire world to shreds if it meant keeping you safe. It would be turmoil. A complete massacre.”

A tightness clutches my chest.

God, I hope it never comes to that.
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“Do you have a plan or are you going in, with guns blazing?” Romeo asks, keeping his voice low so Asteria doesn’t overhear. She fell asleep not long after we arrived at the villa here in Sicily. She managed to make it through the entire jet ride here, gaze fixed out of the window, lost in her own thoughts. I know she’s worried sick about her cousin, but she needs to trust that I can handle this. She needs to listen so that I can keep them both safe and get everyone out alive. I was glad when she splayed out on the couch and fell asleep, waiting for more news. The last thing I want is her waking up and asking more questions. Or God forbid, demanding to tag along again.

Her curiosity is going to be the fucking death of me.

“We’re killing him, that’s the plan,” Giovanni spits, venom spilling from his eyes.

“Calm down, Casanova,” Romeo utters drily. “We need to think about this. Starting shit with Damiano’s family in Sicily is huge. It’s a great big fuck you. I mean, I get it, you’re the big man in the States, but fucking with the home base? That’s some serious shit, Azriel.”

My muscles grow taut.

I’ve thought about this, too, believe me. This isn’t a decision I make lightly. Not when it puts my men, my entire family, at risk.

“I realize that. But he’s left me with no other options. It’d be a spit in the face to not do something at this point.”

“You sure you want to do this?” Romeo asks. He has that look in his eyes. The one he gets when he thinks I’m making the wrong decision. He’s never been one to back down from a fight and I don’t get the feeling he ever will, but it’s obvious this is making him wary. And if it’s making Romeo wary, of all fucking people, that should tell you how balls to the goddamn wall this is.

“She’ll never forgive me if I don’t.”

Amusement lights Rome’s eyes. “Such a pussy,” he chuckles.

“Fuck you.”

“Are you two done yet?” Giovanni snaps. “Or did you forget we’re here to save someone?”

Rome and I share a look with each other at Giovanni’s tone.

I get it. If this were Asteria, blood would be spilled the moment I heard. I’m not exactly sure what Giovanni and Francesca have going on. I’m not even sure they’ve spent time alone together, but I know that fierceness in his eyes. That possessive gleam. That void mask you wear and the murderous expression in your eyes when you’d do anything to protect the person you care about. That’s the expression he’s wearing right now. The look of a man ready to go to war over a woman.

When the fuck did we get here?

“Let’s do this.”

Giovanni and I make the trek to Damiano’s property. Romeo and a few soldiers stay behind with Asteria. I’m still not completely comfortable leaving her behind but I don’t exactly have much choice. It’s either that or she tags along and that is not an option. I’m not worried about Damiano, I am worried that he’ll try to exact vengeance by coming after my wife.

She’s a weakness I refuse to have exploited.

Getting on Damiano’s property is easy enough. Things in Sicily aren’t like what they are back in the States. It’s different here. We bypass the guards that are sporadically placed around his property, doing their rounds, and I knock on the door. His estate is a classic Italian villa, rich with European and renaissance influence.

“This is really your idea of a good plan?”

I ignore the snide comment from Giovanni. We don’t have many cards to play and ambushing the estate is unnecessary, considering I have no idea where Francesca is or how many men he has inside at the ready.

Damiano answers the door, an immediate scowl ripples across his face at the sight of such unwanted guests.

“Azriel.” His tone is brisk. Cold.

“Damiano.”

“To what do I owe this…pleasure?”

Giovanni makes a move like he’s going on the attack. I step in front of him, holding him at ease. Damiano raises a brow; it only serves to boil my blood further. A man who beats or rapes a woman is garbage, the worst kind of coward.

Damiano isn’t a man at all.

He’s beneath me.

“Move.” My tone brooks no room for argument.

His lips press together in a grim line. The hold he has on the door tightens. His white-knuckled grip threatens to crumble the ornate wood door.

“I’m a little busy at the moment. You’ll have to stop by another time.”

He tries to close the door on us, but not before my foot shoots out and halts its progression. A growl wrenches from his chest and he bares his teeth like a wild animal, eyes flashing.

“You’re not on American soil anymore, Costa, you have no idea who you’re messing with. Non hai alcun potere qui.”

Sliding the pistol out of my suit jacket, I aim it at his skull in the blink of an eye. Damiano stiffens.

“Don’t I?”

“I’m not letting you in—”

Having had enough, Giovanni storms past me; his hand wraps around Damiano’s throat, cutting him off mid-sentence. He chokes against the tight, restricting hold, gasping for air.

With a roll of my eyes, I straighten my suit jacket and sidestep their squabble to search through the estate for Francesca.

The home is immaculate, save for the broken vases and glass that are adding to the disarray. No doubt from their fights. There’s no blood or a trail leading to where she could be. I can’t tell if that’s a good thing or not.

Keeping to the shadows of the dimly lit hall, I strain to listen for any sounds that can lead me to her. A few yards away, I hear a creak of movement and freeze. My gaze narrows and I wait, my grip around the pistol tight, at the ready.

A group of Damiano’s men suddenly materialize from around the corner and I grit my back teeth.

Shit.

They charge all at once. In the center of the swarm, I fight.

The first to charge gets a shank to the stomach followed by a broken neck.

The next, a double shot to the chest and head with my pistol.

A serrated slice to the jugular with my knife.

A knife to the gut and a spill of intestines.

With my chest heaving, I take a step back from the bloodbath, waiting for more. When all that surrounds me is silence, save for Giovanni and Damiano’s tussling, I realize all of his men have been taken care of.

Wiping sprays of blood off my face, I continue down the darkened hall, kicking down every door in search of Francesca. With each empty room, I grow more and more frustrated.

Where the fuck is she?

When I eventually find Francesca, I gnash my back teeth together. Down the hallway, away from light, away from the doors or any windows, I find her stuffed in a closet-like space, strapped to a bed, her nude body on full display. Bruises cover nearly every inch of her skin, and her face is almost unrecognizable.

“Shit.”

She stirs at the sound of my voice and then her body tenses as though it’s preparing for pain, for another fight. Her eyes clash with mine and her swollen and bloodied lip quivers.

“Azriel?”

Tears slowly trickle down her cheeks in disbelief.

Ignoring the spread of venom in my chest, I untie her wrists from the wooden board that is passed off as a bed and keep my gaze averted from her body so as not to embarrass her any more than she already is.

“Where does it hurt?” I ask as I strip off my jacket, placing it around her nude body like a blanket.

“E-everywhere,” she whispers.

I tense at the sound of heavy footfalls. When Giovanni appears in the doorway, his eyes immediately seek out Francesca and I watch as the anger builds in his gaze. Redness rushes his neck, slowly climbing up into his scarred face. His jaw grinds back and forth recklessly.

Without needing to be asked, he closes the distance between himself and Francesca, bends near her to whisper something inaudible, and hauls her into his arms.

She groans in distress, but otherwise, she clings to Giovanni as though he’s a lifeline. Her protector.

I don’t question it.

I don’t have time to.

On the way out of Damiano’s estate, he scuttles up from the ground, his broken nose still leaking all over his clothes and his floor. My gaze roams over him and I smirk. Giovanni did quite the number on him.

“You can’t take her. È mia!”

He makes a move for Gio and Francesca, but I whip out my pistol and pull the trigger. It tears through his skull, silencing him immediately.

“No, she’s not.”

On our way off the estate, toward the vehicle, I spot them. Damiano’s crew. I should’ve known this wouldn’t be that easy.

Fucking hell.

“Get her out of here,” I order Giovanni. He nods and ducks between the trees, out of sight. There’s a stillness that fills the air, one that usually comes with impending doom. I raise my pistol, scanning the olive trees and lemon groves that are keeping Damiano’s men hidden in plain sight.

A hailstorm of gunshots suddenly rings out from every direction. Bullets whiz past my head and I drop to a crouch, searching blindly through the trees for movement. The first man makes himself known, running out of his cover with a roar of retribution.

I duck from his trajectory and bullets spray out of my pistol into the acreage surrounding the house, into him. When the barrel clicks, indicating I’m out of bullets, I growl, changing magazines. I cock the slide back and I push to my feet, maneuvering through the lemon groves. I surprise a man hidden behind a particularly large tree trunk. My foot plows into his chest, and he grunts in pain, toppling to the earth, his gun skidding along the dirt. Before he can move or attempt to reach for his Glock, I aim between his eyes and pull the trigger, and move on to the next.

All at once, men come flying at me from all angles. Slipping out my Desert Eagle, I raise both arms, aiming at the incoming men. I fire off three quick shots in succession, each taking out the men charging at me. Spinning on my heel, I thrust my arm out toward another man sneaking behind me, landing a blow to his face, and a kick to the kneecap that results in his blood-curdling scream. It’s accompanied by a loud snap, signifying a broken bone.

Yanking my knife out of my holster, I swing it to my left, stabbing a man straight in the eye, and pull the trigger to the right of me, the bullet tearing straight through another man’s skull, right between the eyes.

I step over bodies that are dropping like flies, battling my way through Damiano’s throng of soldiers. With each duck, swing, and kick, I can feel my stitches in my back vibrating with discomfort. The burn is agonizing, and I bare my teeth, fighting through it.

Grimacing against the tumultuous pain, I let out a harsh growl, jabbing the butt of my gun into another of Damiano’s men. Blood spurts from his nose upon impact and I aim my pistol, putting a bullet in his head while he’s down.

Swiping the bead of sweat off my brow I trek through the grove of trees, searching for any more of his men. If I head back to Giovanni and Francesca too soon, I run the risk of leading them back to her.

So I wait.

When all I hear is the faint whisper of the wind rustling leaves and my heavy breathing, I holster my weapons and make my way back toward the vehicle intent on getting the fuck out of here.

In the car, Francesca is already laid out in the backseat. Giovanni took the liberty of covering her with a blanket. She must’ve fallen asleep instantly. I meet his gaze in the rear-view mirror.

“That was stupid,” he comments.

With a handkerchief I keep in my breast pocket, I wipe off any remnants of blood on my face. It doesn’t do much good, not when my suit is soaked in it.

“It was.”

“Worth it?” He raises a brow, waiting for my response.

I stare out of the window, waiting for him to drive off. “Absolutely.”

Just as I expected, when we get back to the villa with Francesca in tow, my wife is already awake, sitting out by the water. As soon as she sees us through the open villa windows, she shoots to her feet, running to us. Her eyes widen and her steps falter when she gets a good look at her cousin.

“Oh, my God.” Asteria tries to reach out for her, to caress her, but Giovanni growls and jerks her away. It’s almost like he thinks everyone is out to hurt her. Still in full-on protector mode.

Asteria shoots him a glare. The haze of anger in his eyes clears and he gives a slow nod of his head, giving her the okay.

“How could he do this to her?” Asteria whispers.

“He’s a coward,’’ Romeo grinds out, keeping his distance from us. This is particularly hard on him. His father used to beat his mother, nearly to the point of death. He was three times her age and she was married off to the worst kind of man without a second thought. Romeo always swore he’d be a better man, a different man than his father was. Sure, he’s kept mostly to his word over the years.

Does he beat women like his father once did? No.

Is he a better man? That’s debatable.

We’ve done some horrible things. Together and on our own. Our pathway to hell has been paved years ago.

“What happens now?”

“I bring in a doctor to look her over and she heals.”

Asteria pulls a face. “What about Damiano? Won’t he come looking for her?”

My wife searches my gaze. She should just come right out and ask me. I know she wants to.

“That won’t be a problem.”

“Why not?” she challenges me.

“Because he’s dead,” Giovanni pipes in.

“What does that mean for you?” Worry clouds those turbulent blues.

I lift a shoulder. “Nothing for you to worry about. Let’s give Francesca time to rest while I get a doctor down here to look at her.”

“Right, okay.”

She follows behind Giovanni as he disappears into one of the empty guest rooms. I sense Romeo step up beside me.

“So, you killed him. How much trouble are we in?”

I glare out at the view. Tension snaking its way through my veins. “Not sure yet.”

I may not know just yet what other families within the Outfit will be aligning themselves with the Scuderis to avenge Damiano’s death, but I do know that they’re coming. And when they do, I’ll be ready for them.

I always am.

“You love pushing the limits, don’t you?”

“I’m a Costa. It’s what we do.”

He sighs. “Christ. I’ll let the men back home know a war may be on the horizon.”

Yeah, this might be a lot bigger than your typical war. But it was worth it.

For Francesca, for my wife.

For both of them.
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I all but leap from my seat when I notice Franny shifting on the bed. A doctor Azriel keeps on retainer here in Sicily came to check on her not too long ago and she was out through the whole examination. Her list of injuries was extensive and each one listed broke my heart even more.

A few shattered bones, lacerations, starvation, broken ribs, and a dislocated jaw. I didn’t understand how life could be so cruel to a single person. Fran has always been the best of the best, a beautiful soul. She didn’t deserve this.

No one does.

How could she get stuck with a man like Damiano while I got Azriel? It’s not fair.

I had to wipe back tears while the doctor put her bones back into place and cleaned her up. She was used and abused, discarded by a man who was supposed to love her unconditionally.

“Aster?” she croaks, voice filled with grit and fatigue. I rush to her side, reaching for her hand.

“Hey, I’m here.”

Her eyes dart around, fear encompassing her features. “Where am I?”

“You’re safe.”

Her chin trembles. “Why can’t I talk?” she slurs, words distorted.

I shush her. “It’s your jaw. Just rest, okay? I promise, you’ll feel better soon.”

She relaxes, but only slightly. Her eyes hold a certain darkness, a worry that tells of the horrors she’s been through.

“Everything hurts.”

Unbidden, the tears I’ve been holding back roll down my cheeks. “I know it does.” I brush her hair back from her face, careful of the bruising. Even under all the bruises, she’s still beautiful. Strong.

“He’s going to kill me.” Her chest rattles on a sob and she crushes my hand in fear.

I shake my head, a fierceness bleeding into my tone. “He won’t. He’ll never hurt you again, I swear it.”

Understanding shines in her honey eyes and her lips quiver, desperate to release a sob.

“I didn’t think you’d come.” The truth behind her words has an echo of pain throbbing in my chest.

“Of course I came. You’re like my sister. My family. My blood. I love you, Fran.”

She stifles a sob, but it’s futile. When she stares up at the ceiling, she cries. The sounds that spill past her lips are heartbreaking. The rattling in her chest is fearsome.

“I’m so sorry,” I breathe, wishing there was something I could do to erase this pain for her. We clutch each other. Fear and hurt percolate in the air between us.

Once her sobs slow, and eventually subside, I continue caressing her hair, like a mother would her child. Like I’ll one day be doing with my own child.

“How long?”

She’s silent for so long I don’t think she’s going to answer, but she eventually does. Fran releases a sharp breath.

“It started out slow,” she mumbles against the stiffness in her jaw. “After we got married, everything seemed fine. Sure, he didn’t do all the things a loving husband would do, but he didn’t hurt me, he didn’t raise his voice at me. He didn’t really expect anything from me at all, other than the role of a dutiful wife. I slept with him, made him come, I played the part of a good woman thinking that was all I was supposed to do. Then slowly, it changed. It didn’t take me long to realize he was sleeping with other women. Then, it got to the point where he didn’t even try to hide it. He fucked them in our bed, Asteria. There were times he would make me watch. He looked at me like I was the problem. Like this was all my fault.” Tears slip down her cheeks. “I didn’t ask for this. Worst part was, I think he loved one of them. And I think he blamed me for why they couldn’t be together.”

My heart crushes in my chest as I think about her words and how close her situation could have come to being my own. Our roles could have easily been reversed. If I married Fabiano instead of Azriel, is this the kind of life I would’ve had with him?

At first, I thought marrying Az was like being cast into hell. Turns out, Azriel has been my saving grace. I was so afraid. I still am. My fear of losing him was no match for the fear of loving him.

“Things slowly got worse after your wedding. He hadn’t hit me yet, but he’d yell, get loud, roughen me up a bit. And I took it. Because that was what I was supposed to do, right? That was what was expected of me, right? I had no one to turn to. No one to tell. Because the person who was supposed to protect me was also the same person who was causing the pain.”

“Fran.”

She groans in discomfort as she tries to shift on the bed. “A couple of weeks before I came down to visit, it got really bad. He hit me, but at the time, it seemed like a slipup. An accident. And that’s exactly what I ruled it out to be. I didn’t want to consider anything else. Then, when I was with you, it gave me perspective. I saw the way you looked at Azriel, and the way he gazed at you?” Tears drip down her face. “God, Asteria. You both were so in love, and it hurt because I’d never felt that kind of fiery passion. Nearly five years of marriage and my husband and I never felt that way about each other. Spending time with you was the break I needed. It gave me resolve. I planned to go back and try to make things work. As crazy as it sounds, I wanted what you guys have.”

I shake my head and my brows knit. “We were a mess, Fran. Why would you want what we have? All we did was fight and screw each other’s brains out.”

She lifts a shoulder. It looks like it pains her to do so. “Because it was still love. It was amour fou. It was like Azriel couldn’t function without you and you without him. It was…beautiful.”

I never really saw it like that as it was happening. I was consumed by my anger, my hurt. I never realized how good we had it compared to others. We shared a past, a past filled with love and heartbreak. But we had something between us. Call it passion, chemistry, whatever—it’s there and it’s electric. Damn near tangible.

“Once I got back, that’s when things got worse. He started beating me. Then…I tried fighting back. I tried to hide, to protect myself. To…run. That really pissed him off. I thought about reaching out to my parents and my family, but I knew they wouldn’t help. They couldn’t. They married me off to him, there was no way they could go against the arrangement, no matter what happened. There would be days I’d go with no food as punishment. Days I was kept locked in the closet, out of his way. After he found out I called you, he kept me locked in the back room. Calling it a room is generous when really, it’s more of a broom closet. That’s where I’ve been for days. I was given one trip to the bathroom and that was it. I was treated like a prisoner, Aster. And it was…humiliating.”

An ache spears my chest. “I’m so sorry, Fran. I wish I could take it away. I wish it were me instead.”

She shakes her head adamantly. “No. I’d never wish this on anyone. Least of all you.”

Swiping at the tears under my eyes, Franny surprises me when she reaches out, squeezing my hand. “Tell me about you and Azriel. Please.”

I see it in her eyes, the blinding pain. She needs something to get her mind off it. Anything to make her forget the horrors.

I cast a glance behind me toward the door. It’s shut, and completely silent on the other side. I lean close to the bed. Fran frowns, suspicion in her eyes.

“What is it?”

“I need to tell you something and you have to swear not to say a word.”

“Of course.”

I lick at my suddenly dry lips and ignore the pounding in my chest. “I’m pregnant.”

Francesca’s eyes widen. “No way.”

I nod slowly. “Yes.”

“How long have you known?”

“I just found out. Took a nasty bullet in the arm, too.” I thrust out my arm and reveal the ugly wound.

“Oh, Aster.” Pity lights her eyes. “Does he know?”

Another round of tears builds in my eyes, and I shake my head, tamping it down. “No. I’m…scared.”

“I know,” she frowns. “But you have to tell him. Hell, should you even be flying?”

A laugh bubbles up my chest. “Does it look like I’m ready to pop? I’m fine. I just…I’m afraid. We’ve never talked about kids, and before the accident, before Alfonso, we had barely found common ground. We’re not in the right headspace to have a child together.”

“He loves you, Asteria. You have to know that.”

“I do. I do. Even when he can’t admit the words aloud, but…a baby is different, Fran. In this life, it’s dangerous. I’m frightened. Do I even want to bring another person into this world?”

She’s silent.

Too silent.

“What is it?”

“Why didn’t you use protection?” There’s a note of annoyance and accusation in her tone. It spears me in the chest.

I lift my shoulder with unease. “Everything happened so fast. I…we…it just happened.”

Her eyes shutter, features stiff and resolute. “No child deserves to be thrust into a world like ours, Aster. Have you learned nothing from the way we grew up?”

My heart plummets.

She’s right. I know that. The responsible thing would be to terminate it, wouldn’t it? The idea turns my stomach.

I refuse to believe there aren’t more options. I can run and hide. Remain hidden somewhere and raise our baby in peace, but the idea of leaving Azriel, of pushing him away, is almost too much to bear.

I clear my throat, swallowing down the hurt. “I know.”

When her eyes start to grow heavy, I smile down at her sadly and pat her hand. “Get some rest, Franny. You need it.”

Clutching her hand in mine, I wait for her to fall back asleep, and I stay a while longer, staring out at the beautiful, sparkling blue sea that awaits outside of the gilded villa doors. I have so many thoughts in my head, my mind is whirring. So many decisions need to be made. But the thought of doing any of them makes me sick to my stomach. I rest my hand there and blow out a deep breath.

“We’ll figure it out,” I whisper to the little bean growing inside of me.

“Figure what out?”

I whirl around in the chair, my hand resting over my pounding heart. “What the hell is the matter with you? You almost scared me half to death!” I whisper-yell at Giovanni. He stands there in the doorway, glaring down at me. His eyes dart to the bed, to a sleeping Francesca, and his eyes narrow further.

“Who were you talking to?” he presses.

Adrenaline spikes.

“Myself, weirdo. Don’t you ever talk to yourself?” I ask, trying to play it off.

“No,” he deadpans.

“Of course not,” I roll my eyes. “You’re perfect.” I push out of the chair to leave.

“Unbelievably close to it.”

“Was that a joke?”

“No. Why do I get the feeling you’re hiding something?”

I swallow hard. “Maybe because you don’t know me?”

He grunts. Something in his eyes tells me he doesn’t believe that either.

I trudge away with my heart in my throat.

That was too close.

This will be a lot harder than I thought it would be.
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I hurry down the hall into the master bedroom, trying to get away from Giovanni and his all-seeing gaze. The last thing I need is him finding out that I’m pregnant before Azriel. I can’t think of anything worse.

I close the door behind me and turn the corner, only to have a scream ripped from my chest at the dark figure standing in the doorway to the villa windows.

“What the hell is up with the men in this family standing around frightening me?”

Azriel laughs and I shoot him a disdain-filled glower.

“So not funny. You could’ve given me a heart attack.”

He crosses the distance between us and pulls me into his arms. His voice is tender and raspy. “Sorry.”

I melt in his hold. The tension that has had me wound so tightly since he left to help Francesca finally unwinds.

He’s okay.

He’s safe.

They both are.

“It’s fine.” I tighten my grasp around him.

He brushes stray hairs out of my face, and in the process, his warm knuckles run the length of my cheek. I find myself falling further into his hold. Into the heat of his touch.

“I want to show you something.”

My brows shoot up. “Here?”

His lips turn upward with amusement. “No. Someplace else. But I want you to get dressed.”

My heart stutters. “Like…for a date?”

He rubs at the back of his neck in such a bashful way it brings a smile to my face. “Sure. Like a date. It can be whatever you want it to be.”

“Well, I didn’t exactly bring clothes for a vacation. Much less a date.”

“I’m sure you’ll find something in the closet, princess.”

I raise my brow methodically. “You’re prepared for just about anything, aren’t you?”

He presses a warm kiss to my lips. “Just about.” With a swat to my ass that makes me gasp, he makes himself comfortable out on one of the villa loungers that overlooks the sparkling sea. “I’ll wait until you’re ready.”

I should feel some ounce of remorse for the fact that my husband likely just killed Damiano and a slew of his soldiers and is now planning to take me out on a date afterward like nothing happened, but oddly, I find I don’t have any qualms. Which is definitely more concerning than the latter.

Feeling giddy, I search through the clothes in the closet, not the least bit surprised that everything is brand-new and in my size. I settle on a tan knitted cutout maxi dress and a pair of nude clunky sandals in the closet. I throw my blonde locks into a messy bun at the top of my head and blot my lips with a little bit of crimson lip balm before I step back out, in search of my husband. When he turns to glance at me, I want to bottle up this moment forever. I don’t need to be decked out in a princess gown or have the best hair or makeup on my face, I just need to look as is, and still, he stares at me like he is now. With a deep hunger. With so much love shining in his eyes, it takes my breath away.

“Is this okay?”

His Adam’s apple bobs. “You’re perfect, cara mia.”

Rising from the lounger, he tugs me into his arms. Azriel kisses me deeply. It’s a kiss I feel deep within my bones, in the blood roaring through my veins. It liquefies my insides. My body turns molten with lava.

With my hand firmly in his, we make the trek from the villa to a small car—a vintage cherry red Porsche 356. I’m surprised when he helps me into the passenger seat, and he climbs into the driver’s side. With the top down, the warm sunlight gleams down on our skin, bringing frissons of joy.

“You know, in all my years of knowing you, I’ve never actually seen you drive.”

Azriel starts the engine. “I don’t do it much, but figured today I will, before things get crazy.”

I shoot him a wary look. “What do you mean? Is it because of Francesca and Damiano?”

“Don’t worry about it. I want you to enjoy yourself today.”

I search his gaze and with a weary exhale, I nod, forcing my worries aside. For now, at least.

With a grin plastered on my face, I stare out of the window, watching the gorgeous scenery roll past. We drive farther up the hill, away from the water, toward what appears to be a little town. Colorful cobblestone houses sit next to each other on a hill. Bright flowers and greenery are stunning, surrounded by the backdrop of the bright blue sky.

Of their own accord, my eyes slide to Azriel, and I watch with pure feminine appreciation, the way he holds the wheel firmly, at ease. It’s such a masculine pose. He changed from his usual dark suits to something lighter, informal. A white button-up instead of black.

He looks incredibly handsome.

And mine.

Azriel parks the car on a narrow road and helps me out. We stroll hand in hand, down the paved path, bypassing small shops and townsfolk. The walkway is lined with box gardens teeming with purple and pink aster. There’s a light breeze that carries the distinct scent of spring honey in the air. Bright and beautiful flowers bloom in window boxes of quaint shops.

We turn a corner, and my mouth opens. The little restaurant is adorable. Small square tables are seated along the front pathway and lead into the back to more tables. The tables are a fun mix of white and coral blue with white tablecloths. Potted flowers ranging in varying shades of pink adorn the restaurant. Bougainvillea and sweet pea vines wrap around the cobblestone building, climbing up to the trellis resting on top. I stop at the sign, my Italian tongue failing me.

*La Taverna Delle Fate

“What is this?”

“It’s called The Fairy Tavern. It’s mine.”

My gaze swings to him in amazement. “What? You own this?”

“Yes.”

My brows shoot up in surprise. I knew he owned a slew of places across the States back home, but I didn’t think he owned anything here. I didn’t even realize he came here that often.

“Wow. It’s…beautiful.”

“Like you.”

A blush climbs into my cheeks and I turn my head the other way, hiding my smile. I continue taking in the gorgeous space. It’s quaint and perfect with the most stunning view of the Mediterranean.

“Why did you pick the name?”

He shrugs. “You remind me of a fairy. So ethereal at times. Named it with you in mind.”

“Az…”

The fairy lights strung across the pergola are the perfect touch. This entire place is quintessential.

“When did you do this? Buy this building, I mean?”

Stuffing his hands in his trouser pockets, he adopts a casual pose. “Years ago.”

“Why?”

His mouth quirks. “Take a wild guess, cara mia.”

My heart skips a beat.

Before I can question him any further, Azriel leads me to an open table outdoors, and we sit in a comfortable silence, no other people surrounding us. Simply enjoying the view.

“Where is everyone?”

“I asked Marco to clear the restaurant for the rest of the evening. He runs the place for me.”

“You know,” I start, leaning back in the seat, eyeing him up and down. “For someone who is supposed to be the embodiment of Hades, you’re not being very devil-like.”

Azriel laughs. He actually laughs. The sound flows through me like the sweetest kind of honey.

“Does this displease you?”

I inch forward, a smile gracing my lips. “No. I love both sides of you. The darkness you embody, it suits you. But I also love these moments, where you give me the lighter side of you. The one I never thought was possible.”

His jaw flexes like he’s fighting emotions. Or maybe he’s just trying to refrain from reaching across this table and hauling me into his arms. By the molten look in his eyes, I believe that is a viable possibility.

“Tell me more about Italy. How often do you come here?”

He glances around, blindly focusing his gaze out at the view. “A few times a year maybe.”

“Is it always for work?”

His lips quirk. “Always, princess. The devil never sleeps.”

I roll my eyes. “The villa that we’re staying in. Is that yours, too?”

He nods.

“It’s exquisite. How many other women have seen it?”

His chuckle is deep, and he shakes his head. “You torture yourself, Asteria.”

I fix my gaze elsewhere. I don’t know why I brought it up, but there’s still so much I feel like I don’t know about him. About his past. There are still chunks I’m missing from his life. The things he’s experienced and done. Part of me needs to know.

He leans forward, placing his fingers under my chin, guiding my gaze back toward him. “No one else has been here. Only you.”

The ugly grip of jealousy releases its hold on me, and I breathe out a sigh of relief.

“That’s good to know.”

When the food is brought out to our table, I nibble at the trays of tapas since I’m not that hungry. I’m also worried forcing the matter will only lead to nausea. Azriel notices. His brows pull together with concern.

“You don’t like it?”

“No! I do,” I’m quick to add. “It’s just, I haven’t had much of an appetite lately.”

A darkness encompasses his features. “I’m sorry.”

I reach across the table and slide my hand over his. “Don’t apologize, Azriel. It’s not your fault.” He pulls a face like he doesn’t agree with that statement, and I narrow my eyes in a threatening manner. “I love you. I wouldn’t have my life any other way.”

“You once hated me.”

I peek down at my lap. “You know I never hated you, right? I’ve always loved you. Even when I was forced into our marriage. I hated myself because I still wanted you, even after all those years apart. After all the pain. I’ll always want you, Azriel Costa. Always.”

Surprising me, Azriel reaches across the table and takes my face in his calloused palm and kisses me deeply. I moan into his mouth, unable to help it, and it drives him forward. Releasing my lips, he pushes to his full, intimidating height and hauls me into his arms. I let out a squeak of surprise, my arms flying around his neck for support.

“What are you doing?” I pant out.

He strides straight toward his restaurant and bursts through the doors. The staff freeze, their eyes comically wide.

“Everyone out. Now.”

Chaos erupts. Everyone drops what they’re doing, and they run out of the space.

“Fucking my wife. That’s what I’m doing.”

My heart jumps into my throat and works a hard swallow.

“You know,” I gasp out, electricity vibrating from my fingertips down to my toes. “You could’ve asked them nicely.”

Azriel grunts, setting me on my feet. He gets right up behind me, his hands secured around my waist, the hard planes of his body distracting me. He bends, his warm breath fanning my ear as he whispers, “Hmm. I could’ve. But I didn’t.”

My stomach dips, and my core throbs with excitement. I rest my hands on top of his and squeeze. “Not very gentlemanly.”

“I’m not a gentleman.”

I clamp my thighs together, staving off the throbbing ache his deep voice has elicited. I drop my head back to his shoulder and guide his hands down my thighs, urging him to bunch up the fabric of my dress.

“I need you.”

A growl reverberates in his throat. With one hand continuing to travel south, the other captures my cheek and urges my lips up to his. His lips press savagely against mine, stealing the breath from my lungs. When he slides my panties to the side and delves between my drenched folds, I buck in his arms, my need for him cloaking us.

“I love you,” I pant into his mouth between breaths. The need thrumming through my bloodstream is making me hazy with lust. So out of my mind that when he whirls me around, lifting me into his arms, my legs wrap around him in a vise. I feel his hardness prodding at my wet center, and of their own accord, my hips grind over his length, drawing a pleasured hiss from his lips.

When I feel something sturdy against my backside, Azriel loosens his hold and my hands tear at his clothes, trying to get off all the layers just to get a glimpse of his tanned skin and broad chest. He takes a step back, doing the same.

My mouth grows dry at the sight. I don’t think I’ll ever tire of seeing him like this. His naked and impressive body on full display for my viewing pleasure. He is positively devilish. Completely sinful. With a jawline that would make any sculptor weep and eyes as bright as sunlight on chrome, he’s magnificence personified.

His impressive length is tented against his trousers, and I trap my bottom lip between my teeth, dragging my hungry gaze up his body.

“Why do you still have those on?”

He stalks toward me slowly, like a predator would its prey, eyes glittering with desire and a smirk pulling at his lips.

“You want them off? Take them off, princess.”

My sex floods with moisture and I tremble.

Sliding off the table, I drop to my knees before him and rest my hands on his warm, powerful thighs. Licking at my suddenly dry lips, I make quick work of his trousers and reach for the waistband of his briefs and pause there, glancing up at him through my lashes. A moan gets caught in my throat at the way he’s looking at me. As though he’s barely restraining himself.

Dragging his briefs down his muscular thighs, his cock bobs free, standing at attention. He’s incredibly thick, the head of his cock already leaking with precum. With a slow, practiced lick, I follow the veins along his shaft with my tongue, enjoying the sharp hiss of pleasure he releases.

When he least expects it, I swirl my tongue over his head, licking at him before I suck him into my mouth, taking him all the way in until he hits the back of my throat. His hands fly to my hair, and he grips, slowly guiding his cock between my lips, fucking my mouth. I peer up at him through hooded eyes, and a devilish grin spreads across my face when I get an idea. Releasing him from my lips, I clutch his shaft and swirl the head of his cock around the hardened peaks of my nipples. Traces of my saliva coat my skin there, sending a pleasurable thrill down my spine.

“So fucking perfect,” he groans in approval. Trapping my bottom lip between my teeth, I press my breasts together around his erection and gently stroke up and down, relishing the way his damp shaft slides between my soft skin. My breath catches in my throat at the dark look glimmering in his eyes. His gaze is smoldering. He juts out his tongue and slides it leisurely along the seam of his lips, as though he’s dying to have his mouth on me.

With a fierce growl, Azriel drags me up to my feet. He takes my lips savagely, moving fast and making it sting so sweet when he sucks and bites at my bottom lip as though he’s starving. A moan gets trapped in my chest at the awareness of his cock that’s still prodding at me, seeking entrance. When his mouth encloses around my nipple, I toss my head back with a groan. He flicks his tongue over each hardened peak, his hand skimming down my body, settling between my legs to play with my soaked center.

“You’re dripping, cara mia. Making a complete mess.” He murmurs in a guttural tone as he drops to his knees before me. He hikes one of my legs over his shoulder and delves into my cleft, fluttering his tongue across my folds.

“Fuck!” My hands fly to his shoulders, and I dig my nails into his flesh, the pleasure coursing through my body is almost too much to handle yet not enough. Azriel slips two fingers inside me, and heat engulfs my body as though I’m going up in flames. With each stroke and crook of his fingers, my body spasms, ready to fall apart.

He sucks my clit into his mouth, and I detonate around him, my inner muscles clamping around his fingers. When he slides them out of me, I mewl at the loss. Azriel lifts me into his arms and with a quick thrust of his hips, he fills me to the hilt. I twine my fingers through the ends of his hair and moan, savoring that delicious ache, the prickle of him stretching me. With one hand wrapped around the nape of my neck and the other mounted on my hip, he pounds into me harder and harder and harder, as though he’s trying to bury himself deep inside of me.

Grasping his face in my hands, I force his mouth to mine and kiss him. My love pours into the kiss. It’s a clash of passion and heat. Tongues and teeth. It’s a deep connection, like twin flames reconnecting after centuries apart. He pulls back, staring down at me with so much love and heat in his eyes, it just about pushes me over the edge.

“Look at the way you swallow my cock, baby.”

I whimper at the sight of his drenched shaft disappearing in and out of me. If at all possible, he spreads my legs even wider, pounding into me at a new angle. My eyes pinch shut, and I arch my back as he grinds his cock into me, hitting something deep inside over and over again that has a rush of euphoria flooding my veins. I clutch onto his shoulders for support as I ride out my orgasm with a strangled whimper.

As Azriel chases his release, I peer up at him, feeling his gaze on me. We both watch each other, our lips barely an inch apart, panting recklessly. He lowers his forehead to mine and beneath all that burning desire is an inexplicable softness as he stares down at me, and I cling to it like it’s a goddamn lifeline.

He dips his tongue into my mouth and kisses me long and slow. My insides tighten and clench at the feel of his cock stroking inside of me. I feel another orgasm crest deep inside me, looming there on the edge. I ride it out, digging the pads of my fingers into his back. He grasps my hips so tightly I know he’ll leave bruises and with a guttural groan, he comes inside me.

I collapse in his arms, making him take the brunt of my weight and my eyes flutter shut. I feel him moving around as he carries me. I don’t even flinch when he gently sets me down on the cool surface of a table. I should offer to help as he slides my panties back up my legs and helps me into my dress, but I find I don’t have the strength to do so.

Once Azriel is dressed, he hauls me to my feet, guiding us back to the car.

“Where are we going?”

“You’ll see.”

The drive isn’t long, just a straight shot down the road and a sharp right turn. If I thought the view at the restaurant was beautiful, it has absolutely nothing on this one. My breath catches as the sun begins to set, emblazoning the sky in warm tones that bathe the landscape. The mountains and water look like something out of a painting.

Azriel hauls me into his arms and we sit on the edge of one of the many rocks, staring out at the immaculate view. I snuggle into the comforting warmth of his chest and inhale deeply.

“I love you.”

His hold around me tightens and he presses his lips to the top of my head. Azriel brushes my hair out of my face, tracing my cheekbone, then my lips.

I swear I hear the words, “Ti amo. Per sempre, la mia farfalla perfetta. Il mio amore.” They whisper away with the gentle breeze in the air.


[image: ]

[image: ]

 

After our flight back from Europe, Azriel heads straight back to work and unfortunately, Franny keeps herself locked in the guest room that was once my bedroom. I understand that she wants her space and needs time to heal, but the idea of her locking herself in there, away from everyone who cares about her, it worries me.

I want to help her. I want to be there for her and give her a shoulder to lean on, but I realize she needs to be alone and process.

Not wanting to push her too far too soon, I opt to leave her be. When she’s ready, she’ll come around. Or at the very least, I hope so.

I eat breakfast alone. Gio and Rome are nowhere to be found. The only company I have is Dulce when she pops in to check on me. Other than that, the estate is shrouded in relative silence.

To kill the time, I go for a stroll along the grounds of the estate. I spend time in my little garden. The flowers are blooming nicely. Particularly the narcissus.

Funny.

Passing my garden, I pause near the pig farm. Apollo, Zeus, Hermes, and Poseidon all stare at me. Their filthy pink snouts crinkle. It brings a smile to my face, even if they are used for the most disgusting things.

Like getting rid of dead bodies.

A shudder racks through my body just thinking about it.

I decided to name them not long after I got here. It seemed like the right thing to do. It almost made me forget what they were really here for. Not to mention, the guys, particularly Azriel, found it hilarious that I named them like they were my pets.

As I’m standing there, enjoying the fresh Montecito breeze, my stomach roils, turning suddenly. I clutch at the wooden fence before me for support. My nose curls in distaste. Part of me wonders if it’s the smell of the pigs that’s turning my stomach, but when I walk away to put distance between me and the smell, it only seems to get worse.

My eyes widen and my hand flies to my mouth, but it’s too late, the bile rising up my throat becomes vicious in its intent on getting out.

“Asteria?” I hear Romeo’s approaching footsteps. I do my damnedest to hold it in, but at the very last second, I bend in half, hurling in the grass.

“Christ!”

Rome pats my back, trying to be as soothing as possible, but really, I just think he’s making it worse.

“What the hell did you eat this morning?”

“Shut up.” I wipe at my mouth and clutch at my stomach with the other hand.

“Let’s get you inside. The last thing I need is Azriel coming home and finding you drugged again.”

I roll my eyes. “I was not drugged. It’s just the smell of the pigs, I wasn’t expecting it.”

“You didn’t expect the pigs to smell like shit?” Incredulous, he whips his arm out in the direction of the animals. “Look at them, they’re filthy!”

I squint narrowly. “I don’t need your smart remarks at the moment.”

“Let’s just get you inside.”

Worried he’s going to make this a bigger deal than it needs to be, I brush past him. “I said I’m fine!” I snap at him over my shoulder.

Part of me knows I can’t keep this pregnancy a secret forever and it’s almost like my body doesn’t approve of me remaining silent. If this goes on any longer, there’s no way I’ll be able to keep it under wraps.

At dinner, my stomach is back to normal and while I pile food on my plate, I don’t miss the strange looks Romeo is sending my way. I quirk a lazy brow in question that says, “What are you looking at?”

“Shouldn’t you take it easy? You were sick earlier.”

I feel Azriel’s probing gaze on my profile, and I scowl at Rome. “I’m fine. I smelled pig shit and threw up. Not a huge deal.”

He raises his hands in surrender, silently telling me he’ll back off, but I can see the cogs churning in his brain all the same.

This isn’t good.

“Why didn’t you tell me you were sick earlier?” Azriel asks.

I force a smile, playing it cool. “I didn’t think it was a big deal. I feel completely fine now.”

Azriel searches my gaze and I feel like a horrible human being for the way I’m lying to him, so I turn, glancing away. Forcing my gaze down to my plate where I continue eating in silence.

The next morning, before I head down for breakfast, Azriel kisses me goodbye. He’s headed out with Romeo for “work.” He didn’t elaborate and I didn’t ask. There are just some things I don’t need to know. Just like there are some things I’ll never get an answer to, no matter how many times I probe.

I’ve learned that lesson the hard way, unfortunately.

Another wave of nausea smacks into me, keeping me holed up in the bathroom. If I thought the nausea was bad yesterday, it’s only getting worse. If my body keeps this up, I won’t be able to keep it a secret from anyone much longer. I’ll be rail-thin and in need of an IV drip. I need to find the right time to tell Az before it’s too late.

Dr. Blake is supposed to drop by for a visit today. He told Azriel it is just a follow-up of sorts, but really, he’s here for me. For the baby. Az offered to stay with me, but I shooed him off, telling him I’d be fine. The way he lingered before he left told me he didn’t feel comfortable leaving me on my own with the doctor and idly, I wondered why.

“Asteria.” Giovanni knocks on the bathroom door, concern laced in his tone.

“Yes?” I try to insert some pep in my voice, so it doesn’t sound like I was just hurling my guts out mere minutes ago.

“Are you all right? Is it safe to come in?”

“No! I’m fine.”

He begins to open the door and I yell louder. “I meant no as in don’t come in, you freak! I said I was fine.”

Once I have nothing left in my stomach to dry heave, the tremors settle, and my stomach doesn’t feel like a sailboat in the middle of a cyclone. I clean up before heading out and startle when I find Giovanni standing on the other side of the room, eyeing me much too closely for comfort.

“You’re throwing up again.”

“I’m fine.” I bypass him.

“You’re lying.” His tone is harsh, and it stops me in my tracks.

I whirl on him, my gaze narrowing. “How would you know?”

“You can’t meet anyone’s eyes when you’re lying. It’s your tell.”

Dammit.

I gnash my teeth together. “I’m not lying. I’m fine. My stomach has just been upset lately, no big deal.”

“If it’s no big deal, why haven’t you told Azriel? Why are you lying to everyone?”

“Because there are much bigger things to worry about at the moment, Giovanni!” I snap. His lips press together in a grim line. He doesn’t like my tone. That’s obvious.

Blowing out a sharp breath, I force a semblance of calm into my tone. “If it’ll make you feel better, when Dr. Blake gets here, I’ll bring up the nausea. Happy?”

His frown only deepens, and I roll my eyes.

“Shouldn’t you be helping Franny, anyway? I’m fine, Giovanni. I swear.”

I shoulder past him and the whole way down the hall, I feel his gaze on my back.

Calculating.

Worry gnaws at my gut.
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When Dr. Blake shows up for our appointment, I meet him in the medical room and when he instructs I lay back on the bed, my nerves rack my frame. I dart my gaze around nervously, worried Giovanni will find his way inside during the checkup.

“You sure no one followed you?”

Blake rolls his eyes. “Giovanni is busy down the hall attending to your cousin. Once I’m done here with you, I’ll check on her, too.”

I breathe a little easier at the news.

And it has guilt pressing heavy and savage over my chest.

This feels wrong.

It is wrong.

I know this.

I still haven’t quite figured out how to tell Azriel the truth. And what’s worse, Franny’s words keep playing in my head on a loop. She’s right. It’s unfair of me to raise a child in this world. It’s dangerous.

Much too dangerous.

So many people are always out for Azriel’s blood. What would they do if they found out he had a child on the way? What would they do to me?

A shiver runs down my spine just at the thought.

Blake squirts something onto an oval-shaped wand that’s connected to a machine and instructs me to lift my shirt. I do so cautiously and tense when he gets closer.

“This will be a little cold. Just stay still.”

True to his word, as soon as the probe covered with jelly touches my stomach, I tense at the cool touch. All that worry, all that fear, is suddenly stripped away when I hear it. The static and deep whoosh-whoosh that fills the air. My eyes dart toward his, moon-like with questions.

“Is that…?”

“The baby’s heartbeat?” he supplies. “Yes. Incredible, right?”

I blow out a sharp breath, emotions clogging my throat. “Very.”

He moves the probe around, staring at the screen with a frown, and does this a while longer until satisfied with what he sees. He wipes my stomach clean, and I sit up, feeling antsy.

“So?”

“Everything looks great. Strong heartbeat. I’d guess from the measurements that you’re around five, almost six, weeks. You’ll need to start taking prenatal vitamins. I took the liberty of grabbing these for you. Once a day, every day. Preferably in the morning.”

“And what about the nausea?”

“Ginger ale and saltines. If that still doesn’t work, we’ll figure something out.” He turns his back to me, clicking away at his portable machine he brought with him.

“How did you bring all this in without Giovanni noticing, anyway?”

“Explained it was an ultrasound system for your cousin, in case there were any internal injuries we’d need to worry about.”

“Is there?”

“No, I don’t believe there is.”

There’s suddenly the loud sound of something being printed and I frown, trying to see around his broad back to what he could possibly be doing.

“Here, this is for you.” He hands me a black grainy picture, a white static blob in the center. I run my finger over the image. It doesn’t look like much at the moment, but that’s our baby. Inside of me.

“I take it you haven’t told him.”

I peer up, blinking past the moisture in my eyes. My guilt is cumbersome.

I shake my head, worrying my bottom lip between my teeth.

He glances toward the closed door before he leans forward, lowering his voice. “You want my opinion? Don’t tell him. This isn’t a life you want to raise a child in. I’ve seen the things he’s been through. I’ve had to watch horrors on some occasions as well. Get out and save yourself and that baby.”

I flinch as though he slapped me.

“He’s not that bad. Azriel would make a great father.”

Blake scoffs. “Would he really? If that’s the case, why haven’t you told him yet? Why am I meeting his wife in secret?”

There’s a ruckus in my chest. My heart takes a beating at the accusation. “This is not a secret,” I argue.

He gives me a pointed look. “Right. Take my advice, or don’t. I’m just letting you know, the chances of that baby having a normal and safe life gets smaller and smaller the longer you stay here.”

Setting the bottles beside me, he packs up his stuff and moves on to check on Francesca. My words stop him at the threshold of the door.

“Even if I did try to leave and save my child, he’d never let that happen. You know that just as well as I do.”

He throws a look at me over his shoulder. I don’t like the implications there. “I can help. Just say the word. I can make you and your child disappear safely.”

Blake leaves and the room is filled with a tomb-like silence. The stillness is disconcerting. Uncomfortable.

I peek down at the image and my heart pangs.

What would my mother have done?

An echo of pain blooms in my chest when I realize I don’t have a single clue.

Wiping away the moisture on my face, I tuck the small photo into my pocket and shove the bottle of vitamins under my shirt. I’ll need to find a place to keep them hidden, which is tough considering Azriel knows my every move in this palace.

Figuring now is better than later, I head up to our bedroom and search for a secure place to hide the items. Since Dr. Blake is busy checking on Franny, I’m sure Giovanni is outside the door, waiting for an update. I haven’t had the courage to ask him about her and why he’s grown so protective, but something tells me Gio feels a lot more than he lets on. Maybe I was wrong about him, too. About all of the men in Azriel’s life. They have hearts, hidden deep beneath the darkness they wear so proudly.

I rifle through drawers, trying to find the perfect space, but pause when an idea comes to me.

Feminine products.

That would be the last place Azriel would search for something, and I don’t plan on giving him a reason to go searching. Not until I have time to think about this. Really think about this decision.

Keeping a man from his child is wrong and heartless.

But protecting this child is at the top of my list and I fear Fran and Blake may be right, that our child is not safe in this world. Even if his father would burn down the world to find us. To protect us.

It’s an impossible decision.

One I can’t even fathom making.

The thought of leaving Az hurts. I can’t breathe when I think about it.

With trembling hands, I dump out the box of tampons, and at the bottom of the box, I take the photo, readying myself to place it at the bottom. My hands shake at the deception.

This is so wrong.

What the hell am I doing?

Forcing those feelings aside, I place it inside the box and reach for the prenatal vitamins, but I pause at the dark figure standing in the doorway. A scream works its way up my throat, and I stumble back. With my heart racing and my hand over my chest, I stare up at Giovanni’s face.

“What the hell are you doing?’’ I bite out, trying to shove the tampons back in the box, hoping like hell he didn’t see anything. I didn’t even hear when he came in. He usually knocks. Makes his presence known somehow.

“Asteria.”

His tone of voice stops me in my tracks.

My heart drops.

Slowly, I peer up at him through my lashes. The scar running the length of his face seems harsher than usual in this moment. “This is not a good idea.”

I swallow the fear in my throat. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” I glance back down at the tampon box, avoiding his probing and accusing gaze.

“Running will not help. It is reckless of Blake to even advise such a thing.”

My gaze snaps up to his. My mouth opens and closes like that of a gaping fish. “How did you know? How did you—”

“You are not fooling anyone. Least of all me. The sickness, the lies, the private meeting with Blake, and now you’re hiding stuff. It won’t be long before Azriel catches on, if he hasn’t already.”

I narrow my eyes. “Is that a threat?”

“Yes.”

With a frustrated growl I toss the box aside and shove to my feet, crowding his space. “You have no idea what I’m going through. I have no other choice.”

He scoffs. “There is always a choice. If you truly think you’re better off with a baby on your own, you’re even more childish than I thought.”

I recoil.

Tears burn the backs of my eyes.

I swear I even see a hint of regret on Giovanni’s face.

Sidestepping him, I storm out of the bedroom. Away from him. Away from the pain his words have evoked.

He calls after me, in an apologetic tone, but I raise my hand, flipping him the bird instead.

In the heat of my aggravation, I find myself sitting at the fountain in the center of the hedge maze, wiping the tears from my eyes. I’m pissed off.

At myself.

At Giovanni.

I wish the answer to this would fall into my lap. I wish I didn’t feel like I was being torn in two separate directions. A throat clears behind me. I don’t bother turning to look.

“I should not have said what I did back there. I did not realize it would hurt you.”

My bottom lip wobbles. “Don’t bother. You’re right. I am a child. A stupid, foolish child, who is now carrying a child of her own.”

Giovanni sighs and takes a seat next to me on the stone bench. “You are not foolish, Asteria.”

“Aren’t I? Who gets pregnant at this age? Who the hell brings a baby into a world like this, Gio?”

His eyes yield with pity. “Plenty of people.”

I scoff, glancing away. “Things just barely started to feel normal for us. As normal as anything can be in this life. How am I supposed to explain this to him?”

“You just do it. You’re doing fine now.”

I brush his words off. “This is different.”

“Why?” he pushes.

“Because you’re not the father of my child. It’s not going to break my heart in half if you tell me you don’t want to keep it. If you resent me for getting pregnant. If you look at me differently for ruining everything between us.”

“And is that how you think he will react to the news?”

A tear rolls down my cheek.

My sinuses burn.

“Y-yes. I know he will. Why wouldn’t he? He’s the king of the underworld, right? Ruthless. The one everyone wants to take out and replace. What happens when others find out about this baby, about us? What happens then, Gio?”

“And what happens when you run away with this child to start over, and someone finds out who you are? Who will protect you then? Dr. Blake?”

I turn away. “I don’t know. I just… I wanted options. I wasn’t even going to go through with it. At least, I don’t think.”

“You have to tell him.”

“How? How am I supposed to do that?”

He shrugs. “You find a way.”

Sucking in a lungful of air, I wipe away my tears and nod. “I will. Once I’m ready.”

He sighs and tilts his head back, staring up at the sky as though he’s asking the heavens for help. “Of course.”

“In the meantime, can you keep this between us?”

He shakes his head, his lips pressed together in a grim line. “Don’t make me promise that. My loyalty is to Azriel.”

“I know it is. Just…please, Giovanni, give me this.”

He glares down at the ground, his jaw working with frustration. Seconds tick by and I realize silence is his answer. Giovanni won’t betray Azriel. I knew this.

“Fine.” He says it like the word is acid on his tongue.

Without another word, Giovanni storms away, a stiffness to his shoulders that makes the guilt crush my chest to the point of pain.
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After dinner, Azriel finds me in his library curled up on the ottoman with a book and a cup of tea in hand.

“Cozy.”

A smile spreads across my face when I see him leaning against the doorframe, watching with warmth in his gaze.

“Long day of fighting crime?”

He chuckles, entering the room. “Something like that.”

I pat the spot next to me in silent invitation. He takes it, settling beside me and pulling me into his arms. My tea and book are forgotten, my focus now solely fixed on him. I run my fingers down the sharp planes of his face. I commit his features to memory and trace them, wondering if our child will get his bright green eyes, or will they get my blue ones? Will they come out with a golden tan complexion or my lackluster one?

Dragging my thumb over his soft lips, I whisper, “I love you.”

His eyes turn to molten pools of lava, and his arms tighten around me.

“Il mio amore.”

My heart pinches in my chest at the words. They’re few and far between, something he doesn’t offer lightly, and having him say it here? It means everything to me. The guilt I’ve been suppressing rears its ugly head, causing my eyes to water.

The pad of Azriel’s thumb swipes under my eye and they flutter closed on instinct.

“You look tired.”

They open and I stare up at him. I wonder what he sees when he looks down at me. Does he see the guilt written all over my face? Can he taste the lies on my tongue when he kisses me?

My heart pangs at the thought.

He swipes away the frown line between my brows, his face growing serious. “What’s wrong?”

I smile, and no matter how hard I try, it doesn’t reach my eyes. “Nothing. I guess I am tired. I haven’t been sleeping well. I think it’s the…stress of everything.”

It’s a low blow and I feel like such a shitty human for bringing it up, for blaming it on that. Azriel’s jaw flexes with displeasure and he glances away, like he’s gathering himself.

“I’m sorry.”

Tears burn the backs of my eyes and I shake my head, cupping his stubbled jaw and forcing his gaze down to look at me.

“Stop it.”

“You deserve more than this.”

His words strike me in the heart and a tear glides down my cheek.

He’s wrong.

I don’t deserve him.

“Can I ask you something?”

He nods, moss green eyes searching my blues with earnest. “Of course.”

“I know you’ve mentioned you donate to charities, but I was wondering, what do you think about me making a list of other potential charities we can donate to? It doesn’t have to be much, but I’d like to give back, any way I possibly can.”

“Okay.”

His response surprises me. “That’s it? You’re not going to inquire about it anymore than that?”

He smirks. “I don’t need to. If it’s something you want. Something that will make you happy, I’m all for it.”

A lump swells in my throat, blocking my airway, keeping me from responding. Blinking past the burning in my eyes, I trace the sharp line of his jaw and press a soft kiss to his lips.

“Thank you.”

“Always, cara mia.”

My chest cracks open and ice dribbles slowly from the open wound. “And forever.”

Closing my eyes, I try to think about what life might be like if I never tell Azriel. If I leave. I’d never get this. I’d never have this intense sensation of love billowing in my chest.

Fighting back my emotions, I swing my leg over his body, and he leans back against the ottoman, watching me closely. Reaching between us, I undo his trousers, stroking his length until he hardens beneath me. His nostrils flare. Those dark eyes ensnare me.

“What are you doing?” he asks, voice rough, filled with barely contained restraint. The effect of it goes straight to my center.

I free his cock and press the tip to my already soaked entrance. His jaw flexes as I rub him there, gliding his head through my folds. My breath catches when I nudge him against my clit. It’s a livewire of electricity. I lean forward, pressing the tip inside of me and I rest my lips near his ear. “Fucking my husband.”

I impale myself on his shaft and both of us groan. Azriel’s hands immediately find purchase on my breasts. He rips down the straps of my red sundress and frees them, toying with my nipples. He cups each one gently, bringing them to his supple lips and sucking on them. The electric bolts of desire shoot straight to my core with each lip, nip, and suck. His eyes never once stray from mine. My muscles pinch around his cock and his eyes flare.

“So fucking perfect,” he breathes across my tits. “Lose yourself, princess. Fuck me.”

Tossing my head back, I grip onto his shoulders for support and I do just that. I ride him until we’re both sweating and panting. Until the sound of wet slapping flesh grows louder than our moans. I ride him until I can’t anymore. Until he shoots inside of me and we’re both coming down from a high that feels like it will never end.

And all the while, my heart beats heavy with guilt.
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I was so close this morning.

So close to coming clean and telling Azriel everything. When we were lying in bed, my body wrapped around his, it felt perfect. Like it was exactly what we needed.

I danced my fingers across the broad expanse of his chest, the words nearly falling from my tongue, but they never came. It was like they refused to leave.

“Why the long face, little butterfly?” Romeo asks, nudging me in the shoulder as he takes a seat next to me. I force a smile for his sake, staring out at the rolling hills of the estate.

“Just thinking.”

After breakfast, I spent some time out pruning flowers in the garden before I sat out here on the loungers that overlook the immaculate view of the estate. I’ve been looking at different charities Azriel and I can give to. He compiled a list of some that he already works closely with and I was surprised this wasn’t something that was public knowledge. It’s almost like he prefers to keep his philanthropic side hidden from the world.

At some point, I paused my searching and looked up at the view, my mind wandering. Just like I have every day since finding out, I’ve gone through the pros and cons of telling Azriel and not telling him. Really, I think what it boils down to is cowardice.

I’m afraid of his rejection.

I’m fearful his response won’t be one I can live with.

I’m scared our relationship will take a turn for the worse.

“Here. Have some. It always helps me think.”

Romeo all but shoves his glass of wine at me. I feel my nose curl with distaste and my stomach churns. Delicately, I push the glass back toward him.

“No, thanks.”

“Something else then. Are you a whiskey girl, like your husband?”

I laugh and shake my head. “I don’t want to drink, Rome. Save the alcohol for yourself.”

He’s silent.

“Why not?”

I frown. “Why not what?”

“Why don’t you want to drink?” I feel his eyes assess me. My own narrow in response.

“Maybe because it’s the afternoon and I have nothing to celebrate.”

“I call bullshit,” he quips.

I draw back and stiffen at the darkness in his eyes. My lungs tighten, restricting air. “Why are you asking, Romeo?”

“Why are you dodging the question?”

“Why do you keep asking me questions?” I shoot back.

He downs his wine in one go and turns away from me, fixing his gaze on some random point in the distance. “I know.”

My stomach drops. Sweat coats my palms. “Know what?”

“My mom had eight kids. Crazy, right? Me and my brother were the oldest. We sort of took it upon ourselves to take care of the rest of our siblings. We knew our father wouldn’t do it. Especially if they were girls.”

Tension climbs up my spine. “Why are you telling me this?”

He ignores me, going on. “My dad used to beat the shit out of our mom. She got good at hiding her pregnancies from him. Tried to run away once, too. That didn’t go over well, as you can imagine. So my siblings and I got good at spotting the signs. We always knew what to look for. We always knew when things were going to get bad, when we’d have to step in to protect her. Save her from my father and even on some occasions, from herself.”

“Romeo,” I sigh.

He still hasn’t looked at me. The muscle along his jaw pulses wildly, like he’s grinding his teeth together. “Why haven’t you told him?”

“I…I don’t know.”

He gets up and tosses the glass to the ground where it shatters. I cower at the violent display. I’ve never seen Romeo like this, least of all, directed at me. “For God’s sake, Asteria. Would you stop lying to yourself for just once!”

I flinch. My jaw clamps tightly, staving off my impending emotion.

“I’m afraid, okay? I don’t know how to tell him. I don’t know how he’ll react.”

“And keeping it from him is somehow better? Shouldn’t you be figuring this out together?”

“You don’t understand. It’s different for you! I wasn’t raised like this. I was sheltered. I didn’t have to worry about all the people who were out to get me. But with Azriel, I do. All I do is worry.”

“The difference between Azriel and your daddy is blatant. One kept you hidden in a fucking tower like Rapunzel or Sleeping Beauty, whoever the hell she was, and the other has pulled back the curtains and showed you just how dangerous it really is.”

“I just need time, Romeo. Please.”

He swipes at his mouth in frustration. “Funny thing about time, little sis. There never seems to be enough of it. Let me know when you’re ready to put on your big girl panties.” He marches off, a disappointed set to his shoulders. The effects of it hit me square in the chest.

“Fine!” I yell out after him, shooting to my feet defensively. “You want to know the truth, Rome?” I throw out my arms, a hot tear rolling down my cheek. “I’m scared shitless! Is that what you wanted to hear? I’m terrified I won’t be a good mother. I’m frightened I’m going to fail and let this kid down. I’m so goddamn afraid I’m going to end up exactly like my father, or worse, my mother.”

How is a mother supposed to behave in this environment? How is she supposed to safely raise a child?

I know the answer like the back of my own hand.

She can’t.

I never had a mother to show me how to love and care for others. I was raised by a slew of maids. I don’t know how to do this. I don’t even know if I can do this. It’s overwhelming.

He freezes in his tracks. Slowly, he turns, pinning me with that annoying probing look of his.

My chest rises and falls sharply.

“Are you happy now?”

His lips quirk sadly. “Yes and no.”

He closes the distance between us and takes the seat next to me. I follow suit. “What’s wrong with turning out like your parents?”

My eyes swing to him incredulously. “Are you insane? My father was never around for me when I needed him. Honestly, he was never really a father at all. He was my jailer who pretended to care. And my mother…she’s not here, is she? She died in this life. She died because she was married to my father, didn’t she? Who’s to say I won’t end up exactly like her?”

He looks away at that.

“You’re not going to be a bad mother.”

“How the hell would you know? Do you suddenly have access to the future, Rome? Are you an oracle, maybe a fortune teller?”

“God, you’re so weird,” he mumbles under his breath while rolling his eyes. Under different circumstances it would make me laugh. “Azriel would have never taken you as his wife if he didn’t think you’d be a great mother.”

I scoff. “You’re joking, right? Azriel did not marry me out of love or the kindness of his heart, and the last thing he could have cared about were my potential abilities to be a mother to his children.”

“Do you really believe that? All that history you two share and you don’t think he’s at least thought about it. Weighed the pros and cons?”

“Fine. So what if he was wrong and I’m a horrible mother? What now? What if our child dies because I wasn’t able to protect it?”

“That won’t happen.” His face grows stormy. Protective.

“You don’t know that.” I shake my head.

“Azriel would lay down his life to protect you. You know that.”

“What if that’s not enough?”

“It has to be.”

Romeo pushes up from the spot beside me and begins to walk away, leaving me to stew on the conversation and the truth of his words.

“What if he doesn’t want this baby, Romeo, what then?”

He pauses midstride. “He will.”

“How do you know?”

He glances back over his shoulder at me. “Because it’s you. The love Azriel has for you, I’ve never seen anything like it, Asteria. He’ll want it. He’ll love it because it was with you.”

An ache shoots down the center of my chest and my chin wobbles.

God, the men in my life are going to kill me.
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I’m telling him today.

That’s my very first thought in the morning.

I don’t have some elaborate speech planned. Just the truth. Only the fact that I’m pregnant and I need his support now more than ever before.

When I head down for breakfast, I’m disappointed when I realize Az and the guys are gone. I must’ve been so tired this morning, I didn’t even notice him leave. Usually, I can feel the warm press of his lips against my skin before he leaves.

“Mrs. Costa, Dr. Blake dropped by and left this for you.” With a cheery smile, Dulce hands me a Manila packet.

I frown and take it from her. I wait for her to amble off before I open it, rifling through the contents on my way upstairs. My heart pounds erratically and bile rises up my throat.

New identity.

Passport.

Everything needed for a new start.

A new life.

I force a thick swallow and toss the file in our bedroom like it burns to the touch.

What the hell is he thinking leaving that here? Where just about anyone could have intercepted it? I told him I no longer needed it.

My hands shake as adrenaline courses through my veins. What if Azriel had intercepted the envelope instead? My face pales at the thought.

I go about my day as usual, trying to gauge if any of the staff is staring at me oddly. Is there suspicion in their eyes?

Maybe no one opened it. Maybe no one would even dare to.

For the most part, everyone acts like they normally do. I think I’m the only one who is acting strange, and they notice it. Of course they do. The way they do double takes after our conversations. The fact that I can’t seem to refrain from looking so damn guilty is incriminating in itself.

I find myself hovering outside of Franny’s door, pacing. For the hundredth time, I run my hands through my hair, worry gnawing at my gut. I didn’t have a chance to see her yesterday. I usually try to pop in once a day, even if it means I just sit there and she says nothing or she sleeps. I’d like to think having someone there with her helps, even just a little bit.

Gives her a relief of some kind.

Only, I’m having a hard time finding the courage to go in there now and tell her the news. The news that I plan on telling Azriel tonight. The news that I want to keep it.

That’s the decision I’ve come to.

I don’t know how Azriel will feel about it, but at least he’ll know where I stand and that has to matter. That has to stand for something.

The only reason I’m standing outside of her door pacing is because I don’t want to see the disappointment in her eyes. I don’t want her to tell me I’m making a mistake. Not when I’ve made my mind up about this. Not when I’ve already brushed aside the fears for our future.

Am I frightened? Yes.

But I know what I want. I think I’ve always known. The fear is what was holding me back.

Inhaling a deep breath, I pull back my shoulders and knock on the door. I wait for her response, but I don’t get an answer. I take a step back, about to leave, but I see the shadows under her room. I can clearly see her moving around, intentionally ignoring me.

And it hurts.

Much more than it should.

My shoulders slump.

“Give her time.”

I turn at the sound of Giovanni’s voice. He’s standing in the center of the hall, arms crossed over his chest, watching me.

“I know,” I mumble. “I just wish she would talk to me. I want to help.”

“She knows. But pain doesn’t care about time or those around it. It just consumes, without asking.”

I look away.

A slated silence erupts between us. I get the sense he wants to ask something, and I have the urge to tell him my plans for today concerning Azriel, but when I look back, I decide not to.

I nod. “See you later, Gio.”
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Once nighttime rolls around, I head into the dining room for dinner and smile when I see the guys at the table. I spent the day releasing steam in the pool, then watering the garden. I planned to do some trimming, but the gardener never leaves much for me to finish up with. I get the sense he hands down just enough to keep me busy.

I frown when I realize Az is nowhere to be found. “Where is he?” The question isn’t meant for anyone in particular.

“Changing,” Rome offers between bites of the buttered dinner roll in his grasp.

I wince.

I can put two and two together. Blood, soiled suit, needing to change.

Got it.

I’m just taking a seat at the table when Azriel steps into the dining room. The smile slides off my face at his dark expression. He takes all the light from the room, sucks the happiness and life out of you like a Dementor would.

“Az?” My voice trembles and my brows knit together.

Those green eyes flash and pin me in place. My breath catches and my heart shatters when he drops the Manila folder onto the table with a loud slap.

Unease drops into my stomach like lead.

Everyone goes silent.

“Who did this?” His voice is like sandpaper as it grates against my skin. Far too serene to be normal.

I lick at my dry lips. Panic climbs its way up my throat and pinches. “It’s not what you think. I can explain.”

“Who. Did. This.” His tone has taken on an eerie malevolence I’ve yet to be familiar with.

Tears fill my eyes. I dart my gaze to Gio and Rome who are looking away, scowls on their faces.

“You two knew. Didn’t you?” Azriel muses. Voice deathly calm.

“No, they didn’t.” I shoot up from the table, a hot tear rolling down my cheek as I come to their defense. They shouldn’t be punished for my mistakes. They were only trying to help me make the right decision.

“We did,” Giovanni grinds out.

I pinch my eyes shut, more tears falling.

When I open them, Azriel stares at me with betrayal written all over his face. It has an arrow of pain stabbing into my chest. Regret is acidic on my tongue. “So many lies, princess. So many lies.”

“Please, Az. Just let me explain,” I sob.

“Everyone out!” he suddenly shouts. Giovanni and Romeo push away from the table, the staff in the kitchen rush out, dishes and pans clattering in their haste. Gio lingers near the doorway and Azriel raises a brow.

“Did I stutter?”

With one final look my way, Giovanni leaves.

It’s just the two of us.

With methodical slowness, Azriel rolls up the sleeves of his shirt, exposing tanned forearms, and takes a seat at the head of the table. He pins me with a glare that makes me want to shrivel up in a ball and die.

“You wanted to explain, you have my attention, Asteria.”

Asteria.

It’s rare he uses my name and when it falls from his lips like it’s a curse, it hurts. So much more than I ever thought it would.

I open my mouth but all that releases is a squeak of pain.

His jaw flexes. “Is it so awful here that you want to leave?”

A pained sob rips from my chest. I shake my head frantically. The ache in my heart is all-consuming. “Of course not. No!”

“Then tell me, Asteria, why was there a packet with a brand-new fucking identity for you in our bedroom? I thought… I thought you were happy.”

It’s the hurt hidden in his voice beneath all the ire that does me in. It shatters my heart.

“I am! You make me happy.”

His eyes flash with darkness. With violence and despair. “Not happy enough, I see.”

I clasp my hands together in prayer. “It’s not because of that, Az, I swear.”

“What is it then?” he snaps, his patience waning.

“I’m pregnant!”

A tomb-like silence falls over the room.

My chest rises and falls sharply. Electricity thrums in the air between us. Azriel leans back in the chair, staring at me strangely. I can’t make out the expression on his face. I can’t tell what he’s thinking.

“You’re pregnant.”

I nod.

“Since when?”

“I found out after the shooting. Dr. Blake told me.”

Az pounds his fist on the table and I jump, startled by the sound of clanging dishes. “That was almost two months ago!”

“I know,” I cry. “I was going to tell you. I swear, I was going to tell you today. I was trying to figure out how to do it. How to explain.”

He brings his elbows to the table and clasps his hands together. Absently, he rubs at his bottom lip, watching me closely.

“That doesn’t explain this folder.”

That pressure crushing my chest grows stronger. It makes it hard to breathe.

“When I first found out, I…I wasn’t sure what to do. I wanted to tell you, but I didn’t know how you would react. We never talked about kids. And considering everything that had just happened, I didn’t think the topic would go over well. I was afraid, okay.” I push away from my side of the table and move closer to him. He stiffens, as if being close to me disgusts him.

My heart takes another beating.

“Afraid of what, exactly?” He cocks his head to the side, watching me.

A hot tear rolls down my cheek. “Of losing you. Of losing us. I was afraid you’d tell me you didn’t want it. I was afraid of bringing a child into this world and not being a good mother. Of ending up like my own mother.”

His nostrils flare. “And now?”

I shrug helplessly. “I’m still afraid. But I’d rather be afraid with you than somewhere out there on my own.”

“So Dr. Blake set you up.”

I trouble my bottom lip. “Yes. He…he got in my head for a second. Said I had options. I told him I didn’t need it, but he dropped it off today. I swear, I meant to get rid of it, but I didn’t know how. Not without implicating Dr. Blake for what I perceived was him being sympathetic and compassionate. I just lost track of time.”

“Just another thing you were going to keep from me, huh?”

My eyes slam shut, and I shake my head. “I’m so sorry, Az. I didn’t mean for you to get hurt.”

He looks away, his jaw jumping with frustration. “Who else knows?” When I don’t answer in a timely manner, he pins me with his gaze. “Who else?”

“Giovanni and Romeo.”

His nostrils flare. “So let me get this straight, you had no problem telling them, but you couldn’t tell me, your husband?” His head cocks to the side. “Why?”

I watch with rapt attention as the muscle along his jaw jumps wildly while he grinds his teeth.

I force a swallow. Brushing down another wave of tears. “That was different. I was going to tell you.”

He chuckles. But the sound isn’t light. It’s glum. Frightening.

“Oh really, when? When you were giving birth? When you were on a different fucking continent with my child?”

My chin quivers. “I just needed time to think.”

He pushes out of the chair, and I follow suit, thinking he’s going to storm out, but he surprises me when he strides toward me instead. My heart jumps into my throat, beating like a metronome. He cages me against the wall, eyes wild with anger.

Fear swells in my throat. I’ve never seen Azriel like this. So angry, so unhinged. And it’s all my fault. I broke that delicate trust between us.

“Think about what?”

“I told you, if you even wanted this baby. I didn’t know how you would react. What you would make me do if you found out.”

His lip curls in disgust at the implications levied.

“So you wanted to wait, and trick me into keeping it.”

I screw up my eyes. My own frustration sparks to life. I’m not manipulative, and Azriel knows this. I would never do something like that. For him to accuse me of such a thing is inexcusable. “No. I wanted to protect my child and my body.”

“And what makes you think I’d be anything other than happy.”

“Are you kidding?” I all but scoff. “You’re the one who always preaches about how ridiculous family is. You’re the one who said this is no life for a family. What else was I supposed to think?”

“And I wasn’t wrong,” he snarks.

“So what now?” I snap. My chest heaving with heartbreak and anger.

Seconds tick by.

Silence.

“Now, there are going to be consequences for keeping secrets, princess.” His hand gently slides across my flat stomach, and my breath hitches. Those dark eyes pin me in place. He then grabs my hips and squeezes possessively hard.

Heat rises to my cheeks.

“W-wait. You’re not mad?”

“Oh, I’m mad, baby,” he growls, lifting me into his arms. My legs wrap around his waist on autopilot. “We don’t keep secrets. Ever.”

With a fierce growl, Azriel leans down and captures my mouth with his. The kiss is fierce. Rough. All tongue, teeth, and passion. His hand slides around to clutch my nape and he kneads, applying more pressure.

I moan into his mouth, my hands finding purchase in his hair.

He pulls back, eyes wild with lust. “This body is mine. This pussy is mine. That’s my seed that’s in you, Asteria. You’re mine.”

He rolls his hips and his erection prods against my center just right.

“Yes,” I hum.

God, yes.

Azriel trails his lips down my neck, his skillful tongue swirls there, working its magic. My short breaths get lost in the tense air. My core throbs painfully, just begging to be filled.

“Please,” I whisper.

Setting me down, Azriel begins stripping out of his clothes and I follow. My sex aching at the mere sight of him. His cock stands thick and proud.

Closing the distance between us, he reaches out, pinching one of my nipples between his thumb and forefinger. I let out a ragged gasp, and my center twinges at the feeling. Electric bolts fire straight to my sex.

He bends, sucking a nipple into his mouth, grazing the hardened peak with his teeth. His hands tighten on my hips and he spins me around. A yelp of surprise tumbles past my lips as I clasp onto the dining table for support. My chest rises and falls sharply, fear and excitement swirling through my veins at the feel of his heat behind me.

With a light touch, he smooths his hand over my ass and when I least expect it, his palm crashes down against my cheek and I gasp. Craning my neck around, I peek at him over my shoulder. His eyes are glued to my backside, glued to the red handprint marking my skin.

“W-what are you doing?” I ask, voice breathless.

His gaze flicks up, clashing with mine. The green there is deep, nearly swallowed whole by his irises. He rubs gentle circles over the sting radiating from my backside, toying with me.

“What does it look like I’m doing?”

Again, his hand crashes down, colliding with my cheek and this time, I groan in pain at the stinging sensation. It hurts, but fuck does it feel good, too. His eyes flare with heat. With possession. It has a flood of moisture seeping between my folds.

“Does that hurt, cara mia?”

Not trusting myself to use words, I nod.

His eyes glitter. “You like it, don’t you?”

As if to prove himself right, he slides a hand between my folds, and I moan at the sound of the evidence of my pleasure. He hums under his breath and continues exploring my sex, touching everywhere but the one place I need. I hang my head in front of me, feeling like my arms are going to give out on me.

“Az,” I whine.

He digs his fingers into the globes of my ass until it stings. “What do you want?”

“You,” I breathe out, helplessly.

“Say it,” he demands.

“I need you to fuck me. I need you to make me come. Please.”

His grip on my ass eases and when I least expect it, I feel his tongue between my legs. He swipes in a long motion from front to back and I suck in a shocked gasp, my body trembling at the awareness. His tongue swirls around my clit, fluttering against the bundle of nerves until I’m rocking back against his mouth. When he spreads my cheeks and presses his tongue against my other hole, I smack my palm against the table.

“Azriel!”

He chuckles, continuing to lavish the other hole with licks that take my breath away. My sex is soaked, the moisture slipping down my thighs. When I least expect it, Az presses his finger against the hole, demanding entrance. I tense, my eyes going wide.

“Az, wait.”

He pauses. “Shhh. Just feel me, princess. Feel me.”

I close my eyes and do as he instructs. When he presses his finger inside me, my body tries to fight the intrusion, but when he sucks at my clit, working his tongue through my folds, my body gives in, and I groan. The sound is a mix of pleasure and pain. The sting is slight but it’s there.

There’s so much pressure. A fullness I can’t describe.

Azriel fucks me with his tongue until I’m rocking back against him, my body silently demanding more. Warmth suddenly rushes through my veins, rattling my bones.

“I’m coming,” I gasp, digging my nails into the table for support. His lashes harder, faster, drawing my orgasm out of me. I come with his name on my lips and my body jerking, bucking against his hold.

“Fuck,” he growls, sliding his finger out of me and grabbing a handful of my backside. “This ass is going to be the death of me.” Azriel forces my legs apart and with a light hold on my chin, he forces my gaze to his. Not looking away, he slams inside me, his cock thrusting deeply, taking my breath away.

“So fucking tight,” he breathes, sliding his cock in and out at a punishing pace. His balls slap against my backside, the sound of our puffing breaths and slapping flesh echo around us. He drives so deep inside me. With each thrust, he hits something that sends me closer and closer to the edge.

Clasping onto the edges of the table, I hang on for dear life, piercing my fingers into the wood.

“You’re so close. I can feel your pussy milking my cock.”

I moan at his filthy mouth.

He reaches around my body, one hand going to my clit and the other catching a nipple. He tweaks the hardened peak meanwhile his fingers rub firm circles over my clit that have my eyes rolling into the back of my head. The sensations drive me insane as sparks shoot straight to my sex.

“Don’t stop.” I feel my orgasm building.

“Never,” he breathes against my lips, before taking my mouth in a kiss I feel everywhere. My eyes shut as another orgasm blooms, sending me to that proverbial ledge.

“Look at me,” he demands, working his long, thick cock in and out of me. “Tell me who’s fucking you.”

My walls clamp around his girth, and I choke on my breaths.

“You are.”

He clenches his teeth, eyes darkening with desire and rage. “And who am I, baby? Say it.”

“My husband! My husband is fucking me,” I groan.

His eyes flare with possessiveness, and he grunts like an animal, his strokes graduate to pounding. It’s my undoing. I feel my pussy clamp around his length as my orgasm barrels into me. A kaleidoscope of colors dances behind my eyelids. The vibrancy, the tingles, steal the breath from my lungs.

“That’s it,” he praises. “Take it all, baby. Just like that.”

My body won’t stop convulsing. Wave after wave of pleasure pounds into me, robbing me of air, and Azriel keeps going, thrusting inside me, chasing his own release. And when he finds it, he stills, his thick cock jerking inside me. He places a wet kiss on the nape of my neck, stilling behind me as he catches his breath.

I don’t know how long we stay like that, his arms wrapped around me, holding me up, using the dining table for leverage. My eyes are sealed shut and my heart bangs against the confines of my chest, doing its damnedest to break free.

“Did I die and go to heaven?”

He chuckles, his laughter vibrating in his chest. “Don’t throw in the towel just yet, princess, I’m not done with you.”

My eyes spring open and I use the last of my strength to push off the table and whirl around. “You’re kidding?”

Azriel’s eyes light up with amusement. His hands slide around my ass, and he grips tightly, lifting me onto the table. He gazes down to the mess leaking between my legs and his heat reignites. He spreads my legs wide enough to make room for himself and he presses his thumb against my clit, rubbing in slow, gentle circles that drive all coherent thoughts from my mind.

“Oh, God.” My hands fly to his shoulders for support. He bends near my ear, voice thick with desire.

“Wrong deity, baby.”

A laugh escapes past my lips and he leans back slightly, resting his hands beside my head to stare down at me. Warmth unfurls in my chest and his lips press against mine. He pries them open with his tongue, and I follow his lead, stroking his tongue, sucking on his bottom lip, getting lost in the very essence that is him.

I expect his touch to be frantic and rough, but it seems this time, he’s in no hurry to explore my body. He toys with my clit and my opening, swirling his warm cum around the bundle of nerves, working his fingers in and out of me as though he can do this for hours. When he slides into me again, it’s slow, a pace that drives me crazy. It’s a pace meant to savor. One neither of us ever wants to end.

And I lose myself in him.

I let him work my body and wring orgasm after orgasm out of me. Until I’m bone-tired. Until I can barely keep my eyes open.


[image: ]

[image: ]

 

With a gentleness that warms my heart, Azriel covers my nude body with his shirt and lifts me into his arms. My arms wrap around his neck and my face finds purchase in the crook of his neck.

“Is anyone going to disinfect the table so I can finish dinner, or…?” I laugh into Azriel’s chest as Romeo asks the question in passing. I feel him climb up the stairs and when my body is surrounded by his black silk sheets, I let out a soft little moan. The bed dips next to me and I blink my eyes rapidly, my gaze clearing on him. He sits there on the edge, staring down at me.

Once again, I still haven’t a single clue what he’s thinking. How he feels about all of this.

“Talk to me,” I urge.

“What do you want me to say?”

With a sigh, I push myself up against the headboard and tighten his shirt around me. “I want you to tell me how you feel about this. I want you to tell me what you’re thinking. I want to figure this out together, Azriel.”

His eyes sweep across my face. Reaching out, he runs his knuckles down my cheek and I lean into his warmth. “What do you want to do?”

I frown. “What do you mean?”

“Do you want to keep it?” He searches my gaze intently.

“Well,” I pause, thrown for a loop. “I asked what you want.”

He shakes his head. “Stop worrying about me, stop worrying about everyone else. What do you want, Asteria?”

I rub my lips together.

A lump forms in my throat.

A ruckus builds in my chest.

“I want to keep it.”

He frees my bottom lip from between my teeth and nods. The lines on his face lose their edge. “Then that’s what we’ll do.”

A crease forms between my brows. “That doesn’t tell me what you want, Azriel. It just sounds like you’re trying to please me.”

“It does. I want what you want. This is your body. This is your decision.”

My brows knit together. “But…but I thought you didn’t want kids?”

He shrugs, running his fingers through my hair. “Never gave them much thought.”

“So how is this any different? What changed?”

“You,” he says simply. “It’s you carrying my child. It’s my blood running through those veins now, my seed growing inside of you. That’s what changed.”

They’re such crass and possessive words, but they still wrap around my heart and squeeze. They still have that thumping bass in my lower half all the same.

“Okay.”

He nods simply. “Okay.”

My eyes widen. “Oh, wait!” I jump up from the bed, ignoring the way his moisture leaks down my thighs. I rifle through the cabinets, pulling out my box of tampons. I empty it and pull out the little photo and the bottle of prenatal pills.

Azriel watches me curiously as I step back into the bedroom and thrust out the photograph.

“Here.”

When he reaches for it, I quickly pull it back out of reach, scrutinizing. “You have to promise you will not hurt Dr. Blake.”

His lips press together in grim disapproval. “No.”

“Azriel,” I warn.

He sighs. “Fine, I won’t kill him. That’s all I can promise.”

I release a deep breath. It’s not great but it’s certainly better than what I was expecting.

Trapping my bottom lip between my teeth, I nod and place the ultrasound scan of our child into his hands. He stares down at it.

He doesn’t say anything.

His face doesn’t give anything away at all.

After what feels like an eternity of tense silence, he finally looks up and says, “What am I looking at?”

A laugh bursts past my lips. I take a seat next to him on the bed and point to the blurry white mass in the center. “That, there, is our child, Az. He might be a small little blob now but he’s growing.”

Slowly, he looks over at me. “He?”

A blush rushes to my cheeks. “Or she. I really don’t know.”

He nods, looking back down at the photo.

“Tell me how you’re feeling.”

“I’m feeling like I want to fuck you again, princess.”

I laugh when he rolls on top of me, laying me back on our bed. “You know, this is how we found ourselves in this situation in the first place.”

He gently peels his shirt open, exposing my breasts and abdomen. He kisses his way down my stomach, pausing just above my pubic bone. He looks up at me and my heart stutters at the darkness reflected back at me.

“Worth it, baby.” He takes a long, languid lick and I toss my head back, my body melting into a puddle beneath his tongue.

Worth it, indeed.
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“You look happy,” Franny murmurs, taking a seat on the edge of the pool beside me. She sticks her feet in the water but doesn’t slide in like I know she desperately wants to. If she really wanted to, she could cover her casts like she does when she takes a shower to ensure they don’t get wet, but there’s something deep within her eyes that is holding her back.

“I am. How are you?” I broach the question honestly. Today is the first day she ventured outside of her room. She met everyone down for breakfast and the silence that came after was stifling. I suggested we go out for a stroll so she could get some sun. It wasn’t my best idea, considering she is wrapped in casts and is still hurting.

We walked for a while but in the end, decided to settle out by the pool.

Franny shrugs, looking out at the view. “I’m…here. That’s all I can ask for.”

My heart crushes in a vise-like grip. “I’m so sorry, Fran.”

She shakes her head, forcing a smile; it’s obvious it’s for my benefit. “Don’t be. Tell me about you. Have you decided?”

I exhale a sharp breath and stare down at the rippling water. “I have. We decided to keep it.”

She looks away.

A tense silence wedges between us.

“That’s good. I’m happy for you.”

She says the words but by the vacant look on her face I can tell she doesn’t actually mean it. I try not to take offense or let it hurt my feelings. She’s been through hell; she has a right to want to sit and wallow. Who am I to shove my happiness in her face?

It doesn’t feel right.

“So, Giovanni, huh?” I opt to change the subject.

Her shoulders tense and she peers at me out of the corner of her eye. “What about him?”

“He seems to have taken an interest in you.”

She purses her lips. “No. Not at all, he’s just…nice. I think he gets what I’m going through.”

I don’t miss the implication in her tone. The implication that he understands her better than I do. Because I’m naïve. How could I ever understand what she’s been through? It’s not like I haven’t taken a bullet, watched men die at point-blank range, and was poisoned.

Of course not.

“He seems to care for you.”

“He’s a good man. Kind of scary, but…I get the sense that he’s good.”

“He is,” I find myself saying. “He hasn’t had it easy.”

“Who has?”

I turn away, choosing to ignore the slight sting her words seem to have. I’m not sure if it’s the emotions from my pregnancy or maybe she means for the words to be cutting.

We sit there for a while longer, an awkwardness stifling the air that wasn’t there before. Things were never this tense between us. It almost feels like I’ve brought home a stranger.

When the fatigue and discomfort become too much for Francesca, I help her back up to the guest bedroom and try not to worry about her.

Unfortunately, that’s all I do.
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I wake to the feeling of eyes on me. I feel the warmth on my skin. It’s as though the way she stares at me is tangible, something I can grab hold of. Blinking past the fatigue, I’m not surprised when I find my wife lying next to me, her hands propped under her chin, staring at me. This might bother others, but I find that I like when her gaze is on me. The fact that she stares at me with such love glittering in her eyes is still astounding. A feat in itself.

I don’t feel worthy of her love.

Of anyone’s love. Not after the things I’ve done.

Asteria is this bright, all-consuming light. Even as kids, she always had the ability to make the darkness, the pain, go away. She was love and light. A gentle fairy I was frightened I would eventually destroy. But she always held a certain darkness. A darkness that I couldn’t quite put my finger on. And now, I see it for what it is. It’s the darkness that mirrors my own.

At times, it feels like she was made just for me. She’s the balance I need.

I soak in the gentle waves of her hair and the way it frames her delicate features. A sudden spark of pain filters through my chest when I think about the lie she kept from me.

Pregnant.

We were going to be parents.

That certainly wasn’t something I ever planned on happening. Even though I fully understand her hesitancy and fear when it came to telling me the truth, I wish she would’ve. I wish she would’ve felt safe coming to me instead of Dr. Blake and my own men. I realize that I haven’t made that decision easy on her. If anything, I’ve forced her hand in keeping secrets.

Truth of the matter was, we were going to be parents soon.

I was torn in half over the realization. I’d always wondered what Asteria would look like, waddling around on bare feet, swollen with my child, but it was always a figment of my imagination. A pipe dream. Never something that was tangible.

It wasn’t just a dream now.

I’d be responsible for not just keeping her safe now, but our child, too. The intensity and gravity of the responsibility was almost too much to bear. But I’d do it for her, for them.

Because even though this child is nothing more than a small mass, it’s already burrowed its way inside of me. Inside of my heart, just like its mother.

“Go to sleep, cara mia.”

She smiles and dammit, I feel the effects of it in my chest. She nestles closer. With a finger, she traces the scars that are intermingled with the tattoos on my pecs.

“I can’t sleep,” she admits. “I’ve been thinking about something.”

“Oh, no.”

She laughs, swatting at me playfully. The sound is musical and perfect. Like her.

Rolling over, I tug her into me, and she giggles.

“Azriel! C’mon, I’m being serious.”

Releasing my hold on her, I let her climb on top of my body and straddle me. Her night dress rides up those delectable creamy thighs and I rest my hands there, unable to help myself.

Her blonde locks hang around her shoulders in a wild mane that has me wanting to drag my hands through it and tug. She is exquisite.

A goddess.

My goddess.

She licks at those pink bee-stung lips like she always does when she’s anxious about something.

“So, I was thinking. What if we set up a meeting for the families, to help with the situation? Maybe then Francesca would be able to see her sisters. I know it would help. I’d be able to see the rest of my family, too.”

I tense beneath her. I should’ve known no good would come from a conversation with my wife in the middle of the night.

“No.”

Her face shutters. “But it would help her.”

“She’s been helped enough. The bastard who hurt her is gone.”

“Well, maybe I can go out with her. We can have a girls’—”

“No.” My tone is sharp. Brooks no room for argument. “The last girls’ night you had ended in death, do you really want that again?”

Asteria squints, anger ignites in those blue depths. They’re the worst and best kind of storm when they’re like this. She’s feisty as fuck. And I secretly love it. I always have.

“She needs help, Azriel. She’s my family.”

“And you’re my wife. I said no.”

“I’m trying to help. Don’t you see that?”

My grip on her thighs tightens in warning. “You can’t go around trying to fix everyone and everything.”

“Why not?” She looks genuinely confused. “I can make a difference.”

I think about her mother. My mother. They thought they could make a difference, too, and look where that got them. Dead in the ground. A recurring theme in my nightmares is losing Asteria. Every time it’s different, but the pain, the agony, is all-consuming. Images of her lifeless eyes stare back at me, and I shake my head, brushing the image away.

If I have to be the bad guy to keep her safe, I will.

Her life and her well-being will always come before everyone else’s, even if she doesn’t like it.

“You can’t!” I snap.

Aster recoils, flinching at my harsh tone. That halo of light that always surrounds her suddenly dims and I hate myself for doing it. She looks away. When she glances back down at me, her eyes are resolute. Angry.

“Can’t, or is it that you won’t let me?”

Why couldn’t I marry someone who listened to orders? Someone who feared me and listened to my every damn command?

Jesus.

I lift her off of me and set her on the bed next to me. I shift, pressing my shoulders into the headboard. “Have you learned nothing from everything we’ve been through? Everyone cannot be trusted. I don’t want you gallivanting around town. I don’t want you spending time with anyone that can put you in danger.”

“How am I supposed to live life being afraid and suspicious of everyone and everything? Nothing has come of the Damiano situation. What are you so afraid of, Az?” When I don’t respond, she growls. “They’re my family, too, you know. They’d never let anything happen to me. If it’s the pregnancy you want to keep hidden, I can tell them to stay quiet—”

“That’s not it!”

“Then what is it?” she yells back, scrambling off the bed and shooting to her feet like a warrior ready to go to battle. I rake a frustrated hand through my hair.

She is going to be the death of me.

She has no idea how dangerous it is outside of this estate. Especially right now.

I don’t share everything that goes on in my world with her for a reason. She’ll worry. She’ll stress herself out and seeing that she is now pregnant, that is not something I can allow.

Everyone is out for blood. Because of Damiano and their need to avenge his death. Because of the Russians and the cartel. So many fucking issues are popping up left and right and each day that passes, I feel the walls closing in. Every effort I make to keep her and our child out of harm’s way seems useless when she wants to go out and save the world.

“You’re just like my mother. Just like your mother.”

I don’t mean to say the words, but they fall from my lips heatedly all the same, stopping her in her tracks. Her breath leaves her in a rush.

“What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

“Nothing.” I shove off the bed, heading toward the en suite bathroom, putting space between us before I say something else I’ll regret.

“Azriel! You better start talking. Right now!” She chases after me and pauses in the doorway of the bathroom, glaring daggers at me. Tears of rage glimmer in her eyes, dangerously close to falling.

“That very trait is what got my mother killed. It’s what got your mother killed. I will not let it be the reason you get killed, too.”

Her lips quiver. “Az. I am not them. You know I’m not going anywhere.”

“Doesn’t mean people won’t stop trying to take you from me, and I’d appreciate it if you would stop making it so fucking easy for them.”

Her nostrils flare. Crimson climbs into her cheeks. “You’re impossible, you know that?”

I brush past her, heading for the closet to get dressed.

“Where the hell do you think you’re going?”

“Gonna get work done,” I mumble back.

“It’s the middle of the night.”

“Yeah, well, the devil never sleeps.”

“Fine!” She growls in exasperation. “Just go. Leave me here like you always do.”

Her words strike a chord. I don’t mean to flinch. But I do and she notices. The anger coloring her cheeks seeps away and she takes a step toward me, sadness written all over her face.

“Azriel, wait, I didn’t mean—”

I clench my jaw, staving off the sting of her words. “I’ll see you later.”

Without another word, I shut the door behind me. Ignoring the well of pain brewing in my chest.

What’s worse is, she isn’t wrong. I’m always gone.

I’ve long since tried to draw a line between her and my position as capo. In my mind, if I keep the dangers of my job away from her, I can sleep easier each night. I can protector her the only way I know how.

With an aggravated sigh, I throw open the door to my office and lower myself behind the desk. I scour through the documents before me. The same documents I was folding through last night that gave me a headache. I had finally said to hell with it and forced myself to go to bed.

One of my men over in Sicily is keeping me updated on the mess that I’ve caused. Damiano’s family is angry, and they want revenge. They’re gearing up for a big move, but that move has yet to be determined.

Flashes of Asteria invade my mind again and I clench my teeth.

Then, there’s the growing issue with the Russians. I moved on their turf sometime last year, before my marriage to Asteria. In Chicago, it was a standing agreement between Mateo and Ivanosh that they remained out of each other’s territory. I’ll admit I got greedy. Not only did I take Mateo’s reign out from under him, but I fucked with Ivanosh’s agreement.

He didn’t like that.

Every so often, there’s a burglary at one of my restaurants that results in gruesome deaths. The warehouses where shipments for drugs come and go have been hit more frequently than ever before, and it always leads back to the Russians.

They’re angry.

Which leads me to the next issue at hand. The cartel. Thanks to the Russians, things have been less than favorable with them as well. It’s not something I’m all that worried about yet, but it keeps me up at night, nonetheless.

My gaze snags on the photograph resting on my desk. It’s from our wedding.

I don’t know why I keep it on my desk. We look miserable. I stare back at the cameraman stone-faced and Asteria stands beside me, rigid, smile forced. She looks beautiful, don’t get me wrong, but her eyes lack that sparkle they have now.

Suddenly, the door to my office is flung open and Asteria stands there in the doorway. With plumes of smoke billowing from her ears, she stalks across my office, jerking to a halt in front of my desk.

“The next time we have an argument, you don’t get to walk away, understand me?”

I press my lips together and lean back in my chair, eyeing her up and down. She looks gorgeous like this. All anger and rage. Eyes as fierce and wild as her mane of hair.

When I don’t respond with words, she sets her hands on my desk and inches toward me. Unable to help it, my eyes dart down to her chest and my cock tents my trousers at the beautiful sight of the valley between her breasts.

Licking my lips salaciously, I flick my gaze up and raise a brow. “That it?”

Her eyes grow stormy. “No. That’s not it. As a matter of fact, you need to promise me that you won’t walk away from me when you’re angry and I won’t do it either. We work it out. Even if it means yelling, even if it means someone’s feelings get hurt, we talk it through because that’s what couples do, Azriel. They don’t storm off when the going gets tough.”

“And what if words aren’t enough?” I ask in challenge.

She frowns. “Then…then we find another way.”

“Pray tell, baby.”

I roll my chair back and her eyes slide down the expanse of my chest, settling on my tented slacks. Her throat works a swallow and a blush climbs into her cheeks. She licks her lips and surprises me when she looks back up at me through those thick lashes.

Such a little seductress.

Asteria sashays around the table and pauses between my open legs. She makes herself at home there, running her nails up my thighs and dragging them down. She drops to her knees before me and stares up at me through her lashes.

“Then we fuck it out. I fuck you. You fuck me. Until a solution is made. But we never leave angry. Understand?”

Christ.

I feel like a teenager about to blow his load.

The pads of my fingers dig into the leather of the chair, and I nod stiffly. “Understood.”

She smiles sweetly. “Good.”

When I least expect it, my wife frees my cock and that hot little tongue juts out, tasting my crown and the precum pooled there. She swirls her tongue around the head, and I suck in a sharp breath.

Fucking hell, her mouth feels good.

Asteria takes me into the back of her throat, testing her limits until her eyes water. My fingers find purchase in her hair, and I groan at seeing her mouth full of me. Every muscle in my body visibly tightens. I guide her head by my fist in her hair and I let my own head roll back, letting my wife work me with her perfect mouth and hands.

Inhaling through my teeth, I can’t ignore the overwhelming billowing of love in my chest. My heart feels raw, and it beats hard and fast for her. With each thrust, Asteria takes me to the back of her throat, moaning and groaning around my length like she’s on the verge of coming. I can smell her scent. Her arousal coats the air.

“Asteria.” Her name is a hiss on my lips. Hips thrusting into her, so close to falling over that proverbial ledge. My hands tighten in her hair, and I come in her mouth, growling her name like it’s a vice.

Dragging her hot little body up to mine, I guide her wet heat over my cock and she slams herself down, impaling herself on me. She clutches at my shoulders and we both groan.

“That’s it, baby. Show me how angry you are. Fuck me, just like that, princess.”

Her center is warm and wet and so goddamn tight, I could spend the rest of my days here, inside of her. She tightens her muscles around me, applying pressure to my cock. The sensation shoots up and down my shaft and I feel it everywhere. Ripping the straps of her night dress down, I free her breasts and watch hungrily as they bounce up and down, those dusky pink nipples begging to be sucked.

I lavish my tongue on each of her breasts and she cries out, her hips grinding down on me harder.

“Fuck, fuck, fuck,” she whimpers in time with her riding, clutching onto my shoulders for strength and leverage.

Clasping her hips in my hands, I take over, dragging her hot center over my shaft, jutting into her sweet little body, making her groan my name like it’s a prayer.

Our breaths quicken, the air around us grows warm and thick with our lovemaking.

“Azriel,” she gasps, clutching at me. “I’m coming.”

My arms tighten around her as a guttural whimper spills from her lips and I pump into her fiercely until I release inside of her. Warmth surrounds my cock; her muscles tighten, almost like her walls refuse to release me.

Asteria collapses in my arms. Her face falls into the crook of my neck and she sucks in a deep lungful of air trying to catch her breath. I rub my hand up and down her back, reaching for the tops of her night dress so I can pull it back up.

I tense when I spot a shadow in the hallway.

She never shut the door behind her when she came in.

A throat clears and Francesca makes herself visible. My brows pull together, a frown pulling taut across my face.

“I was just looking for Asteria, but I see you are both quite busy.” She has the decency to look embarrassed, an awkward smile graces her lips as she bows away, leaving us.

Asteria pulls back slightly to look down at me.

“I probably should’ve shut the door.” She winces, but I see the humor around the edges of her eyes.

“This would be a different conversation if anyone else in this house had seen.”

She laughs and as she stares down at me, grows serious. “Are you still mad?”

“No,” I tell her truthfully.

She runs her fingers through my hair and kisses me. I part her lips with mine; tongues move against one another with desperation, a love I’ve never quite felt before. When the kiss breaks, her lips are raw and red. And fuck me, she looks gorgeous.

“Good. I’m glad I can be of service to you.”

“My office is open anytime.”

We stay like that, my cock still lodged deep inside her, until I grow hard again, and she moans around my growing length.

“God, I love you,” she whispers breathily when I slowly rock my hips into her. I fuck her slow. Setting her in the chair and pumping my hips into her like I have all night. And it’s perfect.

It’s fucking bliss.

It’s us.

Once Asteria passes out from fatigue, I lift her into my arms and carry her to bed. I watch the slow rise and fall of her chest. The peaceful look of slumber on her face, and I commit it all to memory. Too afraid that one day, it might all be taken from me.

And if that ever happens, I’ll set fire to this world—raze it to the fucking ground until I have her safely in my arms.

I’ll make my enemies bleed. I’ll make them wish they were dead.

I’ll kill and ravage.

All for the angel currently resting on those sheets that is carrying my child.

Our child.
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I scour the internet for something I can give to Azriel for his birthday. This time last year, I had no idea Az would come barreling back into my life only a few months later. I had no idea just how crazy things would get. My world would be tipped off its axis.

No, this time four years ago, I was set to wed a man I didn’t love. A man I was sure hated me for ruining his own chance at a real love.

I was angry.

I was depressed.

I was heartbroken.

But now? Things couldn’t be any more different.

I’m now married to a man I love. A man I can see myself spending forever with, and the idea of it doesn’t turn my stomach. A man who loves me fiercely. Who would rip this world to shreds in order to keep me safe. And now, I’m pregnant with a child that is as much of a surprise as it is a blessing.

Sure, things between Azriel and I aren’t always perfect, but they never were. We’re always hot and cold. We’re passionate. Yelling at each other one moment and fucking each other the next. This gift isn’t just something to show him that I care, it’s also an apology of sorts. It’s my own way of saying sorry. I know how stressed he is. There is so much on his plate, and the last thing he needs is me trying to throw myself in the line of fire.

I’m thankful for what he’s done for Franny. He put his life and his men’s lives on the line all to keep me satisfied. I need to trust that he’ll take care of this—of us. I need to trust that everything will work out and his enemies will stop coming after us.

Guilt presses against my sternum as I recall the harsh words I spewed to him the other night while we fought. I shouldn’t have said what I did.

I was just so angry, so hurt at the mention of our mothers that I snapped. I know he’s only looking out for me and the baby, trying to protect us, but sometimes, I feel stifled here. It feels like I’m purposely being locked away. Again.

But I meant what I said, about never leaving angry and fighting to work it out no matter what. And it’s actually helped. We haven’t broached the subject of me spending time with Franny’s family, but I think I get it now. It just took a few days to get some perspective and realize that there is a lot more at stake here than just Francesca’s mental health and encouraging her to cheer up some.

“What are you doing?” Romeo asks, munching on an apple, jolting me out of my thoughts. He takes a seat next to me out by the garden and I mostly ignore him, my gaze fixed on the screen before me.

“Trying to find Azriel a gift,” I mumble absently, clicking from tab to tab.

I feel him peer over my shoulder, looking at the screen. “Jewelry. Really?”

“What’s wrong with that?” I ask, tone affronted.

“Nothing.” But he laughs under his breath. I jab my elbow into his ribs.

“It’s not like I’m buying him a diamond necklace, asshole. I was thinking about getting him this, but I need a jeweler to incorporate these stones.”

I show him what I’m thinking.

It’s a protection medallion with the patron saint of travelers, Saint Christopher, sort of like the one his mother owned. Only this one, I want to have emeralds added.

Romeo hums under his breath. “That’s actually not horrible.”

“Really, you think he’ll like it?”

He rolls his eyes. “You could give him shit on a stick and as long as it came from you, he’d be happy.”

That drags a laugh out of me. “Shut up. Will you help me then?”

He squints at the screen and nods. “I’ll take care of it. Don’t you worry.”

“Before his birthday, Rome! Don’t screw this up.”

He mock gasps. “I am hurt. Don’t you know who I am?”

“Unreliable?”

“That’s just mean. This pregnancy has turned you into a real—”

Giovanni is passing by and smacks him across the back of his head, silencing him. “Ouch!”

“And don’t say you didn’t deserve it.”

“This is the thanks I get?” He shakes his head, taking a massive bite out of his apple as he strides away. “Unbelievable.”
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Sweat clings to my skin.

Rolling onto my side, I fluff my pillow, trying to get comfortable. It doesn’t work.

Stifling a growl, I kick off the comforter, trying to cool my body off. It works for all of two seconds before I get cold. I bear down under the blankets, only to have the cycle start back up again.

With a sigh, I stop fighting myself and instead, I rest my back against the headboard and stare blankly around the bedroom. Azriel sleeps soundly beside me. Rays of moonlight slip in through the gilded doors and the drapes covering the windows. He sleeps on his back, one muscular arm tucked behind his head, hand beneath his pillow, and the other is splayed out on his washboard abs. His broad chest rises and falls smoothly.

It’s rare that I see Azriel look vulnerable, but in moments like these, he looks like that boy from my childhood. His face is soft with sleep. No menacing glowers, no dark glints in his green eyes, just a handsome, chiseled face. The black silk sheet is pulled up just below his belly button, covering his manhood. I know he’s naked beneath the sheets. We spent hours exploring each other’s bodies.

I should be tired.

Exhausted, even.

But I find I’m anything but. The last few weeks, I’ve been struggling with sleep. I can’t seem to get comfortable and when I do, the sleep is still fitful, not exactly a deep sleep like I’m used to.

While he’s asleep, I use this time to admire him. His face is peaceful, his long lashes fan his cheeks, casting dark shadows under his eyes. His lips are slightly parted, and I have the urge to lean forward and kiss him awake, but I don’t.

There’s something intimate about seeing him like this. He wields so much power in the outside world, but in our bed, it’s just us. He’s just my husband.

And I love that.

“You should be sleeping.”

For someone who looked like they were in a deep sleep, Azriel sounds as alert as ever. He doesn’t open his eyes, but I get the sense he doesn’t need to. He can see me just fine.

“I can’t sleep,” I reply truthfully.

He opens his eyes, frowning at me. “What’s wrong?”

I shrug. “Nothing is wrong, per se. I’m just having trouble getting comfortable. My body feels tired but every time I try to sleep, it vanishes.”

He searches my gaze. “You’re not going to try to talk me into your insane ideas and start an argument, right?” The way he quirks his brow, looking genuinely worried, makes me laugh.

I shake my head. “No, jerk. I just…I wanted to look at you.”

His warm hand snakes around my thigh and he tugs, dragging me into his side. “You get your fill?” he asks, voice deep and warm with drowsiness.

“Never.” I press a kiss to his lips.

“You sure there’s nothing you want to talk about? Nothing that could be keeping you up?”

“No. Honestly, I think it’s the baby. I looked it up earlier today. I read that sometimes during pregnancy you can have trouble sleeping.”

His brows shoot up in surprise. “Tell me more.”

I pause. “About what I read?”

“Yeah. I want to know everything you know.”

A smile touches my lips. This is the first time Azriel has shown genuine interest in this pregnancy and the baby. Sure, he’s made it clear that he wants to protect us and keep us safe, but he’s never asked me anything. After I told him how far along I was, that seemed to be the end of his curiosity. He didn’t ask any more questions, even though I desperately wanted him to.

“Well, I guess it has to do with all the hormones. Probably the fact that my body is gearing up to build a whole other human inside of me. Some women spend most of their pregnancy feeling tired and fatigued and have trouble sleeping, while others feel completely normal. I think I’m falling into the former category.”

“Does it say it will pass?”

“Eventually.”

He toys with my hair, running his fingers through the strands. I don’t know how he does it, but a wave of sleepiness rolls through my body, especially when his fingers work their magic on my scalp.

“Tell me more,” he urges.

“Hmmm. Well, I read that at seven weeks the baby is about the size of a blueberry. And apparently, most of the baby’s brain development will continue long after birth, but so far, the basic sections have formed. As the weeks progress, the digestive system and lungs are also developing. Tiny facial features are also starting to take shape, and each little arm now has a paddle-shaped hand attached to it. Cute, right? Another important development is the formation of the umbilical cord.”

The more I talk, the sleepier I become. Azriel keeps up with the head massage and asks more questions.

“Boy or girl?”

My eyes flutter closed, and I nestle closer to him, breathing in his distinct scent. “Either one. As long as the baby is healthy. I just hope he or she gets your eyes. I love your eyes.”

He chuckles at my sleepy words.

“What about names?”

“I’ve never really…” I trail off, trying to hold on to consciousness. “…thought about potential names. Have you?”

“My mother used to say that she let me pick my name. She took one look at me after birth and knew what my name would be, almost as though I had chosen it for her.”

“I love that,” I whisper..

“You’re going to make a great mother, Asteria. I promise.”

“Hmmm?” I mumble sleepily. The last thing I remember is feeling his warm lips press against mine before sleep pulls me under.
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Two Months Later

 

I file down the steps of the staircase but pause as soon as I reach the landing when I spot Romeo standing there, a scowl firmly on his face.

“How hard is it to follow a simple set of instructions? You wait until someone walks you down. Never on your own.”

I roll my eyes, shouldering past him.

“I’m not a child.”

“Those aren’t my rules. Those are Azriel’s. You’re carrying his precious cargo, which means you need to be more careful.”

Over the last few weeks, Azriel has gone from paranoid mafia boss to paranoid mafia boss who is expecting a child. My breakfast spread has changed completely. Apparently, he looked it up and there were certain things I was eating that weren’t good for expecting mothers. Not only that, but he implemented the walking rule with the staff. I couldn’t go anywhere on the estate without someone accompanying me. He wanted to make sure someone was nearby in case anything ever happened to me.

And the stairs.

Christ, don’t get me started on the stairs.

A few weeks ago, I was hurrying up the steps and lost my footing. I caught myself before I slipped, but that was all Azriel needed to see. He turned the staircase into Fort Knox. I now need permission to come and go. Under no circumstances am I allowed to walk up or down the stairs on my own. Honestly, I was surprised he didn’t install an elevator for me to get to and from floor to floor. I wouldn’t put it past him.

If it isn’t evident, I haven’t been following his commands. If he was the one who saw me coming down just now, he would’ve blown a gasket.

Or Giovanni.

Those two are cut from the same cloth.

“I know, I know,” I sigh. “I was actually coming here to look for you.”

He frowns. “What for?”

“I got an email. The piece is ready. I need someone to help me pick it up ASAP.”

Rome frowns as though he’s racking his brain for something, then he expels a sharp sigh, looking genuinely apologetic. “Sorry, principessa. We’ll have to do it tomorrow. Giovanni is out with Azriel and I have to meet them. There’s no telling how long we’ll be out but if I have time, I’ll stop on the way home.”

“But I need it before tomorrow, Rome, that’s the whole point,” I whine. “Why don’t I take one of the—”

Rome cocks his eyes. “No. Hell to the fucking no. Azriel would kill me. Have my balls and my head on his shelf in his office if I let you do that. Just stay here with the rest of the men until I get back, got it?”

“No, we have to get it today. I don’t want him to find out.”

“He won’t find out. What do you think I am, an idiot or something?” When I don’t say anything, he scowls. “You know you’re not allowed out without me or Giovanni.”

“Wrong. You all feel safer when I’m out with you or Giovanni. I don’t mind. Plus, I heard a few of the soldiers talking about it, things with Damiano’s family have calmed down. I don’t see the harm in going out with a few of the soldiers.”

“Just wait, all right? In your condition, you shouldn’t be going out at all.”

I narrow my eyes. “Listen, I’m only going to be seventeen weeks pregnant. Not on the cusp of giving birth. I swear, the men in this place need to take a chill pill.”

His phone rings and he glances down at the screen, lips twisting with a grimace. “I have to go. For the love of God, stay home. And lay the hell down, would you? You’re stressing us all out with your pacing and walking all the damn time.”

“It’s good for the baby, asshole!”

“So is sleep!” he hollers back.

I roll my eyes and I mock salute him which only serves to piss him off even more. He stalks off mumbling under his breath about women and love and how stupid the two can be.

After having breakfast, I stop one of Azriel’s men, who has recently moved up in ranks, while in the kitchen. Az hasn’t said it outright to me, but I know he’s been handling the fallout of Damiano’s death. He comes home at all hours of the night looking exhausted. Dark. A chilling version of the man that I love. I can just imagine the things he’s had to do to protect us from his enemies. They want revenge. They want answers and Azriel being the man that he is, he just doesn’t give a shit. But if things are mellowing out, what’s the harm in a shopping trip?

It’s a simple job. I can stay in the car. Nico can go in and out and I’ll be home before anyone knows it.

This is the first time in years that I’ll get to spend a birthday with Azriel. We always had a tradition as kids—a picnic in the woods and we would watch the stars. Tomorrow night, I want to do something similar. Only, this time, I plan to make dinner and we can eat it in the conservatory. It’s not perfect, but it’s us.

I’ve spent so much time planning for tomorrow, I want everything to be faultless. I need everything to go smoothly for us. He deserves one night off from his life. From the darkness. From being the king of the underworld. The king of the dead. He deserves to be loved and cherished. And seeing as I don’t have any other gifts for him other than the necklace, I need it by tonight.

At the sound of my voice, the soldier—Nico—stops, peering down at me, concern written on his face.

“Are you okay, Mrs. Costa? What can I get for you?”

I wave him off, plastering a smile on my face. “I’m completely fine. Actually, I was calling you over because I have a job for you.”

His brows shoot up comically high. “Uh. Okay. What is it?”

“I need you to call my husband and tell him we’re going out. We’ll take as many men as his heart desires. You’re going to drive me to pick up my husband’s birthday surprise.”

His brows crease and he shakes his head. “I can’t do that, Mrs. Costa.”

I smile through gritted teeth. “You can and you will. This is a gift for Azriel. You don’t want to make his wife unhappy, do you?”

It’s such a shitty card to pull but I’m all out of options.

He frowns, intently thinking about it.

Come on. Come on. Don’t let me down.

Finally, he gives in and heaves a deep sigh.

“Okay. Yes. Where to?”

I smile victoriously.

While Nico is on the phone, speaking to someone, presumably Az or Giovanni, I pace beside him, waiting for him to give the okay. Whatever is said on the phone—or threatened—it has the color draining from his face. His gaze darts down to mine and his Adam’s apple works a thick swallow.

“Of course, Boss.”

Before we leave, I drop by Fran’s room to check on her. I rap my knuckles against the door and when she doesn’t answer right away, I poke my head inside and find her laying on the bed staring up at the ceiling. My heart pangs.

“I’m going out to pick up Azriel’s gift. Come with me.”

Slowly, she turns to look at me and my heart shrivels at the blank look in her eyes. “No.”

“Francesca, come on. When was the last time you got out? And I don’t mean outside, I mean off this estate?”

Her eyes go from vacant to brimstone within seconds. “Has it occurred to you that the world doesn’t revolve around you, Asteria? I don’t care about getting fresh air. I don’t want to go out and pick up your precious gift for your husband. Get it through your thick skull that I want to be left alone.”

I stumble back at her words. There’s an intense burning behind my eyes and I bite my bottom lip, trying to rein in my emotions.

“Francesca. I’m sorry, I was just trying to—”

“Shut up!” she yells, shooting upright. She looks unhinged in this moment, not at all like the cousin I grew up admiring. The best friend I’ve relied on all these years.

She’s a stranger.

A tear slips down my cheek at the realization, and she rolls her eyes. “Of course, sweet little Asteria is hurt. Go cry to your husband about it. But just leave me alone.”

I wipe at my face and nod, feeling like an idiot. Heat rushes to my cheeks, and I shut her door behind me.

My chest quakes with impending sobs but I hold my breath, keeping them inside. I meet up with Nico at the foot of the stairs and he pauses, concern written all over his face.

“Mrs. Costa, are you well?”

I force a smile, wiping at any remaining moisture on my face. “Oh, I’m fine. Can we go now?”

“Of course.”

Nico drives to the jeweler’s spot and as requested, he leaves me in the car with Davide, another soldier who works for Azriel. There’s a fleet of other soldiers in the SUV behind us as another precaution. I wait patiently until he comes out, bag in hand. I perk up when he climbs into the driver’s seat and hands it over to me. I open it and grin.

It’s perfect.

The gold medallion with Saint Christopher on it is stunning. The edges are embossed with dioptase gems. It’s an intense emerald green to bluish green copper cyclosilicate mineral that reminds me of his eyes. I wanted him to have something that would protect him when we’re not together. Something that will always bring him home to me.

And now our baby.

I rest my hand over my belly, staring out of the window. I’m not exactly showing yet. Azriel says he notices a small difference when I’m naked. There’s now a slight hump to my normally flat midriff. He always pays special attention to the growing bump, and it brings the biggest smile to my face every time.

Watching the scenery roll past, we head back toward the estate, but I shoot forward, my gaze fixed out of the window when I spot something.

“Stop!” I shout when I spot a cute little boutique.

Nico slams on the brakes and pulls off to the curb.

“What is it, Mrs. Costa?” Davide asks, fear glimmering in his gaze.

“I want to stop there. I’ll be quick, I promise.”

Nico and Davide share looks.

“I don’t think that’s a good idea. You’re supposed to stay in the vehicle.”

“Please. We’ll be in and out, I swear it.”

With a sigh, the two eventually agree on it. Nico helps me out of the car, and we amble into the quaint baby boutique followed by a slew of soldiers. I’m surrounded by baby clothes, toys, and accessories.

This is an expecting mother’s heaven.

Gently, I run the tips of my fingers over the materials, a smile pulling across my face. I pick out a random onesie. It’s blue with little anchors all over it.

I glance up, locking eyes with Nico.

“What do you think? Think it’s cute?”

He shifts uncomfortably. “Sure.”

I roll my eyes.

“Such a man,” I grumble under my breath. “If you’re uncomfortable, you can stand outside, man the doors, if you will.”

He looks pensive but nods and leaves me and a few other mothers that are shopping around.

I don’t even know what we’re having but I hold on to the anchor onesie, feeling oddly attached to it. I make my way around the store, picking up random odds and ends. Everything is so tiny. So perfect. So damn cute. I can’t imagine what it will be like, holding our child. That worry that I’ve been feeling lately gnaws at my gut again.

Will I even be a good mother? That is my greatest fear of all, letting this baby down.

I glance out of the bay windows, searching for Davide and Nico, but frown when I don’t find them. I don’t even see any of the other soldiers. Staring for a while longer, I roll my eyes and shake my head to myself. I swear, men will do just about anything to get out of shopping with a woman.

“Asteria.”

I whirl around at the voice, my brows pulling together in a frown. When my gaze collides with familiar blues, the air is knocked out of me.

“Papa? What are you doing here?” I glance around. There’s no one else. Just him. On instinct, I rest a hand over my small, barely-there bump. His eyes dart down to it, shock written all over his face.

“Y-you’re having a child?”

A shy smile spreads across my face and I purposefully glance around at all the baby stuff. “I am. We were waiting to tell you. But as you can see, I got a little carried away coming in here so soon.”

My papa coughs like he’s choking on something. He bangs on his chest and once he has it under control, he smiles, though it doesn’t quite reach his eyes.

It never does.

“Sounds like you.”

I shake my head remembering where we are. “What are you doing in California? What are you doing here?” I try to wrap my head around seeing him in a baby boutique, of all places. Communication with my father has been infrequent. There has been so much happening, so much stuff behind the scenes, my papa and Estrella haven’t crossed my mind all that often, and I feel guilty now that I think about it.

Shouldn’t they have been one of the first people I should’ve been excited to tell about the pregnancy? Not Francesca, or the staff, but my own father? Estrella?

My chest tightens when I remember why I’ll never be able to tell her about the baby.

Because she’s gone.

I ignore the sudden weight that settles over my sternum.

My papa shrugs. “I had some business to take care of. I’ve been calling Azriel, telling him I’m in town, but he hasn’t returned my calls.”

I press together my back teeth.

Dammit, Az.

After how dire the phone call with my father went last time we spoke, I don’t doubt that my husband blocked my father from calling without my knowledge.

“I thought I recognized you getting out of the SUV, so I came right over. And wow, it is you. You look so…grown up. So beautiful.”

I look down, abashed.

I’m not exactly wearing anything special, just a pair of jeans and a loose t-shirt, but the affection that I’ve always yearned for from my father, the love I’ve always craved from him, it makes his words feel that much more special. Like he actually sees me.

“Thank you.”

A tense silence percolates between us.

Why does this suddenly feel awkward? Like I’m reconnecting with a stranger? This is my father, for Christ’s sake. We should be pulling each other into tight, restrictive hugs and never letting go.

I clear my throat. “How have you been?”

Something flashes across his eyes at the question. For a second, I think it’s sadness, but there’s something else there, too, but it’s gone before I can dissect it any further.

“Oh, I’ve been working very hard. Staying busy since the death of Fabi, and now Damiano.”

I look down, feeling guilty. I’m not sure if he knows it was Azriel that did both of those things, but I have the urge to come to his defense, to tell him that he saved our family, he saved Francesca from that monster. At the thought of Franny, an ache spears my chest. Like an ice dagger piercing the organ repeatedly.

“Yeah. I can imagine,” I say instead, figuring it’s best to say as little as possible. “You should…you should, um, stop by for dinner. Tonight. It’s Azriel’s birthday tomorrow. I planned to make him dinner, but maybe…maybe tonight we can surprise him. It will be a little family get-together.”

He smiles but it comes off as more of a grimace.

“His birthday, huh? Something tells me your husband won’t like that. Sharing you with me on his special day.”

I shrug. My papa isn’t wrong but that doesn’t mean I shouldn’t make an effort. He’s here in the same state. The same city. That has to mean something.

“He doesn’t like a lot of things, but he loves me. And if I ask him to bring you to dinner, he’ll let you stay. I know you don’t understand. I know everyone thinks he’s a monster, but he’s good, Papa. He feels like that boy from my childhood. That boy I fell in love with. And we’re happy. Truly happy. Come, please.”

“That’s not going to happen.”

Hurt wells in my chest. “Don’t you at least want to try, Papa? Don’t you miss me? I want us to be a family. A normal family.”

“We are not normal, tesoro. And we will never be a family.” He snarls.

I jerk back at his words as if he slapped me. “So, you’d rather go months, years, without seeing me or speaking to me at all?”

He takes a step toward me and smiles. “Never.”

“Then come home with me. Please, Papa.”

My papa cups my hand in his and whispers, “We can’t, tesoro. I have other plans.”

“What do you mea—”

Before I can finish my sentence, my papa slaps a black cloth of some sort over my mouth and nose. Shocked, I struggle in his hold. I try to scream but it’s muffled by the material. Inhaling through the cloth, I panic, unable to pull in a deep breath. Something chemical-like burns against my tongue and fills my lungs. I feel something weighing down on my consciousness.

Oh, my God.

He drugged me.

Fear and betrayal accompany me as I quickly succumb to the black abyss.

“Shhh. There, there, tesoro, it’ll all be over soon,” my papa whispers in my ear.
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The fucker sitting across from me fidgets. Beads of sweat rolling down his temples catch the light. His fear is obvious, the way it percolates in the air between us thrillingly.

“You look afraid,” I comment.

He works a thick swallow. His Adam’s apple bobs up and down and he shakes his head, trying to deny it. It’s futile, really. I was trained to sniff out the liars and the cheats. It was what got me here. It was why it was so easy to learn about Asteria’s father’s true nature.

It’s why I demand to be there when they speak on the phone. It’s why I won’t let him near her. He’s dangerous. A threat to my wife.

I grate my molars as I think about the man that brought me the woman I love. I should hold some ounce of respect for him, he gave me her, after all, but all I feel for the man is loathing. The sick need for retribution. The sick need to make him pay.

Asteria doesn’t understand it. She can’t comprehend this world. Sure, she’s seen bits and pieces of evil. Of death, but she has no clue about the man her father truly is. She has no clue about the man I truly am. The lengths I would go to protect her.

Mateo isn’t a man that can be trusted. And I refuse to let him back in his daughter’s life. Some might say it’s wrong, childish, the way I’m keeping the man away from his daughter. The same way he kept me away from her all those years ago.

Over the last few weeks, I’ve uncovered things about Mateo, about the man that was supposed to be a loving father to my wife. But never has been. That’s always been her delusion—her unrequited hope. If she ever knew any of them, the truth would shatter her, wreck her, and I refuse to do that. Just last week Giovanni and I discovered something strange with Mateo’s visitors. For my own reasons and my own peace of mind, I’ve had my own men watching Mateo, some even working on the inside with him. There wasn’t much to report back at first, but just a few weeks ago, all that changed. His visitors were people a man like Mateo would never be caught dead doing business with.

Unless he was desperate.

And seeing as I’ve taken his empire out from under him, I took his daughter from him, he has nothing left to bargain with. Nothing left to hold on to.

I gnash my back teeth as I think about the man. Every few weeks Asteria asks me about Estrella, wondering if I’ve found her yet. I haven’t had the courage to tell her the truth. That she’s dead. Murdered by her father.

That was why he was so cold and final over the phone with her, because he knew getting in touch with Estrella would be impossible. He made it impossible.

“I’m not afraid.”

A condescending noise rattles at the back of my throat.

Pushing up from the table, I circle the boy in the chair. That’s exactly what he is, just a young adult working for people who clearly don’t give a damn about him. They think I’ll end him and call it a day there, but that’s where they’re wrong. I’m not stopping at the little shit before me. I’m not stopping until they’re all dead.

Until they’ve all been made a lesson out of.

You don’t steal from me and live to tell the tale.

“How old are you?”

“Seventeen.” He deepens his voice when he says it, almost as though he wants me to believe he’s a man. I pause in front of him and dig my fingertips into the leather of the armchair.

“Tell me why you were caught in my warehouse.”

“I-I was stealing. I thought I would get away with it.”

“You just strolled into my warehouse all on your own? Found this hidden gem without any help at all, is that what you’re telling me, kid?”

“Yes-s.”

“Hmm. See, the thing is, I think you’re lying. And you know what?”

“What?”

“I don’t like liars.” I swing a fist out, my knuckles colliding with his cheekbone. His head snaps to the side. A bruise is already forming on the bone there.

“I want answers. Stop the bullshit or this gets a lot bloodier. I have a wife to get home to.”

I wait for him to respond and when he doesn’t, I ready myself to swing again, but pause when my phone rings. Again. Something unsettling slithers up and down my spine.

This line is only used for emergencies. My men were instructed of that. And the emergency must have something to do with Asteria. That would be the only logical explanation for why they’d use this line.

Unease drops like lead into the pit of my stomach.

With my glare fixed on the little asshole in front of me, I answer. “What is it?”

There’s a long pause on the line. Then, “She’s gone.”

Silence.

Pain.

My grip tightens on the phone.

A heaviness settles through me, weighing me down.

Lava pools in my gut. Bubbling dangerously.

“Explain, now,” I seethe down the line. The kid in his chair picks up on my tone, looking up at me, brows furrowed with questioning eyes.

“I told her to wait, Azriel. I fucking told her to wait, dammit!” Romeo growls, despair evident in his tone. It has the hairs at my nape standing at attention. The blood running through my veins turns cold.

“Tell me what the fuck is going on right now.”

“When Nico and Davide took her shopping in town, everything was going smoothly until she stopped at a boutique. Nico was waiting outside with the others, said he wanted to give her some privacy. He noticed Davide was gone from his post, so he went to go check on it, thinking it was strange. Davide’s throat was slit and his body was found in the alleyway, along with half of our other men, and when he came back in, she was already gone.”

“Gone, as in?” I try to keep my tone calm and even, but I feel the thunder, I feel the seams falling apart. It feels like the world is crumbling beneath my very feet.

I don’t mean to let my thoughts wander there, but I wonder if this was Asteria’s plan all along. Did she decide that maybe staying at the estate wasn’t what was best for her and our child? Did she take Dr. Blake up on his offer and leave?

My hands curl into fists of their own volition, violence swimming through my veins at the mere thought.

Or is it so much worse than that?

Was this not a part of her plan at all?

“Giovanni and I are headed to the boutique now.” His voice drags me back to the present. To the red haze spilling into my vision.

“I’ll be there.”

With slow, methodical movements, I slip the phone in my pocket, trying to breathe past the suffocating weight bearing down on my chest.

“He did it, didn’t he?”

I freeze at the kid’s question. My gaze swings to his. “What the fuck did you just say?”

The kid looks away, I almost believe I see regret on his face. “I’m sorry.”

Snatching his flimsy little neck in my hands, I crush it. “Start talking.”

The serpent inked onto my hand and arm looks deadly wrapped around his throat. His eyes bulge against his youthful features. I watch with fury roaring through my veins as his face turns red as he futilely tries to suck in a lungful of air.

“M-Mateo paid me to break in.” He wheezes beneath the crushing weight of my palm. “He said he needed a distraction. A way to get to his daughter. I didn’t know. He said she was in danger. And he had to get her back.”

Red seeps into my vision. My body vibrates with rage. The urge to crush his neck is all-consuming. But I need to hold on to my composure and get answers. I’ve been through this time and time again.

Only now, this is the first time I’ve ever had something I love taken from me.

“What else did he say?”

“Nothing, I swear. He just needed a big enough distraction to keep you and your men busy.” His lip quivers, fear seeps from his pores in a cold sweat. I can damn near feel it.

“P-please,” he coughs out. “I’m sorry.”

That darkness consumes me.

Pulling out my pistol, I aim between his eyes and pull the trigger. His head snaps back at the force and the room goes silent.

“Me too.”
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When I get to the boutique, Gio and Rome are already there, grim expressions on their faces. I shoulder past them, heading straight for the wide-eyed woman at the register.

“Security footage, now.”

Her face pales and she stumbles back, nodding frantically. I turn to Gio and Rome.

“Where is he?”

Rome nods his head to the side, at Nico, one of the two idiots who let my wife out of the SUV without my permission. The instructions were clear, she stays in the vehicle at all times surrounded. Nothing less.

I stalk toward him, intent on ripping his spine clean from his body, but Gio gets in the way, blocking me.

“Not here. Asteria. Answers. Focus, Azriel.”

My nostrils flare. My clasp on my knife loosens and I expel a sharp breath. Marching toward the idiot, he blanches when he sees me coming, expecting the worst.

“Start talking.”

“Your wife asked me to drive her to pick up a gift, as you know. I had her stay in the car with Davide while I went in. There was nothing strange. We drove off and she wanted to stop here.” I glance around at the baby items and my stomach tightens. “We told her it wasn’t a good idea, but she kept asking and…”

“And what?” I snap.

He sighs. “We disobeyed your orders and let her out of the vehicle. Davide stayed outside patrolling with the other soldiers, and I went in with her. When I didn’t see Davide or anyone else out front anymore, I went out to check. They were dead and no one else was around. By the time I went back in, she was gone.”

My hands curl into fists at my sides.

The violence, the anger that’s thrumming through me is so fierce, so strong it blurs the edges of my vision.

“Boss.” I turn at the sound of Romeo’s voice. The woman stands behind him fidgeting.

“The cameras aren’t great. I apologize.”

“Show me.”

Leading me into the back office, she shows the footage. My blood runs cold when I spot Mateo close in on his daughter. The surveillance doesn’t have audio, but by the mannerisms the conversation looks harmless. That is until he grabs my wife and presses a cloth over her face.

My heart pinches in a vise as I watch her struggle. Her arms flail and she kicks her legs until slowly there’s no movement at all.

A growl works its way up my throat when he hauls her into his arms and disappears from view.

“This is all you have?”

She nods. Fear in her eyes. “I’m sorry. We can’t afford more cameras.”

“Where the hell were you?” Romeo snaps, eyes like daggers.

She trembles. “I…I was at the register on my phone. I didn’t…I didn’t know. I’m so sorry.”

Looking back at the stilled footage, I glance behind me, toward the aisles, and march toward the last section my wife was seen. Surely enough, on the floor rests a box and a handful of baby items. Dropping to my haunches, I bend, picking up the small onesie. It’s blue and black and red with little anchors all over it.

My hands tremble.

I squeeze the small piece of clothing in my fist.

Pain and anger are so absolute I feel them rising. Just brushing the surface, threatening to cause destruction.

With my free hand, I reach out for the velvet box and curiosity gets the best of me. Flipping open the lid, I grind my back teeth together as I stare down at the gold piece of jewelry.

“It was supposed to be your birthday gift,” I hear Rome murmur beside me.

Running the pad of my finger over the saint pendant and the gems, my hold around the velvet box tightens. Any harder and it will crumble beneath the weight of my palm.

“We’ll find her,” Giovanni rasps out. I look up, my gaze drifting between both of my men. Both of whom look just as livid as I feel.

Fire roars through my limbs. Red seeps into my vision.

“Find him. Bring him to me. I want his head.”

“On it, Boss.”

They both leave me. I remain just like that, squatting near the last place she was taken. I hear the click of footsteps and glance up. The woman that works at the store pauses beside me, fear clearly still written all over her face.

“You’re…you’re the one they call King of the Dead, aren’t you? Azriel Costa.”

I don’t need to nod my confirmation; she can see the answer written in my eyes.

She looks down at the baby item still clutched in my fist. She troubles her bottom lip. “You can…um, you can keep it. If you want. When you find your wife, you can show her. Surprise her.”

Her blind optimism grates on my nerves. I have the irrational urge to snap her neck. To watch the life bleed out from her eyes. I refrain from doing so. Instead, I nod stiffly, pushing to my feet.

“Thank you.”

I head toward the exit and freeze just over the threshold at her words.

“I’ll keep you and your family in my prayers.”

A darkle chuckle grates past my lips. “Save your prayers. Your god gave up on me long ago.”

Sliding into the waiting SUV, I turn, staring out of the window, my heart filling with vengeance with each second that passes.

My wife.

My wife has been taken.

Fear claws at my chest. Fear for her. Our unborn child. She has no clue who her father really is. The kind of man he is and the lengths he’s willing to go to regain power.

Just a few days ago, I had uncovered that Mateo’s last known contact was a man here in Los Angeles. He runs a strip club, a shitty little joint that doesn’t even do a good job of hiding the seedy dealings they offer inside.

“Take me to the Crazy Stallion.”

I’ll be paying Vincenzo Stallion a visit.

Something tells me he knows exactly why Mateo was here in California and where he took Asteria.

“Valentino is dead. My guess is Mateo found out he was working for you,” Giovanni announces from the front seat.

I gnash my back teeth together so hard, my jaw aches. I employed Valentino and a few other men to keep a close eye on Mateo and his shady companions. I may have taken Chicago out from under him, but that didn’t mean he wouldn’t strike back or find a way to get back on top.

I knew him and his kind all too well.

Valentino was the only man I truly had on the inside, working day in and day out with Mateo. Something tells me Mateo must’ve suspected him for a long time. The past two or three months, he wasn’t able to relay any information back to me like he was before. He said Mateo was being secretive, keeping things close to his chest. I should’ve known that would mean Valentino’s imminent death.

“Find out from the rest of the men if they’ve heard anything. I want ears to the ground. Any talk or any place Mateo is spotted, I want to know about it.”

“Consider it done.”

We drive for an hour outside of Santa Barbara, stopping in Van Nuys at the Crazy Stallion. I holster my Desert Eagle and my pistol in my suit jacket before heading inside.

As soon as I burst through the doors, a silence descends on the space. It’s eerie.

The nude dancers eye me warily, unsure if they should approach or keep their distance.

I spot Vince instantly. I’m sure he’s on his lunch break and decided to get a front-row seat of his dancers, taking advantage of them. That’s just the kind of fuck he is. He’s high off his ass with his face shoved between a pair of one of his dancer’s breasts. The stripper laughs for show, pretending she likes having strange men suck and grab on her, all to make a living. It’s one of the many things I hate about establishments like these.

Ignoring the gaping stares of the patrons and employees, I stride toward Vince, who still, unsurprisingly, hasn’t noticed my presence. Because if he had? He’d be running the other way by now. Instead of taking the empty seat beside him like most normal people would, I amble up behind him and rest a heavy hand on his shoulder. His entire body stiffens. The strawberry blonde that’s nestled in his lap looks up at me, eyes glazed over in her drug-induced state. She can’t be a day over eighteen and my jaw pulses with rage at the thought. I jerk my chin to the side, silently telling her to get the fuck out of the way.

She scrambles off his lap, eyes wide with fear. Digging the pads of my fingers into the flesh of his bare skin, I apply more force until I know it hurts. He curses under his breath, likely knowing why I’m here.

“Costa.” My name tumbles from his lips in a hiss. Like it’s a curse.

Sliding into the seat next to him, I angle my body toward his ever so slightly while I keep my gaze fixed on the stage. He does the same. There’s only one dancer performing at the moment. She’s no more than a few yards away from us, her legs and pussy spread wide for everyone to see.

“I’m sure you know why I’m here.” Out of the corner of my eye, I see his face sour, and he darts those beady black eyes toward me. Perspiration beads along his brow.

“Do I?” he quips. I hint a note of fear in his tone.

I keep my smirk to myself. Vincenzo knows my reputation and he knows it well. Meaning, if I’m here paying him a visit personally, he knows he’s as good as dead. His upper lip curls into a snarl that’s now aimed directly at me.

“What the fuck do you want?”

I look away from him, facing the stage and the woman that’s currently on there, dancing for her life.

“I want to talk.”

He laughs. “Talk? I don’t believe that.”

I spear him with a cold glare. “We can do this here or someplace more dignified. Your choice, Vincenzo.”

“What, you gonna kill me in front of all these people? You can’t.” He lets out a maniacal laugh, like he truly believes being in a strip club full of patrons is enough to stop me from gutting him like a fucking fish.

My patience with him, with this entire situation, is thinning as we speak.

With a growl, I wrap my arm around his neck in an air-restricting headlock and squeeze. I watch with pure fascination as his eyes bulge. His lips part, as though he’s gasping for molecules of air, trying to voice words to call for help.

“Don’t test me, Vince. I’m in no mood.”

When his face turns an ungodly shade of blue and purple I release my hold slightly, giving him just enough air to suck in a sharp breath.

Vincenzo gasps, choking beneath my grip.

He lets out a feral growl, a blend of anger and distress, his body jerking beneath my arm as he tries to pry himself loose. It doesn’t work. I flex my bicep muscle, tightening my hold on him. Vince makes a keening noise low in his throat.

Too bad for him no one can hear his pain over the thumping bass of the music.

Angling my head down, I bend near his ear and growl the words out, “Start talking or I kill everyone in here.” I dig the mouth of my pistol against the back of his skull roughly until he snarls. “That includes you. I have a special bullet with your name on it.”

“Fine,” he grinds out, shoulders tensing. “My office.”

He leads the way and I watch him closely. I can clearly spot him covertly reaching for his own weapon. He thinks I don’t notice, but I do. I figure I’ll give him the illusion of safety. The asinine idea that he might be able to save his own life.

He can’t.

He settles back in his wingback chair, glaring at me. His burly stomach rises and falls sharply in time with his chest.

“What do you want to know, dammit?”

I trail the tip of my gun across his desk, peering around at the shabby joint. Even by strip club standards, this office is laughable. It’s a damn broom closet. Cramped. It reeks of stale and fragile masculinity—it reeks of desperation.

Of fear.

“Why did Mateo come to see you last week?”

“We brokered a deal. A few whores for the club in exchange for some money. He wanted all cash.”

I grind my molars.

Yeah, but for what?

“And where is he now?” I pause near the left side of his desk that faces out to the club. He has a full view of the stage. I’m sure that was intentional on his part.

The bastard.

Watching them work tirelessly for money isn’t enough, he has to touch his own merchandise, too. These days, I guarantee that’s the only way he can get laid.

“How the hell should I know?” he snaps. “I got my whores, and he got his money. That was the deal. That’s all I fucking know, all right?”

My gaze snags on an item on his desk and I grasp it. When he least expects it, I stab the metal letter opener into his chest, just shy of his heart. His eyes widen and he hollers through his suffering.

“What the fuck, Costa?” he shouts.

Clasping the arms of his chair, I spin him toward me, leveling our gazes. “Listen closely, you filthy piece of shit. You either tell me where Mateo is, what he did with my wife, or things get a lot bloodier.”

He coughs stiffly, features burning with hatred. “You know, when he told me his plan, I told him he was an idiot. There was no way the great Azriel Costa would care that his wife was taken. But man, was I wrong.”

My hands curl into fists of their own volition. My nails dig into my palm, cutting into my flesh.

“I hope he kills the bitch.”

With a vicious smile, I grip the letter opener and press it in deeper, making him scream in agony.

“Where are they?”

“Like I’d tell you,” he puffs.

Rolling out the kink in my neck, I yank out the metal piece and blood squirts from the wound. I let it flow down and soak his suit. He clutches at his chest helplessly. When he reaches for his own Glock, I knock it out of his hand and scowl.

“Now you’re just pissing me off, Vincenzo.”

I jab my finger into the wound and twist. He screams like a pig on its way to the slaughterhouse. I scrape my nail inside and I watch with pure joy as the color drains from his face, a cool sweat seeping from his pores.

“O-okay,” he pants. “He said home! He was taking her home!”

I slide my finger out of the wound and the blood starts gushing out again. I wipe the gore on his already soiled suit. Glaring down at him, I say, “Was that so hard?”

“You sick fuck. You’ll get yours one day. I promise you will—”

Tired of hearing his grating voice, I jab the letter opener into his eye socket, silencing him for good.

“Not today, Vincenzo. Not today.”
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When I step foot into the house, I’m greeted by a thick silence. It descends around me. Startling quiet that fills up every corner, every nook and cranny. Not her laughter or her musical voice. That goddess-like smile isn’t here to greet me. I slam my eyes shut, picturing her there at the landing of the staircase, that gorgeous glimmer alight in her eyes. Her blonde waves would hang haphazardly around her shoulders, and I’d take her delicate face in my hands and kiss those pink lips raw. Until I’ve had my fill of her.

It’s never enough.

Nothing is ever enough with her.

Ignoring the pain radiating from my chest like a furnace, I disregard the worried and pensive looks from my staff. I pretend they aren’t there. There’s only one thing that matters right now.

Finding my wife and bringing her back home safely.

I head toward my office, intent on finding answers. Intent on finding Asteria, no matter the consequences.

“Azriel?”

I pause at the sound of the feminine voice. Tension climbs into my shoulders. Turning slightly, I find Francesca poking her head out of the guest room that was once my wife’s.

“Have you seen Aster?”

My nostrils flare at the question. That odd sensation rips apart my chest with its talons, shredding, wreaking havoc. Whatever she sees on my face has her opening the door further, fear lighting her eyes.

“What happened?” When I don’t answer, her bottom lip begins to quiver. Unable to handle her emotions, I give her my back, trudging away. I listen to her footsteps pound as she chases after me. “Where is she, Azriel?”

I jerk to a halt.

“She’s gone.” The words feel like gravel. Like stones dropping right into the pit of my stomach.

Tears fill Francesca’s eyes. She shakes her head, her entire body trembling. “No. No. That can’t be. She was here. She was just here.” She falls to her knees, a sob tearing from her chest. “I was supposed to go with her. Oh, God.” She clutches her stomach, weeping.

Unable to see this, to see her bawl over my wife, I turn, leaving her.

I have more important things to worry about than her hysterics.

I need to find my wife.
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I wake to the intense sound of rapid-fire Italian. It sounds like arguing. One of the voices is strangely familiar. I rack my fog-riddled brain, trying to remember what happened, but there’s a thick glob of cotton that worsens the more I begin to wake. Blinking rapidly, I force some lucidity. In doing so, an intense wave of nausea barrels into me and I groan. Leather squeaks beneath me and when I try to move my hands to clutch my head, my arms refuse to move. I try again and still, nothing.

Fear grasps my chest.

My eyes spring open and my heart drops.

A plane.

Strangers.

My gaze snags on the man sitting across from me and tears of horror slowly roll down my cheeks.

“Papa?”

It takes my brain a few moments to play catch-up. I remember leaving to get Azriel’s gift, stopping at the boutique, then running into my papa. My chest rattles on a sob.

Oh, God.

“Tesoro. Glad to see you’re awake.” The words sound jubilant and cheerful, his face says otherwise.

“Where are we?” I don’t even recognize my own voice. It sounds harsh, like sandpaper. “What did you do?” I try to free myself from the binds keeping me pinned to the arms of the chair, but it’s useless. My father laughs like he thinks so, too.

“It’s for your own good, daughter. I’m protecting you.”

My brows knit together, my confusion warring with my panic.

“Protecting me? From what?” I demand, my voice rising.

His eyes narrow. “From your idiotic self. I should’ve known this would happen. That you wouldn’t be strong enough.”

I shake my head and again, another wave of nausea barrels into me. Everything feels heavy and thick. Even my tongue feels like it weighs a thousand pounds. There are wisps of cotton surrounding my brain keeping me from formulating a coherent thought.

“What did you… Did you drug me?” I try to focus on his bleary form.

He smiles like he’s proud of himself. “That I did, sweetheart.”

Fear encapsulates my heart.

Affliction ripples through my chest.

My baby.

“Why would you do that?” Pressure builds behind my lids.

“Because,” he whispers gently, scooting closer. “I needed you to come quietly and I knew you wouldn’t. You never did know when something was good for you. Look at you now, pregnant with that bastard’s child. Tainting our bloodline.”

I draw back, needing to make sense of it all as I try to wrap my head around all of this. “What do you mean? You wanted me to marry him!” I snap, frustration bleeding from my tone.

“Because I had no other choice! He took everything from me. From us. He was closing in on everything I’d ever worked for. It was either hand you over to him or lose everything, and over my dead fucking body would I allow that to happen.”

His words strike a chord inside of me. “So I was just a pawn?”

“No, my sweet girl. You are the queen. The one piece I refuse to lose on my chess board.”

“I don’t understand.” This isn’t a game of chess; this is my damn life.

My father pushes out of his chair and drops to his haunches before me. Where there should be love shining in his eyes, there lies nothing. It’s a bottomless dark pit. He caresses my cheek and normally, I’d seek out the touch. The love and affection of a parent. But not this time. I cower back as far as the chair will allow me and stare at him with disgust.

“You’ll understand very soon. Azriel Costa will regret the day he threatened to take everything from me. Because I plan to take everything away from him.”

My heart stalls.

“Papa?”

He coos. “Shhh. Don’t worry, tesoro. Fortunately, you’ll live to see another day. It’s just the thing growing inside you we need to get rid of and now that I know he truly loves you, I know exactly how to hit him where it hurts. With you.”

Like an ice pick is being stabbed into my heart repeatedly, an agonizing pain tears me to shreds. Tears slip down my cheeks and fear clogs my throat.

“No! Please, don’t!” I resort to begging. Hoping I can appeal to the part of my father that has a heart. The part of him that cares about me.

It’s futile.

“That’s enough, Asteria.” His face clears of all emotion. A dark abyss. “We’ll be there soon, and I promise, everything will be better. So much better.”

A stone drops into the pit of my stomach.

“Where are we going?”

My papa smiles. “Home.”

Suddenly, someone comes up from behind me and presses another cloth over my nose and mouth, clogging my airway with the stench of a harsh chemical. It doesn’t take long for it to make its way through my body. I feel my hold on reality slipping. One moment my father is there and the next, nothing at all.
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When I wake, the muscles in my back protest. A groan tears past my lips and I shift my weight. My hands slap against a cool, rough surface. Blinking my eyes open, I realize I’m on a concrete floor. My vision clears on the enclosed space and my heart drops. Four grimy concrete walls. No windows. One door. And nothing else.

I stumble to my feet and sway, trying to catch my balance. My head is pounding, there’s a ringing in my ears that won’t go away, and my stomach won’t stop cramping. The pangs of hunger are so intense, I fight the urge to fold over into myself.

“No, no, no,” I whisper aloud. “This can’t be happening.”

I run to the only door and bang my fists against it.

“Help!” I yell out at the top of my lungs. “Someone, help me!”

I bang and bang. The sides of my fists growing raw and bruised after a while, but I don’t quit. Even when my voice becomes hoarse, even when it feels like I have no more strength.

“Someone, please!” I cry out one last time. My sob fills the air. I slide to my knees in front of the door and sag against it, sobs racking my body.

I think about Azriel and my heart shrivels.

We were supposed to have dinner.

I was supposed to surprise him for his birthday.

Does he even know I’m gone?

I sob harder at the realization that I may never see him again. I weep into the stale air and clutch at my stomach, afraid for our child.

I don’t understand why my father is doing this. He all but pushed me into Azriel’s arms. He was the one who married me off. Why do all of this?

Why now?

Hot tears leave a scorching path down my cheeks when I think about my husband and where he is now. What will he think when he realizes I’m gone? And worse, what if he thinks I left of my own accord, what if he truly thinks I left because I wasn’t happy anymore? It wouldn’t be far off. We don’t always see eye to eye on everything. We argue, sure, but we always come together and though we may not always find a solution, I try my best to let him know I’m happy with him.

And my biggest fear of all is, what if Azriel never finds me?

My eyes squeeze shut, that overwhelming weight threatens to crush every bone to pieces.

I should’ve stayed in the SUV. I should’ve listened to Romeo and stayed home. Why the hell didn’t I just listen?

There’s no telling how long I sit on the ground bawling. It’s long enough that my sobs turn into hiccups and eventually grow silent. I rest my head against the cold, hard ground, ignoring the hunger pangs rolling through my stomach. Blindly, I stare up at the single bulb from the ceiling. It’s incredibly still. The orange glow is dim and washes the room in poor lighting.

When I hear voices on the other end of the door growing louder, I summon all my strength to push off the ground, but all I can manage to do is prop myself on my hands. Scuttling backward, I rest against the opposite wall, eyes honed in on the blurred figure pushing inside.

“Papa,” I croak. “Please, let me go.”

Closing and locking the door behind him, he leans against it, his arms crossed over his chest, watching me closely.

“I can’t do that, tesoro.”

“Why?” I cry, voice broken.

“Because I have the upper hand now. I have everything. If I let you go, I lose that. I’m right back to square one.” He pets my hair like I’m an animal. A helpless sob rattles in my chest. My anger boils over and the spike of adrenaline gives me the smallest bit of energy that allows me to smack his hand away from me.

“Don’t touch me!”

He doesn’t like that.

Not one bit.

Anger shadows his face, and the back of his hand collides with my cheek. The blow is fierce. Strong. Unlike anything I’ve ever felt before. My head snaps to the side, pain blooms. My body sails back to the cement ground and I howl, cradling my face.

“Such a goddamn disappointment, tesoro. So ungrateful.”

My hand trembles as I bring it down from my cheek into my line of sight. A crimson streak across my palm. My eyes zero in on the gaudy gold ring resting on his finger.

“You…you hit me,” I stutter out, stunned. There was only one other time my father dared to lay a finger on me, and it was the night he cast out the Costas. That hit was nothing like this. That was a slap, meant to keep me quiet and in line. No, this…this hit was jarring. This is a hit that was meant to inflict pain.

“And you asked for it.”

My gaze shoots up and narrows. “Let me go,” I demand.

His head cocks to the side as he regards me and he tsks. “You’re much further off than I’d hoped. You reek of him. I thought I could bring you here and explain, make you understand. I see that won’t work at all.”

“You kidnapped me!”

He snarls and his hand shoots out wrapping around my throat. He gets in my face, his spittle spraying me. “You’ve never understood sacrifice, foolish girl. I gave you the life of a princess and all you do is disrespect me. All you do is cry and complain.”

“You kept me locked in that house like I was a prisoner,” I challenge. He pinches harder, cutting off my air supply. I squirm on the hard ground beneath him, fighting for a single breath. My lungs burn with pressure. Black dots dance in my line of sight.

He tosses me back with extra force, releasing my throat from his vise-like grip. My body is flung back onto the ground and my head smacks against the concrete. “I see you need time to adjust to this new reality. You’re angry now, but you’ll thank me later. I know you will.”

He heads toward the door, and I rush up from the ground, trying to escape. With superhuman-like strength, my father catches me by the arm, winds his other hand in my hair, and tosses me away like I’m a rag doll. I collapse onto the concrete a few feet away.

He hovers, glaring down at me like I’m the worst scum beneath his feet. His gaze searches for something and finally, he settles on my hand.

“The rings. Take them off.”

My stomach bottoms out.

The breath is knocked out of me.

“What?” I wheeze. “No. No way.”

He raises a brow in challenge. “You either take his rings off your finger or I’ll take the entire finger, daughter. Your choice.”

My bottom lip quivers with resentment and emotion. “Fuck you.”

He stills.

I do, too.

In a flash of movement, he grabs me by the throat with so much force, I swear I hear something crack. My father stares down at me with a blank expression on his face. I feel his free hand snatch at my finger, tearing off my wedding and engagement rings. As soon as their weight is gone from my finger a tear snakes down my face.

My papa finally lets go, tossing me away from him like I’m useless trash, whilst he heads toward the door.

“He’ll kill you for this,” I cough out just as he’s about to close the door and leave me. He freezes, tension drips from his very being.

“Not if I kill him first.”

He slams the door and I whimper.

With my back resting against the wall, I stare at the door for hours, waiting. I wait for anything. Noises, voices, the sound of someone coming to rescue me. All I’m greeted with is silence. I find myself staring up at the single bulb until it burns. The kind that sears your retinas if you keep your eyes open too long.

I don’t know how long it’s been since I last ate. I can’t even tell if it is day or night. There are no windows, just the orange glow from the single light hanging from the ceiling and these four dismal walls.

My heart lurches at the telltale sound of dangling keys clanging together. I ready myself for my father to burst through the door, but a man I don’t recognize comes instead. He carries in a plain black bucket and an empty metal pail. He tosses them on the ground near me, and I flinch away.

His gaze runs down the length of my body, his eyes zeroing in on my chest. My throat works a swallow.

“Strip.”

Unease slithers through my veins. My stomach drops. I press into the wall, trying to disappear. Trying to get away from him.

“W-what?” I breathe out.

“The clothes. Get rid of them!” he snaps, aggravation evident in his tone.

I shake my head. Clasping my arms around my body protectively. “No. No, I won’t. I won’t do it.”

With a growl he stalks toward me, quickly eating up the distance between us, and begins tearing at my clothes. I fight him tooth and nail. I bare my claws, scratching and kicking, trying to connect with any part of him I can. It’s futile. My shirt comes loose. The jeans are dragged down my legs. He almost has them off when I swing my knee up and it collides with his chin. He howls in distress. I scramble away from him, clutching at my remaining modesty, but it happens so fast, I don’t have time to escape.

The man clutches my ankle, twists until I scream in agony, and drags me back toward him. He flips me around and I swing out blindly, but he senses it coming. His fist sails down, hitting me square in the face. Pain explodes. It’s so strong, I lose all sense. A black disorienting abyss tunnels my vision, stunning me into silence.

He takes the jeans, leaving me in only my bra and underwear. “Shit in the pail, piss in the bucket,” is all he says before he takes my clothes and leaves. I clutch at my body. Sobs rack my chest. They make my body shudder violently.

Something warm drips onto my legs and when I look down, I see blood. My hand flies to my face and sticky warmth dribbles from my nose.

I pinch my lids shut, letting the tears roll down my cheeks.

I want my husband.

I need him.

“Azriel, please.”

It’s no use. He can’t hear me here.

No one can.
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With my glass of scotch grasped tightly in one hand and my Desert Eagle in the other, I step into the dining room. I ignore the growing vise tightening around my lungs as my gaze sweeps the room. Normally, I’d see the banquet table filled with food. I’d see my wife sitting to the left of my seat at the head of the table.

Only now, the table is empty.

Barren.

Pomegranates still sit in the bowl, front and center, and I grit my teeth.

My gaze collides with Giovanni’s, and he nods, his arms crossed over his body as he stands behind the man that is currently bound to the chair. Blood leaks onto the vintage rug, seeping into the cracks of the hardwood.

I scrutinize the man closely.

His eyes dart around the room. His right one is so swollen, it’s a wonder he’s even able to see out of it anymore. Dried blood is crusted under his severely broken nose. It’s the wound in his stomach that has the pallor of his skin lightening with each passing second.

He’s frightened. That much is obvious.

His fingers are curled around the leather arms of the chair in a white-knuckle grip. I watch the way his chest rises and falls in sharp bursts. His fear wafts in the air, stinking up the space. Usually, I’d have my soldiers drag these men down to the basement for torture, but I find I don’t have the patience. I want answers and I want them now.

My loafers click against the floor as I close the distance between us.

He stiffens when he notices me. If possible, his face drains of even more color. His pallor a ghostly white. Lips part and quiver.

“N-no,” he cries. “Please, God, no.” He fights against his binds but doesn’t so much as gain an inch.

Giovanni snickers at the display.

Pausing in front of him, I throw back the remnants of the alcohol in the tumbler before I gently set it on the banquet table to the right of me. He visibly shakes and I smirk down at him.

“Wrong deity. You should call me King of the Dead, they all do.”

He shakes his head, a tear rolling down his cheek, intermingling with the blood and grime.

I tsk, tapping the mouth of my Eagle against his temple lightly in warning. “Save your tears for your god, Celian. They won’t help you here.”

Celian moans in distress.

The sound is music to my ears.

Celian is a low-leveler Giovanni and Romeo discovered was working for Mateo out in the streets. He’ll be the seventh victim within the last twenty-four hours if he doesn’t tell me what I want to hear.

“I-I can help. I’ll tell you everything. Just please,” he sobs out. I crane my head to the side as I stare down at him. He’s willing to spill all his secrets so quickly? That’s unfortunate.

Dropping to my haunches, I place the muzzle of the pistol under his chin forcing him to look at me.

“Tell me everything, Celian. You have five minutes before I start to get angry.”

“The…the marriage…it was all a ploy. A ploy to pull the rug out from under you. He said he knew your heart always lay with his daughter, so he was going to use it against you. Use her against you. Wait until you were consumed by her, then he would turn the tables and take everything from you. He wants you dead.”

My grip tightens on the Eagle and his eyes widen.

“Go on,” I grit out.

“He was working with Alfonso and Pavel the entire time. Trying to draw you and his daughter out. Frighten her. Wind you up. He’s had men waiting on the outskirts of the estate, watching everyone come and go.”

I glare down menacingly. “Where are they?”

“I don’t know, I swear it. He doesn’t tell me these things.”

“And who does he tell?” I raise my brows, digging the gun deeper into his flesh.

“His name is Ochoa! He’s one of the only men he trusts.”

“And where do I find this Ochoa?”

He laughs. The sound is bothersome. “You don’t find Ochoa. He finds you.”

“Is that so?” I muse contemplatively. If that’s the case, I’ll need to draw Ochoa out. Give him a reason to come find me.

I glance up, meeting Giovanni’s hardened gaze from across the room. He nods, understanding my silent demand—bring me Ochoa.

I remove the gun from under Celian’s chin and he releases a sharp breath, sobbing quietly. “Thank you,” he murmurs repeatedly.

“One more thing, Celian,” I pause. “What was your role in all this?”

He pales. “I-I just did what he told me.”

My lips press together in a grim line. “That’s too bad.”

“Why?”

“Because I considered letting you live.”

He howls with terror. “Wait! Please! I told you everything I know.”

I shrug. “See you in hell, Celian.” I pull the trigger.
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Turns out, Ochoa isn’t a hard man to find. Not when he wants something from you in return. The alleyway is dark, the Los Angeles streets reeking of piss and seedy dealings. In the shadows, I can clearly see the form hovering, waiting for me to make myself known.

“Costa. It’s a pleasure to finally meet you.”

I grimace. “Can’t say the same for you.”

He chuckles, and the sound rains nails down my spine. “I hear you’ve come looking for something. Surely I have nothing of yours.”

“Oh, but you know someone who does.”

Stepping out from the shadows, he smiles. He’s an older man, around Mateo’s age. Distinguished and cold.

“That’s right. Mateo Moretti. Slimy fucker, isn’t he? Drives a hard bargain, I’ll give him that.”

I grind my back teeth together, trying to play it cool. If this were anyone else, if I wasn’t running out of options, I would’ve killed him already for wasting my time. And he knows this. I can tell by the gleam in his eyes.

“Where is he?”

He tsks. “C’mon, Costa. You know I don’t work for free. What are you willing to bargain in return?”

My eyes flash. Anger surges through my veins and his eyes widen, sparkling with interest. “So much rage. I’m willing to bet you’d lay it all on the line to find him, wouldn’t you?” he goads. I clench my jaw. “Interesting, indeed.”

“And what is it you want, Ochoa?”

He ambles closer, closing in, pretending to mull it over. “I want power, Azriel, and I hear as the king of the underworld, the king of the west, you wield it all.”

I slide my hands into my pockets and quirk a brow. “Power, is it?”

“See, you walk these streets freely because men fear you, families are warned against you, and the politicians, the one-percenters, they work for you. I just want a slice of the cake, brother. Call it a…favor.”

“I don’t deal in favors.”

His brows shoot up. “Not even to save your own wife? Aren’t you the least bit curious about what’s happened to her? Would he harm his own daughter, torture her to get back at you?”

My nostrils flare. The truth and the implications behind those words have a red haze blurring my vision.

I know the answer to that question.

I know the answer all too well.

Mateo is a lot like a child when he doesn’t get his way. He’s a monster and coming from a man like me, that’s saying enough.

“Fine,” I grate out through my teeth. “You want power, I can make that happen.”

He smiles. “Let’s shake on it, a deal is never sealed without a blood oath, Costa.”

Closing the distance between us, I inch my hand toward him, and I don’t stop him when he yanks out his knife and slices my hand open. Blood spills from the wound.

“And the evil god does bleed, after all,” he muses gleefully.

“Shall we see how much I can make you bleed?”

He chuckles. “So touchy.”

“Where is she?” I growl, tired of the antics.

He grins. “4201 West Wallberry Way. The man inside knows everything.”

My eyes narrow into thin slits. “That wasn’t the deal.”

“The deal was I get you the answers you seek. He has those answers. What you do to get them out of him is entirely up to you.”

He saunters back, slowly disappearing into the shadows. “I’ll be in touch, Azriel. I’ll be in touch very soon.”

Back in the car, I pass off the address to Giovanni and order him to drive. I can sense Romeo’s gaze on me. Probing. Seeking answers.

“What did you give?”

I don’t respond.

“Ochoa doesn’t give information freely. What did you offer?”

“Nothing.” My response is curt, and he growls.

“What did he ask for then?”

“A favor.”

“What the fuck have you done, Azriel?”

I gnash my teeth, staving off the rage simmering beneath my veins. Snapping my lids shut, Asteria’s big doe eyes and soft smile are the first things that come to mind.

I’m coming, baby. I’m coming.
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Giovanni is the first out of the vehicle in front of the address. It’s a modern house hidden in the hills. Not at all what I was expecting. I realize this could be a trap and the cautious glances from the guys tell me they feel exactly the same. We have a unit of men already surrounding the street and digging into information on the family who owns the property.

“Here,” Romeo tosses me a semi-automatic. “Just in case.”

Not bothering with feigning secrecy, I kick my foot through the frame of the front door, and it gives way, splintering open. Shrieking erupts on the other side. Raising my Eagle, I aim it directly at the man dressed in a plaid robe, eyes wide with alarm, a glass of amber liquid in hand. Aiming at his knee, I fire a single bullet and he drops to the ground with a blood-curdling scream. The woman who I presume is his wife screams at the top of her lungs.

With a sigh, Giovanni comes up behind the young woman—she can’t be any older than her late twenties. Maybe not the wife, after all, I muse internally—and juts the butt of his gun down on her head, knocking her out. The room goes silent. Save for the man’s groaning.

“Thank fuck,” Romeo breathes when the woman’s screams are finally cut off.

“Who are you?” The man scrambles on the floor in a growing pool of his blood. I close the distance between us and drop before him.

“Tell me everything you know about Mateo Moretti and my wife.”

He shakes his head. “Please. I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Is that right?” I push to my full height, glaring down at him.

“Yes! Just leave us, please.”

“No harm will come to your wife, all you need to do is tell me what I want to hear.”

“She’s not even my wife,” he grasps at straws. “Please, my wife doesn’t even know I’m having an affair.”

I roll my eyes, growing severely tired of these dead ends.

Asteria has been missing for over twenty-four hours.

Anything could have happened.

Jerking my chin at Romeo, he nods, hauling the man up by his neck. Giovanni yanks him by the arm and tosses him on the couch. He hollers in pain but when he tries to get up, Giovanni kicks him back down with his booted foot.

I roll out the kinks in my neck as I make myself comfortable on the coffee table in front of him. Across from me he fidgets. Beads of sweat rolling down his temples catch the light. His distress is obvious. The way it wafts in the air between us tauntingly.

“You look afraid,” I comment.

His throat works a swallow, and he shakes his head, trying to deny it. It’s futile, really.

I can smell his deceit. I can taste the acidic corruption on my tongue.

He knows more about Mateo than he’s letting on and I’m getting to the bottom of it. At whatever the cost.

Asteria’s soft smile invades my mind and I clench my jaw.

Mateo is going to suffer.

I’m going to wrest him limb from limb. I’m going to skin him alive until he’s begging for mercy.

I let my love for Asteria blind me. I let it get in the way of protecting her from her father. If her father was a decent man, he wouldn’t have kept her trapped in that cage her whole life. He wouldn’t have murdered Estrella, the last parental figure she had.

You don’t work for a man like Mateo Moretti your whole life and live to walk away. The secrets die with him. They die just like the people on that estate, just like Estrella did.

I never told Asteria.

After learning she was pregnant, I wanted to save her from the hurt. From the truth. I realize now what a huge mistake that was. It left her hope. Hope her father was a good man when he was anything but. Maybe the boutique incident would have played out differently. She wouldn’t have been so eager to trust him.

The blood I’ve spilled since she’s been taken from me should be answer enough.

“I’m not afraid.”

A condescending noise bursts past my lips.

Pushing up from the coffee table, I circle the trembling man in the couch. That’s a generous description, considering he is nothing like a man. He’s a man-child. And if he thinks for one second that is enough to save him and his soul, he’s sorely mistaken.

Until I find Asteria, everyone who ever wronged me, pays for their sins.

“What’s your name?”

“Bartholomew.”

I pause in front of him and dig my fingertips into the leather of the couch.

“Tell me, Bart, what is it you do for a living?”

“I-I’m an investor.”

I smile.

“Sounds like a cushiony job.”

“Yes-s. It pays well.” His eyes suddenly narrow as he stares at me. “You look familiar. Who are you?”

A wicked grin spreads across my face. “Azriel Costa. Ring any bells?”

I see the moment my words sink in. The color drains from his face and his lips part.

“I swear to God, I don’t know anything. I swear!”

“Hmm. See, the thing is, I think you’re lying. And you know what?”

“What?”

“I don’t like liars.” I swing a fist out, my knuckles colliding with his cheekbone. His head snaps to the side. Blood dribbles from his nose.

“Let’s stop with the lies, Bart. I was sent here for a reason, and I want to know why. Every minute you spend wasting my time is a minute I spend torturing you and your wife.” I raise my hand when he opens his mouth to refute me. “And no, I don’t mean the whore you’re fucking behind your sweet wife’s back. I mean the woman you married because you love her. The same woman you’ve decided to betray.”

“You don’t understand,” he sobs. “We’ve tried for children for years. I’m…I’m tired. I needed a break. It wasn’t supposed to last this long.”

“And that’s her fault? Your inability to procreate?” I scoff. “I think you’re just a child living in fear. Tell me what I want to know. Now.”

“Your threats are empty! I told you I know nothing.”

“Empty?” I laugh. Looking over his head, I smile when Romeo stumbles back inside of the home with the trussed-up woman. He slipped out just before the chaos ensued. Her dark curls hang haphazardly around her face. But it’s the tears in her eyes that have Bart here roaring.

“Mariah!” he shouts, trepidation swirling in the air. He tries to shoot up from the couch, but I clutch him by the neck and squeeze in warning, keeping him firmly planted in place. “I’ll kill you for this! I’ll kill you if you hurt her!” His promises of bodily harm fall on deaf ears. Releasing my hold on him, I cross the living room.

Bart yaps on and on about murdering us when he gets free, but the minute I grip his wife and his mistress by the arms and toss them to the chaises opposite him, he quiets. There’s no mistaking the horror in his wife’s eyes but there’s curiosity, too. She stares at the unconscious woman, Bart’s mistress. The cogs churn in her brain.

“What have you done, Bart?”

His face shutters with torment. “I’m so sorry, Mariah. God, I’m sorry.”

I stick to the shadows of the cold, dimly lit home and watch as the couple weep together, fear wrapping its deadly arms around them, promising destruction.

“He’s not.”

Her gaze swings to mine. “What?”

“He’s not sorry.”

“Shut up!” he yells, vibrating with rage.

I cross the room slowly and with ease, I strip off my jacket and roll up the sleeves of my shirt. When he least expects it, I swing, my fist striking his jaw. I hear a sickening snap and his wife screams. Walking around the plush white couch that is now soiled, I rest my hands on his shoulders and squeeze until he cries under the pressure.

“Would a man who is fucking another woman really be sorry, Mariah? I bet this isn’t even your house, is it? This is the house he bought for her. The house he uses to fuck her in. To care for her in.”

Tears roll down her cheeks. And she shakes her head, but I see the truth of my words sinking in.

“Stop it!” His yell is distorted with a broken jaw.

“He’s a coward, Mariah. A coward who has taken something very special from me.”

He seethes. “I didn’t take anything from you!”

With a fanatical gleam in my eyes, I raise a feigned, politely skeptical brow. “Didn’t you?”

His eyes flash with defiance. With anger.

It only adds fuel to the fire.

“I won’t talk,” Bart spits out angrily with a crazed look in his eye. My lip quirks. I figured as much.

“You will,” I say calmly as I slip my hands into my slack pockets, my gaze darting between him and his wife. My amusement, my need to wreak havoc, only grows once his mistress begins to stir awake.

“Well, look at that. Another lover to add to the party.”

“Fuck you!” Bart spits.

Somewhere deep inside, a furnace cranks hot. My jaw grinds back and forth with rage. I want to cause suffering. Make him bleed.

I want answers.

Now.

Stripping myself of the anger, I blow out a calming breath and turn toward the kitchen. I rifle through drawers, pulling out random odds and ends. I pause, my gaze lingering on a kitchen tool. It’s a motorized cutter that’s equipped with a knife at the head, the blade long enough to help me decide.

Embracing the darkness inside me, I step back into the living room, feeling curious eyes on me.

“What are you doing?” the mistress asks, voice trembling.

I fasten upon her, an idea coming to mind. It’s vile. Horrendous. Something that could only be thought up by the likes of a devil like me.

Truthfully, this is the part of my job that I loathe. It’s sick. Fucking twisted. But this is who I am—the person inside I try so hard to hide from Asteria, even when we were kids.

The bloodshed.

The torture.

I thrive on it.

On the fear that encapsulates one’s soul. Making someone bleed and beg for mercy.

And that’s exactly what I plan to do to this piece of shit. Take away everything he loves. Hurt him until he has nothing left. Until he tells me everything I need to know.

He knows something, and that’s why he’s refusing to talk.

Ochoa wouldn’t bargain like this for just anything. Bart knows something about Mateo and what he’s done with my wife. I won’t stop until he tells me everything. Until he’s bathed in the blood of his mistakes.

Pausing near the mistress, my voice cuts through the silence.

“How did you meet our pal, Bart?”

Her eyes dart around the room frantically, as though she’s unsure if she should answer. “A-at a bar.”

Mariah’s lids shutter, tears rolling down her cheeks. I soak in her agony. Her coming to the realization that her husband is a piece of shit.

“Did you know he was married?”

“Not at first, no.”

I quirk a brow. “Not at first? But you kept seeing him anyway?”

She swallows, guilt swimming in her gaze. “He said he was lonely. He helped me through school. He made me…happy. Made me feel loved. Promised to take care of me.”

“You bastard!” Mariah spits.

“I’m sorry,” he cries, hanging his head.

I jerk my chin at Romeo, and he steals his jaw, nodding. He grips Bart by his hair, yanking his head up so he’s forced to look at the mess he’s caused.

I pause between both women and plug the instrument into the wall. I watch in amusement as his eyes widen in alarm.

“You like games, Bart?” He shakes his head. “No? Then, it’s easy. Tell me where my wife is. Tell me what you know.”

“No!”

Releasing a sharp breath, I nod resolutely. “Fine. You leave me with no other choice. If you don’t start talking, one of them dies a slow, painful death.”

The women shriek out in panic, Bart vibrates with rage. I stand between them, waiting to see what his move will be. When he closes his eyes, I sigh.

Without warning, I jab the serrated blade into the flesh of his wife’s shoulder, and she howls in pain.

“Stop it!” he cries, tears falling from his eyes. “Please.”

I yank it out, blood dripping from the teeth of the blade. “Tell me what I want to know.”

When he remains silent, I move on to the mistress and this time when I jab it into the back of her shoulder, I hit the power button. An electric whir fills the air aligning with her screams. It rips through skin, muscle, tissue, and grates against the bone.

“Stop hurting her! Stop it!”

I shut it off and pause.

“Fine, I’ll make it easier on you,” I murmur, toying with him. “Choose one.”

“What?” He stiffens.

The room goes still.

“One gets to live, and one dies. Who do you choose?”

The women shed tears. His face falls and he shakes his head. “I can’t! I can’t choose.”

“You can’t choose between your wife and your mistress?” I tsk. “Shame.”

“Bart!” Mariah cries with fright.

His gaze shoots between the two women and when he pauses on his mistress, my lips press in a grim line.

“The mistress? You’re a cold-hearted bastard.”

Mariah screams. It’s silenced by my bullet tearing through her skull. Bartholomew releases a wail of agony. He tries to reach out for his wife, but Romeo holds him in place. The mistress wails.

“Have you had enough yet, idiot? Tell him what he wants to know,” he snaps down at him.

I raise my brows, waiting.

“Fuck…you…” he puffs between sobs.

I hit the power button again and finish the job, tearing through his mistress. She thrashes wildly, screaming and begging for his aid. It never comes. Blood coats the furniture and I watch the life leave his eyes. His happiness floats away with every scream, with every drop of blood.

“You want to keep secrets? You watch both of the women you love die. And you get to know you were the cause of it. You could have saved them, but you didn’t.”

His mistress goes quiet on the chair. I shut off the power tool and rest my hand on her neck. Her pulse is faint but still there. She’s likely in shock from the pain. Her body is shutting down.

“Fine!” With bloodshot eyes he gives in. “I’ll tell you what I know.”

With a glare, I yank the tool out of her depleted back and drop it to the empty chaise, near his dead wife.

“Talk.”

“A man came to me. It was an all-cash transaction for a private jet that couldn’t be traced near an estate out East. That’s all I know.”

“Where?”

He closes his eyes. “He has the paperwork; I don’t have anything anymore!”

“Lies. Have you learned nothing from the carnage here today?”

“I swear! All I have is a town. The other guy he was with handled everything else.”

I raise a brow, listening.

“Scarsdale. And the man he was with was named Ocho. Something like that.”

A lightning bolt of anger strikes.

Ochoa. You stupid bastard.

Closing the distance between us, I reach for the machine and his eyes widen. “What are you doing? I told you everything. Stop!”

“You wasted my time and took the lives of two women who love you. That’s what you did.”

Bart’s screams are animal-like as Rome and Gio hold him down. I clutch his face with one hand and turn the machine on with the other. He bellows at the torture. The serrated blade stabs into his skull and wrenches through it. Blood splatters across my face and the eggshell walls. A crimson river flows from the wound, spurting hot, sticky liquid all over the place until it soaks into the cushion beneath him, dripping onto the floor.

Taking a step back, I watch him writhe in complete agony, unable to scream for help, only moan. His fear—it brings the sickest smile to my face.

“I would’ve let you live, Bart. I would’ve let you all live,” I mutter in a taunting voice that I’ve mastered over the years. “Now,” I blow out a sigh, squatting so I can look him in the eye. “You’ve wasted my time. You’ve made me angry. You helped that motherfucker take my pregnant wife.”

If I inhale hard enough, the stench of his fearfulness will coat the membranes in my nostrils. It wafts around us, rolling off him in waves.

I relish in it.

He breathes raggedly, his eyes dilated with horror and pain. No amount of adrenaline can block out this form of torture. I think of Asteria and how afraid she is. I think of all the things that could’ve happened to her because I’m not there.

“This is what happens when you fuck with what’s mine,” I whisper harshly next to his ear.

Hitting the power button once more, I jab the blade in his face and let it cut through his skull, right down the center. He goes slack on the couch and Gio and Rome let go.

Tomb-like silence.

It hangs thick and heavy. The entire home appears like a massacre took place in here. I should feel something.

Guilt.

Pain.

Truth is, I feel nothing at all when I stare at the mess.

I lock eyes with the guys.

“Ochoa is a dead man.”
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Curled up in a ball on the cement, I shiver. The single bulb went out hours ago, and I’ve been lying here, shrouded in complete darkness, trapped in my own mind for hours, maybe days. I can no longer tell. I’m hungry, and so thirsty. Every time I swallow it feels like sandpaper.

Not to mention the air.

It’s cool, far too cool to only be dressed in panties and a bra. Gooseflesh are a permanent fixation on my skin. My body racks, trembling as it works overtime to keep me warm.

I have no more tears left to give. My body is running on fumes. I rock myself, trying to ease the smarting tingle traveling up and down my spine. Trying to go to a place that isn’t here. I clutch at my stomach, willing this nightmare to be over with. Praying for a way out.

A miracle.

It doesn’t come.

I startle when the bulb suddenly flicks on and, on the other end of the door, I hear the jangle of keys just before it’s thrown open. My father stands there, appearing like the regal man I grew up seeing. Not even a hair out of place. He doesn’t look like a man worried about the child he currently has trapped somewhere in a basement—or wherever the hell this is. He seems content. Dare I even say, smug.

“Daughter. You don’t look so good.” He tsks, shutting and locking the door behind him. He has a water bottle in his hand, along with files of some sort. Using what strength I have left, I push up from the ground. My arms shake beneath the weight of my body from the exertion. My lips are dry and chapped. Every time I wet them with my tongue they burn. There’s an acidic taste that lingers in my mouth. It turns my stomach.

“Please,” I whisper, eyeing the liquid.

“I know. I know. I brought you something that will help.”

He hands the water bottle down to me. Just as I’m about to take it from him, he holds it back, out of reach, and I moan in distress. My stomach cramps at the cruel teasing.

“But first, I thought I’d show you something.”

Fresh tears drip down my cheeks and I shake my head. “Please. I just want the water.”

“And you’ll have it. I’m a man of my word, daughter.”

“You’re not.”’

He tenses, gaze narrowing on me. “What was that?”

Summoning my strength, I glare up at him, my eyes brimming with unrestrained hate. “You said you were a man of your word and that is a blatant lie.”

My papa releases a disgruntled sigh. “You disappoint me, tesoro. I give you all the tools you need. I put you in here to help you understand. To let that anger go and still, you blame me. You act ungrateful.”

“If you’re not going to give me the water, just leave,” I croak.

“Oh, you’ll get the water, but first, I want you to understand something. I want you to see the man you married. The real man. Not the boy from your childhood but the devil you have fallen in love with.”

Dropping a folder on the ground beside me, he bends, spreading out the pictures. My stomach churns at all the blood and gore. Dead body after dead body are all that stare back at me. Vacant eyes. I glance away, grinding my jaw.

“Stop it.”

“Don’t you want to see just a few of the lives he’s taken? Would a good man do this, Asteria? Would he mutilate? Would he torture like this?”

Bile rises up my throat. I shake my head, trying to tune his voice out.

“He does this for sport. Can’t you tell? This is the work of an individual who takes joy in causing pain, in killing. Is that the man you want to raise a child with?”

I keep my gaze fixed on the wall, my nostrils flaring with rage as I refuse to watch any longer. I’ve seen enough. I know what kind of man Azriel is. He’s not perfect. He’s done things he isn’t proud of, but I’ve forgiven him for that. I can discern his reasoning and I love him anyway. He’s not the monster everyone wants to believe he is.

I love him in spite of his darkness. Because beneath all that, there’s light. I’ve seen it. It’s in the way he holds me. The way he loves me. The way he peers down at me like he’d raze this entire world to save me.

“He’s changed. You don’t know him like I do.”

My father laughs. The sound rains nails down my spine. “Has he? Look at all these deaths. From the moment you’ve been taken from him, look at what he’s done.”

I glance down, my heart splitting down the middle at all the death. I squeeze my lids shut and force my gaze elsewhere.

I’d burn this entire world to the ground for you.

A shutter racks through my body as I recall his words.

Stinging suddenly ripples through my scalp as my father twists his fist into the strands, dragging my gaze down to the photos.

“I said, look!” he yells, shoving my face inches from the blood and gore. “Is this the kind of man you want to be married to?”

He suddenly shoves the stack of photos aside and reveals another set. He flips from picture to picture and each one has the bile rising further and further up my throat. I shake my head, forcing my gaze elsewhere, unable to see anymore.

“Look at them!” He shoves more photographs in my face. They’re all of women, countless women. Beautiful women. An ache spears my heart and moisture drips from my cheeks.

“Stop it,” I whisper through the emotion clogging my throat. I don’t want to see this.

“All those nights you cried yourself to sleep, thinking of him, missing him, this is what he was doing. Fucking his way through California.” He shoves one photo in particular in front of me and the sob I’ve been holding in, rips free. I recognize the tattoo wrapped around his hand and up his forearm. His hand is grasped into a fistful of dark hair, a nude woman’s body is bowed, and her head is tossed back in pleasure. The photograph appears like it was taken from afar, between windows, catching him in the act.

I know it’s the past, but it still hurts. It still leaves a gaping hole in the center of my chest.

“Hurts, doesn’t it? Knowing that this is the man you married. A self-proclaimed whore. A devil. One who fucks anything and anyone that has a goddamn cunt. Is that the husband you love? Is it?”

“Stop!” I screech, shoving the folder of photos back at him. My heart squeezes in a vise. Words spew past my lips in my fit of heartbreak and rage. “It was because of you! You made him leave! You were the reason my life fell apart,” I scream through my tears.

He grips my hair and tightens, yanking until my eyes meet his. “Wrong. It was because of me that I saved you.”

“You took him from me!”

“Wrong! He left of his own free will. He never loved you, foolish girl, and you gave and gave. Always so embarrassingly naïve!”

“We would have found our way back to one another. We would have still been together. Luca would still be alive if you hadn’t sent them away. I’d have a family, a real family!”

He smiles. It’s vile and wicked and sends a chill down my spine. “That’s where you’re wrong, tesoro. I killed Luca. Why do you think Azriel hated me so much? Why do you think he planned to take everything from us? Revenge, sweetheart. Cold-hearted revenge, and you were the key. He planned on making you suffer, did you know that?” He smiles maniacally. “He thought hurting you would hurt me, but he was wrong.”

I shake my head, tears dripping down my face. “You’re lying. Stop lying!”

My papa bends down in front of me, a mischievous grin on his face. “Dig deep and ask yourself if I’m really lying. Why else would he treat you like dirt? Do everything in his power to take you away from me? Revenge, sweet girl. He wanted to break you. Break me.”

His words eat away at the memories. When I first married Azriel and his cold demeanor. Each time I would ask why he was doing this and something dark would flash in his gaze. He was doing it to hurt me, to get revenge.

I see that now.

I think I even knew it then.

But he changed. Something changed between us. That coldness went away and instead it was replaced with love. With actions. With heat. He’s shown me over and over again what it means to be loved and cared for. To be protected. To be worshipped.

“That doesn’t matter anymore.” My voice trembles with surety and frustration.

My father stops short, not expecting that.

“You’re fine with him using you, are you? Fine with being his live-in whore?”

“He loves me,” I shoot back.

“Yeah, he does. Doesn’t he?”

With an irritated grunt, he tosses the water bottle down at me and I scramble for it. Twisting off the cap is easier than I thought it would be considering my lack of strength. Bringing the bottle to my lips, I suck down the liquid. My throat works loud gulps that echo around us. The plastic whines beneath my tight grip. Meanwhile, my father watches like I’m a caged animal on display and not his child.

The plastic of the bottle crinkles as I suck it dry of every last drop. It falls from my hands to the floor, and I inhale in a deep breath.

“Good girl. Now that you’ve done that, here’s what you’re going to do for me.” He pulls out his phone and I frown.

“What are you doing?”

He smiles. “Not me, you. You’re going to call that husband of yours. You’re going to beg him to come here, alone, and save you.”

My heart drops.

Alarm takes hold of my gut and squeezes viciously.

I shake my head, tears filling my eyes. “No,” I seethe. “I won’t do it.”

His eyes narrow. “Oh, you will. Either way, this ends here. Azriel Costa’s fall from grace will be at my hands. And you, my sweet daughter, will be the very reason he falls. It’ll be his love for you.”

Giovanni’s words from so long ago come back to haunt me. “You’ll be the reason he falls.”

I bite the inside of my cheek until the metallic tang of blood floods my mouth. “I won’t let you hurt him.” I glare up at him, resolute.

My father clicks his tongue. “You won’t have much of a choice.”

The phone dials and I fume. I dart my gaze around the room, searching for anything I can find that will harm him. If not harm, something that will stun him long enough that will aid me in escaping this hellhole.

The line suddenly stops ringing and when I hear the voice on the other line, a sob tears past my lips. I slap a hand over my mouth trying to remain silent.

“Asteria?” Azriel’s deep voice echoes down the line. Fear and anger lacing his tone. When I don’t let out another peep, my father nudges me in the ribs with his shoe until I squeak with distress.

“Asteria!” Azriel snaps, demanding I answer. I refuse to speak. To tell him to come. To lead him to his death.

With an aggravated sigh and a roll of his eyes, my papa takes over the call.

“She’s a little phone shy, this one is, but I promise, just give it a few more minutes. The show will be worth it.”

Az’s deep growl reverberates down the line. I didn’t realize until now how desperately I needed to hear his voice. It wraps around me, smooth and deep, filled with a rage I’ve never quite heard come from him.

“I’ll kill you.” He says the words with such dark promise, a chill travels down my spine. “Your head will be on my fucking mantle proudly.”

“Oh, son.” My father tsks, enjoying the reaction he’s getting out of my husband. “That head will be yours. You see, I have you right where I want you. I have the thing you love most in this world. My daughter and her precious, precious cargo. Congratulations, by the way.”

Something crashes on the other end of the line, and I flinch. I can picture him in his office throwing the nearest thing in his fit of rage. Azriel is usually more put together. My father was right, he has him exactly where he wants him.

He’s coming apart at the seams.

And I’ve made it all too easy for him to do it.

“If you lay a hand on her, if you fucking hurt her, I will skin you alive.”

“Too late, Hades. It shouldn’t be long now.”

My brows take a nosedive and I frown. What the hell is that supposed to mean? Why would—

I hunch over on the ground and my hands fly to my stomach. Pain so strong, so all-consuming, wrenches through me that I scream. A vicious pounding erupts in my skull. Fire brands my skin.

“Don’t you touch her!” I hear Azriel yell distantly.

Like a thousand knives dipped in molten lava are stabbing into the flesh of my stomach, I suck in a lungful of air, trying to breathe through the shooting pangs, but it’s too much. I scream again, tears rolling down my cheeks.

“What did you…w-what did you give me?” I grate out through my teeth. I roll onto the ground, curling into a ball to stave off the stabbing sensation. I slap my hand against the concrete, my nails dig in, I feel them split open, but the pain is so strong, wave after wave takes the breath from my lungs. It tears me to shreds.

“Something that will aid with the process,” he replies drily.

“Tell me!”

My father drops to his haunches before me, phone still clutched tightly in hand. He stares down at me with a lack of sympathy in his eyes. “I told you I was getting rid of that thing once and for all. Should probably take my congratulations back, Azriel. It won’t be long now.”

“No!” A broken sob rips past my lips. “No, please. Please, make it stop. Please!”

My father pets my head like I’m a dog. “I’m afraid it’s too late.”

My heart shatters. Another wave of pain blasts into me and I scream until my voice is hoarse. Tears and snot roll down my face, intermingling.

“Hear that, Azriel? Do you hear your wife, fighting for her life? Fighting to hang onto the little life inside of her?” He laughs. “Don’t worry, it shouldn’t kill her. Can’t say the same for your child, though.”

“Tell me where you are.”

My father chuckles darkly. “I’m surprised not even you figured it out. Same place I killed your father.”

Silence.

“You’re dead.”

My father grins. Eyes sparkling with bloodlust.

“We’ll see about that.”

The line goes dead and my father steps into my line of sight, no sympathy for me in sight.

“Please don’t hurt him,” I gasp out, clutching onto my abdomen. “I beg of you, Papa, please.”

“You’d give your life for his?” he asks, head cocked to the side like I’m an equation he’s desperate to solve.

I nod, tears streaming down my cheeks through the pain. “Yes. Yes! Please, take me instead,” I whisper brokenly. “Please.”

My father reaches out, caressing my cheek. Then he laughs. “That’s too bad. I think instead I’ll make you watch as I skin him alive. A save-the-date of sorts.”

“No!” I attempt to reach out for him, but he kicks my hand away and heads toward the door, leaving me.

“You can’t leave me in here!”

“I can and I will, Asteria,” he says, slamming the door behind him.
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With a calm I certainly don’t feel, I stroll toward Ochoa, my gaze darkening with each step. My men were able to track him down and haul him from his hideout back here to the estate. He sits, bound to the chair in the basement. He doesn’t seem all that fazed and that turns the heat up on the rage boiling inside of me.

Xavier Ochoa.

A man who has lived most of his life in the shadows, preying on the weak, bargaining deals with the powerful.

He was wasting my time. Trying to get one over on me. He gave me crumbs with Bart. He knew I’d cleave him to shreds for answers and he did all that in the hopes he could get away.

He was wrong.

Reaching in my back pocket, I unsheathe the hunting knife, and make the trek across the room. He finally glances my way and smirks.

“Costa, how are you?”

“You test my patience, Ochoa. You waste my time. You spill my blood for a pact? You’re not as wise as I thought you were.”

He holds his grin, but deep down, I see the despair. He knows this is it. He’s not walking out of here alive. I won’t let him.

“Are you here to give me your big speech before you and your goons torture me? I’ve been through it all, jefe. I know pain. I have nothing left to bargain with. Unlike you. We’re cut from the same cloth. Or at least, I thought we were. Until her. She’s your weakness and she is the reason your reign will come to an end.”

My nostrils flare. I drop down, leveling him with a glare. “Where. Is. My. Woman?”

“I tell you and what, you still kill me?” He chuckles darkly. “I know how this works. You have nothing else to hold over my head. To take from me. You might as well kill me.”

He’s right.

At the ripe age of sixty-two, Xavier Ochoa has lost everything he’s ever loved. His wife and children were murdered by the cartel. Any other living family members were taken out years later after lousy decisions. He withdrew into the shadows. Spent years brokering deals, making his own fortune until he was somewhat of a myth, a legend.

A ghost.

My usual tactics won’t work on him because he truly has nothing left to lose. Doesn’t mean I can’t release some steam and pent-up aggression while trying.

“Where is she?” I demand, my tone no longer holding a shred of patience. Ochoa smirks and my composure snaps. My hand shoots out, wrapping around his throat, cutting off his air supply. His eyes widen as he struggles for breath. But not out of fright, it’s his body’s natural response to a lack of oxygen.

“Talk, or things are going to get very, very messy.” My fingers cinch tighter around the cartilage of his trachea for a few extra seconds before I let go, allowing him to breathe. He struggles for air as he tries to catch his breath, and I wait for him to give me something.

Anything.

“You’ll never find them,” he supplies in a rough voice. My blood boils red-hot and my body trembles. I close my eyes and inhale a deep breath, attempting to remain some semblance of calm. When I open them, I stare down at Ochoa and shake my head.

“You test me.” My voice is cold and detached as I grip the serrated blade in my hand and with a sigh, I slam the blade down. He screams. I push past the give of his four fingers and start sawing them off. He howls so loudly that his body shudders violently, going into convulsions.

His wails, those kinds of cries no longer faze me. In fact, they only spur me on, driving forward the need to draw blood. To cause pain.

The agony must’ve woken him up because he fights against his restraints, trying in vain to reach out and grab hold of me.

That’s too bad.

“Feeling chatty yet?”

He stares at me with fire in his eyes, still not breaking the way I want him to. It’s a shame, really. I would’ve kept good on my word before now with his favor.

Turning my back to Ochoa, I head behind him, to the wall of tools typically used for torture. I run my fingers along them, indecisive. I pause in front of the machete and the chainsaw. With a grin, I carry both items back with me to the center of the room where he’s seated.

I feel his eyes on me, watching my every move.

Coming to a halt before him, I drop the chainsaw and toss the machete from hand to hand, scanning the length of his body, deciding where I want to start.

“So many options,” I muse. “I could string you up by your ankles and bleed you dry, but no…I think I have something better. I think ridding you of your limbs, forcing you to watch as I cut them off, will be fun.”

He grimaces. “Fuck you.”

“Wrong answer.”

I slam the machete down on his other hand, slicing through his wrist. His cries bounce off the concrete walls. Violent music notes that work as a melody.

He hangs his head. Chest rising sharply.

I don’t ask again, instead, I toss the weapon aside and I reach for the chainsaw. I pull the lever and it roars to life. His chest rises and falls in quick succession; he inhales short, quick spurts, dread permeating the very air we breathe.

The winding chain spins and with force I aim it at his ankles and watch as it hacks through skin and bone, tearing him apart.

Ochoa howls in the chair like a wild animal.

Tears roll down his face.

He futilely tries to suck in air, futilely tries to speak, but all that comes out is a squawk, the sound of him choking on his own affliction. His own nightmare.

Hitting the power button, I set the tool back on the table and circle him. My loafers click against the thick puddle of his blood. The distinct scent of copper hangs thickly in the air along with his despair. His face is gaunt, and the pallor of his skin is ghostly white.

Snaking my hand around his throat, I wring tightly, forcing his gaze back to mine. “I’m just getting started. Stay with me, Ochoa. Your descent into hell has only just begun.”

I release him and he coughs while I head back to the table. His panted words stop me in my tracks.

“He said he was taking her back home. That’s all I fucking know.”

“So, Chicago?” I glance at him from over my shoulder. His eyes are dazed, vision unfocused.

“I don’t know. He said he planned to do whatever it took to get you out of her life, even if it meant getting rid of her. He wasn’t losing to you.”

My heart slams to a halt in my chest. I school my features before I turn back around, eyes narrowed.

“That all?”

He swallows. “That’s all I know.”

“What was your role in all of this?” I quirk a brow, trying to connect the dots.

“Keep tabs on you. On her.”

My hold tightens around the hunting knife. “So it was you. You were the one that told him where to find her?”

“Yes.”

From his mouth came our demise. He’s the reason she was taken from me.

My nostrils flare and with a serenity I surely don’t feel, I cross the basement back toward him and grasp his face, forcing his tongue out.

“With this tongue you wreaked havoc on my family and for that reason, I’m taking it from you.”

I snip.

Spurts of blood spray my face. It floods his mouth until he’s choking on it. I force his head back and clasp his throat in my hand, crushing his windpipe, all the while he looks me in the eyes. I want him to know it was me who took his life. I’m the reason he feels that pain.

When he stops gurgling and shuddering, I let go.

Slowly, I step back, staring at his still form, hate vibrating through my body.

I close my eyes and try to find the old me, the man Asteria fell in love with, but he’s too far gone, I’m afraid he won’t ever make his way back.

I’m not all that sure I want him to.
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I pace my office. Fisting a hand in my hair, I tug, desperately trying to tamp down the anger. It’s been three days. Three fucking days of dead ends. Of taking countless lives, of searching every godforsaken estate in Scarsdale where Mateo could be hiding her.

I have nothing.

A growl rumbles through my chest and I pause at the window that overlooks her garden. My nostrils flare. The pain, the anger, they intensify. Growing stronger, until it feels like I can’t breathe.

I can’t think.

Slamming my eyes shut, I pinch the bridge of my nose. I force myself to think like Mateo would. He wants to hurt me, that’s obvious. He wouldn’t go through all this trouble if he planned on killing her.

But there’s the chance he might.

And that’s what frightens me.

Not knowing his motives and where they lie when it comes to his daughter.

The shrill ring of a cell prompts an electric current to roll down my spine, jolting me out of my thoughts. With a frown, I cross the room and pick it up. The number is private and considering there’s no other way someone could’ve gotten this number, I have a hunch about who it could be. Swiping across the screen, I answer. My voice is hard and rough, giving away my emotions.

There’s a muffled sob on the other line, a scuffle of movement that has my heart jerking to life in my chest.

“Asteria?” I call out, demanding an answer.

More silence.

My jaw pulses with rage.

An aggravated sigh erupts down the line followed by a voice that has my hands balling into fists at my sides.

“She’s a little phone shy, this one is, but I promise, just give it a few more minutes. The show will be worth it.”

I growl, like a wild animal on the hunt.

“I’ll kill you.” The words are a promise. “Your head will be on my fucking mantle proudly.”

“Oh, son.” Mateo tsks, glee evident in his tone. “That head will be yours. You see, I have you right where I want you. I have the thing you love most in this world. My daughter and her precious, precious cargo. Congratulations, by the way.”

At the mention of the baby, my nostrils flare. My composure snaps and I reach for the nearest thing, hauling it at the wall. The glass ashtray shatters into pieces. My chest rises and falls, violence swimming through my veins.

Images flash behind my eyelids. Asteria bloodied and in pain. Her small form unconscious at Mateo’s feet.

Desperation claws at my chest.

Our baby.

“If you lay a hand on her, if you fucking hurt her, I will skin you alive.”

Mateo smiles. I can hear it in his voice. “Too late, Hades. It shouldn’t be long now.”

The threat has an arrow piercing my chest, stabbing my heart.

Giovanni and Romeo tear through my office door, ready for a fight, but pause when they see me hunched over my desk, fuming down at my phone. The wood cracks beneath my unrelenting grip on the edges.

Suddenly, Asteria’s blood-curdling scream erupts on the other end of the line. Ice slithers down my spine and worry spears my lungs.

“Don’t you touch her!” I threaten, feeling helpless from here.

I screw my eyes shut, listening to my wife struggle, listening to her writhe in agony.

“What did you…w-what did you give me?” she gasps out. Her scared words wrap savagely around my chest.

“Something that will aid with the process,” is all Mateo responds.

Dread invades every one of my senses.

“Tell me!” she yells, voice frantic, filled with horror.

“I told you I was getting rid of that thing once and for all. Should probably take my congratulations back, Azriel. It won’t be long now.”

“No!” Asteria’s sob fills my ears. “No, please. Please make it stop. Please!”

A red haze steals over my vision.

Macabre consumes me.

“I’m afraid it’s too late.”

My heart does something strange at that moment. It cracks listening to her torment. To her hurt.

“Hear that, Azriel? Do you hear your wife, fighting for her life? Fighting to hang onto the little life inside of her?” he taunts. “Don’t worry, it shouldn’t kill her. Can’t say the same for your child, though.”

My grip on reality crumbles. Asteria’s cries fade in and out, intermingling with the ringing in my ears. The dark void that’s enveloping me roars louder and louder. Flashes of my wife’s smiles, her cheerful laughter and rounded stomach barrel into me. I grasp at the images of our future, of us holding our child, but they slip between my fingers, flaying my palms open like frayed rope.

Fear and pain entomb my heart in ice.

“Tell me where you are.”

He chuckles darkly, enjoying this. “I’m surprised not even you figured it out. Same place I killed your father.”

A crimson spill of ink fills my vision.

My hands ball into fists.

My body trembles.

“You’re dead,” I promise, keeping my voice cold as ice when I feel anything but.

“We’ll see about that,” he goads before the line goes dead. The last thing I hear is Asteria cut off mid-scream.

“What the fuck just happened?” Romeo whispers, eyes alight with vengeance, brimming with consternation.

“Get the jet prepped.”

“What’s happening?” Gio asks.

I pin him with a glare. “I know exactly where they are.”
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Once the cramping and the stitching in my abdomen finally stopped, I must’ve fallen asleep. There were no dreams. No sweet relief. Just an endless pit of darkness. Vast and consuming.

Frightening.

Shifting on the hard ground, my body tenses in preparation when a wave of nausea barrels into me. Bile rises up my throat and unable to hold it back, I vomit beside my body. Once there’s no bile left in my stomach to vomit, I dry heave, racking the very life force from me. Blinking past the fatigue, my gaze clears, settling on something dark pooled around me.

I freeze.

My breath leaves me in a rush.

I glimpse down at my lower half and my heart stops.

“No, no, no.” I shake my head. My hands shake as I tap the pool of blood. It’s cold and thick to the touch. There’s no telling how long I’ve been laying in it.

My bottom lip quivers. Hysteria crawls up my throat.

Lifting a trembling hand, I stare down at it, realization settling in.

“Please, God, no!” I scream until my throat is raw.

Fighting past the pain and the fatigue weighing my body and subconscious down, I scoop up the blood, bringing the puddle toward me as if I can put it back inside me. As if I can rewrite time and fix it. Pretend like it never happened.

“I can fix this,” I mumble frantically under my breath. “I can fix it.”

I spread my legs, searching beneath me and my eyes screw shut. I feel the life leave my body. The fight.

Pain so strong, so destructive, barrels into me when I see the clots of blood. The filth I’m resting in. I sift through the blood clots and sob harder when I spot it. It’s tiny, barely there, but it breaks my heart all the same. My keening wails echo throughout my cell. I drop back onto the floor and roll onto my side, and I cry.

I clutch my hands to my chest, pressing them against the bone there, trying to ease the ache. The torture that is vivaciously tearing through my soul. Cleaving me to sheds. A wail so raw, so profound, tears from deep within my throat and it rattles the walls. It rattles the very foundation beneath me. It has the potential to raise the dead. To wake the gods.

Pounding footsteps grow closer. Then the jangle of keys. I don’t even pick my head up to check and see. I can’t.

The tears blurring my vision won’t let me.

“Fuck,” I hear an unfamiliar voice hiss. Boots thud closer and I glance toward the side, spotting the man who made me undress. He crouches near me. The light from the hallway shines behind his back like a spotlight.

There’s silence. No other voices.

Nothing.

If only I had the will to escape.

His hands are on me, searching. He’s cursing under his breath.

With what energy I have, I try to brush him off but it’s no use. He laughs like the attempt was funny.

“Don’t like me touching you? Is that it? No one’s here to save you. Not even Daddy.” His hands travel south, and he gropes me. Misery blooms in my chest. More tears drip from my eyes. I summon all my strength to fight him off, but it’s useless. He rolls on top of me, dragging me through my own blood. My own massacre.

“Bet you’re a hot little thing, huh? You did the impossible. Made the great Azriel Costa fall in love.”

My bottom lip quivers at the mention of Azriel. I picture his reaction to the loss of our baby. And it breaks my heart.

“But will he want you now? Will he still want you like this? What about with another man’s seed inside of you?” he breathes in my ear, dry humping me. His erection prods my thigh, causing my stomach to jolt, threatening to make me dry heave. “Oh, c’mon, sweetheart, a little blood never bothers me.” I try to buck him off, but he laughs. He snatches my throat and crushes my windpipe.

“I watched you grow up. Watched you grow into a beautiful woman. I say it’s time your daddy shares his prize.”

He unbuttons his pants and frees himself. I scream. Like a banshee. Like my life depends on it.

“Shut the fuck up!” His fist crashes into my face, silencing me. Stunned by the blow, it takes me a few seconds to gather my wits. He grasps me beneath my knees, spreading me open, trying to tug my soiled panties aside. I roll my head to the side, steeling myself for the violation to come. My gaze snags on the bold brass and leather handle of a knife attached to his belt and when he rolls back on top of me, I reach for it.

He laughs and clasps my wrist. He grasps so tight that I scream out and drop the knife.

“Such a bad, bad girl.” He praises me like this is a fun game.

Catching him off guard, I ram my knee into his groin and he howls with pain, rolling off me. I scramble away, but he grips my hair, dragging me back toward him. Blindly, I slap the floor for the knife and when I feel it, I grasp onto it like my entire life depends on it. I thrust it down, the blade meeting with little resistance.

The man’s eyes widen, he chokes. The knife’s handle sticks out of the side of his neck, defying gravity.

We both freeze.

My heart pounds frantically.

Horror crawls up and down my spine.

He falls backward, his hands flying to his neck, his mouth opens and closes like he’s saying something. My tears come harder and faster. With both hands he pulls the knife out and it clatters to the ground. Blood pours from the wound. It pools around him and when I feel the warmth touch me, my stomach churns. It intermingles with my own cold pool of blood. On unsteady legs, I push myself upright and grab the knife.

He sucks in his last lungful of air, choking and gurgling on the blood. I stumble back into the wall, panicking. A stifling silence engulfs me. He lies there, unmoving. His blank, void stare follows my every move.

Get out.

Run.

Run!

The unfamiliar voice in my head yells at me. Forcing me into action. I don’t question who it is or where it comes from. I stumble out of the room, up a narrow flight of steps. Blood drips from my body. My gory hands glide against the sides of the wall for support.

Without warning I lose the contents of my stomach, nauseous from the shock.

Coming to a landing, I pause, trying to see through unclear, blurry eyes. It’s a house. One I’ve never been in before. I glance left, then right, fear and urgency screaming at me to pick a side and go.

I stumble down the right side of the hall, trying to remain silent and search for an escape. I find it almost instantly. At the end of the hall is an old dining area. The furniture is coated in thick films of dust and cobwebs. The air reeks of mildew and dust motes. My heart lurches when I spot it to the left of the dining table. A pair of gilded doors that lead out into a sprawling backyard. The sun is just beginning to set behind the tree line in the distance.

I pause for only a moment to peer over my shoulder before I run. I take off at a sprint and I run across the open field of grass. I don’t stop when my ankle threatens to give out on me. I don’t stop when there’s a painful stitch in my side. I don’t stop even when it feels like my chest might explode. I don’t stop when I reach a wooded area. I keep running. Weaving through trees. Branches scrape at my flesh, tearing at me like they’re hands, talons, begging me to stay.

My body starts to slow. My vision shakes. My legs are unreliable and unsteady. The sound of a gunshot echoes around me and a bullet whizzes past my ear. A hoarse scream tears past my lips. I dart in another direction and clutch onto thick tree trunks for support, hoping to remain upright and out of sight.

Another shot rings out.

I turn the other way.

Another shot.

I turn the other way and in doing so, I collide into a solid wall. A scream of terror wrenches from my chest. Arms shoot out, trapping me. I slam the knife down blindly but a strong force catches my wrist midair, halting me.

“Asteria!” Powerful arms shake me. The voice penetrates through the panic. The darkness. The pain.

I focus on the figure in front of me and I choke out a sob.

“Azriel?” I whisper.

His eyes grow soft. They scan up and down my body. He takes in the blood coating my skin. The undressed state of my body. When he settles on the apex between my thighs and he sees the dried blood there, his nostrils flare. His jaw works back and forth.

For a second, I worry this is a cruel dream. This is a fever dream.

This can’t be real.

Maybe I died back in that room. In that pool of blood.

With his hand on my cheek, his soothing words pull me back to the present. “Cara mia, please.”

“This isn’t real.” I search his bright, beautiful eyes one last time.

He clasps my face tightly as though he’s afraid to let go. Pain ripples across his features. My eyes travel south and its then I notice all the blood soaking his clothes. He shakes my face, forcing me to glance back at him.

“It’s me, baby. I’m here. It’s me.”

The torment and the anger I see reflected back at me in those dark eyes are my undoing.

A sob cracks through my chest, and my legs give out in his embrace. He catches me, holding me up effortlessly. “I’m so sorry,” I cry. “I tried. I tried to hold on. I tried to make it stop, but I…but I couldn’t.”

Azriel clutches me tightly. He rests his forehead against mine, staring deeply into my eyes. “This is not your fault.”

Coherent thoughts finally pierce my subconscious and my tears come harder and faster.

He shouldn’t be here.

He’s not supposed to be here!

“Why did you come?” I whimper, fear snaking through my veins.

He gently brushes the tears and the grime off my face. “I’d never leave you here, cara mia. I told you, I’d burn this entire fucking world to the ground if anyone ever tried to take you from me.”

“He’s going to take you from me. You can’t be here!” I try pushing out of his hold. His grip on my face tightens and forces me to look him in the eye.

“You’re okay, baby. You’re okay.”

I shake my head, more tears falling. “No, I’m not. You don’t understand.”

“Shhh.” He tugs me into his chest and begins to lift me into his arms but freezes. When I pick my head up and glance over his shoulder, I see why.

My heart falls.

“No,” I whisper.

My father stands there, just a few yards away, gun aimed at us. He scans my body, his chin lifting.

“Looks like you finally found us, after all, Azriel. Though, I see you didn’t make it in time. My condolences. Truly.” My father smiles.

Slowly, Azriel sets me down on my feet behind him. He stands in front of me like a bodyguard. Like my protector. A dark aura surrounds him. Vengeance seeps from his pores. Though still, that is no match for a bullet. Even though I love to compare him to Hades, Azriel is no god. He is a mortal, and everyone was right, I will be his downfall.

“I’m going to kill you. Slowly. Painfully.”

My father laughs and takes a step toward us. “Kill me? Who’s got you trapped, Azriel? You’re right where I want you. Just like I knew you’d be.”

“You don’t know a goddamn thing about me.”

“Don’t I?” my papa challenges. “You’ve gone your whole life lusting after the one thing you could never truly have. Not till I made it so. You thought you could beat me? Do you know who I am, boy? I always win!” my father yells. His voice gets lost in the trees surrounding us.

“You haven’t changed at all, have you?” Azriel seethes, taking a step forward. “Still hurting the women in your life when something doesn’t go your way.”

A frown pulls taut across my face. Peering around Azriel’s body, I spot the anger on my father’s face. It’s pure unadulterated rage.

What is he talking about?

“You know nothing, boy,” my papa growls, tone manic and unhinged.

“I know everything, Mateo. Everything. You let your daughter think you were such a good man. I always knew better. Even when I was a fucking kid.”

“You were nothing!” he yells. “Just a little shit who thought he knew it all!”

“I’m a better man than you’ll ever be.”

My papa squares his shoulders and tightens his hold on the weapon. “I did what I had to do.”

Az scoffs, taking another threatening step forward. “Killing your wife and your unborn child is what you had to do?”

The air escapes my lungs in a rush.

My ears start to ring.

He…he killed my mother? He murdered his own wife? And my…my mother was pregnant?

Ice fills my lungs. Betrayal courses through my veins.

“That ungrateful bitch was planning on leaving. Taking my children and leaving me. Everything she had was because of me.”

“So you killed her for it. Tortured her until she took her last breath for it, right?”

Bile rises up my throat as I stare at the man that I once thought was a decent husband. He’s a murderer. He’s the reason I’ve lost everything.

“I did.” His gaze collides with mine. “She was a no-good whore who would have ruined your life.”

Ruined my life?

Ruined my life?

“You’re a monster,” I whisper.

He laughs and aims pointedly at Azriel with his gun. “Are you forgetting who you married, sweetheart? The biggest monster of them all.”

“He’s nothing like you,” I snarl, coming to his defense. “He’s a better man than you’ll ever be.”

“Shut up!” He takes a threatening step forward but Azriel inches in front of me, vibrating with carnage.

“You were never my father. I used to hope that one day you’d love me, but I’m glad I never felt that connection with you. I’m only sorry it was her instead of you.”

His nostrils flare and he aims the gun at me, pulling the trigger. My eyes widen and at the very last second, Azriel yells something, the sound of his own gun going off. I wait for the explosion of pain, but it never comes. My eyes flutter open just in time to spot my father falling back onto the ground, a grunt of pain emitting from his lips. Azriel strolls across the wooded ground, stopping above him. He aims the gun down at his face, and I wait.

I wait for him to pull the trigger.

For him to end his life.

“You deserve a painful death. This is too easy.”

My papa coughs woodenly. “Fuck you.”

Azriel stomps his foot down on his face and my papa goes silent. Stuffing his gun into his waistband, Azriel cuts back toward me, his eyes searching wildly, like he’s searching for any more wounds on my body. As he grows closer, it’s then I spot a fresh wound on his shoulder that is blooming with blood, soaking into the already crimson drenched material.

My heart stalls.

No.

“You’re shot.”

He ignores me. “I’m fine, cara mia. Let’s get you out of here.”

Azriel scoops me into his arms like he wasn’t just shot in the shoulder. I fall into his warmth, soaking in the smell of him. The comforting warmth of my body pressed against his.

A sob rattles in my chest.

I’ve missed him. I never thought I’d see him again. And now…now we’ve lost everything.

“Shhh,” he purrs, tightening his grip around me. “You’re safe, Asteria. You’re safe.”

“I-I didn’t think I’d ever see you again. I was so afraid.”

He stares down at me with a fierceness in his eyes. “I’d never let that happen. I’m sorry it took so long for me to find you. To save you in time.”

My bottom lip trembles and I nod. Because what else is there to say?

“Where are we anyway?”

I take in our surroundings as he makes his way out of the woods. There’s something eerily familiar about this place. I can’t quite put my finger on it.

“This was your family’s old estate. The home your mother died in; the same one my father was murdered in.”

The sound of branches crushing a few feet ahead have me tensing in Azriel’s arms. He tightens his hold on me, telling me it’s okay. It’s then I spot the two familiar figures ahead.

Giovanni and Romeo.

“He’s back there. Get him subdued. I’m taking my wife home.”

They both nod. If I thought Azriel looked worse for wear, drenched in blood, they are utterly dreadful. Before leaving I feel their gazes on me. I curl further into Azriel’s arms, unable to handle the stares from anyone else. Especially like this.

“Rest now, cara mia. Everything will be better when you wake.”

His voice soothes me into a deep sleep. The deepest sleep I’ve had since being taken.
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I’m startled awake when I feel arms lifting me up. A scream tears past my lips and I fight. I kick and scream. I claw.

“Asteria!”

My body goes rigid at the sound of Azriel’s voice. My eyes spring open and my breath rattles in my chest. My eyes dart around the room as I slowly become acquainted with my surroundings. It takes me a few beats to realize that I’m not trapped in a basement anymore.

“It…it wasn’t a dream?”

Tenderness brims in those dark green depths. “No, baby.”

Azriel lifts me into his arms, and I realize we’re in his jet. The leather and wood surfaces are a dead giveaway. He carries me into the en suite bathroom.

“Can you stand?” His voice is gentle, soft. Unlike anything I’ve ever heard from him before.

I nod, though I’m not entirely sure if that’s true. Sensing this, Azriel sets me on my feet and keeps a firm hold on me. He turns the taps on, making sure the water is warm, before he turns back to me.

Shame has me curling in on myself. I glance away, forcing my gaze to the wall. He places his thumb under my chin, forcing my gaze back to him.

“Look at me, cara mia.”

A tear rolls down my cheek as I do so.

His jaw pulses with anger. “I’m going to clean you up, all right? I need to know if you’re in pain. Can you tell me if you’re hurt?”

My bottom lip trembles uncontrollably and I trap it between my teeth, stifling the impending sob. I nod my head. His brows knit together with concern.

“Where? Tell me where.”

I point to my chest, where my heart lays, and his face falls.

His nostrils flare and he nods.

“Show me where else, baby.”

I drop my hand. There’s no other pain as significant as the one in my heart. It’s destructive as it slashes the organs to shreds. Infecting my lungs and every vital organ. It feels a lot like death. Like death has made a home for himself inside of me.

Gently, Azriel helps me out of my bra and underwear. I cringe at the smell, the grime and the dirt caked on my skin. With one hand holding me steady, he uses the other to shed his own bloodied clothes onto the floor. My gaze sears into his flesh as I watch him undress. His muscles flex and bulge. My eyes drift down to the fresh stitching along his ribs, the harsh bruising around it draws my attention. A trail of blood comes into view and when I glance up, I see why. The bullet hole in his shoulder continues leaking blood, but he goes about helping me like he doesn’t even notice it.

I want to ask about it, but I find I don’t have the words. I can’t get my mouth to work.

Azriel helps me in the shower, guiding me under the spray. He slips in behind me, keeping me steady with an arm around my waist. It’s like a band that’s keeping me standing. Dirt and grime roll off my body and I cringe in embarrassment.

He must sense the direction of my thoughts because he presses a kiss to my shoulder, prompting another round of tears. He runs his fingers through my hair. I close my eyes under the spray and sigh when I feel his hands on my scalp, rubbing shampoo into my tresses. He rinses the suds out with ease, gliding his fingers through my tangled strands and repeats the process again and again until it’s clean.

Mindful of the bruises marring my skin, he gently cleans my body of the filth and the horrors of the last few days. I go through the motions, allowing him to move my body however he needs so he can clean me.

When he tips my face back and attempts to clean my face, I flinch. He freezes, anger clouding his features.

“Am I hurting you?”

I shake my head and at the realization as to why I flinched away from his touch, his lips press together grimly. Because even though I know he’d never strike me like Mateo and his men did, I can’t help the reaction. Though still, he lightens his touch. He gently swipes away at the dried crusted blood, careful around the splits in my skin. Once he’s finished, we stand like that, the spray beating against his back as he shields me from it.

Reaching out, he cups my cheek and I lean into his touch. The water rolling down my cheeks intermingle with my tears, and he knows it. He swipes under my eyes.

“I’m sorry, cara mia.”

Azriel holds me in his arms, and I fall into him. My broken sob wraps around us. I bask in the feeling of safety that consumes me when I’m in his presence. In my head I apologize for all the mistakes I made. For not listening.

For losing our child.

I’m so sorry.
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I watch her as she sleeps. There’s a riot of emotions in my chest. Dried tear tracks rest against her cheeks. The bruises marring her flesh have me clenching and unclenching my fists. I want to cause suffering. Inflict pain. Make Mateo bleed.

But right now, I just want to know that she is going to be okay.

“Boss.”

I turn my head slightly at the sound of Giovanni’s voice. “We’ll be landing soon. The doctor is waiting.”

“Good.”

His eyes drift to my wife who’s sound asleep on the bed in the private room of my jet. I wrapped her in a blanket, unable to stare at the markings covering her body for too long. She’s been fitful in her sleep. Twitching and moaning. I can’t tell if it’s the fear from everything she’s endured or whatever effects from the drugs that were poured into her system.

Or worse.

“Has she woken at all?”

I shake my head. We’ve been in the air for close to five hours now and she’s spent just about all that time sleeping. “She needs her rest.”

Giovanni’s jaw flexes and he nods.

He agrees.

Finding out Asteria was taken didn’t just affect me, it affected all of us. Giovanni, Rome, the staff, but most of all, her cousin. She’s been a mess. My one goal has been to get to my wife and bring her back safely. And now, it’s to hack Mateo limb from limb. Make him scream with agony. Inflict the fiercest kind of torture imaginable.

The door clicks shut behind Gio and I take the time to watch her. I’m angry. But I imagine the way she feels is different. Heartbroken. Like she lost a piece of herself. I wasn’t sure how I felt when I first found out she was pregnant. I truly thought she was trying to find a way out. I thought she was unhappy, and I wasn’t surprised. She was too good for me, too good for this life.

For a brief second, I felt like her father. Was that how he felt when Asteria’s mother tried to leave with the kids? I don’t blame her. He was abusive. Slept his way around the Outfit, took whores and slept with the younger women, even girls he abducted. He was never a good man, no matter how hard he tried to make himself, or his own daughter, believe.

If that was what she wanted, I would’ve given it to her. Given her a way out. I would’ve made sure she lived the rest of her life with our child protected and safe and away from me if that was truly what she needed. Even if it hurt to think about. Even if it caused an unfamiliar kind of pain to make a home for itself inside my chest.

But that wasn’t what she wanted.

She wanted to be a family and for a few short seconds, I didn’t know how I felt about that. Having a child was never part of any of my plans. Bringing a child up in this world isn’t safe. It wasn’t something men like me aspired to have. But as the days went on and I thought about it, I couldn’t help thinking about what it would be like to be normal and have a family with Asteria. Would our child take after her? With that stunning hair and those bright doe eyes? Would she be soft and lovable like her mother and feisty when she was angry?

Or would our child take after me, the father? Would he have this dark need, a penchant for causing pain? For taking life?

No matter how much she thought she’d make an inferior parent, I knew she wouldn’t. There’s no way. Asteria had too much love inside of her. She was forgiving. She saw the beauty in people, the beauty in life, even those who had wronged her. She was…incredible.

And mine.

She suddenly stirs on the bed and groans. She tries to push herself up, but a hiss of pain escapes her lips instead. I’m already at her side, hand on her arm, stilling her.

“Rest.”

Her eyes widen at the sound of my voice and tears fill her eyes. “I didn’t think you’d be here when I woke up.”

I swipe at the tears and the mess on her face. I wish I could tell her that this was all a figment of her imagination. It was all just a dream. That she’d wake up the day of my birthday and none of this would’ve ever happened.

“You’re safe. I’m here.”

She peers down at her body and her bottom lip trembles. Her hurt is palpable. I feel it waft in the air between us.

“How could he do this to me?” Those eyes, eyes like the seven seas, search mine, shimmering with pain. I clench my teeth so tightly my jaw aches. “How could he do that to my own mother? What kind of man—”

“He’s not a man.”

She gazes up at me and torment ripples across her features. A crease forms between her brows. “You tried to tell me. Over and over. You always made those comments and I never understood it. Not until now. Why didn’t you show me? Why did you hide it from me?”

I look away, unsure of how to answer. I knew telling her the truth would break her. It would shatter her heart and her qualms about family and love. And I didn’t want to be the one to do it to her. When we first got married, I might’ve considered it, but not now. Not after falling in love with her all over again.

Who am I kidding, I never stopped loving her.

“I didn’t want to hurt you.”

She reaches out, caressing my jaw. “I wish you would’ve. Maybe then…maybe then things would’ve been different. I wouldn’t have…”

She stares down at her lap, and I grow angry.

Placing my knuckle under her chin, I guide her head up to face me. “Don’t do that. Don’t you dare. This is not your fault. Nothing you could have done would have changed how your father thinks or acted. Understand me?”

Her face scrunches with pain. “But it is my fault, Azriel. I didn’t listen. I just wanted to give you something nice. I wanted to give you a gift. I wanted to be the wife you deserved.”

My brows crease together in a frown. “You’re right about one thing, I don’t deserve you, I never have. You are better than me, better than this life and anything I could ever offer you. I’m unapologetic that you’re mine and that I will love you always, no matter what.”

“I took someone’s life. Don’t you get it? I’m not your perfect little goddess. I’m not that sweet girl you thought I was. I’m ruined.”

My hands ball into fists of their own accord as I process her words.

She had to take a life in order to protect herself.

And she blames herself for it.

Steeling my jaw, I cup her cheek as gently as I can, needing her to listen. “No. You’re you. You protected yourself. You did what you had to do.”

Tears swim in Asteria’s bright eyes, spilling down her cheeks. “I-I killed him, Azriel. I took his life,” she sobs. “He was trying to touch me and hurt me, and I reacted. One second he was breathing and the next he wasn’t.”

My wife falls apart before my eyes, baring her soul to me. She tells me every sordid and cruel detail she had to endure, and all the while, I fight the need to inflict pain upon those who hurt her. If I could take this pain from her, I would. If I could’ve been the one to steal his last breaths, I would’ve. I would’ve ripped him to shreds and made him beg for peace. For mercy.

It’s not like they gave any of that to my wife down there.

“How can I ever forgive myself for this? For losing—” Her words cut off abruptly.

I brace myself against the pain ricocheting in my chest.

“We didn’t lose anything. Something was cruelly taken from us.”

Her lips tremble. “I wanted that baby so bad.”

Fuck.

My grasp tightens around her. “I know, cara mia. I know.” I pull her into my arms, and hold her until our plane lands. I make a move to lift her up and carry her off the plane to the waiting SUV, but she taps my arm and shakes her head. Sliding her hand in mine, she gives me a sad, tired smile and walks toward the SUV all on her own. After everything she’s been through, everything she’s endured, she’s a goddamn warrior.

At the estate, the staff stands around pensive, all trying to get a glimpse of Asteria as soon as we cross the threshold. She’s still wrapped in the blanket from the jet. I feel their gazes on us and when I scan their faces, I see the pain. The worry. The relief that she’s back.

That’s the effect Asteria had on everyone here in such a short amount of time. Her heart drew you in.

Dr. Blake waits for us in the medical room and has the decency to appear frightened. If my wife hadn’t begged me to spare his life, I would’ve killed him. Would’ve ripped him apart for getting in my wife’s head and trying to take her from me.

The glare I send his way says just that. You’re only alive because she allows it. By her grace. Nothing more.

I carry her in and set her on the bed. She stirs, rapidly blinking her eyes. She tenses when she realizes where she is, but as soon as she sees me, she lets out a breath, relaxing. Even though I don’t want to, I turn toward Blake. Our gazes clash and he clears his throat, getting to work. He takes her vitals first, then draws blood. He moves around the room like a man on a mission and the entire time, I hold Asteria’s hand in mine. Fear and distress are written all over her face. It takes me a few seconds to realize her rings are gone.

She must sense my gaze searching down there and her shoulders deflate.

“He took them. Threatened to take the whole finger.”

My nostrils flare.

Violence swims in my veins.

The need to shed blood.

Blake clears his throat. “This might be a little cold.” He moves a medical wand near Asteria, and she tenses. I reach out grasping his wrist, stopping him. He grunts in pain.

“Azriel, it’s fine. It’s just…cold. I’m okay. I promise.”

I release him and he shoots me a scowl. He moves the wand over Asteria’s lower abdomen. We wait. And when silence fills the room her entire face falls. She glances away facing the wall.

“I’m sorry, Mrs. Costa.”

“It’s… I-it’s okay. I’m okay.”

Blake stares at me, almost pinning me with his glare, as if to say, “I told you so.”

He jerks his head to the side, and I follow him, letting Asteria’s hand go. He turns, giving her his back, likely so she won’t read his lips.

“Talk to me.”

“She’s dehydrated, starved. The IV drip will help. She has a few wounds, a sprain in her ankle, and her arm is a little banged up. But…she’s lucky. This could’ve been dreadfully bad.”

I take a threatening step toward him, gaze ominous. “You don’t think I know that? Look at her!” I hiss. “You think I wanted this to happen? Her father is a sick fuck.”

He nods and rubs his lips together. “I’ll keep her here overnight and in the morning she should start to feel better. Physically, at least.”

With a sharp nod, I head back to the bed where Asteria is still staring at the wall. She hears the click of my shoes and turns to face me. The vacant abyss in her eyes gives me pause. I’ve never seen anything like it. There’s always been life deep in those glittering blues. Fight deep in those never-ending depths. Now there is nothing. Not even pain.

I swallow. “Get some rest, il mio amore.”

She grips onto my hand and squeezes. “Please don’t leave.”

“Never.”

I wait with her and watch her as she sleeps. I’m almost afraid to blink. There’s this dread that when I open my eyes, she’ll be gone again. I’ll never admit it to anyone but these last few days were the most frightening days of my life. Not knowing if I’d ever see her again. Not knowing what Mateo had planned for her.

“You’re bleeding,” the doctor notes.

I glance down at the blood that’s still seeping through my shirt and grimace. The patch I applied after showering wasn’t good enough, apparently. With a sigh, I level my wife with one last look of longing before I strip out of my shirt, heading toward Blake. As if he knows my need to be close to her, he works quickly, cleaning the wound and digging through my flesh to retrieve fragments of the bullet. I’ve become so used to this, to the intense twinge, I internalize it. Instead, I focus on my wife.

“The next few months will be hard.”

“How so?”

He clears his throat, his gaze darting toward the bed to make sure she’s still asleep. “Miscarriages are tough. Under her circumstances, I’d bet it’s going to be a lot worse. She’ll wonder if she could have done something different to prevent it. She’ll blame herself. There will be bouts of depression. I’d imagine there are going to be some very dark days ahead of you. Of both of you. I suggest you be patient. You give her space when she asks for it, but don’t abandon her.”

My eyes trail back to her sleeping form and an ache slashes through my chest. “I won’t.”

Sometime later, Francesca comes in to check on Asteria. She takes the open chair I was using and sits beside her, tears streaking down her cheeks.

“How is she?”

I cross my arms over my chest, staring down at my wife. She looks so small in that bed. Fragile and beaten up. The bruising and cuts on her face spark a raging fire in my chest.

“She’s…as well as can be, everything considered.”

Francesca nods, her brows creased in a frown. “Is the baby…?” There’s a hopeful glint in her eyes. I shake my head, unable to voice the words aloud.

Her chin quivers and she glances back down at Aster, her chest rising sharply. “If you have something you need to do, I can stay with her until she wakes up. So she’s not alone.”

I hesitate. And she notices.

Francesca stares down at the ground. “I know I don’t deserve to sit here with her after the way I spoke to her, but I’d like to. If that’s okay. Even if she may not want to see me.”

I sigh. “She’ll want to see you.”

Tears hang on the edge of her lash line. “Why would she? I was horrible to her.”

“Because Asteria has the biggest heart. She loves through thick and thin. She sees the good in others. The good you don’t see in yourself. She loves you. That’s why.”

Francesca glances elsewhere, hiding the way her face crumples with pain.

“Yeah, okay,” she whispers.

With one last glance to make sure she’s okay before leaving, I give them their space. I meet up with Giovanni and Romeo at the foot of the staircase.

“How is she?”

My back teeth gnash together. I really wish everyone would stop asking me that.

“She’s in pain. But she’s alive.”

Rome looks away, clearly trying to suppress his anger on my behalf. They both are. I’ve come to realize Asteria has become somewhat of a little sister to them. She’s become family. Someone they’d be willing to put their lives on the line for, even if she wasn’t my queen or my wife.

“He’s down in the basement. Last I checked, he was still out cold from the drugs.”

I nod at Giovanni in thanks and head down into the basement. The last time Asteria was down here, she thankfully didn’t let her curiosity take her the entire way inside. Or she would’ve found the basement chamber. Or what many others might view as a torture chamber.

There in the center of the room is Mateo strapped to a chair.

Giovanni and Romeo stand aside, hate brewing deep in their gazes as they stare at the man front and center. The one who tried to take everything from me. The one who almost succeeded.

Closing the distance between me and Mateo, I try to tamp down the rage that has been boiling, but my fists open and close at my sides, desperate to wreak havoc and cause pain. As if sensing my rage, the anger, the dark shadow surrounding me, he rouses. Jerking against the binds, he perks up, anger rippling across his features.

“Is this your checkmate moment, son?” He laughs manically. “You really think you’ve won because you got me here? But at what cost?”

Blowing out a breath, I roll back my shoulders and drop to my haunches before him, hanging onto the thin thread of control. His gaze collides with mine, and I let him see my anger. I let him see just how much hate I have for him.

“I promised you a slow death, Mateo, and as you know, my word is law.”

He bares his teeth and struggles, trying to break free. “You don’t deserve her. You never did.”

My hand shoots out and I grip a fistful of his hair. Yanking his head back at an uncomfortable angle, I pull and sneer down at him.

“You’re right about that, old man, but one thing is for certain, she’s mine. Until the end of time. She’s my queen and you hate that, don’t you? You fucking hate it.”

“I could smell you all over her. Your filthy hands. Just like your father.”

My nostrils flare. Pulling a jagged hunting knife out of my pocket, I toss it from hand to hand as I circle him, deciding where I want to start first. I want to cause suffering and spill blood, but I don’t want him dying on me too quickly. There would be no fun in that.

Swiping out, I slice his cheek with the knife, and he hisses. Blood trickles down from the wound. My heart beats harder and faster at the sight of it. Moving around his body, I stop in front of him again and stare down at his left hand. Asteria’s words from earlier come to mind.

“You know,” I start, straightening out the fingers on his left hand. “I heard you were going to take her finger just to get my rings off her.”

His eyes flare.

He knows it’s coming.

I smile. “This is just the start of your time in the underworld, Mateo. Welcome home.”

Slamming the knife down on his fingers, I saw through bone until they’re all detached. His screams fill the room and surround me. They’re a chorus that brings a smile to my face.

“You took the one thing that means anything in this world to me, and for that there will never be enough pain I can cause.”

“She’s not yours.”

I slice across his face again and he hisses. “She is.”

I slice again and again like an artist with a paint brush, stroking across my canvas, making a tapestry of crimson-colored streaks across his flesh. When he’s wheezing, and his head is hanging forward, blood pools around his body. I lean forward, picking his head up so he’s forced to look at me.

“You killed my child. My family.”

Bringing the knife down, I lodge it into his shoulder, and he yells out, though the sound is much weaker now. Instead of pulling it out, I leave it there.

“I’ll be back soon. Don’t go anywhere.” I laugh to myself when he growls profanities under his breath. “That’s right, you can’t.”

By the time I’m done with Mateo Moretti, he’ll wish he never met me or my father. He’ll wish I had killed him back at the estate he so cruelly murdered my father and his wife in.

He’ll wish he was fucking dead.
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With my back resting in the long blades of grass, the distinct floral scent drifts through the air intermingled with the salty brine of the ocean. My eyes flutter open at the soft sound of musical laughter. It floats through the gentle breeze. When I shift onto my elbows, I freeze when I spot the gorgeous tiny girl prancing through my flower garden, heading straight for me. A bright and gorgeous grin spreads across her face. It seizes the air from my lungs, taking my breath away.

I know that smile.

That rogue dimple in the cheek.

That’s Azriel’s smile.

And when her eyes clash with mine, my lips quiver uncontrollably.

Oh, my God.

Her eyes…they’re identical to mine.

“Mommy!”

I shoot into a sitting position just as this sweet little girl barrels into my arms, squeezing me in a crushing hug. My arms wrap around her tiny body, and I squish her against me with equal fervor, unable to contain the tears that are now rolling down my cheeks. Her honey blonde waves intermingle with my own. I breathe in her scent. Spring growth and vanilla.

Pulling back, I take her face in my hands and search her eyes.

“Hi, sweet girl,” I whisper, still trying to make sense of what I’m seeing.

Copying me, she cups my face in her small hands, wiping away my tears. She looks so much like me, so much like Azriel in this moment, I can hardly breathe.

“Don’t be sad. Come play with me, Mommy.”

My tears come harder and faster now, but I nod, taking her small hand in my own and I squeeze gently, pushing to my feet. I follow her through the estate, an inexplicable warmth infecting my heart.

When I wake, the dream and the lingering effects of it are gone. I never thought it was possible to feel pain like this. Losing Azriel was one of the hardest things I had to endure. When he came back into my life, it felt like a curse and a gift in equal measure. But this…this is different. So much different. It resonates everywhere, but most of all, in my heart.

“Hey.” I turn at the soft, unsure voice and find Franny sitting there in the chair opposite the medical bed. It takes me a beat to process and realize the sun has gone down and it is now nighttime. Azriel must’ve gotten up at some point and asked Franny to sit here with me. When I glance back at her, I wonder why she’d be staring at me with sadness in her eyes. It’s then I remember the way our last conversation went and that twinge in my heart grows a little more.

“You don’t have to stay. Not if you don’t want to.”

She studies her lap, clearly uncomfortable. “Do you want me to leave?”

Do I?

Do I want to be left alone right now?

No, I don’t. But I’m also not in the mood to talk or hold a conversation either.

“You can stay.”

She nods and her chest expands on a deep inhale. “I’m sorry, Asteria. For the way I spoke to you. You didn’t deserve that. I was…angry. With myself. If we’re being honest, I was feeling sorry for myself. I was jealous of your happiness, of how easy you made each day seem. I should’ve never snapped at you.”

I shake my head, ignoring the sharp stab that shoots down the center of my chest. “It’s okay. I understand.”

“No, it’s not okay. If I would have just gotten over myself, put my own problems behind me and gone with you, maybe…maybe this would’ve never happened.”

My gaze swings to hers and my heart deflates. “Don’t blame yourself, Fran. This isn’t your fault.”

“But it’s not yours either.” I reach out for her hand, and she takes it, squeezing. “I’m sorry I haven’t been the greatest cousin. I’ve been a bitch.”

I lift a shoulder even when it pains me to do so. “You’ve been dealing with trauma. Not being a bitch, there’s a difference.”

“How can you be so…calm, after everything?”

Focusing my gaze out of the window, I inspect the scenery. The silver glow from the moon seeps into the room like liquid pearl. “I’m not. Every breath hurts. Every time I close my eyes, I’m back in that room. I’m seeing my father’s face. I’m seeing the blood.” A solitary tear leaks down my cheek. I swipe at it, welcoming that numbness, hoping it’ll take the hurt away, even just for a little while. “I’m not okay, I know that. All I can really do now is try to be strong.”

“For whom?”

I come up short at the question.

What does she mean for whom?

“Who are you trying to be strong for, Asteria? This is the one time in your life where you don’t have to be strong. You can scream, you can rage, you can threaten every god because you lost something precious and that’s okay.”

I peer down at our clasped hands. “You’re right.”

A tense silence coats the room.

The pressure, the guilt, it eats away at me. At my subconscious. I think about the man I killed and his dead, lifeless eyes. I think about the way he sounded when he gasped for air, when he took his last breath. I don’t tell her this, and I’m also ashamed to admit it, but there was this flare of vengeance, of warmth, that spread through me when I took his life.

It was frightening.

It still is.

I’m still not quite sure if it was because of his cruelty and what he intended to do to me, or if it was merely a reaction in the act of vengeance.

“I killed a man.” I feel her gaze on me. It spurs me onward with recounting the events. I get the sense she’s staying silent so as to not disrupt me. “He was…hurting me. Or at least, I knew he was trying to. It all happened so fast and the look in his eyes afterward, I’ll never forget it,” I choke out.

“I’m so sorry, Asteria. You don’t deserve this,” she whispers.

“I don’t.”

Surprising me, she leans forward and pulls me into her arms. I find myself hugging her back through the burning radiating from my heart. It hurts, God does it hurt, but I know it won’t last forever.

Or maybe it will.
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I don’t know how long I sit there with Francesca, but when her eyes grow heavy, I pat her hand gently, silently telling her to go. I expect to be left alone and my heart readies itself for the emptiness, but I’m surprised when Azriel steps back inside instead. He’s changed out of his suit, and it appears he’s showered again.

He saunters up to the bed and pauses, reaching out to caress my face. He’s careful of the bruising and swollen parts.

“How are you feeling?”

I decide to be honest. “Like I can’t breathe. Like I may never be able to breathe.”

“Tell me what to do,” he urges.

A tear glides down my cheek and I shrug helplessly. I’m so damn tired of crying.

“Love me. I just need you to love me.”

His eyes darken, dripping with a fierce protectiveness. “There’s no question.”

Surprising me, he slides into the small bed next to me. I hear his hiss of pain when he snakes his arm around my shoulders. I curl into him, IV tubes and all.

“How are you?” I ask softly.

“Me?”

“Yes, you. Don’t think I forgot that you were shot.”

He exhales. “I’m fine.”

A tense silence arises between us. I want to fill it. “Happy birthday,” I whisper, trying to hide the tremble in my voice. He notices it. Of course, he does. He tightens his hold around me.

“Cara mia.”

I force my eyes shut. “I wanted to celebrate with you. For the first time in six years, I wanted to share a birthday with you. I wanted to make you smile and give you a gift.”

“You do make me smile. With or without these gifts.”

He lifts something from around his neck, and I frown. Shifting in his arms, I boost myself up the slightest bit and I peer down.

My heart stutters in my chest.

My chin wobbles with emotion.

“How did you get that?”

Those green eyes peer down at me so openly, with so much love shining deep within their depths, I feel the warmth circle around me like an embrace. The gentle touch of his love works overtime, trying to put back together the pieces of my heart.

Azriel raises the pendant I had gotten him as a birthday gift. It gleams beautifully against his tan complexion.

“I found it there.”

He doesn’t need to elaborate. I understand what he isn’t saying. He found it after I was taken. He found it when he was searching for me.

I want to ask him what it was like, what he felt in those moments, but I decide not to. I can imagine it just fine. He felt the same thing I did—fear.

“Do you like it?”

He presses a kiss to the top of my head. “I love it.”

Az moves around, unclasping something behind his neck. When he brings it down into my line of sight, I trap my bottom lip between my teeth, stifling the sob that desperately wants to break free.

“Az,” I whisper, voice awed. Broken.

“You gave me that one. I’m giving you this one.”

“But that was your mother’s. I can’t take it.”

“You can. And you will. She would have wanted you to keep it, Asteria.”

I nod my acquiescence and let him clasp his mother’s necklace around my own neck. It’s warm from his skin. From years of love, years he’s proudly worn it. I snuggle back into his side and close my eyes. I relish in the heat of his skin. Of what it feels like to be in his arms again. I had almost forgotten.

We both lay there in silence, each of us trapped in thought. Blindly, I stare up at the ceiling, gazing at the delicate plaster tracery.

“He kept me locked in a room with four walls and nothing else.” He tightens his hold on me. I can feel his anger building. “He showed me things. Things you’d done.”

I stop there. Waiting.

Azriel tenses, but he doesn’t ask questions.

“The things you’ve done, the things you’ve had to do…they frighten me. Not as much as they should, but they do frighten me. It’s got me thinking. In order to get to me, in order to save me, who did you have to strike down? Who did you have to burn in order to get to me?”

Finally, Azriel stares down at me, a dark gleam in his eyes. “A lot of people.”

I search his gaze and lick at my dry lips. “Of how many of those were innocent?”

He weighs his words. “A few.”

My eyes slam shut.

“You’re upset.”

“No, I’m not.” I shake my head, trying to convey how I’m feeling in words that will make sense to him. It doesn’t even make sense to me. “I’m not angry with you, I’m…worried.”

“Why?” His voice is a deep rumble, and he sounds genuinely curious.

“Because I don’t want to be the cause of innocent deaths. I don’t want to be the reason a life is taken, even if it means saving my own life. So, promise me, no more innocent lives will be taken in order to save me. In order to bring justice.”

I stare up at him, and he sets his jaw sternly. The muscles there jump recklessly.

“Innocent people have families that love them, including children, and they may love them, they may want to protect them as much as you do me. Imagine how that would feel, to senselessly lose the person you love as collateral damage. Imagine that those people are not as powerful as you are, imagine that they don’t have the same advantages that you do, that they are helpless to avenge their loved ones. How would you feel?”

When he still doesn’t respond, I whisper the plea, “Please, Az.”

His nostrils flare. “I promise.” The words sound like they were impossible for him to force past his lips.

I collapse back onto his chest and nestle into him, seeking his warmth. “Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me for doing the bare minimum.”

“No, I’m thanking you for respecting my wishes. For loving me. For being the man I always knew you were deep in my heart.”

Quiet wraps around us. He runs the pads of his fingers up and down my bare arm, sending tingles shooting up and down my spine.

“What did he show you?” he asks after a long stretch of silence. I trouble my bottom lip between my teeth, my mind flashing back to the pictures, the gore and the blood. The women he was photographed with.

“Photographs of deaths. The things you’ve done. And…and the women you’ve been with over the years.”

His fingers still on my skin.

“None of them were you. They wished they were, but they could never hold a candle.”

I have no right to feel this way, but I’m…jealous. Jealous of his past lovers. Jealous knowing that he may have worked another woman’s body as well as he works mine. The mere thought of someone else knowing him as intimately as I do hurts.

Past or not.

Being together or not

Sensing where my thoughts are, he squeezes me gently, forcing my gaze up to his. “It’s always been you, Asteria. Even when I wished it weren’t. I went six years feeling incomplete. Like the other half of me had been cruelly torn away. What I shared with them isn’t even half of what I shared with you. You’ve gotten every part of me. They got nothing.”

I cup his jaw in my hand and rub the pads of my fingers across the stubble, relishing in the feel of his warm skin beneath mine.

“I love you.”

He leans down as though he’s going to press a kiss to my lips, but pauses. My heart lurches in my throat at his hesitation.

Does he not want to kiss me anymore?

The mere thought alone has cold daggers piercing my heart. An ice-like, numbing trickle slithers down the center of my chest.

Did time away from me make him realize he no longer wants me? Is the loss something he can’t overcome?

Picking up on my pain, Az cups my face in his hand, staring deeply into my soul. He traces his thumb across my lips gently.

“Don’t do that.”

I fight back the tears. “Do what?”

His eyes darken, a deep crease pulls taut between his brows, displaying his dislike. “I love you, understand me? Nothing can change that.”

Sliding his hand around the nape of my neck, Azriel kisses me deeply. He kisses away the pain, every deep-seated fear and reservation. He kisses me like his entire life depends on it and I clutch onto him.

We pull apart, breathing heavily, and rest our foreheads against each other’s. I close my eyes, unable to ignore the festering torment in my heart.

“Promise me something else?”

“Anything.”

“Promise me that you won’t ever give up on me. Not when things get hard. Not when I fail to communicate. Not even when it seems like I’m lost. So lost I’ll never be found.”

He’s silent.

So silent, my eyes flutter open and I peer up at him. He studies me intently, watching closely, that crease still at home between his brows.

“Why?”

My bottom lip quivers. “Because I feel like I’m just on the edge of my pain. The cusp of this hurt. And I’m scared. I’m scared of losing myself. Of losing you.”

“That’ll never happen.” His tone is rough. It leaves no room for misinterpretation.

“You still haven’t said it.”

A gentle smile touches his lips. “I promise, cara mia. I’m not going anywhere. No matter what.”

“Thank you.”

Azriel sighs and presses a warm kiss to my forehead. “Rest now, angel.”

I stay like that in Azriel’s arms until fatigue pulls me under. His comforting arms and scent lull me to sleep and for the first time in days, I sleep soundly.
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“Anything?” Romeo asks, tone gentler than I’ve ever heard it.

My footsteps slow to a halt and it’s an effort to keep the tension in my shoulders at bay. Hiding it as best I can, I slide my hands in my slack pockets, curling them into fists. It’s only been a few days that Asteria has been back home, but it feels like an eternity.

Even though Dr. Blake warned me, I wasn’t prepared for the decline of her mental health. Seeing her so lost and utterly broken has ripped me to shreds. If I’m not spending time with her, merely sitting in silence and trying to be there for her, then I’m taking my anger and my frustrations out on Mateo.

I turn on my heel, facing Romeo and Giovanni who look just as worried as I feel.

“Nothing yet.”

Gio’s mouth tightens in a grim line. “Food?”

I shake my head, unable to voice words when it comes to my wife.

Both men sigh wearily.

“She’ll…she’ll get through this. She’s strong. The strongest woman I’ve ever met.”

I nod stiffly.

No other words are needed because I know it, too. Asteria is strong. Stronger than she gives herself credit for.

“Pay Mateo another visit while I check on my wife,” is the only response I can muster. Both men nod gravely, likely understanding my need for Mateo to feel pain every second of every day, just like his daughter is. I tamp down the bloodlust that is roaring through my veins until it’s a dull throb, and trek through the estate, toward the kitchen to find something for my wife to finally eat.


[image: ]



With the steaming bowl of chicken noodle soup burning the palms of my hands, I gently push open our bedroom door, my heart squeezing in a vise at the sight of my wife curled up in a ball on our bed.

She hasn’t eaten in days.

None of her favorite meals.

Getting her to drink a glass of water has been a feat in and of itself.

I thought having Dulce and the kitchen staff whip up her favorite chicken noodle soup recipe, just the way Estrella used to make it, would help. But as I inch closer to the bed and find her staring blankly at the wall, I realize nothing short of a miracle will pull her from her pain.

Setting the steaming bowl on the nightstand, I perch on the edge of the bed next to her, soaking in her small form. Her face still bears the scars from the horrors she endured at the hands of her father and his men. The bleak appearance of her eyes tells of the agony she’s reliving over and over again.

It’s an arrow to the chest.

A well-placed poisoned dart to the heart.

I feel the venom, the poison, spreading and infecting. Wreaking havoc in my chest.

I’d like nothing more than to take her pain from her. To make her forget those horrors. I would flay myself open just to ease a fraction of her pain.

But I can’t.

And I fucking hate it.

I loathe it.

This feeling of complete and utter uselessness.

Reaching out, I brush the golden strands of hair off her cheek. Her skin is cool and balmy, causing worry to trip over itself in my chest. I cover her body with the fur throw resting at the foot of the bed, and continue stroking her hair, her cheek, anywhere, just waiting for a spark of light. A spark of life.

Nothing.

She doesn’t blink.

She doesn’t react to my presence or my touch at all.

And it hurts. Much more than I’m prepared for.

When we were just those two naïve kids in love, I always knew exactly what to do to pull Asteria from her funk. Depending on whatever had dimmed her light or mood, I knew a game of poker would brighten her spirits, or simply sitting out under the setting sun, waiting for the stars to shine brightly, would bring a smile to her face. I could always count on watching a movie with her and letting her name every actor and their past filmographies with such ease she would forget what had troubled her in the first place. And if none of those worked, I could count on my touch, my lips on hers, to make her smile again. To make her mine.

I release a sharp sigh and pull my hand back.

I swallow thickly, staring down at the woman that holds my entire heart in the palm of her hand.

“When I was a boy, my mother used to sing to me when I was scared or upset. She was…so gentle. That’s what I remember about her the most. How angelic she was. Even in this life, she held herself high and never let the pain get to her. She was good at hiding her fear and her pain. My mother would take my hand and drag me into her lap, and she would sing to me softly. With her mouth poised near my ear she would rock me in her arms, her delicate voice wrapping around me warmer than any embrace. “La Canzone del Sole,” she’d sing over and over. Because she would always say I was the sun. I shone brightly, even on the dark days, even on the days where everything hurts and nothing seems worth it. I was the light in her darkest times—her darkest moments. And if I’m the sun, cara mia, then you’re the moon. My moon. And I’ll wait for you. I’ll be here. No matter how long it takes. I’m not going anywhere.”

I place a kiss to her temple, lingering there.

“I love you, Asteria Persephone. Always and forever.”

When she doesn’t respond, I don’t allow myself to become disappointed. I don’t allow myself to become anything but her rock. Because there’s always tomorrow.

So I try again the next day.

And the next.

And the next.

I’ll keep trying until I see that light back in her eyes.

Even if I have to wait an eternity for her.
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Out of the window of my office, I watch as my wife sits under the bougainvillea trees in her garden. She stares out into the distance, gaze blankly fixed on something along the horizon. She’s been like that for the last two weeks.

Today is the first day we’ve gotten her to venture outside. She’s kept herself locked in our bedroom or in the library. She rarely speaks and when she does, it’s nothing like the Asteria I spent my entire life in love with. There’s no spark behind her words, no ferocity behind those eyes. Just a vacant stare that’s toeing the line of irreparably broken.

Her words and Dr. Blake’s warning flit through my mind.

About giving her space.

About depression.

About me promising not to give up on her when she doesn’t seem like herself.

So I do just that. I give her space during the day. The space to be alone with her thoughts, to cry if she needs to, and every night in bed, I hold her while she cries. I hold her until her breathing evens out, well into the night.

Surprisingly, Dulce and Francesca talked her into getting some sun out in the garden today. Her skin has taken on a lackluster pallor from all the time she’s spent indoors. She hasn’t even strayed into the conservatory since she’s been back. That should’ve been my first tell of how much pain she was in. That conservatory was always a place of solace for her. Something that was built for her and her alone. And for the first time, she didn’t use it to run to. She didn’t use it as an escape.

The harsh breeze tousles her hair around her shoulders and normally, she’d tuck the wild, golden strands behind her ears to tame them, but she doesn’t do that. She lets them fly around, whipping across her face recklessly.

Needing to be near her, to make sure she’s okay, I amble outside into her garden. Normally, she’d pick up on my presence. She used to tense and whirl around to face me. Slowly, that changed to her body relaxing in my presence and her turning to greet me with a grin on her face, a soft twinkle in those blue eyes. Instead, she sits there, gazing out at the view, oblivious to my presence.

Despite all of that, she still looks stunning sitting out here. The sky is almost a reflection of her mood. Sunshine comes in spurts, trying to shine through the thick clouds, but it only manages to hang around every few minutes before the clouds move in, covering the sky in a wash of dismal gray.

Metaphorically, I’d imagine that’s how she feels. Happy to be alive, the sunshine in her fighting to be set free, but the clouds, her pain and despair, keep those rays locked in.

She sits in the center of the flowers. A muse in the meadow. Bright flowers surround her. She’s truly a goddess of spring. Of light. Of my heart.

My gaze sweeps her form. She’s wearing a white sundress imprinted with flowers. There’s a nippy chill in the air, a slight tremble to her shoulders that she doesn’t even realize.

“You look cold.”

She jolts at the sound of my voice. Her bright eyes swing to mine. I watch as the clarity seeps back into her gaze, her mind no longer trapped where it last was.

Asteria glances down at her body, her eyes rolling over the goosebumps permanently etched on her skin, and frowns.

“I didn’t even realize it, but now that you mention it, it is a little cold.”

I take off my jacket and wrap it around her shoulders. She nestles into the warmth, and I take a seat beside her on the grass. As if realizing what I’m doing, her frown deepens, and she pins me with a strange expression.

“Your suit will get dirty.”

I rest my forearms on my knees, watching her closely, and I shrug. “I’ll buy another one.”

The corner of her mouth twists ruefully and the smallest of smiles graces those beautiful lips. I’ve missed seeing her smile. Seeing the way it can light up an entire room.

“Not surprised.”

She scrutinizes the view, a silence spreading between us.

“How are you?”

She inhales deeply and works her jaw as though she’s debating how to properly answer the question.

“I’m okay,” she eventually supplies, but by the tense set of her shoulders and the crease between her brows, I know that’s a lie. The inflection in her tone is a dead giveaway.

“The truth, Asteria. Always the truth.”

She rolls her lips together, stifling the quiver in her chin. “I’m…numb. One day, I hurt so bad I can hardly breathe, and the next, I feel nothing at all. I’m confused. The only time I don’t feel so lost and confused is when I’m in bed with you. When I listen to the steady sound of your heart beating. It’s when your deep voice wraps around me like a comforting blanket.”

“Then that’s where we’ll stay.”

She shakes her head. Turning to look at me, she smiles sadly. “That’s just the thing. I don’t want that. I want the pain. I want the numbness. I don’t want to…forget. I don’t want to put it behind me and pretend like it never happened, because that’s unfair.”

Her train of thought slowly begins to make sense.

“Unfair to whom?”

She purses her lips and frowns down into her lap. I didn’t realize it before, but she’s been entwining random flowers together, creating a floral string—a crown of sorts.

“To me. To us. To the…” She trails off and clears her throat, unable to finish the sentence.

“You think you need to feel pain in order to mourn, Aster?”

She glances back up at me, eyes searching mine. “Don’t I?”

There’s a vulnerability in her eyes, in her tone, as she awaits my answer.

“No, baby. There’s no rule book on how to mourn. You do it however you feel called to. Whatever way that will eventually lead you onto the road of peace.”

Asteria glances away, silent, as she processes my response.

“I had a dream about…about the baby. I had a dream that she was a girl.” Her lips quiver and the effects of her pain hit me square in the chest. “She was so beautiful. I wish you could’ve seen her.”

I press a rough kiss to her forehead, trying to ease her pain in any way.

Trying to ease my own pain.

We’re both called to look down at the flowers in her lap and I tense when I spot it, the dark spider crawling across her pale skin. I’m seconds away from flicking it off her, but she turns away from me, protecting the insect. Gently, Aster sets the spider away from her, back into a bush of purple hydrangeas in her garden.

“People are so quick to kill spiders, not knowing most of them are harmless. They’re a lot more frightened of us than we are of them.”

I stare at her with wonder shining in my eyes. How can she have such compassion for life, for insects, after everything she’s endured? After everything she’s been through since marrying me?

“You amaze me.”

She glances up at me, head cocked to the side. “Because I didn’t kill a spider?”

I shake my head. “No, because you are compassionate.”

Asteria swallows and a flush of color rushes to her cheeks. It makes me smile. Without asking, I take the flowers she’s tied together and enclose them in a tight knot, creating a circle. I set it on top of her head in a crown.

She smiles gently, patting the flowers.

I’ve never seen anyone who looks as beautiful as she does. She’s stunning, not just on the outside but on the inside, too. There’s something so fairy-like about her. An ethereal and whimsical quality that has only intensified over the years. It’s what drew me in when we were children, and now? It’s one of the many reasons I’m in love with her.

“Perfect,” I murmur, swiping the pad of my thumb across her lips. She sucks in a sharp breath, that pretty pink flush settling in her cheeks darkens to a deep crimson. Asteria darts her gaze away and clears her throat.

My smirk deepens.

“Hades and Persephone,” I murmur under my breath. “One is light, and one is evil personified.”

She shakes her head. “Hades was never evil. He believed in a balance. He was the god of the underworld, a revered and feared god, but he was often misunderstood. Persephone was the goddess of spring growth. Her mother, Demeter, was the goddess of harvest and spent almost an eternity trying to protect Persephone. Demeter was a jealous god, and at times she could be a vengeful one, too.

“The myth says that in one of the rare times Hades left the underworld, he traveled above ground and spotted Persephone while she was gathering flowers in a meadow, and he instantly fell in love with her. I think it had something to do with her purity, her naïvety that drew him to her. He decided to kidnap her. He concocted a plan with his brother, Zeus, god of the sky. While Persephone was unaware, they caused the ground to split underneath her. Persephone slipped beneath the earth and Hades stole her to the underworld, where he made her his wife.

“Demeter searched for her lost daughter and though she was always warned about her daughter’s fate—that she was meant to be Hade’s bride, that she was meant to rule the underworld at his side—she chose to ignore the warnings, the word of the Fates, and continued searching for her daughter in vain. When Demeter could no longer find her daughter, and in anger over her loss, it is said she put a curse on the world that caused the plants to wither and die. Zeus became alarmed and to appease the goddess of harvest, he sought to bring back Persephone from the underworld. But it was already too late. In the underworld, Persephone had eaten from pomegranate seeds which laid Hades’ claim on her. The myth says that Persephone was very unhappy, but after much time, she came to love the cold-blooded Hades and lived happily with him.”

“Didn’t realize there were so many factors to their story.”

What I don’t say is how alike our stories are.

She nods absently, cogs churning. “It’s strange, isn’t it? Makes you wonder if there’s any truth to the story. Makes you wonder if the two are sitting side by side in the underworld, ruling over the souls of the dead.”

I don’t respond. I get the sense she doesn’t need me to.

“Sometimes, I feel like we’re reliving that story. I wonder if my mother cursed us unknowingly by giving me Persephone as a middle name. For all intents and purposes, my father is Demeter, always fighting the inevitable. Fighting to keep us apart. And you, you’re—”

“Hades. God of the underworld. Evil personified, right?”

She swings her gaze to consider me and frowns. “Yes, you’re a lot like Hades, but just like the god of the underworld, you’re misunderstood. There’s good inside of you, Azriel. Just like there’s evil in all of us. It was why he fell in love with Persephone. He could sense her darkness between the layers of her light, her naïvety. I think that same darkness is what drew you to me.”

I frown. “How so?”

“There are times when I don’t feel like myself. When I feel like an imposter living in someone else’s body. It felt…good taking that man’s life. When I close my eyes, I see him take his last breaths, I see him struggling to survive, to breathe, and I feel nothing. I no longer feel anything. Not shame, not guilt. And that worries me.”

My muscles coil with tension. This is what I was always afraid of, that my darkness would taint her somehow. Ruin her. But as I stare at her, I realize she’s still the same woman. She’s not ruined or broken, she’s…strong. She’s a survivor.

“You think that makes you dark? Evil?”

“Yes?” Her response comes off as a question.

“Would you kill again, if it came down to it?” I ask point-blank, and she frowns.

“What do you mean?”

“If your life was on the line, would you kill someone to protect yourself?”

She rubs her lips together, contemplating. “Yes.”

“That doesn’t make you evil, Asteria. That’s self-preservation.”

“I’d kill for you.”

Her answer stuns me into silence. She notices.

Asteria looks away, back out at the view. I get the sense she’s uncomfortable that she’s just laid all her cards out on the table. She’s worried I’ll judge her. She should know better than that by now.

“What happened to my father?”

I tense at the question. It’s innocent enough, but I should’ve known it was coming. I have no idea how she’ll react to the news that he’s here, alive on the estate. Being tortured by her husband and soldiers every few hours, no less.

“Azriel?” she prompts when I don’t answer in a timely fashion.

Releasing a deep sigh, I tell her the truth. “He’s in the basement.”

Her gaze clashes with mine. Her expression, the look in her eyes, it gives nothing away. There’s no telling how she feels about this.

“Is he…alive?”

“For now,” I respond evasively.

“You’re torturing him, aren’t you?”

I grind my teeth together, suddenly on edge by this line of questioning. If she asked me to stop, would I be able to? Would I be able to respect her wishes and let him live?

I’m afraid to admit that I wouldn’t be able to.

Because it wasn’t just her he took from me. He threatened to take everything and very nearly succeeded.

“Yes,” I grate.

She fixes her stare back out at the view, processing.

“I want to see him.”

Tension shoots down my spine. “Now?”

Asteria shakes her head. “No. Not now. Maybe not even tomorrow. I just…before you do anything permanent, I want to see him.”

I get it.

She wants closure before he’s gone. Closure before her father takes his last breath. He doesn’t merit the kindness, but she does. She deserves whatever it is that will help her heal.

“Okay.”

Surprising me, Asteria takes my hand and locks our fingers together. “How long did you know? About my father and my mother.”

I squeeze her hand gently, unsure how she’ll react to my answer. “Since I was a kid.”

She flinches and I hate myself for keeping it from her. From trying to protect her from that hurt. It never felt like it was my place to shatter her world like that. He was her security blanket, her last shred of family. I didn’t want to be the one that took that from her.

There’s a good chance that if I had told her when we were kids, it would’ve changed her. She wouldn’t be the Asteria she is now. She wouldn’t have a heart of gold. She wouldn’t be compassionate and forgiving. She wouldn’t be loving to those who don’t deserve it.

Like me.

“How did you find out?”

“My father. He…he tried to help Angel. She wasn’t happy with your father. She was younger, sweeter than he ever was. She didn’t understand this life, she didn’t understand the way of our world. My mother died before she could ever walk her through it, so she had to learn it on her own. Mateo was mean and cruel. He slept around and treated her poorly. He was rarely home and even when he was, there was no love lost between them.”

“So, he was always like this then. I thought maybe… I thought her death had turned him into this monster. I thought the loss of the woman he loved jaded him, but this whole time, it was just his way, wasn’t it?” She searches my gaze. The turquoise ring around her iris glitters.

“Yes.”

“How did Luca know all this about my mother?”

“She confided in him. As Mateo’s consigliere, he was the man Mateo employed to watch over her. It was why Mateo trusted him. He was the only one of his men he trusted.”

“And he broke that trust. That was why he died? Why did my father keep him alive all those years just to kill him in a random fit of rage?”

“It was. He wanted to help your mother. He wanted to save her from the suffering. He foolishly thought he could save her from a man like Mateo. When she found out she was pregnant, she told my father she wanted to run. She wanted to take you and her unborn child and start a new life somewhere else, somewhere Mateo would never find her. I can’t say why Mateo kept him alive, but I think he enjoyed having my father under his thumb. I think he knew all along he would punish my father through me. And when everything went to shit and we left for California, he no longer had that leverage, or his chance for revenge, so he killed him. Back at the old estate.”

The color drains from her face and her gaze snaps up to mine, tears teetering on the edges of her lashes. I can see everything she’s not saying.

She wanted to run just like I did?

Is that why you left and didn’t take me with you?

Is that why you didn’t let me run, because you knew how her fate had turned out?

Asteria was her mother’s daughter. It was there in every decision she made. Every choice and train of thought. She didn’t even realize it. Sure, her mother wasn’t here with her physically, but she lived inside of her. And that was what frightened me over the years.

It felt like history was repeating itself.

I knew I’d never be able to run away with her and keep her safe. They would have hunted us down and killed us. But I knew if I became capo, if I became everything Mateo couldn’t, everything he was working toward, I’d be able to save her. When my father died, those goals changed. I went from wanting to save her and protect her, to wanting to hurt her father and unfortunately, in turn, her.

Something flits across her face as she stares at me. “Did your father and my mother ever…?” she trails off, waiting for me to deny it, but I don’t. Because I don’t know. My father never admitted to sleeping with her, but why else would he risk his life to help her? Why else would he risk our lives? Only a man in love would do such a thing.

“I don’t know.”

“How did my father find out she was leaving?”

“He caught her packing. Luca was supposed to help her get out the following evening but when he got back from a job with the rest of the soldiers, he found her in their bedroom.”

Her lips tremble. “How?”

“Asteria,” I sigh.

“Tell me! I have a right to know.”

“He beat her to death. Then, he shot her in the stomach and in the head.”

“And your father? How did my papa know it was him?”

“That, I don’t know. I think Mateo always knew and I believe he bided his time. It would explain the hate he had for me. The reason he never wanted me to come near you. You reminded him of his deceased wife, and I was a reminder of the man who tried to help her escape.”

“Why didn’t you tell me he killed Luca?”

“Because…I was angry. With all of you.”

I see the way my words pain her. “You wanted revenge.”

“I did. I wanted to hurt you in the hopes it would hurt him.”

“But what happened?”

“I realized that every time I intentionally tried to hurt you, I only hurt myself more. Because I was still in love with you. And every day you fought back, every day you smiled, every day you burrowed deeper under my skin, I fell more and more in love.”

Her voice quavered with emotion. “I wish you would’ve told me.”

“I wanted to spare you the pain.”

She smiles sadly. Reaching out, she cups my jaw. “I know you did. I know.”

“There’s something else.” Her hand falls away and she frowns, waiting for me to go on. “Even though I wanted revenge. Even though I wanted to make you and Mateo hurt, I would’ve never hurt you. Ever.”

Asteria crawls up from the ground, to between my legs. She straddles me, resting her arms over my shoulders, bringing us face to face. She gently traces the lines of my face, her gaze sweeps across my features reverently.

“You know, I think I always knew that. No matter what you said, how hard you tried to make me afraid of you or keep me away, I knew deep down you’d never hurt me. I still do.”

“Good,” I murmur, twisting my fingers in her hair and dragging her into me. I press my lips against hers and kiss her. I explore her mouth. Her taste awakens my senses. It has me clutching onto her desperately.

Fuck, I’ve missed her.

I’ve missed this.

We stay like that in a passionate embrace, surrounded by the flowers of her garden. Surrounded by our love for one another.
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“Good morning, Mrs. Costa.”

I send a soft smile in Dulce’s direction in response.

She does this every morning. As soon as I come down for breakfast, she pretends like she just happens to be walking by the staircase, but I know she waits there, hoping to run into me. Hoping to brighten my day.

Same as everyone else.

Francesca tries to adhere to my every need, Romeo tries to make me laugh with every word that comes out of his mouth, and the soldiers treat me like I’m made of glass. Truly, the only one who seems to be acting normal is Giovanni. Though, that doesn’t surprise me.

This is the first week that I’ve strayed out from having breakfast in the bedroom to breakfast at the table with everyone else. It’s a step in the right direction.

Slowly but surely.

When I trek into the dining room, I notice Azriel and the guys are already gone, Franny is the only one who’s still left hanging around. Her face lights up when she sees me.

“Hey! There you are. You look good.”

I glance down, examining my outfit, and frown. I’m dressed in a pair of ripped jeans and a graphic t-shirt. It takes me a few moments to realize she’s not talking about my attire; she’s talking about me.

Forcing a smile, I nod. “I’m feeling a little better.”

She grins gently. “That’s better than nothing.”

I serve myself a little bit of everything that’s laid out. I haven’t had much of an appetite since being back, but every day, it’s getting better, as with everything else. We eat in a comfortable silence and for that I’m thankful. Part of the reason I didn’t like coming out of the room or having breakfast with everyone else was because of the probing looks and the stares. I didn’t want to see the sympathy or the pain in their eyes. I had enough I was dealing with on my own. I didn’t want to answer their questions with more lies.

“Are you okay?”

“I’m okay,” I respond blankly between bites of freshly cut fruit.

“How are you feeling?”

“Better.”

I didn’t have it in me to lie.

I still don’t have it in me to lie, but now, I’m finally at that point where I don’t feel the need to lie. Where I know that even though it still hurts, I am okay. I’m here, I’m alive, and that’s what matters. It still hurts, don’t get me wrong, but my conversation out in the garden with Azriel helped me. I think I needed to understand his motivations, I needed to understand the darkness inside of me. I needed to understand the past that seemed like it was hanging over our heads.

It was the truth when I told him the only time I feel like I’m okay is when I’m with him. That hasn’t changed.

Be that as it may, we still haven’t slept together. I haven’t felt that connection with him inside of me, making love to me. And I think this is the first time since losing the baby that I finally feel like I’m ready.

He hasn’t pushed me. He hasn’t even brought it up. It’s like he knows what I need without me having to ask for it. Without me having to say it.

It’s one of the many reasons I love him.

“Want to go for a walk?” Fran asks, a hopeful hint in her tone. I haven’t spent much time with her. I know she thinks I’m still angry about what she said, but I’m not. I just haven’t felt like being surrounded by others.

Until now.

“Yeah. Okay.”

After breakfast, we stroll around the grounds. We make our way through the hedge maze, stopping at the bench in front of the fountain and pond.

“I have something to tell you.”

My brows shoot up. “Oh?”

She shoots up from the bench and begins to pace before me. Franny presses her hands against her lips as she gathers her thoughts. Her distressed state has my brows knitting together in a frown.

“Tell me, you’re making me anxious.”

She harrumphs.

“I kissed Giovanni.”

The breath in my lungs deflates and I falter. I certainly was not expecting her to say that, much less lead with it.

“You did what?”

Franny covers her face with her hands and groans. “Oh, God. Don’t make me repeat it.”

“Well…is that not a good thing? I don’t understand, I thought there was always something going on between the two of you?”

“I thought so, too. I thought he might’ve felt something for me, but when I kissed him, he went rigid, like the thought of touching me was repulsive. Then he kicked me out of his bedroom. I’ve been avoiding him ever since. Not to mention, now I feel like an absolute idiot.”

My frown deepens.

She kissed him and he turned her away?

Why?

I’m agitated on my cousin’s behalf. She’s gorgeous, has just been through a painful life experience, has finally found someone to connect with, and he thinks he’s too good for her?

What the hell?

“Maybe Azriel has forbidden him from dating you? Maybe he thinks it will come between him and the job.”

“I considered that, too, but Romeo makes all these comments. Why else would he do that?”

I stifle a laugh and roll my eyes. “Romeo does whatever he wants and says whatever he wants. That’s something you’ll have to learn the hard way. I’m sure he’s picked up on all the tension between you and Giovanni and is waiting for one of you to make a move.”

She slaps her hands down at her sides, her frustration evident. “Well, I made the first move and now I look like an idiot.”

“You do not.”

“Is there something wrong with me? Is it because of…everything?”

Sympathy for her wraps around my heart. Getting up from the bench, I take her hand in mine and I tighten my grip reassuringly.

“There is nothing wrong with you. You’re perfect and if he can’t see that, he’s a fool.”

Her mouth quirks as she fights a smile. “Yeah, you’re right.”

“Of course I am.”

She laughs and as she stares at me, she grows serious. “I’ve missed you. It’s good to have you back.”

I crush her tightly, holding on to the light tingle fluttering in my chest. I don’t remember the last time I felt this way.

“I’ve missed you, too.”

We walk around for a while longer before we get hungry. We have a light lunch out in the garden before she calls it a day and heads inside. I stay planted between the flowers, staring up at the blue cloud-riddled sky.

The cool Montecito air caresses my skin, causing my body to rack with shivers, but I welcome the sensation. I think about the conversation I had out here with Az. I think about my life, our lives, and everything that has transpired.

It’s true that Persephone wasn’t just the goddess of spring, she was the queen of the underworld. There was a darkness in her. The same darkness that I think it’s time I embraced. The same darkness that has evolved within me.

It is time I welcome it.

I’ve spent so much time fighting it, fighting the feeling, fighting my truest self, I’ve never quite felt like I’m at home without Azriel at my side. I realize it’s because I hadn’t embraced who I was yet. What being married to him makes me.

It is time I take my place as queen of the underworld. Queen of the Outfit. Queen of Azriel’s heart.

As if to prove my point, a beautiful purple butterfly flutters around my head, oddly close. Lifting onto my elbows, I swing my gaze to the conservatory, wondering if it somehow got out, but that’s impossible.

A frown settles over my face.

Apatura iris butterflies aren’t native to California, which makes seeing it out here flying around freely so strange.

I sit there a while longer admiring the butterfly, but when I least expect it to, it lands on me. Gently, I lay back in the grass between the flowers in the garden and tears spring to my eyes when the butterfly rests on my stomach, its wings opening and closing slowly, like it’s making itself at home there.

“My sweet baby,” I whisper, a hot tear rolling past my temple and into my hair.

The butterfly represents spiritual rebirth, transformation. It can mean creativity, endless potential, vibrant joy, change, ascension, and an ability to experience the wonder of life. The cycle of the butterfly in and of itself holds spiritual symbolism and insight for us humans.

This feels like a sign from my sweet girl.

That it’s time to move on.

That it is time to let the pain go and be hopeful.

“Goodbye.”

As soon as I utter the words, it flies off, disappearing out of sight. I push up from the ground and for the first time since being taken, I head toward the conservatory, leaving the garden behind. As soon as I step inside, I’m overwhelmed with the feelings. With love.

Butterflies swarm me.

It isn’t a dangerous display. It’s beautiful. And when they make themselves at home on my body, I weep.

It’s as though they know how much I need this.

I get comfortable on the chaise beneath the trellis wrapped in vines and hanging with wisteria and hyacinth beans. I sit there and ruminate; I take in the beauty and the grandeur, everything I’ve missed about this place.

“I didn’t think you’d ever come back in here.”

A smile spreads across my face at the sound of Azriel’s voice. I glance at him over my shoulder, and I don’t miss the way he freezes when he sees me. “Why not?”

He stares at me intently, an odd expression on his face.

“I don’t know,” he murmurs absently. He stares at me like this is the first time he’s seen me in weeks. The way his gaze rakes up and down my body slowly, predatorily. There’s a gleam in his eyes that has the butterflies surrounding us swarming inside me.

I clear my throat, suddenly blushing furiously.

He crosses the distance and comes up behind me, placing a warm kiss on the back of my neck. It sends a chill down my spine. Warmth unfurls in my core. I close my eyes and get lost in his scent, in the feel of his arms as they wrap around me from behind.

I think about the epiphany I’ve had today and what needs to come next.

I’ve been avoiding it for the last week, but it feels like it’s time.

Rising from the chaise, I turn and slide my arms around his waist, effortlessly slipping into his arms. He opens for me willingly. He holds me like I’m something precious to him.

“I’d like to see him now.”

He stiffens. “Are you sure?”

Az leans back and searches my gaze. I let him see whatever he needs to see. I’m ready for this.

Will it hurt? Likely, but in order to be free, in order for me to be happy and not riddled with pain and guilt, I need to let him go.

For good.

“Positive.”

He nods. “Just say the word.”

“Now is as good as ever.”

His brows shoot up. He clearly wasn’t expecting that, and it makes me laugh. Amusement lights his eyes, and he takes my hand in his and squeezes.

“Let’s go.”
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I follow Azriel as he leads me down into the basement. Flashes of the past, of when I first got to the estate and found myself down here, flicker behind my eyes. He clutches my hand tightly and I get the sense that having me in this space, in his domain of torture, it doesn’t sit well with him.

He’s uncomfortable. That much is obvious.

“You don’t like me down here.”

He releases a sharp breath. “I don’t like the person I am when I’m down here. I don’t want you to see that part of me.”

I tug on his hand, stopping him in his tracks. He stares down at me, a frown marring his features. I reach up, smoothing away the deep lines.

“I love you. Every part of you. Even the parts of you that you don’t love. I don’t want you to hide from me, Azriel. I want you to share your pain with me, your hurt. The demons that you keep locked inside for fear of judgement. I want it all.”

“Who are you?” he whispers hoarsely, taking my face in his hand and kissing me roughly. I kiss him back with equal fervor.

“I’m the woman that loves you,” I whisper against his lips as we catch our breaths.

“You’re perfect.”

He places one last kiss on my lips before taking my hand back in his and guiding the way. The deeper he goes into the space, the more I realize I had only just discovered the tip of this iceberg. The hallway goes on and on. He explains everything as he goes.

“The door we passed when we first walked in is where I usually hold meetings with the soldiers. These are used for ammo and weapon storage. And this,” he pauses, unlocking the last door, “is where I keep individuals when I need answers.”

“You mean where you torture people.”

He grimaces.

He doesn’t need to use colorful words with me. I know what goes on in here and based on the smell of rotting flesh and the metallic tang of blood, I’d say my father isn’t doing too great. We turn the corner and my steps falter when I spot him. He’s strapped to a flat board-like structure. Each arm and leg bound to the metal mechanisms on each end.

I shoot a wary glance at Az, unsure of what I’m staring at.

My father doesn’t look anything like the man I grew up with. His gray hair is soiled. It’s greasy and limp, decorated with blood and grime. His skin is littered with wounds, scars fresh and old. Dried blood. His face has been beaten almost past the point of recognition.

“Asteria,” Azriel grates out.

I glance up at him and find him grinding his jaw back and forth as he stares down at me. It takes me a moment to realize that I’m crying. I didn’t even realize when the tears started rolling down my cheeks, but they come silently as I stare at my father. As I stare at the bloody pulp of a man who was supposed to love me. Instead, he betrayed me at every turn.

He hurt me.

He killed my child.

He broke my heart before Azriel ever had a chance to.

“I’m okay,” I breathe out, swiping at the wetness on my face. “I swear.”

I take tentative steps toward him and freeze when he lets out a groan. He rolls his head back and forth against the wood and peels his gaze open. He stills when he sees me.

“Asteria?” He coughs.

I close the distance between us, feeling called to do so.

“Mateo.”

He tenses at the name. I’ve never called him anything but Father or Papa. And for the first time, it feels right to call him Mateo. He’s never been a father to me. He doesn’t get to wear that badge of honor. He’s never earned it.

I’ve spent all twenty-two years of my life feeling indebted to this man. That ends today.

His lips curl in a snarl and he bares his teeth. “Came here to gloat, did you?” He shoots a menacing glance at my husband who is a few steps behind me, giving me the illusion of space. But I know he’s just waiting to intervene at any second.

Azriel growls and takes threatening steps forward, but I place my hand in the center of his chest.

“Please.”

He takes one peek at my expression and calms down. Az backs off, retreating into the shadows, giving me the floor.

“I didn’t come here to gloat,” I tell Mateo truthfully.

“What did you come for then, revenge?”

I shake my head. “You know nothing of me, do you? Not everything is about revenge or anger. Not everything is about power and getting even.”

“In this life, it is,” he grates. “Just ask your husband.”

My eyes narrow. “You’re wrong.”

“So what then?” he wheezes. “Came to apologize? See the error of your ways.”

My hands curl into fists at my sides and as I stand there regarding him, I realize my father—Mateo—was never a man. He was always this monster. A frightened little boy living off power, trying to make himself appear stronger, more powerful than he ever was.

“No, Mateo. That is not why I came. I came to tell you that I love Azriel. I have loved him my entire life. Even if you did try to rip us apart time and again. Even if you did steal my only chance at a family and kill my unborn child, I came here not with hate in my heart, but I came here to say…I forgive you. I forgive you for the pain you caused. For the mistakes you’ve made. I forgive you for breaking my heart.”

Anger eclipses his face. “You think I want your forgiveness? I don’t. I don’t need it.”

Pressure burns my nostrils.

“You think I’m doing this for you?” I whisper, closing the distance between us. I stop at the side of the contraption where he lays and I stare down on him with pitying eyes.

“I’m not doing this for you, Mateo. This is for me. I’m finally realizing that it’s okay to hold love for the idea of you in my heart but not love you. I spent so many years hoping, wishing, you’d look at me like a father is supposed to look at his daughter. Now…I don’t care. I’m letting you go. For good.”

He glances away. Silent.

I take a deep breath and nod, taking that as my cue to leave. As I turn on my heel, reaching for Azriel’s hand, I freeze, something else bothering me.

“Why did you do it?”

He’s been silent so long, I don’t think he’s going to answer. I think he’s going to leave me wondering, but his words prompt me to stop and listen.

“Because I loved her, and she broke my heart.”

I glance at him over my shoulder. At the frown on my face, he chuckles without humor. “She wasn’t the woman I thought she was. She was a whore. I knew she was fucking him. Heard it through the walls when they thought I wasn’t around. You were mine and when she fell pregnant again, I didn’t want to spend my life wondering if that child was mine or not. So I killed her. I got rid of the problem. Eliminated the source of my pain.”

A tightness clutches my chest.

So my mother was having an affair with Azriel’s father in her last years.

“Was it yours?”

His upper lip curls with disdain, as though the memory itself disgusts him. “It wouldn’t have mattered. She was tainted by a Costa already.”

Disgust and pain unfurls in my chest. I take one last look at my father and as I watch him lying there, I know this will likely be the last time I’ll ever see him alive.

“Goodbye, Mateo.”

I turn on my heel and march out of there. I hear the door shut behind me and click with the sound of a lock sliding into place. As I’m making my way down the dimly lit hall, I feel Az’s hand slip into mine and he applies pressure. It gives me the strength I need.

I hold my head high, proud of myself for letting go, even if doing so does hurt. I don’t think that hurt deep within my heart, the betrayal, will ever truly go away. It may heal over time, but for right now, I’ve done all I can.

Once we’re out of the basement, Azriel stops me in the hallway, tugging on my hand gently and pulling me into his arms. I go willingly, wrapping my arms around his neck and staring up into his eyes. They’re a dark green at the moment. The color of seaweed and sea moss. The color of pine trees in the woods.

“You amaze me.”

His words are a warm balm to the soul. It feels like they embrace me as they wrap and curl around me, the perfect scroll of music notes swirling around my body. I smile up at him. It’s the kind of smile that awakens the muscles and tendons in my cheeks.

His eyes warm at the sight of it.

“Have I told you how much I love you lately?” I ask softly.

He smirks, touching his forehead to mine. “Not nearly enough.”

“I love you, Azriel. Always.”

“And forever,” he breathes against my lips before taking my mouth in the fiercest kind of kiss.
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Setting my jaw in a hard line, I step into the basement, my gaze colliding with Mateo’s. He’s clearly hanging on by a thread. It won’t take much for his body to give out on him. I thought this would make me feel better. Having him here in my domain, torturing him, but as I stand here, staring at the sad excuse of a man, I realize I’ve had my fill. I’ve had enough.

I didn’t come back yesterday after Asteria cut all ties with Mateo and said her goodbyes. I don’t think I’ve ever been prouder.

Ever been more honored to call her mine.

I had every intention of going back and torturing him again and again, but I found I wanted to spend time with my wife more. There was something different about her yesterday. I noticed it when I walked into the conservatory and found her beneath the flowers, surrounded by butterflies. I was expecting a blank stare. Bucketloads of pain. But instead, she graced me with her beautiful smile. There was a bright light in her eyes that has been vacant since she’s been back. Seeing it there, reflected back at me, took me off guard. I was wholly unprepared for the way my heart was beating in my chest, threatening to wrench free of its confines and into her awaiting hands.

My wife was back.

That girl I fell in love with all those years ago was slowly coming back to me. She was slowly finding herself again.

And I don’t think I’ve ever witnessed anything so beautiful.

Closing and locking the door behind me, I keep my gaze fixed on Mateo. He had a whole twenty-four-hour reprieve from his usual torture. I’m only stopping in now because Asteria fell asleep. I felt called to end this, once and for all.

“Happy with yourself, aren’t you?” he coughs out, voice abrasive and rough.

Ignoring his words, I step closer to him, crossing my arms over my chest as I stare down at him.

“It hurts, doesn’t it?”

“What?” he snaps.

I lean close, that fire, that anger, lighting me up from the inside out. “Knowing the one person who loved you the most in this world has washed her hands of you. Has lost all respect for you. No longer loves you.”

His nostrils flare. “She’ll realize I was right. It may not be today or tomorrow, but she’ll come to regret you and when she does, I’ll be laughing from my grave, boy.”

I grit my back teeth. “I’ll see you in hell, Mateo.”

Turning my back on him, I head to the panel on the wall and when I glance back at his prone body strung up from the wooden board, I let the rage, the anger, I let it all fester. I let it build. That pain becomes so blinding, so strong, I’m vibrating with it.

I press the button and once the machinery roars to life, I release it all.

Mateo’s face contorts. He glances around frantically, trying to figure out what is going to happen.

“She may have forgiven you, but that doesn’t mean your death is going to be any less painful. You took something from me, Mateo. You tried to take her from me. Now you pay with your life.”

His body begins to stretch.

Once the realization of what’s happening kicks in, his eyes widen.

The poles of the machine stretch his limbs in completely opposite directions. I hear bones crack and snap. His body stretches to an ungodly length. When he screams in complete agony and his body splits in half, his blood and guts spilling onto the wooden board and the floor beneath him, I finally release the breath I’d been holding.

I release the torment.

And out with it comes the anger.


[image: ]



I watch the last remnants of Mateo’s blood swirl down the drain. I give my hair one last shake before shutting off the shower tap. Toweling off, I step back into the bedroom, heading toward the closet, trying to remain silent so as to not wake up Asteria.

The lamp on her side of the bed clicks on and I pause. Her eyes clash with mine and she swallows. I feel the heat of her gaze travel down the length of my exposed body, settling on my cock. I have to stifle a groan when I feel myself growing erect.

Goddammit.

She looks back up at me, eyes dark and wild with lust. Her chest rises and falls sharply.

“I didn’t mean to wake you.”

She shakes her head frantically and licks her bottom lip. “I couldn’t sleep anyway. I knew you were gone.”

As she stares at me, I wonder if she can put together where I was and what I was doing.

My eyes narrow when she tosses off the comforter and slides out of bed, heading toward me. Surprising us both, she reaches out, gliding her hand over my chest, down my abs.

Her breath hitches.

I can smell her.

Her arousal.

Her need.

I fight my own need to haul her into my arms and fuck her.

“I’ve missed you,” she whispers, her hand tracing my skin.

I bite down on my tongue, holding myself back. When those blues clash with my eyes, I see her need. It’s in the storm swirling there.

“I want you. Please.” Asteria lifts onto the tips of her toes and presses her lips against mine in the sweetest kiss that hits me square in the chest. I let her explore with her tongue and her lips. “Az.”

A growl wrenches from my chest. Lifting her into my arms, I back her into our bed and gently set her down. I make myself at home between her legs and I pull her panties to the side, swiping at her sex with a long, languid lick of my tongue. She throws her head back, clutching at the sheets and bowing into me with a moan of approval. I flutter my tongue through her folds, lapping at her sweet nectar. Missing the taste of her, the way she floods my tongue and pants my name like I’m her god.

Kissing my way up her body, I roll her on top of me. Clutching the hem of the night dress, I peel it over her head and growl low in my throat at the sight of her.

Her round tits press against my chest when she leans back down to kiss me again. My tongue tangles with hers. We kiss like we can’t get enough of each other. With a possessive gleam in her eyes, Asteria exposes my cock, and I work my jaw back and forth to refrain from groaning when she wraps her hand around me and strokes me from root to tip. She presses her heated center over my cock, and even through the thin material of her panties, I can feel how wet she is. The damp cloth clings to her drenched pussy.

And fuck me, I’ve missed this.

I’ve missed her.

Grasping her hips with one hand and the other going to her lower back, I sit upright with her. She gasps, hands flying to my shoulders for support. Our eyes lock, and I slide one hand between us, rubbing her clit through her panties, enjoying the way her hips swivel in time to the motion. She traps that bottom lip between her teeth, and I just about lose it.

She’s fucking perfect.

A goddess.

I slide her panties to the side, and Asteria positions herself by holding on to my shoulders and lifting herself up, so we are both sitting. She then wraps her legs around me as I press the head of my cock inside her wet heat. Her nails dig into my shoulders as she lowers herself onto me. We hold our breaths as my cock spears her inch by inch. Pawing the globes of her ass tightly, I thrust my hips against hers, fucking into her. I drive inside with long, hard strokes that go from gentle to rough. My movements are punishing, searing, as if I’m marking myself inside her physically to match what she’s already done to me emotionally.

We’re at eye level like this, and I pull back the slightest bit to get a better look at her. She bites her lip to contain her emotions and keep her pleasure at a minimum, but it’s futile. They’re growing louder and heavier each time my cock is completely inside her, pressed to the hilt. Each time I squeeze her ass and pull her onto me, hitting her throbbing, already sensitive clit with the movement, she chokes, and her nails pierce my flesh.

“You’re fucking perfect,” I breathe out as I bury my hand in her hair, tugging on the strands gently to bow her body into me. She lets out a breathy mewl that almost has me spilling my load too soon.

“Don’t stop, Az. Please don’t stop.”

“Never,” I whisper into the crook of her neck, grinding my cock inside her. I reach between us and stroke her clit until she’s a quivering mess in my arms.

I’m supposed to be the god of the underworld, cursed to spend time in hell, but here, inside of her? This is heaven. She feels like heaven, and goddammit if I never want to leave.

When Asteria’s pussy clamps around my shaft, milking me, I make sure to watch her face. Her lips part, and the sexiest expression overcomes her as she rides out her orgasm. She clutches at me, moans of pleasure falling past those plump lips.

I can watch her come just like this for an eternity.

“I love you.” She nestles her face into the crook of my neck. I tighten my grip around her and lay us back on the bed. She remains wrapped around me and I hold her like that.

Finally, she pulls back gently, staring up at me.

“I didn’t realize how much I missed this, how much I missed you, until now.”

I catch her hand, pressing kisses to the pads of her fingers.

I spend the rest of the night exploring her body with my tongue, getting reacquainted. We make up for lost time, for the suffering and hurt. I worship my wife like the goddess of spring she is.
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I sit out on the terrace, peering out at the water. The Santorini waves are a cerulean blue with white caps that glitter beneath the warm streams of sunlight. The air carries a salty brine, and its lofty draft wraps its gentle arms around me.

The view, everything about this place, is stunning. White pergolas, stunning golden sand, rolling hills with bright bougainvillea and turquoise roofs.

It’s everything I thought it would be and more.

Of its own accord, my hand travels to my stomach. It’s an old habit, one I should’ve kicked by now, but it feels almost natural to do it.

How big would my stomach have been by now? What would the feeling of those little kicks in my belly feel like?

I’ll never really know.

A stab of emotions pierces my chest.

For the most part, the pain of losing our child has left, but every once in a while, during moments like these, I can’t help but wonder. I can’t help but feel. It’s an agony I wouldn’t wish on my greatest enemy, but with it comes power, comes healing, comes light at the end of that dark tunnel.

“You look beautiful.”

I turn at the deep sound of Azriel’s voice, and I smile. He’s leaning against the doorframe of the villa, his thick arms crossed over his chest. The sunlight gleams against his tan skin, making his complexion seem bronzed. He appears like a Greek god here on this soil. Dressed in a white button-up and tan slacks, he looks incredibly handsome. Dark strands of his hair blow across his face with every sharp gust of wind. The muscles and veins in his forearms are on full display, but my eyes are drawn to the serpent inked into his skin, staring at me. I always viewed serpents as something inherently evil, but that has changed. Now, I see that serpent as a transformation, a rebirth of something.

Azriel Costa is the kind of man you run into on the street and wonder how it’s possible someone like him can exist. Someone as good-looking and powerful. Someone with a heart of gold.

And he’s mine.

I grin at the thought.

“You think so?”

He nods, strolling forward with dark prowess. He’s intimidating. The very essence of him demands your attention. Az comes to a stop behind me and makes me giggle when he slides his hands around my waist and lifts me out of the chaise, tugging my body into his arms. Softly, he tucks a bright pink camellia behind my ear and his eyes sweep across my face, reverently. He watches me with an intensity that used to frighten me. It used to make me feel self-conscious. Now, I find myself growing empowered under the heat of his gaze. So much love shines back at me deep within those green depths, it prompts my stomach to dip.

He brushes his thumb across my bottom lip, leaving a trail of fire in its wake.

“Perfect.”

I reach for the flower and gently stroke the petals, my smile growing wider. “Thank you.”

I don’t know why I suddenly feel bashful under the sweltering heat of his gaze. I feel a warm blush climb into my cheeks and I glance away, out at the glittering blue waters of Greece.

“Thank you for this.”

He tightens his arms around my middle and presses a warm kiss to my neck. “I promised it, didn’t I?”

“You did.”

I smirk at the memory. I didn’t think he’d keep true to his word, but considering this is my husband, I should’ve known better. He sees to all my wishes. All my dreams.

“I have something for you.”

I take a step back, raising inquisitive brows.

“What is it?”

Almost immediately my gaze fixes on the chain around his neck. The one I thought was once lost forever. The stones glimmer in the sunlight beautifully, just like his eyes. My hand travels to the chain around my neck, the necklace he always wore in remembrance of his mother, and I stroke it.

It is both an honor and a privilege that my husband trusts me with something that means so much to him. With something that once meant so much to his mother.

My breath catches in my throat and my eyes widen when Azriel takes a few steps back then drops to a knee before me. He digs in his pocket and produces a red velvet box.

“Az?”

My heart thuds a dangerous, reckless staccato in my chest.

He smirks up at me and the effect it has on me, and my heart, is devastating.

“When I first married you, you deserved a man who got on his knees for you. You deserved a ring that was chosen with love and with you in mind, not something that you were stuck with. I want forever with you. The real forever. Not because it was chosen for us. Not because of some power play, but because I’m in love with you.”

A tear rolls down my cheek and I gasp when he opens the box. The set is stunning. The first ring has a stone that is an oval-shaped diamond with a soft pink hue to it and a white gold band. He knows just how much I love the color pink. The second band is leafed with large, round clear diamonds surrounding it.

They’re perfect.

Absolutely stunning.

My dream rings.

“Azriel,” I whisper, on the verge of becoming an emotional mess. He slides the rings on my finger, and I place it over my chest where my heart is. “I love you so much, it frightens me.”

Pushing to his full height, he towers over me, cupping my cheek in his hand. Az pulls me into his firm body. “People kill for this kind of love, cara mia. And I promise you, I’m never letting go.”

With a fierceness that takes my breath away, my husband kisses me, deep and wanton. I feel the effects of it settle at the base of my spine and spread throughout my body like gasoline on a fire.

When he pulls back, we’re both out of breath and resting our foreheads against each other’s.

“I have one more surprise for you.”

“What is it?” I whisper, trying to ignore the building heat in my core. I never want this moment to end. I want to stay here like this, with him, forever.

“Atlantis, sweetheart.”

My eyes widen, a breathless laugh tumbling from my lips. “No way?”

He chuckles. “You’ll get a private tour. I know a guy who knows a guy who knows someone who specializes in mythology and classics.”

I’m quick to quirk a brow. “And what did you have to do in order to make this happen?”

He chuckles. The sound wraps around my heart. “Nothing. He owed me a favor.”

I clasp his face in my hands and rest my forehead against his, feeling like I’m floating on cloud nine. “I can’t believe you did this.”

He presses a warm kiss to my lips. “Always, cara mia.”

“And forever,” I whisper.
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With my hand firmly clasped in Azriel’s, he guides me up the cobblestone steps, into a villa of sorts. The structure is stunning, and it’s certainly a lot larger than the other homes I’ve seen near the Mediterranean. I get the sense that whoever lives here is someone important.

“Azriel Costa. It’s always a pleasure.”

My eyes widen when a man, an incredibly handsome and tan man, appears before us, seemingly from thin air. A smirk pulls at the corners of Azriel’s lips, surprising me even more.

“Likewise, Adonis.”

The handsome stranger, Adonis, I take it, slides his gaze toward me and pauses. I feel his eyes run up and down the length of my body. His severe brows knit together over bright eyes that give the Greek waters here a run for their money.

“And this must be the wife. Asteria Moretti. I believe I now understand what all the fuss is about back in the States.”

A frown ripples across my face and Azriel smirks down at me. He squeezes my hand, letting me know it is fine.

“Asteria, this is Adonis Kastellano. He owns this slice of the Mediterranean and he’s offered to lend one of his mythologists to us for use for the day.”

“Wow,” I breathe, my gaze sliding back toward Adonis. “That’s so nice of you, thank you.”

He laughs. The sound is dark and deep. “Don’t thank me, Mrs. Costa. Your husband doesn’t leave much of a choice when it comes to collecting favors.” Adonis slaps Azriel on the back in a friendly manner as he backs away. “I must be going now. I have…business to take care of. Enjoy.”

We watch him saunter off and I shift toward Azriel, a questioning expression scrawled across my face.

“Who was that?”

Azriel reaches out and toys with a blonde strand of my hair. “Adonis is the king of Greece.”

My brows shoot up. “A mafia boss?” I whisper.

He chuckles, tugging on my hand slightly so we can meet up with the guide.

“Yes.”

“Do I even want to know how you know him?”

He chuckles. “Probably not. He’s a friend. One of the few men in this business I trust.”

“Is he married?”

Azriel quirks a lazy brow. “Careful, wife.”

I roll my eyes, a laugh tumbling past my lips. “I more than have my hands full with you, husband. I’m just…curious. He seems scary and dangerous. Reminds me a lot of you.”

Az grimaces. “Maybe I don’t like him, after all.” I elbow him playfully, waiting for him to sate my curiosity. “He’s not married, per se, but there is a woman.”

“Okaaaay?” I drag out, waiting for more. “What does that mean, exactly?”

“She’s not here of her own free will, let’s put it that way.”

“He abducted her?” I hiss, taking back all the nice things I thought about the handsome stranger.

“It’s not as simple as that, but yes. She stumbled upon something she wasn’t supposed to and now, he’s decided to keep her until he’s sure she won’t utter a single word.”

“So, basically, he doesn’t plan to let her go, ever.”

“That would be correct.”

“I don’t understand. How can he take her away from her whole life? Does her family know what happened to her?”

He shrugs as though it means nothing to him. “It’s either keep her entrapped or kill her, which do you think she prefers?”

Likely neither.

I shake my head. “You mafia men never learn, do you?”

“Nope.”

Once our guide shows up, the conversation about Adonis and nefarious deeds comes to an end, but I make a mental note to revisit the topic later. The tour of late Athens and the piece of land that is theorized to be Atlantis was incredible. Eugene is a local from Greece. His family grew up here, he was raised here. He was raised on stories about gods and the myths behind them. He spent his entire life dedicated to studying the classics and became a renowned mythologist.

I filled my phone’s camera roll with so many photos, Azriel will need to buy more storage. I’ve quite literally left room for nothing else.

After the tour, Eugene recommended we have dinner at a quaint little restaurant on the water. I don’t know how my husband made it happen, but he was able to clear the place out, so it was just the two of us sharing our meal together, enjoying each other’s company.

We’ve been trekking along a stone-paved pathway, walking off the wine and our meal. I have no idea where we are but the gardens surrounding us are stunning. The pathway suddenly branches off and my breath catches when I see it. There in the center of the garden is a marble statue of a couple embracing in the middle of the sea of flowers.

Azriel squeezes my hand in his and we come to a stop. With my heart in my throat, I crane my neck back, staring at the detailed piece of art.

Hades and Persephone.

“It’s…incredible.”

“It’s the goddess of spring’s garden dedicated to them.”

I smile. “This is…beautiful. How long has it been here? Who made it?”

“I did.”

My eyes widen and I whirl on my husband. “What? How?”

“You said you felt like Persephone, and I was Hades, so I had it made. For you.”

Pressure builds behind my eyes and nose, and my bottom lip quivers as I work to tamp down my emotions. “For…us.”

“For us.” He smiles down at me, kissing the top of my head.

We stay like that, embraced there in the garden he had created for me—for us—in Greece, until the stars slowly make their appearance in the sky. I marvel at each one, wondering what myth or constellation it represents. The colors and stars dance. It’s like the sky is painting a poem.

Turning in his arms, I cup his strong jaw in my hand and grin up at him, so much love infecting my heart.

“Just like Hades and Persephone, I’ve found happiness with you. I’ve found a love that will last a lifetime. A love that spans galaxies, the gods, the stars in the sky. It’s always been you, Azriel. Always.”

With a fierce rumble in his chest, Azriel eliminates any and all distance between us and cups my cheek. “And forever, il mio amore.”


[image: ]

[image: ]

One Year and A Half Later

 

My cousin, Arianna, spots my reflection in the floor-length mirror. “You are stunning, Asteria.”

I smile while I run my hands down the sequined material of the gown. It’s a lavender mermaid dress with a scoop neck and a high slit up my right thigh. Swarovski crystals are sewn into the bodice, cinching my waist.

She’s right. The dress is stunning.

“Thank you.”

“Are you ready yet? Franny sent me up to check on you. I think everyone is waiting.”

Taking one last inspection of myself in the mirror, I nod and take her hand in mine, leading her down the staircase.

When we step into the dining room, a wide grin spreads across my face. Dulce and the staff helped me decorate for this evening. Christmas dinner with our family. All of our family. Giovanni, Romeo, and the soldiers are here with their wives and families. The staff is here with their own families. And Francesca and her family are here, too.

It’s been a long time coming. It wasn’t easy putting this together. Hell, I think Azriel was intent on fighting it, but this is what I’ve always wanted. All I’ve ever wanted.

Family.

Celebrate the holidays with people that matter. The people that I love.

“You’re glowing. I don’t think I’ve ever seen you this happy.”

I peer out at our family gathered around the table and so much warmth fills my chest I feel like I just might explode. My gaze finds Azriel at the head of the table, in the middle of a conversation with the men of the famiglias. He’s so serious, so stoic, but when he feels my gaze on him, he glances my way and that changes. That façade he wears so well falls ever so slightly and he smirks. It’s dark and leaves a promise for very, very naughty things later tonight. My stomach dips just thinking about it.

“I’ve never been this happy,” I tell her truthfully. He sends a wink my way and a blush stains my cheeks.

I guess some things never change.

I make my rounds, saying hi to everyone, and pause when I spot the two forms arguing near the bar.

Romeo and Gaia.

Fighting my smile, I stride toward them and when they see me coming, Gaia straightens and Rome rolls his eyes.

“Oh, now you want to pretend to act like a woman. You should’ve seen her, Aster. Three seconds ago, she was ready to bust my left nut—and not in a good way.”

Biting back my grin, I raise a politely lofty brow. “What’s the problem?”

“The fact that you even have to ask is beyond me, Asteria. The company your husband keeps is absolutely atrocious.”

Hoisting the hem of her emerald gown, she shoots daggers in Romeo’s direction before stomping away. Her strawberry blonde curls jump with each clack of her heels against the marble.

I whistle under my breath. “What did you say to piss her off?”

Romeo drains the remaining amber liquid in his tumbler and rolls his eyes. “All I asked was if the carpet matches the drapes. That’s it.”

My lips press in a grim line and my eyes narrow. “Please tell me you’re kidding.”

“I’m kidding. Your cousin is the one who came over here on her high and mighty pedestal like she’s the fucking queen of Sheba.”

We both watch as she mills around the space. There’s an elegance to Gaia that Franny and the rest of her sisters don’t have. To those that don’t know her she can come off as a bitch with a superior act, but I know her. It’s her way of asserting her dominance in a normally male-driven world. And in the hopes she won’t end up like her sister, she’ll do anything to gain the upper hand.

“She’s not so dreadful once you get to know her.”

When Romeo remains silent, I follow his line of sight and frown when I realize he’s still staring at Gaia. Though now, I don’t particularly like the look in his eyes. It screams of lust and passion and all the things I will not allow him to taint her with.

“No. No way. Hell no.”

He swings his gaze back to mine, eyes wide with feigned innocence. “What? What did I do?”

“Don’t think I didn’t catch that look in your eyes, Romeo. You stay away from her, understand me? She’s a good girl.”

He smirks. “But is she really? I’m willing to test my theory that she is indeed not a good girl.”

“Fine.” I huff. “Then she’s too young for you.”

He scowls. “And by that logic, Azriel is too old for you. Try again.”

When he shoots me a wink and parades off backward, I glare at him. “You’re not going to listen to me at all, are you?”

“Not a chance in hell, sweet cheeks!” he yells across the room. As Giovanni is walking by, he smacks Romeo in the back of his head for the use of the inappropriate name and I laugh.

With an amused shake of my head, I survey the rest of the room. Francesca is in deep conversation with her mother and father. Arianna and Gaia are huddled together, more than likely discussing their loathing for Romeo. I don’t miss the exchange of glances Giovanni and Franny are sending each other’s way. I’m not all that sure what is going on with them anymore, but from the looks of it, they want each other. They obviously care about one another; I just wish I knew what was holding Gio back.

I’m just about to take a hearty sip of my champagne when I get a strange buzzing in my stomach. It starts off slow at first. Then the nausea climbs up my throat and I place my hand over my stomach, trying to quell the violent roiling.

What the hell?

“Are you all right, Mrs. Costa?” Dulce asks, worry laced in her tone.

“Yes. Of course, I’m fine,” I brush her off, feigning a smile. She must see right though it because she reaches out to me to help. My eyes suddenly widen and I back away, hurrying off. I’m so busy trying to get to the bathroom that I don’t have the chance to run off Romeo who is making another beeline for Gaia.

Sprinting into the nearest bathroom, I lose the contents of my stomach in the toilet bowl. I heave and heave, clutching the sides of the cool porcelain until the panic eases and my stomach calms. I rest back on my heels and rub at my damp forehead.

I push up from the floor, rinse out my mouth thoroughly, and wash my hands, but suddenly freeze when a thought strikes me.

I haven’t had a period.

That sick, twisted sense of hope plants itself inside of my heart, even though I desperately don’t want it to.

I run over the math in my head, trying to figure it out. We’ve continued having unprotected sex—though, since losing the baby, I’ve never had a missed period until now. I was almost afraid that whatever happened in that room, whatever Mateo had given me that day, had ruined my chances of having children altogether.

My heart pounds in my chest and I turn on my heel, running upstairs toward the master bedroom. I rifle through the cabinets under the vanity sink. I pull out the box that rests beside my tampons and tear at it. I wait three minutes just as instructed and pace. My heels click along the marble floor. I sneak glances at myself in the mirror. I look absolutely mental wearing the evening gown while holding a pregnancy test.

“You got this,” I breathe out over and over, until I believe it.

With trembling hands, I lift the stick and a ragged gasp escapes.

“Oh, my God.”

I still.

The breath is sucked from my lungs.

“What is it?”

I whirl around and spot Azriel in the doorway, watching me. His hands rest above his head, grasped onto the molding for support. The stick drops from my hands and his eyes hone in on it. His face gives nothing away, except for that tic in his jaw. Slowly, he glances back up at me and searches my face. So many emotions light up in those bright eyes, I can’t pin it down to just one.

I swallow thickly.

“I think…I’m pregnant.”

Silence.

More silence.

Then, the most surprising thing happens.

He smiles.

My heart flutters at the sight of it.

Crossing the floor of the en suite bathroom, Azriel pulls me into his arms and sets me on the vanity and kisses me deeply. My arms wrap around his neck, and I kiss him back with equal fervor. He reads my skin like poetry.

Pulling back, he rests his forehead against mine. “A baby.”

“A baby,” I breathe out, on the verge of tears, so overcome with happiness I can’t contain it.

“It’s about damn time,” he growls into my neck, making me giggle with laughter. Leaning back slightly, I cup his stubbled jaw in my hand, and I search his eyes. He does the same.

“Thank you.”

“For what?” he asks.

“For forcing me into this marriage. For coming back into my life. For creating life inside me. For teaching me what love is.”

He leans closer, his lips ghosting across mine. “You created life in me years before, cara mia. It’s only right that I do the same.”

We stay like that, pressed against each other in the bathroom, while our family parties beneath us unaware of this amazing, life-changing news.

“Growing up, no one’s love ever felt like it was enough. I always had this worry that everyone I ever loved would abandon me. Now, I realize, I was waiting for someone else to give me what I couldn’t give myself. You gave me that love, Azriel. You give me life. You make me the happiest I’ve ever been. I love you.”

Grasping my face in his hands, Azriel works his jaw. “I love you, cara mia. So fucking much. More than words will ever be able to express. But I’ll spend an eternity showing you just how much you mean to me.”

My husband kisses me savagely, like he’s branding the words upon my lips, etching them into my soul.

It suddenly doesn’t feel like I’m a character straight out of a mythological tale anymore. I’m Asteria. Not Persephone. This is our story. This is our very own legend in the making. One that has missing pages and incomplete chapters and a frayed spine.

And I wouldn’t change it for the world.

Because I’m his.

And he’s mine.

Always.

And forever.

From here to eternity.

 

 

THE END…for now.
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Dying to know whose story is coming next?

Preorder the next installment in The Princess and The Devil Series: To Love a God (A Standalone Mafia Romance).

 

Preorder Here

 

Add To Love a God to your Goodreads shelf: To Love a God by Naya V. | Goodreads


 

 

Dear Reader,

 

Thank you for going on this journey with Azriel and Asteria. I hope their story has brought as much joy into your lives as they have mine. I am so eternally grateful for all the support.

 

I realize the themes discussed in this book, in particular, are of a serious nature and I do hope I did these characters justice. Depression is something so very many of us struggle with and it is imperative we speak to someone rather than hold it in and bear the weight of the world on our shoulders. If you, or anyone you may know is struggling mentally, give one of these hotlines a call:

 

Depression Hotline: 1-866-307-3312

Suicide Prevention Hotline: 1-800-273-8255

 

Or checkout:

www.pregnancyloss.org

 

As I’m sure most of you have figured out, the secondary characters within the Princess and The Devil Series/world are indeed getting their own books, all of which will be complete standalones. (Huzzah!)

 

For those who have been rooting for Giovanni and Franny, Romeo and Gaia, as well as Adonis and his mystery woman, their stories will be coming very, very soon. In each of these standalones, we will still have glimpses into the lives of our favorite couple, Az and Aster, so fret not.

 

I am so excited for all the upcoming projects I have coming your way and cannot wait to share more with you all!

 

If you enjoyed To Love a Devil, and if you haven’t already, please consider leaving a brief and honest review. Anything helps.

 

Thank you, from the bottom of my heart.

Naya V.
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Stay up to date on new releases, sales, special information, and so much more!

 

Newsletter

BookBub

Goodreads

Instagram

Twitter

Facebook

www.authornayav.com
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Naya V. is a penner of steamy anti-heroes and a hopeless romantic at heart. As a wife and a mother of four kiddos, she’s an advocate for those with autism and a subsequent wine-o-holic. When she isn’t in the writing cave, she enjoys spending time with her family and her slew of adoptive cats.
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