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        “These violent delights have violent ends

        And in their triumph die, like fire and powder,

        Which as they kiss consume”

      

      

      

      
        
        ~ William Shakespeare, Romeo & Juliet
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      The second that elevator door opened and I looked into her striking green eyes, I knew this night would end with bloodshed. His blood—the man standing next to her clutching her hand like he owned her. But he didn’t. I knew that. He knew that. Unfortunately, she didn’t.

      I watched her step into the foyer, her dark curls a wet mess from the rain. If I hadn’t already known the balance of her bank account, I would have been able to guess it by merely looking at her clothes. The tight jeans she wore were torn at the knees, and her white sneakers were stained and soaked. With her every step, I kept my gaze pinned on her. Watching her. Scrutinizing every feature, her every move. The way she glanced around the penthouse suite, her eyes wide and curious, her blush pink lips parted as she took in the luxuries and elegance of what my wealth could afford, was proof she wasn’t from a world where money and power determined alliances, demanded respect, and ruled every pawn.

      My world.

      Her innocence cloaked her like a shroud of virtue, yet her squared shoulders showcased an inner confidence which the black Lakers shirt did not reflect. Her wardrobe gave away her youth, and her curiosity proved just how naïve she was.

      The man beside her spotted me immediately, rushing in my direction, far too damn eager to extend his hand. “Mr. Saint. It’s good to finally meet you.”

      I dismissed his attempt at a handshake with a mere nod, and he stepped back, wiping his hand down the side of his jeans before placing a hand on his top jacket pocket. “My name is Brad. Mr. Reed sent me to deliver the package.”

      “I know who you are. And I know exactly why you’re here.” I signaled for James, my right-hand man, to refill my glass with bourbon before turning my attention back to Brad. “You made sure no one followed you here?”

      He nodded. “I made sure of it.”

      My gaze drifted back to the raven-haired woman next to him. There was nothing extraordinary about her features. Nothing that would make her stand out from the crowd—except those forest green irises that came alive under the dim lights.

      “Introduce me to your friend, Mr. Walters.”

      Brad cleared his throat and placed his hand on her elbow. “This is Mila.”

      I slanted a brow when she took a step forward, extending her hand, her smile polite and warm. “Nice to meet you, Mr. Saint.”

      This time I decided to play nice by reaching out and taking her hand. It was our first touch, and I smiled because I knew it sure as hell wouldn’t be the last.

      “Mila. Is that short for another name?” I let go of her hand and sat back. “Milana, perhaps?”

      “Um, no. It’s just Mila.” Her cheeks flushed a faint rose tint, and it made me wonder what her skin would look like colored with a deeper shade of red left by my hand.

      I reached for my tumbler of bourbon and righted in my seat. “No one knows you’re here?” My question was directed at Brad, which he answered immediately.

      “No, Mr. Saint.”

      “I trust you’ve been discreet about the nature of the item you’re delivering?”

      “Of course.”

      From the corner of my eye, I noticed Mila frown. It was easy to spot her discomfort slowly setting in. A half-smile tugged at the corners of my mouth as she started to squirm, our little conversation making her uncomfortable.

      I turned my attention back to the dirty-blond waste of space. “And now I suppose you’re expecting payment for your delivery.”

      Brad grinned. “Anything will be appreciated, Mr. Saint.”

      I tapped my finger on the chair armrest, knowing he was already thinking of all the cocaine and whores he could buy from our little business transaction. He was nothing but a pathetic excuse for a man who had zero ambition apart from getting high and fucking his way through life. But the rules had been explained to him in a way even he could understand. Do not touch what is mine. And lucky for him, he didn’t.

      I nodded, placed my glass down on the side table, and stood, straightening my Armani suit before reaching inside my pocket for his payment. “It’s a pleasure doing business with you, Brad.”
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Fifteen Minutes earlier

      “Wow.” I craned my neck, looking up at the ceiling of one of New York’s most expensive luxury hotels. “I wish you told me we’d be coming here.”

      “Why? Would you have put extra effort in your wardrobe if I did?”

      “Funny, but no.” I sneered and pulled out my phone to take some pictures. “I would have brought a better camera.”

      “Oh, my God.” Brad pulled the phone from my hand. “Could you at least act like you’re from around here?”

      “I am from around here.” I smirked. “I’m just not from around here, here.”

      Brad rolled his eyes. “You’re a dork, you know that?”

      “This ceiling alone is probably worth more than a thousand times my current bank balance.”

      “Try a million times more.” Brad winked and pressed the elevator button.

      I glanced around in awe. “You know, staring through the window really doesn’t do this place justice.” I turned when the elevator door opened and stepped in after Brad. “What are we doing here, again?”

      He pulled a hand through his blond hair, which was in desperate need of a cut. “It’s just a quick stop to drop off a package for some rich Italian fucker.”

      I grabbed my phone back from him and shoved it in my jeans pocket. “What kind of package?”

      He shrugged then glanced at his wristwatch. “I dunno. I’m just doing a friend a favor. I didn’t ask any questions.”

      “Where is it?”

      Brad looked at me with a frown. “Where’s what?”

      “The package? I don’t see it in your hands.”

      “Oh.” He slapped against his jacket pocket. “It’s a small package.”

      The numbers on the side panel lit up as we passed each floor. I rested against the back wall. “Let me guess. This rich dude has the penthouse.”

      “Yup.” Brad shifted from one leg to the other, and I noticed he was wearing a new pair of designer jeans. “That’s new?”

      “Hmm?”

      “The jeans.”

      “Oh, yeah. I got them last week.”

      I crossed my arms. “Since when can you afford designer jeans?”

      “Since I’m delivering packages to rich bastards.” Sarcasm dripped from his words, and I scowled at him. I had known Brad for a few months, and we had a great friendship going. We met through a mutual friend, and he just kind of latched on to me, and I liked having him around. No matter where we went, we always had a good time together.

      I sighed, staring at the numbers again. We had six more floors to go before we would finally reach the top, so I glanced at my distorted reflection in the shiny wall and combed my fingers through my messy curls. But it was hopeless with this weather. There was no taming the hot mess growing out of my scalp.

      Finally, the elevator stopped, and the doors opened. Even if I wanted to, I would not have been able to shut my mouth as I stared at the foyer. Light from an elegant crystal chandelier that hung from the ceiling touched all the subtle tones of beige and gold, the lighting not too sharp or too dull. Dark marbled floors were a stark contrast to ivory colored walls, creating a sense of balance that made you feel right at home.

      “Stop gawking,” Brad mumbled next to me.

      “I’m sorry. I can’t hear you over the loud screams of the wealth I’m surrounded with.” I turned as we walked farther in. Every inch of the suite was decorated and furnished with rich leather furniture, beautiful landscape paintings, and bouquets of flowers. The fresh scent of lilies brushed my nose, the smell complimenting the pristine surroundings.

      “Mr. Saint. It’s good to finally meet you.”

      I jerked my head to the side. “Who is Mr. Saint?” I mumbled to myself and quickly followed Brad into the lounge area. The scent of expensive leather and polish clung to the air I breathed.

      “My name is Brad. Mr. Reed sent me to—”

      “I know who you are. And I know exactly why you’re here.”

      The deep, strong voice with a thick Italian accent had every hair on my body raised, and I froze when I caught sight of a man sitting on one of the leather chairs. With his ankle crossed over his other knee, the jacket of his dark navy suit unbuttoned, revealing a crisp white shirt, this man looked as powerful as he was rich. His olive skin was flawless, those pale blue eyes illuminated under the dim lights of the room. Dark hair and a chiseled jawline peppered with a five o’clock shadow had him looking like a man painted in mystery and darkness. The kind of darkness that would devour a woman like me and still not be satiated. His presence alone intimidated the hell out of me.

      As I stepped in next to Brad, he introduced me to the mysterious Mr. Saint, who sat on that leather couch like it was his throne, like he owned everything in this entire goddamn world—including me. Whether it was a bold move, or a complete lack in judgement, I extended my hand. A second passed where he merely gazed at me unamused, as if I insulted him by wanting to shake his hand. I was sure he would show me the same disdain he showed Brad by refusing to shake his hand, but to my surprise, he eased forward and took my hand in his. The second his palm pressed against mine, I sealed my lips together, afraid I would gasp out loud, his touch cold as his stare. It was like ice against my skin, a complete contradiction to the warm light and ambience created by the riches that surrounded us.

      He sat back, and an amused grin tugged at the corners of his mouth, an enticing cupid’s bow complimented by a thick bottom lip. This man had a textbook perfect mouth, lips that were made to tempt and seduce. But there was something in the way he looked at me, how he stared like he knew me. It was unsettling, to say the least. I was so entranced by the man sitting in front of me I hardly paid any attention to the conversation that followed…until Brad mentioned my name like it was important. Like it had become the subject of their conversation. There was a tingle of warning that slowly swept down my spine, and only then did I notice how odd Brad behaved around Mr. Saint. Like he was trying to be on his best behavior—respectful, even. And I knew Brad. He had the tendency to deny any type of respect whenever it was demanded, yet here he was, acting like he was in the presence of the goddamn president.

      I leaned closer, trying to be as inconspicuous as possible. “Brad, what’s going on here?”

      “Mila,” he snapped, and a sudden chill filled my gut. Something wasn’t right. I could feel the warning knock at the back of my skull. Shifting from one foot to the other, I tried my best to ignore the way my stomach felt heavier with each passing second.

      Mr. Saint lifted his chin, his eyes showing nothing but sheer annoyance. “I suppose you’re expecting payment for your delivery.”

      Brad nodded. “Anything will be appreciated, Mr. Saint.”

      With a nod, he placed his glass down on the side table, and I remained frozen as he straightened from his seat. My heart pounded, and I swallowed hard as I kept my gaze on him. The navy suit he wore clung to him like a second skin, his broad shoulders adding to his already intimidating demeanor.

      Adrenaline surged through my veins, my instincts hyperaware of the threat his large frame exuded.

      He reached inside his jacket pocket, a wicked grin tugging at his lips. “It’s a pleasure doing business with you, Brad.”
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      I caught a glimpse of silver followed by a deafening crack splitting through my eardrums. There was a rush of air as I gasped, and my eyes snapped shut. In a moment, a flash of a second, I dropped to the ground, instinct taking control of every muscle in my body as I covered my head with my arms.

      The ringing in my ears was deafening, replacing every sound, the world around me cast in an eerie silence.

      I knew I shouldn’t open my eyes. Something told me to keep them shut for as long as I could while my forehead pressed against the plush carpet. Once I opened them, my worst nightmare would be in plain sight and there would be no going back. There was a reason everyone knew curiosity always killed the cat, but the unknown had a knack for grating its claws against every bone in your body, and it forced me to open my eyes. It was an action I regretted instantly when all I saw was red, streaks of crimson soaking into the fibers of the carpet. Blood. Brad’s blood.

      “Jesus.” My voice was nothing but a rush of air. I shuddered uncontrollably as tears started to burn grooves down my cheeks. “Brad?”

      Two hands grabbed my shoulders, yanking me from the nightmare while pulling me from the floor.

      “Please.” My lips trembled, fear making it impossible for me to keep my legs straight while I felt a hard fist grip the hair behind my head. Instinctively, I started pleading through the panic and tears. “Please don’t hurt me. I didn’t—”

      “You shouldn’t have gotten into that elevator, Mila.” Ice cold fingers grabbed my jaw, forcing me to look up.

      “I didn’t know…I don’t know—” My trembling lips made it almost impossible to speak, and I swallowed hard. “He was only supposed to drop off a package. I didn’t know—”

      “Of course, you didn’t.” He leaned his head to the side, studying me with intent, a slight curve at the corner of his lips. “How could you have known when so many people went to such extraordinary lengths to hide it from you? Or rather, to hide you from me.”

      I stilled, my eyes narrowed as every thought froze. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I just came here with a friend—”

      “To deliver a package?”

      “Yes.” My bottom lip wouldn’t stop trembling as I looked him in the eye. I forced myself not to look away out of fear I might look down at my friend’s dead body and his blood which stained the expensive luxury carpet.

      He twisted his fingers, tightening his hold at the back of my head. A shudder wracked through my already trembling body when I felt his thumb wipe at my tears. “Dear, innocent Mila.” His voice dipped low as amusement colored his every word. “You are the package.”

      His words exploded into fragments my mind couldn’t possibly piece together. I was too scared, too numb to even try. The light blue color of his eyes was a deceptive contradiction against the darkness that radiated from him. While his fingers dug into my cheeks, his hand gripping my hair to a point where my scalp started to burn, every instinct I had screamed at me to try to run. But my legs were too weak, the icy tentacles of terror tightly wrapped around them.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Shhh.” He dragged a finger down and past my lips. “Do not ask questions you’re not ready to hear the answers to.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “I don’t expect you to. What I do expect of you is to not fight me, and to do exactly as you are told.”

      “Why would I do that?”

      He traced a gentle finger down the side of my face, my bottom lip quivering. “Because it’s expected of you.” A smirk tugged at his lips. “I can already hear your thoughts reeling with so many questions. Soon, they will all be answered.” He let go of my hair and put some distance between us. “But first we need to leave.”

      I stepped back, wanting to be farther away from him as I shook my head. “I’m not going anywhere with you.”

      With a smirk, he glanced from me, to Brad’s dead body, then back to me—a silent warning powerful enough to let my last bit of courage wither away. “You will, Mila. You will.”

      He nodded toward a man standing a few feet away. I didn’t even realize he was moving closer, not until I felt his fingers wrap around my elbow. I tried to jerk free without taking my eyes off the man who just killed my friend. “If you’re going to kill me, just do it now and get it over with.”

      He smirked, those picture-perfect lips turning into the mouth of the devil. “Oh, sweet little Mila. Do I look like a merciful man to you?”

      “Merciful?” I frowned in disgust.

      He reached out to touch the back of his hand against my cheek, but I jerked away. He bit his bottom lip, eyes narrowed as he studied me, the wicked glint in his eyes giving me a glimpse of his evil intent. “Believe me, killing you would be me showing you mercy.”

      His glare cut from mine to the man behind me. “Clean her up. We leave in half an hour.”

      “No! I’m not going anywhere with you, and you can’t make me. You can’t do this!”

      There wasn’t even a split second for me to take a breath before he had his hand around my neck, fingers biting into my throat so tightly I could only gasp for air. My eyes widened, the toxic mix of fear and my need to breathe sending a surge of panic thundering against my chest. His glare was as deadly as his grip.

      “First lesson. Never raise your voice to me, ever. And secondly,” he pulled me closer to him, “there is nothing in this world I can’t fucking do, and that includes taking you. Now, keep your goddamn mouth shut, do as you’re told, and don’t give me a reason to ruin this already plain looking face of yours.”

      If I wasn’t so desperate for a breath, his insult would have hurt more than the pain from his fingers clawing at my throat. My head felt like it was on the verge of exploding, my lungs aching as they pleaded for air, all the while his menacing glare swirled with dark warning.

      Abruptly, he let me go, the force causing me to stumble backward. I gasped as air finally filled my lungs, and I reached up to place a shaky hand on the burning skin around my throat. There were so many things I wanted to yell at him, scream at him, swear at him. But my need to breathe was stronger, and I braved a glance his way. There was no remorse in the depths of his eyes, and his squared shoulders and stone expression exuded power—the power of a tyrant.

      “I won’t warn you again, Mila. The sooner you start knowing your place, the easier this will be.” His jaw ticked as he kept my gaze, the fire of warning raging behind iced irises. “For all of us.” He turned, grabbed his drink, and walked off as if killing a man in cold blood and kidnapping a woman was just normal, everyday business for a man like him.

      As tears streamed down my face, my chest rising and falling while fear clawed at every bone in my body, I watched him walk away. The man in the navy suit, with the light blue eyes and textbook perfect lips. A killer. A kidnapper. The devil.

      I was dragged by two large hands across the carpet until I heard the stomp of our feet on the marble floors of the foyer. My body suddenly felt drained of all my energy. The stories you heard of adrenaline kicking in, your natural instinct going on autopilot to escape situations like these, were bullshit. There was no rush of energy, no all-consuming need to escape. It was like my body had been drained, my mind caught in the web of vertigo, as if it was trying to alter this new reality I was trapped in.

      I glanced down at Brad’s lifeless body one more time before I was pulled around a corner. That was when I lost my hold, the moment my body and mind both shut down, the world disappearing right before my eyes.

      I fell back, arms catching me before I hit the ground. A woman’s voice sounded from far away, flashes of images slicing through my head like blades.

      “Take her to the room.”

      I wanted to fight back. I wanted to stop them, to scream, but somehow my mind had short-circuited, and I couldn’t do any of those things.

      “Hold her down. We need to get her cleaned up and ready to leave.” My back hit something soft, like silk sheets, my shoulders pinned with what felt like two boulders.

      “Mila, we’re not going to hurt you.”

      More flashes. A woman’s face. Blonde. Pretty.

      I needed to fight.

      My skin crawled as I felt hands and fingers sliding down my body. “Keep still, and this will be over soon. I promise.”

      “No.” I couldn’t hear my own voice, but I knew I said it. I didn’t want anyone touching me. I didn’t want this to happen to me. This happened to other people, to other girls. Not me. It wasn’t supposed to happen to me.

      “Hold her still, James.”

      “I’m trying. The bitch is strong.”

      Strong? I wasn’t strong. I wasn’t even moving. I wasn’t fighting. I wasn’t trying to break free. I was just lying there, weak and frail, letting them do whatever they wanted.

      “James!”

      Pressure crushed my chest, a strong scent of musk blasting around me.

      “Jesus. Can I knock her out?”

      “Do you want Saint to kill you?”

      “Just hurry the fuck up.”

      More pressure, my body being forced deeper into the mattress while hands continued to rush across my skin. The more I felt the unfamiliar touch, the more I started to grasp my senses, slowly gaining control.

      The flashes stopped, and suddenly everything happening around me began to click into place. A man was holding me down, the woman trying to undress me.

      “Stop!” I cried. “Let me go.” With the kind of strength I never knew I had, I jerked free and slammed my fist into the woman’s face, sending her stumbling back, falling on her ass.

      “Jesus Christ, woman.” The man grabbed both my arms, wrapping his hands around my wrists, pulling me down on the bed.

      I kicked, screamed, thrashed, clawed, tried everything in my power to break free.

      “Let her go.”

      My head jerked in the direction of the woman whose lip I just busted.

      “Let her go, James.” She got up from the floor, nursing her busted lip with a gentle hand.

      “You sure? This bitch is feisty.”

      “Yeah.” She nodded, pinning a glare at me. “She won’t run.”

      “Like fuck I won’t.”

      She stepped closer. “Where will you run to? You have nowhere to go.”

      I clenched my jaw. “You don’t know me.”

      “Trust me, I know more than you can imagine.” She looked at James, who still clutched my wrists tightly together. “Let her go.” Even I could see the warning in her dark eyes.

      Abruptly, he let go, raising his arms in the air. “If she runs, it’s on you.”

      Her gaze snapped back to mine. “She won’t run…will you, Mila?”

      Even with the hard look in her eyes, her voice was calm and soft. One would think after I almost broke her nose, she’d be a little more pissed.

      I shot upright and moved toward the headboard of the bed, watching as her tall, slender frame came closer.

      “My name is Elena.”

      I didn’t respond.

      “I can imagine you’re confused right now.”

      “I just saw my friend murdered right in front of me, and now I’m being kidnapped by a man I don’t know. Confused is not a strong enough word.”

      She stepped right up next to me. “Right now, we don’t have a lot of time, but I can promise you that no matter what you try to do, or how hard you fight, it will change nothing. Things have been put into motion, and there is no stopping it now.”

      “What things?”

      “Things you won’t understand. At least not right now.”

      I wiped at my cheek with the back of my hand. “Sounds like you’re asking me to trust you.”

      “Asking, yes. Expecting, no.” Rosy pink lips turned into a hint of a smile, her expression softening—compassionate, almost. “I don’t expect you to trust me, but this is me giving you a friendly warning. Fight, and you’ll make this much harder than it is.” She picked up a black dress hanging over the back of a chair and placed it on the bed next to me. “Fighting will make this harder for you. But if you cooperate, I can promise you won’t get hurt.”

      Not trusting this woman, I kept my glare on her as she rounded the bed to stand at the end. “In fact, once this is all over, you might even find it all…liberating.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means you might find answers to the questions you’ve been asking your entire life.”

      The knowing look she gave me had me holding my tongue, and in that moment, I got the feeling she really did know me as she had claimed a few a seconds ago.

      She smiled. “That caught your attention, didn’t it?”

      I didn’t react.

      “Good.” She straightened her shoulders. “Now, you can either dress yourself, or James and I can assist you.”

      Silence fell around us, her eyes never leaving mine. The only reason I was able to play the cards life had dealt me for the last twenty-two years was because I had learned how to bluff. And now, my every instinct was screaming at me to do what I did best. If I wanted to survive whatever hell this was, I had to focus all my energy on this one thing.

      Bluff.
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      I could still feel her skin beneath my fingers as I walked away. Still see her eyes go from terrified to desperate as she fought for air while I struggled to contain myself. Struggled to control my anger while I held her life at my fingertips, seconds away from crushing her throat. But nothing would stop me from doing what I had set out to do, especially not an ignorant young woman like her. She needed to be taught a lesson. She needed to learn that challenging me, telling me what to do, would always end with painful consequences.

      I saw the fight in her eyes slowly turning from a glimmer to a searing flame. It had to be doused before she had the chance to acknowledge it, before she could even think of standing up against me. There was no fighting me, no stopping me from getting what I wanted, and it was a lesson she needed to learn as soon as possible.

      My bags had already been packed hours ago. The night had gone exactly according to plan, and now we needed to leave this hotel penthouse suite like we were never even here. For this to work, I had to make sure he didn’t come close to figuring out my plan, knowing what cards I held in my hand. Now that I had the Torres girl, I had to make sure no one else knew about her—or the fact that she would be my biggest trump card.

      My phone vibrated in my jacket pocket, a message from my pilot to confirm everything was ready for our departure.

      I slipped my phone back into my jacket pocket when James knocked and walked into my room.

      I gave him a sideways glance. “Is the girl ready?”

      “She is.”

      Scratch marks on his hands caught my attention, and I frowned in question.

      James shrugged. “She’s a fighter.”

      “I expected nothing less.” I smirked then righted my cufflinks. “Has the clean-up crew taken care of the mess Brad left on the carpet?”

      “It’s like he’s never been here.”

      “Fantastic. Everything in place for our exit?”

      “Yes, Mr. Saint. The chefs and kitchen staff have been briefed, and three unmarked cars will be waiting for us at the back exit.”

      “Good.” I turned toward the full-length mirror and straightened my tie. “Make sure any security footage is wiped after we’re gone, including those of when they entered the hotel earlier. I want every trace of her erased.” I spun to face James. “There’s no room for error here. If they discover we have her, our plan will be shot to shit.”

      “Understood.”

      James was on his way out when I called him back. “When are you going to stop calling me Mr. Saint?”

      He smirked. “The day you stop paying me.”

      “Smartass.”

      The door slammed when James left, and I wiped a hand down my suit jacket. For a brief second I thought about Mila, and how her cheek flushed a scorching crimson while I had my hand around her throat, showing her that she was no longer in a world where she could say and do whatever she wanted. She was in my world now, and she had to live by my rules, obey me at all times. But she had a strength in her that wouldn’t let her submit easily—the kind of strength I had to break as soon as possible. I wasn’t surprised to see her handiwork on James’s arms, and I wasn’t lying when I said I didn’t expect anything less from her. This wasn’t a recently concocted plan I just threw together at the last minute. I had been plotting this for months, years, and Mila had been a part of it since the very beginning—she just didn’t know it. She still didn’t.

      I grabbed my Sea-Dweller Rolex from the bedside table, the oystersteel and yellow gold glinting under the dim light of the room, and headed out as I clasped it around my wrist. This was finally it. The wheels had been set in motion, and there was no going back now.

      James was already waiting by the elevator in the foyer. The sound of clicking heels had me looking down the hall, my aunt Elena impeccably dressed as always. She gave a slight nod, and Mila appeared next to her, no trace of the jeans and shirt she wore earlier. Instead, she wore a black sheath dress nipped at the waistline, accentuating her hourglass shape, and a large, elegant hat specifically chosen to hide her face as much as possible without it looking too conspicuous. Her wild curls had been tucked into a neat bun at the back of her neck, and the closer she came to us, the more I noticed how different Mila’s face looked with the make-up Elena had used. If I hadn’t seen the real Mila half an hour ago, I never would have thought it was the same person.

      I held out my hands as Elena stepped up, and I frowned when I saw the cut on her lip. “What happened?”

      She smiled warmly. “A mere misunderstanding.”

      I glared at Mila, knowing all too well it was her handiwork. But there was no time to investigate, and I kissed Elena on the cheek. “You did a fabulous job, Aunt Elena.”

      “Thank you, Marcello.”

      I glanced at the woman with the defiant look in her eyes who seemed mere seconds away from running in the other direction. I took the black trench coat Elena was holding and circled around to stand behind Mila. I held the coat as she reluctantly pulled it on. Leaning closer, I brought my hands up to her arms. “I must say, you clean up well.”

      She glanced over her shoulder. “You think having me dress in these expensive clothes and hiding my face with a huge-ass hat will stop me from screaming my lungs out the second we step out that elevator?”

      My fingers dug into her shoulders, and she gasped from my punishing grip. “I can guarantee you won’t be that stupid.”

      She lifted a brow. “Yeah? Why is that?”

      I let go of her shoulders and moved to stand in front of her, towering over her, forcing her to crane her neck so she could keep looking me in the eye. “Because you saw what I did to your friend.”

      Her face paled, and I reached behind my back, pulled out my gun and held it in front of her before easing the muzzle down the side of her face—a subtle reminder of what I was capable of. “See, if you scream, or move anything besides those high heels you’re wearing while we walk out of here, I won’t hesitate to pull the trigger.”

      “I’m not afraid of dying,” she bit out.

      “Oh, I won’t be killing you. You’re far too valuable to me. But there are a lot of people in this hotel who are of no use to me, whose blood I wouldn’t mind spilling.” I inched closer. “Can you handle being the one responsible for a massacre, Mila?”

      Long lashes that framed those big green eyes batted a few times while I refused to look away. The stone expression she was so desperate to keep faltered, and her bottom lip quivered. Fear. That was what it was. That was what I saw while standing so close to her. Good. It was that exact fear that would ensure she survived everything that was about to come.

      I tucked the gun back under my jacket. “It’ll be a bloodbath on the bottom floor before you’ll be able to reach those golden revolving doors.”

      Her expression faltered. “You’re bluffing.”

      “Are you sure you want to chance it? There are a lot of innocent people down there who have nothing to do with our business.”

      “I’m not a part of your fucking business.”

      I smiled. “You can’t be more wrong.”

      “Sir,” James interrupted, “everything is set. We need to leave now.”

      I grinned. “Are you ready to be a part of my world, principessa perduta?”
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      There was nothing in his eyes. No emotion. No feeling. Nothing. Not even rage. It was an absolute void of black. Indifference, the one thing far worse than hate. It was so easy to see he was the kind of man who didn’t care about those he hurt, as long as he got what he wanted. And I was clearly the thing he wanted.

      “So, what will it be, Mila? Will you risk the lives of others for your own freedom?” The smirk on his face told me he already knew my answer. He already knew I would never let anyone get hurt because of me.

      “No.” The word burned my tongue, and the arrogant grin on his face grew wider.

      “Good.”

      Elena wrapped a gentle hand around my elbow as the elevator door opened. As we stepped inside, I was sure my legs would give way beneath me, my body weak and numb. I had never been this terrified in my entire life. Not even on those days when I stepped into new homes having no idea what kind of hell I was walking into.

      “Breathe, Mila,” Elena whispered as we settled at the back of the elevator. Why was this woman so concerned when she was clearly a part of all this?

      Saint, James, and two other men stepped in front of us, and the door chimed as it closed.

      “Keep your head down at all times.” Saint didn’t turn to look at me as he spoke. “Do not make eye contact with anyone, and make sure you stay at Elena’s side. Understood?”

      I chewed the inside of my cheek, my gut too heavy and mind too frazzled to respond.

      “Do you understand, Mila?”

      Elena tightened her grip around my arm, shooting me a warning look.

      “Yes,” I choked out, followed by a deep breath.

      I watched the numbers on the side panel light up as the elevator moved down. With every floor we passed, my heart beat a little faster, my breathing becoming more rapid and shallow. Sweat beaded at the back of my neck, my mouth dry as fear ignited my thirst to a point where my throat burned.

      While Saint and his two men cocooned us in the back with their tall frames and broad shoulders, I watched him stand there in his expensive suit. The confidence he exuded, the power he emanated made the atmosphere feel thick and threatening. All I could think about was how desperate I was to escape, to run and try to save myself from whatever he had planned for me.

      My heart hammered against my ribs, the beat pulsing in my ears as adrenaline surged through my veins. Sweat trickled down my spine, yet my skin felt ice-cold. We were only five people in an elevator which had a two-ton capacity, but the way my every breath got caught in my throat felt like there wasn’t enough air for me to breathe properly.

      The elevator chimed, and the door opened. But it wasn’t the floor to the foyer of the hotel.

      Saint turned halfway and caught me staring. My lips parted when his hand latched on to my hip, no one else aware of how he firmly pinched just above my hipbone, pain shooting around my waist, bruising my skin. “Head. Down.” He lightly jerked me closer, the brim of my hat the only thing shielding me from his grueling glare while hiding the fear in my eyes. “Do not. Test. Me.” His warning was hard and frightening, and I obeyed by lowering my head so my chin almost touched my chest. He didn’t let go of my hip, his cruel touch lingering a few seconds longer. For others, it would probably have seemed like two lovers, a man leaning in to whisper sweet words to his woman. Not a kidnapper murmuring threats and demands into the ear of his victim.

      It was only once James started moving that Saint removed his hand from my side. And it was only then that I managed a decent breath.

      Elena’s hand remained on my elbow as she guided me. We walked fast, almost as fast as my heart was beating. No one spoke a word, and my senses went on overdrive. My sense of smell. Sense of hearing. Sight. Even my sense of taste.

      I could smell the citrus scent of the clean carpet my heels walked over, see the tiny dirty spots one would think a hotel as grand as this one would not allow. I heard phones ringing and the footsteps of people around us. Tasted the metallic tang of blood as I bit my tongue, desperately trying to push through the paralyzing fear.

      Hinges squealed, and the carpet beneath us disappeared as we stepped on tiled floor before descending a flight of stairs. My legs felt unsteady. I wasn’t used to wearing heels, and the staircase made it harder to keep my balance. But Elena didn’t let go of my arm once, steadying me as she stayed beside me.

      The sound of our rushing footsteps was like an echo of how horrifying every passing moment was.

      We came to a stop, and for a second I forgot his instruction, his warning about me keeping my head down.

      I looked up and caught a glimpse of James opening a gray double door, but that was also the moment Saint glanced back at me. I saw the anger in his eyes before he opened his mouth. “What the fuck did I tell you about keeping your head down?”

      “I’m s—” It was instinct to want to apologize, but then I remembered who he was and what was busy happening. I wasn’t about to apologize for looking up while being kidnapped.

      I bit my tongue and met his glare, channeling all the hate I could find inside me toward staring him in the eye while I held my head up, and shoulders squared.

      His lips parted, a reprimand burning like hot coals on his tongue. But there was no time as James rushed us all through the door.

      There was a split second before I lowered my head, a split second when I noticed the kitchen in front of us. Empty. No sign of any staff. I’d worked in a few restaurant kitchens before, washing dishes and cleaning up after rude and angry chefs. I knew what a busy kitchen sounded like, the clinking of utensils and cutlery, the shouting of a perfectionist chef. The kitchen in front of me lacked all that.

      Elena pulled on my elbow, urging me to move faster, and I lowered my head as instructed. I knew we were on our way through the back exit of the kitchen. Why else would we come through here? I also knew that once I was out that door, taken to wherever, my chances of escaping would become slim. But he made it clear I’d have the blood of others on my hands if I chanced it.

      Doors opened, and my feet rushed down a single step. The early spring breeze was nowhere near cold enough to warrant the trench coat they made me wear, and my entire body burned with the flames of adrenaline.

      “Elena,” Saint said, “you take the front car. Mila and I take the middle, and James will ride behind us.”

      “Do you not think it would be better for Mila and me to go together? There’s a greater chance of you two being seen together if she goes with you.”

      “No. I’m not letting her out of my sight.”

      This time, I lifted my head so I could look at him.

      “I’ve been searching for her for far too long. And now that I found her, I’m not letting her go.” The smirk on his face was colored with secrets, and he knew his words just ignited an arsenal of questions he never planned on answering.

      Elena accepted his response immediately and let go of my elbow, heading toward the black SUV parked in the front. Saint grabbed my arm, his grip tight as his fingers bit into my flesh. He didn’t care whether he was hurting me, or whether he was causing me to stumble by dragging me to the car. He didn’t give a fuck about anything except getting me out of there as soon as possible.

      We reached the car, and he pulled the hat off my head, grabbing the back of my neck, fingers biting my flesh as he forced me into the back seat of the SUV. His touch was merciless and cruel, and if it weren’t for my heart trying to claw its way up my throat, it would probably hurt more.

      Saint got in next to me, and the second the passenger door shut, the car moved. I scurried to the other end of the back seat, desperate for distance between us. It was instinct to reach for the door handle, but I was hardly surprised to find it locked.

      “You’re not getting away from me, Mila.”

      “Why are you doing this?” I leaned against the door, suddenly not brave enough to look at him.

      “Because it’s your destiny. It’s our destiny.”

      “What the hell are you talking about?”

      “Something your tiny little head won’t understand.” He shifted in his seat. “Because it’s been kept from you since the day you were born.”

      This time I looked at him. “What?”

      With narrowed eyes, he studied me like he knew me. Like he knew more about me than I did.

      “Our families go back generations.”

      I snorted. “Which one? I’ve had many.”

      “I’m not talking about one of your foster families.” His face turned to stone. “I’m talking about your real family.”

      My stomach turned inside out, my skin ice-cold. “My real family?”

      He nodded, secrets hiding behind the line of his sealed lips.

      “You know my real family?”

      His lips curved, a look of sheer amusement as if he loved every second of mind-fucking me with words that made no sense. Frozen to the spot, I could only watch as he reached out and placed the back of his cold hand against my cheek.  “You, dear Mila, are the world’s best kept secret.” His voice dropped to a low, dark whisper. “And now…you’re my secret.”
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      The look on her face was priceless. I could see how her body shuddered, how her eyes screamed with the need to know every dark secret I kept so close to my chest. Secrets I didn’t plan on sharing with her any time soon. But that didn’t mean I wouldn’t use it to torture her…just a little.

      I knew her head was drowning in questions, yet she kept her mouth shut. I wasn’t sure whether it was her stubbornness stopping her from asking them, or whether her mind was too fragmented by what I had just revealed. I knew her family. I knew her heritage. I knew her entire goddamn bloodline. But the best part was I knew the answer to every fucking question she ever had about her life, about who she really was.

      I sat back in my seat, settling in as we sped through the streets of New York. The three cars split off in different directions when we rounded the first corner away from the hotel. Every security measure had been put in place for this, for me to get her out of New York as soon as possible once she was finally brought to me. I would have gone and pull her out of the slums in Syracuse myself if I thought it could be risked. But I couldn’t risk it in case I was being watched.

      The entire way to Teterboro Airport, Mila remained as silent as a mouse. She didn’t even move next to me, keeping her gaze out the window the entire time. It was just past midnight, and the tinted windows allowed her to see nothing but the blur of streetlights. New York was slowly fading away, and I wanted to tell her to take a hard look at it all because it would be a long time before she saw it again, if ever. But I appreciated the silence for what it was. Heavy, suffocating, foreboding with a hint of excitement brought on by me knowing what her future held in store for her. For us both. And the sadistic fuck in me loved the fact that I could torture her so easily by simply withholding all I knew.

      Any other man in my position would probably feel a slight twinge of guilt knowing he was about to ruin a woman’s life in order to fulfill a ten-year-old vendetta. But not me. The blood in my veins went cold a long time ago, and I no longer concerned myself with the wellbeing of others. Especially a Torres girl. The girl of a family who thought they could fool us—fool me. Well, they were in for one hell of a surprise when I was ready to reveal all.

      The car drove through the gates of Teterboro Airport, the security letting us in without stopping us—as instructed. A lesson I had to teach Mila quickly—money and power were the only things you needed to rule the fucking world.

      Lightning cracked across the sky, and for the first time during the entire trip, Mila looked at me. “Why are we here?”

      “It’s an airport. What the fuck do you think?”

      “Where are we going?”

      “Don’t you mean to ask where am I taking you?”

      “It’s the same thing.”

      I smirked. “Asking where we are going implies you’re going willingly. Asking where I’m taking you states that you have no say in the matter.” I shrugged. “Which, in this case, is better suiting.”

      She squirmed in her seat, her cheeks ash-white, her fresh make-up no longer able to hide the circles under her eyes. “Stop screwing around.”

      I scoffed. “Such a mature response. I can see we have our work cut out for us.”

      She turned to face me head on. “Forgive me if my main concern isn’t speaking in a mature fucking way.”

      “Something we’ll be dealing with in days to come. Now, when that door opens, you get out and follow James to the private jet. Do not even think of running.”

      She narrowed her eyes at me, disdain screaming from the swirls of her emerald irises. “And where the hell would I run to, exactly? And judging by how easily we just drove in here, I’m pretty sure you have everyone working here on your payroll.”

      “You’re quite the observant one.”

      Her door opened, James extending his hand, but she kept her eyes on me, not moving.

      “It happens when you live around people whose sole purpose is to hurt you.”

      With those expensive high heels Elena had her wearing, she stepped out of the car, and I followed, closing the door behind me. More lightning cracked across the sky, followed by a loud rumble of thunder before rain started to pour down. If I were a superstitious bastard, I’d see it as the universe’s way of telling me bad shit was about to happen. But I didn’t need the universe’s warning. I already knew bad things were to come, because I was the one bringing them.
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      I had never been on a plane before, let alone a private jet. As I set foot inside, it was like stepping from that cursed elevator into the luxury suite of his hotel again. I smelled the strong scent of rich leather, custom wood veneer adding more than a touch of elegance to the interior. Natural shades of tan, beige, and umber welcomed me, and the click of my heels was muted by the lush, beige carpet. It was a strong display of wealth and power. It was also a reminder that my chances at fighting him, surviving him, were slim. There was no way a girl like me could compete with this kind of power.

      I bit my lip as I glanced around. If this was under any other circumstances, I’d probably be bouncing off the wall with excitement. But it wasn’t. And I was everything but excited. In fact, I had never been this terrified in my entire goddamn life. I tried my best to be brave, to keep the expression on my face from giving me away. The last thing I wanted was for Saint to think I would cower while I withered away through whatever he had planned for me.

      James helped me out of the trench coat I wore before showing me to my seat. I let out a breath when I sat down, the comfort of the wide armchair doing nothing to settle my apprehension. “Where are we going?” I looked up at James, but he didn’t even blink at my question, let alone answer. It was as if he didn’t hear me at all, ignoring me like I wasn’t even there.

      Saint took a seat across from me, no longer wearing his suit jacket. His tie had been loosened a bit and the sleeves of his dress shirt rolled up mid-arm.

      “Who are you?” My voice shook, my hands on my lap with fingers weaved together.

      “You can call me Saint.” He answered like I just asked the world’s dumbest question. “I’m the man who owns this plane—”

      “And let me guess, half the world?”

      James handed him what looked like a glass of bourbon. “Hopefully, when this is all over, I will own the whole fucking world.”

      “I meant to me.”

      He cocked a brow. “I don’t understand.”

      “I meant who are you to me?”

      That arrogant smirk appeared on his face once again. “That’s a very odd question to ask.”

      “And this is a very fucked-up situation.”

      “You have a foul mouth, Mila.”

      “My choice in words is not really a concern for me right now.”

      For the longest time, he studied me while nursing his expensive drink, leaning back in his chair like a man who didn’t have a care in the world. If I was a clever girl, I would have looked away, not demanding an answer by keeping his gaze. But I wasn’t a clever girl—at least not now.

      “Are you going to answer my question?”

      Saint smacked his lips as he took a sip of his bourbon and cleared his throat. “Unfortunately, you aren’t ready for all the answers just yet.”

      “Is that your professional opinion?”

      He frowned. “Sarcasm is very unbecoming.”

      “So is kidnapping.”

      He snorted. “I have a feeling you and I are going to have a lot of fun together.”

      “Don’t count on it.”

      “Do you want answers?”

      “Yes.”

      He leaned forward, and I let out a silent breath when his fingers brushed my knee, his touch slightly warmer than before. A shudder traveled down my leg as fingertips brushed against my naked skin, his lips slightly parted, the look in his eye that of a hunter.

      He licked his lips, and for a single moment I let my guard down, allowing my gaze to drop to the subtle movement that reminded me of how I thought about his lips as perfection when I saw him for the first time…right before he killed my friend.

      Abruptly, his hold on my knee tightened to a point of pain, and I closed my eyes as I gasped.

      “Then stop behaving like a fucking brat.” His hard voice complimented his cruel touch.

      Tears stung my eyes, and I was only a few breaths away from letting them slip free, exposing the level of fear I felt.

      Saint reached out, and I closed my eyes as he towered over me. Through the threatening tears, I could smell the scent of his expensive cologne, a mix of spices—rosemary, black pepper…and dominance. The click of the seatbelt made me stiffen, and I could no longer keep the tears from falling. It was a slow trickle of fear down my cheek, my lips trembling as it lapped past my mouth.

      “Now, now, Mila.” He wiped at a tear, and I turned my face away from him without opening my eyes, unwillingly giving him access to lean even closer, his lips brushing against my ear. “I like it when girls cry.”

      Without warning, I felt his teeth nip at my earlobe, and I whimpered with trembling lips.

      “You’ll be smart to remember that.”

      I didn’t need to open my eyes to know he was no longer leaning over me. Just by finally being able to take a stable breath, I knew he was no longer close, and I opened my eyes as the plane engines started. I refused to look at him across from me and stared out the window into the darkness. As quickly as day turned into night, my life changed from a reality I had always known to a nightmare, and I had no clue what it held in store for me.

      One would think I’d be a little more excited when the airplane started moving since this was the first time for me. But it managed to make me feel even worse. The acceleration had me clutching the armrests tightly, the pressure pushing me deeper into the seat.

      My heart raced, my mouth as dry as it was in the elevator back at the hotel.

      “You’ve never been on a plane before.”

      I gave a quick look his way but didn’t respond.

      “Relax. The takeoff is the worst part.”

      I pressed my eyes closed, swallowing hard. There was a clunk when the plane lifted off the ground. A sinking sensation came over me as we kept ascending, my chest tight and gut heavy. I didn’t look out the window. It was too dark to see anything, anyway. But I felt it, the incline as the plane climbed. Shutting my eyes, I felt sweat beading at my temples, and instead of feeling the plane lifting into the air, I imagined it plummeting to the ground.

      I squirmed in my seat, trying hard to concentrate on my breathing and to not let the impending panic attack crush my chest.

      “Mila. Look at me.”

      I gripped the armrests tighter.

      “Mila!”

      The sharp tone of his voice forced me to open my eyes.

      “Look at me.”

      I shook my head, on the verge of closing my eyes again.

      “I said look at me. Breathe and look at me.”

      My nostrils flared as I took a deep breath, the air burning its way into my lungs while I kept staring into the crystal blue of his eyes. The stone expression he wore so well was still there, but his gaze lacked the cruel glint it had all night as he stared back at me. Swirls of sapphires and slate held me captive while my heartbeat kept rising. I couldn’t look away even though I knew what a ruthless son of a bitch he was. The darkness lured me in while fear gripped me tightly in its claws. As seconds passed, I managed to breathe more easily while keeping my eyes on his.

      The plane steadied until it no longer felt like we were even moving.

      Saint relaxed back and held a hand up. “James, bring the girl a drink.”

      “I don’t—”

      “Yeah, you do.”

      James handed me a glass, which I reluctantly took.

      “Drink up,” Saint started. “It’s going to be a long flight.”

      “A long flight to where?”

      He grinned. “Somewhere no one can find you.”
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      It was a nine-hour flight we had ahead of us, and having her sit across from me forced me to look at her. Her face. Her eyes. The way her jaw clenched as she bit the inside of her cheek. She never crossed her legs, not once, keeping her knees locked together. Was it a sign of a lack of confidence? A sign of discomfort? Of course, it was. She had no idea what was going on, or who I really was. She was on a plane and didn’t know the destination, wearing clothes that weren’t hers.

      A tear trickled down her cheek, and I knew by the haunted look on her face she was thinking about him. For some reason, it irked me, like metal scratching against bone. “He doesn’t deserve your tears.”

      She scoffed. “He wasn’t your friend.”

      “And neither was he yours.”

      Finally, she turned to me, dark circles framing her tired eyes. “Did he know?”

      I knew what she was asking. From all the research I gathered about her, I knew she was a smart girl, and she could easily put two and two together.

      I nodded. “He knew he was delivering you to me.”

      Her bottom lip started to quiver, but she bit back her tears. “He knew all along? All those months we were friends?”

      “Do you really think it a coincidence he literally ran into you on the subway, among hundreds of people? An act of fate?”

      Long lashes weaved together as she closed her eyes, tears falling, a visible trail left over her layer of make-up. Knowing those tears were meant for that low-life son of a bitch was enough to bring my blood to a simmer in my veins.

      I slammed the last of my drink down my throat, holding up the empty glass, indicating for a refill. “He played you, Mila. You were nothing but a paycheck for him. You should think about that before you waste another tear on that jackass.”

      A soft whimper rolled off her lips, and she wiped at her cheek, not saying a word. I didn’t know why, but I fucking hated it. If that asshole was standing in front of me right now, I’d fucking shoot him again.

      The buzz of bourbon mixed with the rush of white-hot anger made a flurry of harsh thoughts bombard my mind.

      James returned with a fresh glass, my stare turning into a glare as I watched her sorrow-filled face. “Stop. Stop crying over him.”

      Her heart-shaped lips pulled into a sad smile. “You think I’m crying over him?”

      “It sure looks like it.”

      “Shows you know nothing.”

      I sat upright, moving to the edge of my seat, still clutching the tumbler between my fingers. “I know you’ve been passed from one foster home to the other your entire goddamn life. I know you’ve never had any real friends.”

      “I thought Brad was my friend.”

      My control slipped, and I reacted, throwing my glass across the plane, the sound of it shattering splitting through the cabin. “That fucker fooled you, played you, pretended to be someone he wasn’t, said the words you wanted to hear so he could win your trust. Meanwhile, when he wasn’t with you, he was shooting crack and fucking whores like the low-life piece of shit he was.” I stood, pulling my hand through my hair, the level of anger rising with every passing second.

      Her green-eyed glare corrupted with misplaced grief locked on to mine. “I know he betrayed me.”

      I arched over her, clutching the back of her seat. “Then you know why I planted lead in his goddamn skull.” Her eyes widened as she looked up at me, studying me. I smiled. “If you’re looking for any sign of remorse, you won’t find it.” I brought my lips down to her ear. “Because I feel none. Having Brad’s blood on my hands is one of the few things that won’t keep me up at night.”

      She shuddered, and a rush of air swept past her lips, her throat moving as she swallowed. Being this close, I could smell her fear, her uncertainty. She reeked of ignorance and naivety, a scent I wanted to replace with my own, like a goddamn animal staking its claim on what was rightfully his to take.

      My corrupted thoughts filled my head like a toxin, and I reached up and eased a single digit down the curve of her neck, feeling her rapid pulse beneath my fingertip. It was easy to see she was holding her breath, fearing my next move. Hating my touch. Despising me. Something I planned on changing very, very soon.

      Tracing the tip of my nose down the edge of her ear, I allowed my fingertip to travel farther down her chest, across her smooth, satin-like skin. I teased a finger against the fabric of her dress, all along the V-shaped neckline above her breasts. So young. So innocent. A fragile doll that would crack under the wicked touch of a man like myself.

      I reached between her breasts, a single fingertip traveling across her soft skin, and I heard her finally take a breath.

      “Don’t touch me,” she whispered, her voice and lack of conviction far too weak to deter me from exploring her body. In fact, it only inspired me to want to feel more of her skin beneath my fingertips. Soft, silky, innocent. It made my mouth water to taste her, to ravage and ruin her, to see her back arch while I fucked her sweet little body into submission.

      “Oh, dear Mila.” I slipped a hand inside her dress and cupped her naked breast, not giving a fuck whether my touch was welcome. She was mine, after all; she just didn’t know it yet.

      A soft whimper of air rushed from her lips, and I closed my eyes, relishing the sound as it fucking thrilled me to feel her stiffen, her breathing labored and heavy. Her nipple hardened against my palm, the tiny pebble begging to be sucked, her body reacting beautifully to my uninvited caress.

      “There will come a time, Mila, when you’ll beg me to touch you.”

      She turned her face toward me, her rosy pink lips glistening with invitation, begging to be ravaged until swollen. Her chest rose and fell, soft breaths wafting from her mouth like a breeze of seduction. I could practically smell her lust, her eyes boring into mine like she was begging for something. Something she didn’t want, yet inexplicably needed.

      She licked her lips, her tongue demanding my attention. “I…would rather die.”

      I looked down at where my hand disappeared beneath her dress, smiling. Well played, Mila.

      The swell of her breast fit perfectly in my palm, and I squeezed the rounded flesh before pulling my hand from her dress. Her body sagged back in the seat, cheeks flushed and flustered as she visibly struggled to catch a breath. I was a hunter, a man who relished the chase, and it was easy for me to see when a woman was desperate to fight the most basic human urges—to succumb to sin. But there was a strength in Mila I hadn’t seen for a long while, the kind of strength that would put the challenge back into the hunt—a temptation I would kill to indulge in.

      Not taking my eyes off her, I watched her unbuckle her safety belt, getting to her feet. “I need to use the bathroom.”

      “Elena will take you.”

      Mila brushed past me, purposely avoiding eye contact. I sat back down and stared after her. The sick fuck in me wondered how wet she was between her legs. I didn’t know which thought turned me on more—the thought of her wanting me and submitting, or the thought of her fighting me until her body betrayed her in the worst possible way. But whether she submitted or kept on fighting, she would give me what I wanted. I’d make sure of it. I’d waited for this day for years, following this road of vengeance and retribution until I finally reached the destination I yearned for. A place where I could right every wrong ever done unto me.
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      I could hardly put one foot in front of the other. My emotions were tearing down every ounce of strength I had left in me, wiping it away like it was nothing but dust.

      Elena walked out in front of me, and I followed, praying I wouldn’t break down—at least not until I was alone.

      “Here you go.” Elena stood to the side and pointed at the door. I rushed inside before it was too late—before the walls came tumbling down, losing myself in the wreckage.

      The click of the door sounded, the signal for me to let go. To let the cracks break, to let me shatter into pieces.

      It took one breath, one moment for a lifetime’s worth of tears to flush through my soul and pour from my body like a river of sorrow. Everything faded to gray, the blackness of the world blinding me. Except for the blood. Brad’s blood. I could still clearly see it seep into the carpet, his body having no use for it any longer. Saint didn’t even blink. He didn’t give Brad’s corpse a second glance. He just wiped the smears of blood that spattered my face from my cheeks, as if it had the power to taint me.

      I turned and fell back, slowly slipping down the door, crying so hard it hurt. Every tear cut down my cheek, the pain unbearable.

      Saint took me. He took me against my will. Kidnapped me. Threatened me. Then touched me. Something he had no right doing. Something my body had no right liking. But it did. I did. The moment he slipped his hand in my dress, my core tightened, and it wanted more. My body wanted more. How was that even possible? This man was the devil, evil incarnate and didn’t even try to pretend otherwise. The second I realized what was happening, it was like a switch was flipped, that single moment of desire turning into a violent surge, a sickening feeling I had never experienced before.

      He made me sick. Saint made me sick. His touch was venom, and his words were nothing but lies, manipulative deceptions of twisted truths. I had only been in his presence for a few hours, yet it felt like he had been infecting me my whole life. Like he had been slated into my bones.

      “Mila, are you okay?” Elena knocked on the door, and I wiped at my cheeks like it was possible to erase every trace of my tears.

      “I’m going to pretend that’s a trick question.” Sarcasm was the only weapon I had to hide my fear behind.

      “It’s a long flight. I have something more comfortable for you to wear. I’ll just leave it outside the door.”

      I straightened my legs out in front of me, staring at the black high heels on my feet. “Why are you being so nice to me?”

      There was no answer, and I thought she had left. But then I heard her soft voice. “Because no matter the reasons for you being here, you didn’t ask for any of this.”

      “Why is he doing this to me?”

      “It’s just the way things are supposed to be.”

      I glanced down at the floor next to me. “He’s going to hurt me…isn’t he?”

      Silence followed, but she was still there. I could see her shadow from underneath the door.

      But then her shadow disappeared, leaving without answering. She knew it as well as I did that Saint would hurt me, and I had every reason to fear him, to want to stay as far away from him as possible.

      Pushing myself off the floor, I unlocked the door and found a pair of black tights and a white dress shirt neatly folded on the floor. The pile of simple clothing she left for me was probably worth more than my entire wardrobe back at the crummy apartment I shared with my roommate. I would have been more hopeful that I’d be missed if my roommate wasn’t tripping on cocaine half the time. My absence wasn’t something she’d notice. I wasn’t even sure she was aware of me living there half the time.

      I sighed and picked up the clothes before closing the door. Just like the rest of Saint’s private jet, the bathroom was the epitome of perfect architecture and design. Brown marbled countertops complimented the tiled floors. The glass shower door was clear, and a large mirror covered the entire wall on the inside. Two gold rings caught my attention, and I stepped closer. It looked like towel rings, but what would towel rings do on the inside of the shower? I walked up to the glass door as the gold rings piqued my curiosity. Bolted to the wall, I couldn’t figure out its purpose.

      I glanced around, looking for anything else that seemed out of place. But everything else seemed like normal bathroom fixtures.

      The cabinet beneath the sink practically begged to be opened. I probably should have known better than to snoop around, but given the circumstances, I figured I couldn’t get into deeper shit than I already was.

      I glanced at the bathroom door, knowing it wasn’t locked, but my curiosity got the better of me and I crouched in front of the cabinet. The round brass handle was smooth to the touch, the click of the clip causing me to swallow hard as I opened the cabinet door.

      Inside were bottles of shampoo, shower gel, toothpaste, and a vast range of aftershaves and shaving cream—all expensive brands, of course. Pursing my lips, I reached inside and moved the bottles around to see what else was in there. My fingers brushed against something rough, like rope, and I paused, looking in deeper. With reluctant fingers and a sudden surge of rattled nerves, I picked it up and held the black braided rope in my hand.

      “What the hell?” I murmured and took another look inside the cabinet. In the back corner, I found a gold bottle, and when I picked it up, I read the front label. “Liquid gold. What the hell is liquid gold?”

      “Has no one taught you not to snoop?”

      My heart about jumped out of my throat, and I shot up, still clutching the rope in one hand but dropping the bottle. It rolled across the tiled floor until it came to a stop right in front of his expensive Italian leather shoes.

      Saint’s brows slanted, and he crouched to pick it up, rubbing his thumb across the label before focusing his gaze on me. “Do you know what this is?”

      I eyed him with caution. “Should I?”

      “I’ll take that as a no.”

      He took a calculated step forward, closing the distance between us. His presence made the large area around us seem so much smaller than before, and my heart was on the verge of exploding inside my chest. Saint held the bottle up, and the veins on his arms bulged with the strength that pulsed through his body. “It’s meant to make fucking so much more…pleasurable.”

      The word rolled off his tongue like liquid seduction, twisted temptation dripping from his lips. I swallowed hard, taking a step back as he kept stalking closer, blue eyes holding me captive.

      “Have you ever been fucked before, Mila?”

      With another step, I felt the countertop bite into my back, and I grabbed hold of the edge. “That’s none of your business.”

      His eyes flashed with something primal. Threatening. And I knew the hunt had just begun.  “Answer my question.”

      Deadly ripples lurked below the surface, and I wondered what kind of sick, twisted pleasures he was into—what kind of woman he preferred in his bed.

      I lifted my chin to continue looking him in the eye as he towered over me. Crowding me. Stalking me. “I’ve had sex before.”

      “That’s not what I asked.”

      My breath hitched when he leaned in, placing his hands on the countertop behind me, cocooning me, trapping me between his arms with nothing but a breath of distance between us. “I asked have you been fucked before?”

      “Is there a difference?”

      He grinned. “With me, there is.” The low drum of his voice was laced with dirty fantasies and wicked desires, and I was taken aback by the blaze of jaded lust that struck me.

      Ice-blue eyes studied every contour of my face, his head cocked. In a desperate attempt to avoid his entrancing stare, I craned my neck to the side, turning my face away from him. A part of me hoped it would seem more like an act of defiance than a reaction of a woman cowering away.

      He brought his hand up, tracing a gentle finger down the side of my jaw, my skin hyperaware of the seduction in his touch. I shuddered and closed my eyes as his hand traveled down the side of my neck, my chest. With parted lips, I exhaled, and the second his greedy fingers reached the swell of my breast I reacted. It was instinct that took over as I swung my arm, but he saw it coming and blocked my hand aimed at his face, grabbing my wrist. His reaction was fast and calculated, pulling my arm to my side, and grabbing my throat with his other hand, pushing my head back against the mirror, my body leaning awkwardly over the countertop.

      With a snarl, he brought his face close to mine, jaw clenched, baring his teeth as his top lip curled. “This will be your last warning, Milana. Do not fight me. Do not defy me. And most of all,” he squeezed, fingers biting into the skin of my neck, “do not tempt me.”

      His eyes burned into mine like a beast about to devour its prey, his fingers tightening a little more before he finally let go of me with a jerk, stepping back.

      I inhaled deep, my body sagging down the counter as I rubbed the skin his fingers bit into.

      “You have two more minutes, or I’m coming back to drag your ass out of here.”

      I dropped to the floor, still taking one deep breath after the other, watching his black, polished shoes walk away.

      “Milana.” My voice croaked, and I looked up at him as he stilled. “You called me Milana.”

      He didn’t move. He didn’t turn to face me either.

      “Is that me? Is that my real name?”

      This time, he glanced over his shoulder, his jaw ticking under the dark five o’clock shadow. “Milana Katarina,” he murmured before walking off without saying another word.

      Jesus. Was that my real name? Did Saint really know who I was and who my real family was?

      All my life, all I wanted was to know the real me, where I came from, and who my real parents were. It was something most kids in the system always wanted to know, something that haunted us every day of our lives. And now, it seemed like I finally came across someone who could give me the answers I’d always wanted. Too bad that someone had to be the devil.
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        * * *

      

      The black leggings and white shirt were ten times more comfortable than the dress they made me wear. Elena didn’t leave me any shoes, but I had no problem walking around barefoot, especially with the cozy temperature of the cabin.

      Elena and James sat on the other side of the plane, deep in conversation. I wondered how old Elena was. She didn’t seem a day older than forty, yet I heard Saint calling her his aunt. James seemed younger, though, even younger than Saint, but they were about the same height. Same build.

      Without looking down at Saint, I brushed past to take my seat across from him just as a stewardess I had never noticed before placed a plate of food in front of me. She smiled in Saint’s direction, her red lips curved seductively. “Stuffed lamb breast with lemon and ricotta.”

      I glanced at the plate. “I…uh—”

      Saint grabbed it and shoved it back into her hands. “I asked for the stuffed chicken breast. Not the lamb.”

      “Sir—”

      “The lady doesn’t eat red meat. I specifically asked for chicken.”

      She all but swallowed her smile, her cheeks a panicked pink. “I’m sorry, Mr. Saint.”

      “Just get the damn chicken.”

      “Yes, Mr. Saint.”

      “Oh,” he lifted his hand, “make sure you remove all your personal belongings once we land. You won’t be returning.”

      The pink flush on her cheeks melted away, replaced with a sickly white. Her lips fell open, but he merely dismissed her with a wave of his hand, and she shut her mouth, rushing off in the other direction.

      Shocked, I widened my eyes and blinked. “You didn’t have to fire her.”

      “Of course, I did.” He sipped from his new glass.

      “Why? Because she got the order wrong?”

      “Because she didn’t listen. Because she couldn’t complete a task as simple as ordering the correct meal.”

      “I still don’t think her mistake justifies you firing her.”

      He placed his glass down on the table next to him. “Will the fact that I’ve fucked my stewardess countless times make you think otherwise?”

      I gaped in disbelief and shook my head. “Oh, my God.”

      “Will it?”

      “No.” I answered, clipped, yet feeling flustered and uncomfortable. “I don’t give a shit about your sex life or who you’ve fucked. I don’t even know you.”

      He placed his elbows on his knees, a shrewd look flashing in his blue eyes as he stared at me. “So, if I told you the rope you held in your hands earlier is the same rope I tied her with in the shower, it won’t make any difference to you?”

      Now I knew what the gold rings in the shower were for.

      I shifted in my seat, never taking my eyes off him. It became increasingly clear what kind of man he was. A hunter. A sexual predator. The most dangerous sort.

      “Is that why you took me?” I asked. “To turn me into a sex slave and sell me to some rich Arabic pervert named Abdul?”

      His face went dark, his expression unreadable, until he burst out laughing. “Abdul?”

      I frowned. “I’m glad you find it amusing.”

      The rolling sound of his laughter continued, and I shifted as it faded to a snicker.

      He wiped his fingers across his forehead. “No, Mila. I am not selling you as a sex slave to some Arabic pervert named Abdul.” His eyes narrowed as his expression closed up. “You are far more valuable than that.”

      “You keep saying things like that. What does it mean? What do you really want with me?”

      “All in due time, Mila.”

      “Milana Katarina.”

      His eyes flashed with warning.

      “That’s my name, right? My real name?”

      He sat back, rubbing his palms together, and my attention faltered from his sapphire eyes to his muscular hands, silken skin, and strong knuckles with symbols I didn’t recognize tattooed on each finger.

      “Yes,” he answered simply.

      “How do you know? How do you know who I am?”

      He continued to rub his fists. “You ask too many questions.”

      “You give too few answers.”

      He scoffed. “How do the Americans put it? You’ve got balls talking to me the way you do after you saw me kill Brad without fucking blinking.”

      I sat back, brushing my hair out of my face. “Something tells me if you wanted me dead, I would be.”

      “Clever girl. It would be smart to remember that, though.”

      I looked out the window. The sun was starting to peek out from the horizon, a picturesque clear view of the blue ocean stretching for miles and miles, nothing else in sight.

      “What is it you want from me?”

      “I told you, you’ll get your answers when you’re ready.”

      Frustration got the better of me, and I pulled my hand through my hair. “For God’s sake, just tell me. Tell me why I’m here, what you want with me, and what you plan on doing to me.” My voice grew louder with every syllable, James and Elena both turning in our direction.

      The heat on my cheeks made me realize I had to calm down. I had to keep control. It was the only thing he couldn’t take from me. Control. At least for now, anyway.

      “Please, Saint,” I murmured, closing my eyes and hanging my head down. “What. Do you want. With me?”

      Silence confined us both to the corner of the plane. It was heavy. Deafening. And it was slowly suffocating me. I needed answers. I needed to know because not knowing was far worse.

      The recently unemployed stewardess came back with a new plate in hand, her presence merely adding to the discomfort of the moment. Now that I knew Saint had sex with her in the bathroom multiple times, I looked at her in a different light. Her blonde hair seemed more fake than it did half an hour ago, her striking blue eyes a shade only contact lenses could give. Why did I suddenly not like her? The thought of Saint firing her didn’t upset me quite as much as it had anymore.

      The stewardess didn’t even look at Saint or me, her bottom lip trembling like she was about to burst into tears at any second. I wanted to ask her if she was okay, but Elena stepped up behind her with two glasses of champagne.

      “Anyone for a glass of champagne?”

      Saint grinned. “I’m sure Mila would love a glass.”

      Air slipped through my teeth. “Champagne is a celebratory drink.”

      “Indeed.” Saint took the glasses from her and held one out to me. “We have much to celebrate.”

      I frowned in disbelief. “You’re kidding, right?”

      “Drink up. It’s just a glass of champagne. The best in the world, I might add.”

      I chewed my lip, gazing at the perceived hazard which was Saint, sitting across from me in his expensive clothes, Rolex wristwatch, and poisonous grin.

      “One glass, Mila,” Elena urged with a warm smile. “It’s delicious. It will compliment your meal.”

      Reluctantly, I reached for the glass in Saint’s hand, and my fingers brushed against his. A gentle touch, a subtle spark, and I sucked in a breath, our eyes meeting. There was a wicked glint in the color of his irises, an unspoken darkness threatening to swallow me whole.

      Without saying a word, I took the glass from him, and he tipped his toward me. “To our time together, Mila.”

      I didn’t respond or humor him by pretending to toast back. I might have been from the wrong side of the tracks, but I knew champagne was meant to be savored. Meant to be sipped. But I drank it all in one go—a show of defiance. I had to keep my wits about me and figure out how I was going to get away from him. Until then, I had to do my best not to let this man get under my skin.

      Swallowing the last drop of champagne, I handed the glass back to Elena, glowering in Saint’s direction. He pulled his lips in a straight line. Those motherfucking textbook perfect lips, grinning like the Cheshire cat who had a belly full of secrets.

      I was one of those secrets. He told me so. The question was, why?
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      I was no stranger to waking up to a skull-pounding hangover and a tongue that felt like it had been licking shards of glass. But this was different. My mind was hazy, disorientated, and those first few moments after waking, I remembered nothing. Everything was blank, my thoughts scattering.

      I clutched fabric as I balled my fists and pushed myself up, my head as heavy as a goddamn wrecking ball. If it wasn’t attached to my body, it would have been rolling on the floor.

      I placed a hand on my head, my face curtained with the wild mess of hair. “Jesus Christ.”

      “You really have a foul mouth, Mila.”

      “Jesus!” I yanked at the sheet and saw Saint sitting on an armchair, staring at me with his hands clutched in front of his face. Yup, everything was coming back to me now.

      The hotel. The penthouse suite. The man with the perfect lips. Brad. The private jet.

      Fuck.

      “Where are we?”

      He tapped a finger against the top of his other hand. “You’re safe.”

      “That’s not what I asked.”

      Glancing down, I made sure I was still dressed then scurried around the bed like I would find some hidden clue between the sheets. God, I was so confused.

      I flipped my hair back, and it literally felt like my brain was moving around inside my skull. “Where are we?”

      “One of my estates.”

      “One?” I slanted a brow.

      “Yes. One.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “We were on a plane.” My memories slowly returned. “We were on a plane, and you…I had champagne. Oh, my God.” I gaped. “Did you fucking roofie me?”

      “You have a dirty mouth.” He didn’t even blink.

      “Did you touch me?” I jumped off the bed and looked down my body, my arms, around to my ass, frantically searching for signs of some sordid shit that had been done to me.

      “Trust me, I don’t need you to be passed out in order to touch you.” His words rolled off his lips seductively. Those damn lips kept demanding my attention, even with a hazy, post-roofied brain.

      “Why did you drug me?”

      “I had to make sure no one saw you being brought here.”

      “And where is here, exactly?”

      “My estate.”

      “I recall you saying that, yes. I mean where is this estate of yours?”

      He licked his lips. “Italy.”

      I balked. “We’re in Italy?”

      He nodded.

      “Italy?”

      “We’re in the Friuli-Venezia Giulia region of Italy.”

      My eyes widened. “Say what?”

      He smirked, amused by the fact that I would probably never be able to repeat that.

      I held up my hand, trying to process what he just said. “We’re in Italy?” I glanced around. “We’re in Italy. I’m in Italy,” I muttered to myself. As I turned, I spotted a window with its shutters closed. I rushed toward it and tried to open the window, but it was locked, slivers of sunlight coming through the creases where the two shutters met. “Why are these locked?”

      He got up, and I noticed the fresh, clean suit he was wearing. A black one this time. “For now, you are to stay inside and away from all windows.”

      “I’m a prisoner?” I scoffed. “Of course, I’m a prisoner. For a second there I forgot how you shot and killed my friend in order to kidnap me.”

      His dark brows furrowed in disapproval. The man was nothing but the epitome of perfection and power, proud and regal as if he owned the entire goddamn world. “I thought we established that Brad was not your friend?”

      “In my head, he was, until you killed him.”

      “If you ask me, I did you a fucking favor.”

      “So, you’re allowed to have a filthy mouth, but I’m not?”

      With a smirk, he moved toward me, slowly, taking one intimidating step at a time. I felt like goddamn prey, knowing it was cornered and seconds away from being devoured from head to toe.

      My back hit the wall, forcing a rush of air from my lungs. His six-foot-three frame, hungry gaze, and perfect lips had me pressing my nails against the concrete behind me. Being five-foot-six, I had never felt small, but while he had me trapped between him and the wall, my lungs felt like I was being smothered.

      He took my chin between his thumb and forefinger, forcing me to look up. “You think I have a filthy mouth now? Wait until you feel it between your legs. I give a whole new meaning to the word filthy, my little segreto.”

      I hated it. I hated how he so easily intimidated me, affecting me with his blatant sexual innuendos. The fucker kidnapped me. Did he really think I’d fall on my back and beg him to use me?

      Inching away from the wall, my bare toes touching his Italian leather shoes, I looked up at him, determined to show every ounce of defiance I had pulsing through my veins. “Fuck. You.” I arched a brow. “How’s that for a filthy mouth?”

      My heart raced like crazy, but I kept my expression stone as he bit his lip. I was sure the vein in my neck was about to explode, and the longer he stood there staring down at me, the harder it became to keep my composure from faltering.

      His hand dropped from my chin, steel eyes holding me captive. “Be careful, segreto. You don’t want to make this too much fun for a man like me.”

      “You mean a demented man?”

      He leaned down and snarled, “A determined one.”

      He stepped back, and I held my breath as we stared at each other, the tension between us on the verge of cracking.

      “Get dressed and come to my office down the hall. We have much to discuss.”

      “No shit.”

      “And don’t try to do anything stupid.”

      “Like what?”

      “Run.” An eyebrow lifted in warning. “Consider it a temporary leniency on my part by not locking you in this room. Do something stupid, and that leniency is no more.”

      He turned, heading toward the door, but stopped. “And take a shower. You stink.”

      The door slammed shut, echoing his very fucking dramatic exit.

      “Fucker,” I muttered.

      Flustered and a nervous wreck, I weaved fingers through my hair as I glanced around the room. Decorated with natural colors, the room was perfectly airy and open—besides the lack of an open window. The bed frame consisted of cream-colored upholstered leather, the winter white sheets ruffled from where I had lain. The headboard matched the frame, thick metallic curtains hanging down behind it, ceiling lamps connected to the corners of the bed with stainless steel chains. It was ultra-modern and eclectic, yet there was a touch of elegance with dark gray walls and a silver oval shaped mirror hanging above a side table. Of course, I wasn’t surprised to see more marble floors, as it seemed Saint really had a thing for marble.

      Closet doors caught my attention, and I was surprised to find it filled with women’s clothing. Little less surprised that it was all in my size—even the shoes—since Saint seemed to be a creeper that way.

      “You stink,” I mocked in a husky voice as I went through the vast selection of dresses, blouses, and skirts. I noticed there were no pants, not a single pair of jeans or leggings. I stepped back and placed my hands on my hips, huffing a strand of hair from my face.

      Well, this sure was a step up from my wardrobe back home, which consisted of three pairs of jeans, two shorts, and five t-shirts I collected from rock concerts. The room was definitely an upgrade from the crummy space I called a bedroom back in New York. I’d be stupid if I didn’t see all the luxuries that came along with my questionable kidnapping. What did he really want with me? And why did he treat me like a conquest, like I was an animal whose head he wanted hung on his study wall?

      Screw that. I was not about to glam up with pretty clothes and expensive shoes, like a pig being fattened up just before being slaughtered.

      Closing the closet doors, I glanced at my reflection in the mirror, scrunching my hair to tame it a little. “That will do,” I said to myself and headed out of the room.

      Just like the bedroom, the floors down the hall were made from the same marble, the walls a similar gray. It would have been dark if it weren’t for the skylights that lit the hall. The natural sunlight added a subtle shimmer to the flooring, a touch of elegance. If I had been here under different circumstances, I would have had a better appreciation for the blatant flaunting of money by a rich bastard who went around New York kidnapping girls and flying them off to Italy.

      I ambled down the hall, my footsteps light within the silence. The door at the very end was my destination, as per instruction. I wondered how he could be so certain I wouldn’t take a chance and run. How he was so sure I wouldn’t attempt to escape.

      My skull burned with a need to find a way out, but Saint had used the ultimate weapon to ensure I didn’t run just yet. The promise of answers. Maybe I would have been slightly more hesitant walking toward the door, but my need for answers had me putting one foot in front of the other. He said he’d give me answers, and I would do everything I could to keep him to his word. Even if I had to play him at his own game. Years of fending for myself, surviving the streets by doing what needed to be done, gave me an advantage. If Saint thought he had taken a girl who would crumble under the slightest pressure, he made a huge mistake taking me.

      Once I reached the door, I was ready to knock when I caught my hand trembling. The fight in me refused to acknowledge the thick fear that coated my throat. Fear made you weak. Fear made you lose control, and that was what Saint wanted. For me to lose control so he could take it.

      Out of sheer defiance, instead of knocking, I went for the doorknob and opened the door. Why would I stand outside in the hall like a servant waiting for permission to enter?

      I swung the door open. Saint was leaning against his desk, arms crossed in front of him like he had been waiting for me all along. “I knew you wouldn’t have the manners to knock first.”

      Purposely, I left the door open and stepped inside. “If you know me so well, you’d know I’m not the type to get kidnapped and submit to some sick bastard who gets pleasure out of fucking sex slaves.”

      He snorted. “Is that why you think you’re here, to be my sex slave?”

      “I’ve heard enough kidnapping stories to think it might be, yes.”

      “A sex slave. I have to say, the thought is quite,” he sucked a breath through his teeth, “titillating.” His gaze swept down my body, studying me, unclothing me. Terrifying me. Everything about this man screamed power and savagery. Raw seduction amplified by his stately presence.

      His hands dropped to the edge of the rich mahogany desk, a long finger tapping against the wood.

      Tap.

      Tap.

      Tap. It was almost the exact rhythm of my heartbeat, an ominous prelude of what was to come.

      I shifted from one leg to the other. “What does the word segreto mean?”

      “It’s Italian for secret.”

      “Is that what I am, a secret?”

      With a wicked grin, he replied, “You have no idea.”

      The way he responded unnerved me, but I tried my best to not show it. “You said you had answers.”

      “I also said you should take a shower.”

      With a shaky hand, I flipped wild curls over my shoulder. “I guess answers take precedence over hygiene.”

      A smile appeared on his face, his chiseled jaw ticking with the movement. “You’re not very good at following orders, are you?”

      “I’m not good at being kidnapped either.”

      His leather shoes creaked as he pushed himself off the desk, gesturing for me to sit in the black armchair in front of him. “Take a seat, Mila.”

      “I prefer to stand.”

      He tilted his head slightly as he rounded his desk. “That attitude of yours is sure to get you in a lot of trouble.”

      “More trouble than I’m already in?”

      Sapphires beaming with tempting darkness. “Much more.”

      Two words. Simple words. Yet it carried the power of a hurricane.

      “Sit. Down.” His jaw clenched and eyes blazed. It left no room for questioning and awakened a stirring need to obey.

      Pursed lips and shoulders no longer squared with confidence, I took a seat, refusing to break eye contact.

      “Good girl.” There was a hint of amusement in his remark.

      “Don’t call me that.”

      Without looking away, he tossed a brown envelope on his desk in front of me. “Your family. Everything you need to know is in there.”

      It was like swallowing glass. “My family?”

      “Yes.” He took a seat. “Open it.”

      Somehow, staring at that envelope, knowing it might hold all the answers I’d ever wanted—it scared the shit out of me. For twenty-two years, it was the last thought I had at night and the first when I woke up. Who was my real family? Where were they? And why didn’t they want me? Now, thinking all the answers were a mere arm’s length away was daunting, and I wasn’t sure if I was ready. I shifted in the seat before looking across the desk at Saint. “Why don’t you tell me?”

      His brow slanted in question. “Tell you what?”

      “Tell me what I need to know.”

      “It’s all there in that envelope. I assure you.”

      “I want you to tell me what it is you think I need to know.”

      A subtle grin tugged at the corner of his mouth. “Are you afraid, Mila?”

      “Of what?”

      “Of what’s inside it.”

      I scoffed and looked away, tucking a strand of hair behind my ear. “Do you blame me?”

      “Not in the least. But this is it. Everything you’ve ever wanted to know about your family is right there in front of you.”

      “Will it tell me what you want with me? Why you took me and brought me here?”

      A stiff silence settled, so tight it was like a rubber band which could snap at any second.

      His gaze didn’t falter as he leaned back, eyes narrowed, rubbing a finger across the stubble of his five o’clock shadow—the simple act drawing all my attention to his chiseled jaw and annoyingly perfect lips. I could see the veins beneath the tanned skin of his hand, and it made me think of strength and power, liquid domination that pulsed through his blood. Memories of how it felt having his hands wrapped around my wrist and throat bombarded my mind, leaving me breathless in a second of imagining him as something other than my kidnapper. It was insane, and I hated how my body reacted to him.

      The expression on his face was guarded, and I had no way of knowing what he was thinking. But I wanted to. I wanted to know what kind of thoughts he harbored when he looked at me with such intensity. What he felt when he stared at me.

      “I’ll tell you what.” He got up, and I held my breath as he moved in front of me and rested against the desk, fingers gripping the edges, legs crossed at his ankles. The way he looked at me, the way he moved, spoke. The way he breathed was like he had been born to seduce. The darkness that surrounded him had a certain allure—a toxic mix of sex and hate. Dangerous. Wicked. Lethal. It rolled off him in waves, and it crashed against every bone in my dissolute body.

      My heartbeat quickened, the scent of his expensive cologne drifting past, thorns of unsolicited lust pricking my insides. I had to swallow the glass in my throat and breathe past the ice in my lungs.

      He picked up the envelope, holding it between his fingers. “You have a choice. Either you look inside this envelope right now, or I tell you what I think you need to know.” He pulled a gold-plated Zippo lighter from his jacket pocket. “But if you choose not to open it, I’ll burn it along with everything inside it right now.” His thumb flicked the flint-wheel, the flame burning beneath the brown paper. “I’m giving you this choice, Mila.”

      “Why?” My voice cracked. “Why would you burn it?”

      The expression on his face was clear, completely void of any emotion. But his eyes were a storm of blue clouds—strong and threatening. “Life is all about choices. Question is, are you strong enough to carry the consequences of the choices you make?”

      It was there. I heard it. The challenge. The dare. A silent, tempting whisper urging me to take up the gauntlet. I wanted to. I wanted to show him I was brave enough, prove to him that he didn’t scare me even though sweat beaded at the back of my neck. But could I trust him? Could I trust that he would tell me everything I needed to know? Of course not. The man kidnapped me, for fuck’s sake. He took me against my will after he killed Brad in cold blood. There was no negotiating, no discussion. He just stormed into my life, unapologetically creating chaos like there was no other option. The man couldn’t be trusted—especially when he looked at me with those deceptive blue eyes. Like the ocean, it lured you in, only to keep you under until you drowned in its beauty. This man was the devil in an Armani suit and Italian leather shoes.

      I couldn’t trust him. Never.

      But like a stupid moth, I couldn’t stop myself from flying to the flame even though I knew it would incinerate me.

      Steeling myself and lifting my chin with confidence, I got to my feet in front of him, our eyes leveled and focused. “Burn it.”

      A victorious smirk tugged at the edges of his mouth, the tip of his tongue lapping at the center of his bottom lip. Without saying a word or taking his eyes off mine, he lit the envelope, flames growing bigger and brighter on the side until he dropped it in the steel trashcan next to his desk.

      I didn’t break eye contact but saw the flames from the corner of my eye, burning all the answers I’d ever wanted. The smell of paper being incinerated with what I could only assume were pages of secrets filled the room. And for the longest time, while Saint had his eyes fixed on me, it felt like my body was about to burst into flames.

      Abruptly, he reached out, grabbed my hip, and pulled me against him. A rush of air escaped my lungs as he forced a thick thigh between my legs, his touch hard and unyielding as his fingers bit into the flesh above my hipbone. My lips parted, a flash of sordid lust rushing up my body.

      “What if I told you that you just made the biggest mistake of your life?”

      His mouth was a whisper away from mine, and I sucked in a breath as if it was possible to taste him through the air between us. “I’d say I’m hardly surprised.”

      “Then why do it?”

      I glanced down at the trashcan and the glowing embers of what was left of all my answers. “Because I’m afraid that whatever was in that envelope was an even bigger devil than you.”

      All I could do was hold my breath when he took my chin between his fingers and forced me to face him. His gaze dropped to my mouth as he placed a thumb on my lips, pressing hard as he slowly dragged it down. He bit his own lip as if he was starved to taste mine. The air grew laden with sexual hunger and primal desires that suffocated the fear, and panic with venomous seduction. I had no idea what was happening, or why my body reacted to his touch the way it did. But in that moment, I was helpless against it.

      His thigh stirred between my legs, and every muscle in my core tightened, causing my eyes to roll shut. My lips made a light smacking sound as his thumb finally let go. “Trust me, segreto. There is no bigger devil than me.”

      If his goal was to elicit fear, it wasn’t working. Not while his hard body was pressed against me, his thigh between my legs, and his lips hovering so close to mine. But if his goal was to seduce me into doing his bidding, I’d say he was on the right damn road, close to accomplishing it.

      Slipping my arm between our bodies, I gradually moved it up inch by inch, feeling his ripped body through the fabric of his dress shirt. Blue swirls turned to dark spirals of slate as our eyes remained locked. I reached his chest and I took a few seconds to admire every curve of hard muscle with my fingertips before pushing myself away from him, the absence of his thigh causing my core to clench.

      With my lips pursed, I took another step back, needing some distance from him, desperate to smother the flames that burned inside me. “Now, you need to tell me what it is you think I should know.”

      A lazy grin turned into a wicked smile. “Are you sure you’re ready?”

      “Does it matter?”

      My eyes cut down to his crotch, the fabric tight and strained around his visible hard-on. I swallowed hard, clenching my thighs yet again. The look on his face was that of sheer amusement. He knew exactly what I was looking at, my cheeks probably giving away how flustered I really was.

      Straightening his suit jacket, he cleared his throat and went to take his seat behind his desk.

      “Sit.”

      “I think I want to stand.” I was still struggling to breathe normally.

      “Sit. Down.”

      “Jesus,” I muttered, reluctantly putting my ass in the armchair.

      He leaned back, looking relaxed yet fucking almighty—like a king about to burn an entire city to the ground without blinking. “Have you ever heard of Torres Shipping?”

      “No. Should I have?”

      “One would think, since it’s your family’s company.”

      My heart fluttered like a bewildered bird trapped in a panic.

      Saint took my silence as his cue to continue. “Your family is one of the richest families in Italy, Mila.”

      “What? That can’t be.”

      The expression on his face remained unchanged, and I knew it wasn’t bullshit.

      I shook my head. “If they are so rich, why…why did they give me away?” I always thought the reason my family didn’t keep me was obvious. No money. No means of taking care of me.

      “Are you ready for a little history lesson?” Saint grinned, and chills ran down my spine, warning knocking at the back of my skull. That was the moment I knew the conversation that would follow was going to change my entire life. It was there in his eyes, the way he looked at me—like a devil about to tell a saint hell was waiting.

      The dark walls of his study started to close in around me, and I desperately wanted to open the shutters of the window behind him to inhale some fresh air.

      Saint placed a hand on his crossed leg. “Eighty-six years ago, a deal was made between your family and the Russo family.”

      “Who are they?”

      “Shut up and listen,” he warned, the low tenor of his voice making it clear there was no room for debating. “The deal would ensure the merger of two of the most powerful families in Italy.”

      I sat back. “What was the deal?”

      His finger started tapping again, and annoyance flashed in his eyes, a pointed stare pinning me to my seat. “The firstborn daughter of the Torres family would marry the firstborn Russo son.”

      “What?” I blurted. “You can’t be serious.”

      “Oh, I’m dead serious.”

      My lips parted as I gaped in disbelief. “Is this some bullshit joke you’re trying to pull on me right now?”

      Long fingers weaved together as he clutched his hands. “Do I look like the kind of man who bullshits?”

      It was impossible for me to make any sense of what he was trying to tell me, and I shook my head. “This can’t be happening.”

      He held up a hand, silencing me. “Let me finish. Giovanni Russo and Roberto Torres were close friends. Roberto was on the verge of bankruptcy, risking losing everything he owned, and that included Torres Shipping. Giovanni gave him the money he needed to save his company without expecting repayment. All he asked was that the two families would become one in the form of an arranged marriage.”

      “Jesus Christ.” I sighed. “Besides the fact that this is completely ludicrous, why so specific, a Russo son and Torres daughter? Why not vice versa?”

      “Because the Russos hadn’t had a firstborn daughter in centuries. They were known for their long legacy of firstborn sons—sons who became even more powerful than their ancestors.”

      I pulled both hands through my hair, thinking I should pinch myself and wake up from this sixteenth-century hell. “Okay, let’s say I believe you. This was eighty-six years ago. What does this have to do with me now?”

      Saint placed his elbows on the armrests, clutching his fists together in front of him. “As fate would have it, after the deal was made, the Torres family never had another daughter as a firstborn.” He licked his lips. “And the deal specifically said it had to be a firstborn child.”

      With wary eyes, I stared back at him. “I’m not going to like the next part, am I?”

      “You, Mila, were the first firstborn Torres girl in years.”

      Sand scraped down my throat as I swallowed. My hands shook, and I didn’t think I was ever this terrified in my entire life, my body flushing from hot to cold, and back to hot in seconds.

      Saint shrugged. “Unfortunately, as the years went by without a Torres daughter to complete the deal, conflict developed between the two families.”

      “What conflict?”

      “That’s not important. What’s important is your parents refused to uphold their family’s part of the deal. The day after you were born, they made a public announcement saying their daughter, Milana Katarina Torres, died less than two hours after birth.”

      I sucked in a breath. “No,” I whispered.

      “They shipped you off to the United States. Placed you in the foster system, going on pretending you had died, all because they refused to have their daughter marry the newest firstborn Russo son.”

      I jumped up from my seat, my head spinning with the worst case of vertigo I ever had. “Are you saying they gave me up because they didn’t want me marrying some Russo firstborn?”

      All he gave me was a simple nod, and I started pacing, my thoughts racing at a thousand miles per second.

      “Who…I mean,” my voice shook, “there had to be a reason they’d rather give me up than see me marry a Russo.”

      More tapping of his finger, a slow, rhythmic thud. “They were too selfish, willing to do anything to show the Russos they had no intention of keeping to the deal—including giving up their own flesh and blood.”

      Unshed tears made my throat feel thick and narrow, my insides coiled tight, barbed wire threatening to slice my gut to pieces. “This can’t be. This can’t be it.” Disbelief clouded my head in a mist of doubt. “This can’t be the reason my mom and dad gave me up.”

      He shrugged as if what he just told me was as simple as one plus one. “It’s the truth.”

      “They sent me off, not knowing where I’d end up, all because they didn’t want me fulfilling a decades-old debt? That’s insane.”

      I sat back down in the chair, roughly pulling my hair back out of my face. Tears had already escaped, and I wiped them away with the back of my hand. “Did they send you to find me? My parents. Is that why you took me?”

      A silence as heavy as a thunderstorm slammed down around us, all the air suddenly sucked out of the room.

      “No, Mila. They didn’t send me.”

      My eyes narrowed as suspicion swirled with dizzying waves in my belly. “Then why? Why did you come for me? Why now?”

      As always, his expression remained unreadable, like he felt nothing while he told me the real reason I had to survive one fucked-up foster family after the other—why I had to fight for my own survival since I could fucking walk.

      He sat up, strong elbows placed on the desk in front of him, his every feature as hard as stone. “For over twenty years, the Russo family thought the Torres girl died at birth, until an anonymous letter addressed to the firstborn Russo son stated that Milana Katarina Torres was indeed alive, hidden somewhere in the United States.”

      Realization dawned on me like lightning cracking through a storm. “Segreto. That’s why you call me segreto.”

      “Your parents did a very good job hiding you. By putting you in the system rather than spending their money on finding you some wealthy American family, they made sure there was absolutely nothing that could trace Mila Black back to them. They had everyone fooled for years.”

      My chest closed, every breath strained as I cradled my head in my hands. “The world’s best kept secret,” I mumbled to myself, repeating the words he said to me in the car. “Who is he?” I looked up. “Who is the Russo son I was supposed to marry?”

      Saint cocked his head, the darkness that surrounded him now a volcanic obsidian. “Me.”

      My heart came to a screeching halt, and I forgot how to breathe, my body numb and mind an empty void of black. The blood in my veins ran cold, ice spreading down my spine, cutting through my gut.

      Saint stood straight, and he looked even more powerful, more ruthless than he had two seconds ago. He fastened the buttons of his suit jacket. “My name is Marcello Saint Russo. And you, dear Mila, are my future wife.”
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      The moment was even better than I expected. I’d had her for over twenty-four hours, and there were so many times I burned to drop this bomb on her. Especially when I had my hand inside her dress, feeling how her breast fit perfectly in my palm, touching what would soon be mine. The longer I had her so close, the more I found myself wanting her. And the more she fought me with every act of defiance, I imagined how it would feel to finally have her on her knees begging me to give her what she had been denying herself the entire time.

      Those pretty forest green eyes of hers widened, the shock on her face a deadly pale. I’d be lying if I said it didn’t send a thrill down my spine, crashing against the head of my cock, which was already throbbing like a motherfucker. Just the sight of her fear, her uncertainty, was enough to send me into a frenzy of chains, whips, and screams of pleasure.

      Those wild curls moved as she shook her head. “I’m not marrying you.”

      Amused, I cocked a brow. “You don’t have a choice.”

      “You can’t make me,” she bit out, her glare like poisoned arrows, aimed straight at my black heart.

      “Why do you think you’re here, Mila? Why do you think I went through all this trouble to find you?”

      “Why did you?” Those pretty greens narrowed. “What is it that you really want, Saint?”

      I tightened my arms in front of my chest, feeling the fabric of my collar scratch the back of my neck. “What makes you think I want anything other than the bride that is owed to me?”

      She got up, her demeanor every bit as challenging as the bold gleam in her eyes. “I know men like you. You don’t do anything you don’t want to do, and you can’t stand there and tell me a man like you actually wants to be married to a woman like me.”

      I frowned. “A woman like you?”

      “Look at me.” She waved her hands in front of her face. “I’m not your type, and you know it.”

      Intrigued, I settled back. “And what exactly do you think is my type?”

      It was easy to see her courage had momentarily left her, her pale cheeks gaining a sudden rush of pink. “Because. You’re you, and I’m…” She glanced down at her body. “I’m me.”

      I chose not to respond. It was entertaining to see her squirm, watch how her little mind went into overdrive, desperate to piece the puzzle together.

      She looked back at me. “There’s more to it, isn’t there?”

      “Isn’t there always?” I walked over to the side table and poured bourbon in two crystal glasses and held one out to her. At first, she shook her head, but I gave her a knowing look, and she reluctantly took the glass from my hand. If eyes were truly the windows to one’s soul, hers was fucking terrified.

      “Your real father died a little more than a year ago.”

      For a fleeting second, hurt covered every contour of her flawless face. Of course, she wouldn’t feel grief. She didn’t know the man. But his death also meant a part of history, of her life, died with him—a part she would never uncover, no matter what happened from here on out.

      I took a sip from the smooth, rich bourbon, savoring it on my tongue for a few seconds. “A few months before your father died, he was forced to sell some of his company’s shares.”

      “Why?”

      “That’s not important. What’s important is I was the one who bought those shares. Thirty-nine percent of it, to be exact.”

      “I don’t understand why you’re telling me this, and what this has to do with us getting married.”

      I placed my glass down on the table before crossing my arms, knowing we were nearing the part where this conversation could go either way. “Your brother—”

      “Wait,” she interrupted. “I have a brother?”

      “A younger brother.”

      She looked past me, staring into space as she processed it all. “Who…what’s his name? How old is he?”

      I frowned, reluctant to give her too much information. This wasn’t a goddamn family tree lesson. This was about getting what I wanted. But it made sense for her to want to know more about a brother she never knew.  “His name is Raphael. He’s twenty years old. Turning twenty-one in a few weeks.”

      Mila remained silent, her head downturned as she stared vacantly at the floor.

      I tightened my arms. “It’s a lot to take in, I know.” For a few seconds, I let the heartless bastard in me take a step back and give her some time to let it all settle in. I could only imagine how confusing all of this had to be for her, but not even a sliver of compassion had the ability to stop me from pursuing my ultimate goal.

      To my surprise, she lifted her head and looked right at me, no trace of sadness, and a complete lack of emotion. “What else?”

      I smirked. “You’re a tough one, aren’t you?”

      “What. Else?”

      I inhaled deeply, becoming more intrigued by this woman with every passing second. “Your brother will receive his forty-six percent shares left to him in your father’s will when he turns twenty-one.”

      She shrugged. “Makes sense. I still don’t understand what the hell all this has to do with us getting married.”

      “It seems there’s a little loophole of sorts in your father’s will.”

      “What loophole?”

      I took another sip of bourbon and allowed it to rest on my tongue, savoring the smooth taste before swallowing. “There’s another beneficiary who inherits ten percent of the company’s shares.”

      Her eyes narrowed with curiosity. “Who is this beneficiary?”

      It was impossible not to smirk like a sly bastard. This next part would be the real curveball—not just to her, but to a lot of other people who thought that will and testament was as simple as black and white. I shot her a pensive look. “Your father’s firstborn child.”

      It took a few moments of utter silence for that to sink in—for the true meaning of that statement to make sense to her. And I saw the exact moment the penny dropped, her green eyes going from narrow to wide—her expression from confused to clear realization.

      “Me,” she whispered.

      I didn’t respond. There was no need to. I kept my distance, studying her in silence while she slowly placed one and one together.

      “Oh, my God, that’s it…isn’t it?” Wild curls fell over her shoulders as she tilted her head, and I could see realization dawned on her. “You want my ten percent?”

      I clapped my hands in a mocking applause. “You’re a smart one, too.” I tossed back the last of my drink. “That didn’t take you very long.”

      “I’m not marrying you, Saint.” The way she watched me with a glint of defiance in her eyes, how she pursed her plump lips, it amused me. It made me wonder how far I would have to go to break her. To make her lose her fight and submit. For me, the hunt was far more enticing than the kill, and something told me Mila would have made for an interesting and tempting hunt.

      While we stared at each other, both refusing to look away, the air between us became thick with tension that could snap at any second. It was thrilling—for me.

      Not once did she take her eyes off me, her strength beaming from those emerald irises. “Do you understand? I’m not. Marrying you,” she said without blinking.

      I snorted, fully entertained by the dark-haired princess’s naivety. “You will,” I stated simply. “You will marry me.”

      “There’s not a fucking chance in hell that’s happening.”

      “Watch your goddamn mouth.”

      “Fuck you!”

      I launched forward, and with the flick of my wrist I had my hand around her throat, my fingers digging into her jaw, holding her in place. “Do not disrespect me. Ever. I’ve been lenient up until now, but no more,” I snarled, glaring down at her as I slowly forced her back. “You will marry me, and I will get what I want.”

      Her nostrils flared and eyes narrowed with a deadly glare. “I won’t do it.”

      “I’m afraid you don’t have a choice.”

      Like the fighter she’d been since I took her, she lifted her chin, her expression fiery and fearless. “One thing I’ve learned on the streets is there’s always a choice.”

      I tightened my grip, clenching my teeth. “Not this time, Mila. Not with me.”

      “Screw you.”

      With a hard shove, I slammed her back against the wall. “Fine. You want a choice? Here’s one for you.” I forced her to look up at me as I brought my face inches from hers. “Marry me and be my wife until I have what I want. After that, I’ll let you go, and you can pretend like nothing ever happened.” My thumb traced across her chin, and her whole body shuddered. “But if you refuse to marry me, I’ll keep you a prisoner here for the rest of your goddamn life, whoring you out to rich, fat, fucking bastards until you’re old and broken, until no man wants to touch you anymore, and the only thing you’re good for is cleaning piss stains off my bathroom floors. How’s that for a choice?” By gritting my teeth and keeping my face inches from her, I made sure there was no doubt in her mind about how fucking serious I was.

      I turned her face to the side, glancing down at the pulsing vein in her neck. “What will it be, Milana? Will you live under my roof as my wife, or will you be a prisoner here…as my slave?”

      Her bottom lip trembled, but she still reeked of resistance, every contour of her face hardened with derision. It fucking turned me on to see her so damn determined to fight me. To hate me.

      I dragged a thumb down her bottom lip, loving the way she quivered in my hold. “Decide.”

      She continued to glare at me from the side. “I can just sign the shares over to you, and you can let me go. There’s no need for us to get married.”

      “I’m afraid it’s not that simple.”

      “Why not?”

      I was losing my patience with this woman. “Decide, Mila.”

      “No! Please—”

      “Decide!” The word spat out of my mouth, and I jerked her face in my hand. She closed her eyes, and her throat bobbed as she swallowed. “Wife or whore? The choice is simple.”

      I could see the tears well up in the corners of her eyes, yet her jaw was clenched, her gaze hard and filled with hate. There was no line I wouldn’t cross to get what I wanted, and I made sure that came across loud and clear as I glared at her.

      “Okay,” she choked out, hardly audible.

      I squeezed her jaw, forcing her chin up toward me. “I can’t hear you.”

      “I said okay.”

      “Okay what?”

      Her eyes pinched closed. “I’ll marry you.” A blend of disdain and fear reverberated in her voice, and it was like heroin to my blood, inciting a strong current of euphoria that made me crave more. More of her fight. More of her strength. I wanted it all until there was nothing left.

      “Good. Now that we agreed on that,” I smirked as victory sang in my blood, “you need to be taught a few lessons if you’re going to act the part of a perfect Russo wife.”

      “What—”

      The fabric of her shirt tore between my fingers before she had a chance to finish her sentence. A horrifying gasp slipped from her lips. “What are you—”

      “You defied me by not cleaning up before you came walking in here demanding answers from me like you had the fucking right.” With every word, my anger grew stronger, and I grabbed her arms, stopping her from trying to cover herself up.

      “Let go of me!” She fought against my hold. Her body twisted and thrashed as she struggled against me. “Stop!”

      With a flick of her elbow, I lost my grip on her wrist, and she reached up, her arm coming down at me hard and fast, her fist aiming at my face. But she wasn’t fast enough, and I countered, grabbing her wrist again, this time twisting it behind her back as I swung her around, pulling her back against me. Her thrashing grew more panicked, stronger, her screams slamming against the roof as I wrapped an arm around her and dragged her toward my desk, forcing her down, chest-first on the mahogany wood.

      Pinning both her arms behind her back, I held her wrists together as I bent over her, pressing my body hard against her.

      “Let go of me!” She squirmed and wrestled, trying to break free. But all it did was make my dick harder than it already was, throbbing with a need to fuck submission into her.

      “You feel that, Mila?” I flexed, thrusting my cock against her ass. “That’s all you’re going to get by fighting me. Your fight is doing nothing but tempt me.” I took both her wrists in one hand, leaning down, bringing my lips to the curve of her ear. “Now, think long and hard about that. Is that really what you want to do? Tempt a man like me?”

      “It’s either that or make this easy for you, and I’m not particularly fond of the latter option.” She wriggled her wrists, but I merely tightened my fingers around them.

      “Are you sure about that?” I flexed again, harder this time, pushing her body against the desk, only her toes now touching the ground. “You might be a strong woman, determined to fight me. But let me assure you,” I reached up and brushed her hair from her neck, dropping my lips to the flawless exposed skin, “you don’t have what it takes to survive me, to not break while being fucked by a man who craves your pain. Your fear. And like I said,” I dragged a hand down her side and over the curve of her hip, dipping between her legs, “refuse my offer of marriage, and I’ll whore this little body of yours. And trust me, there are some sick fuckers out there far worse than me.”

      Like the switch of a light, she stilled instantly, her body like ice against mine. “I agreed to marry you. What more do you want from me?”

      “I want you to do as you’re fucking told. Defy me, and you will bear the consequences. There’s no room for error when you’re my wife, Mila. None.”

      “I don’t want to be your wife.”

      Like venom, her words dripped with repulsion, and I could almost smell her hate. Her rage. Her fear. It seeped through her pores, and it made her so much more enticing.

      I yanked her up, her dark, wild curls brushing against the side of my face as I twisted her around, pinning her hands on the desk, crowding her between my arms. The way she glowered at me, fiery forest irises shooting blades of hate right at my forehead—it made me want to tear her clothes off and show her all the different ways she could use that hate for her pleasure…and mine.

      A wicked grin started at the edge of my mouth. “You know, on my way to New York to find you, I thought to myself, what the fuck am I going to do with a wife? An arranged marriage was not an idea I was particularly fond of.”

      “The feeling is mutual.”

      I smirked. “But I have to admit, Mila, the thought of having you as my wife, owning you, I’m starting to like it.” She didn’t respond. Fuck, she didn’t even move. It had been a long while since I felt this entertained by a woman, this intrigued. I could easily have played with her all night, watched her fight me with all she had until she could no longer deny her most primal needs.

      Without warning, I wrapped an arm around her waist, pulling her up against me. A shriek ripped from her throat as I turned us around, slamming her back against the wall before I pinned her wrists above her head.

      Her chest rose and fell with each rapid breath, sweat beading down the slit of her breasts.

      “Who would have thought the poor, little orphan girl would have it in her to intrigue a man like me?”

      She lifted her chin. “Not one of my finest moments.”

      Her well-aimed sarcasm had me smiling, and I allowed myself the pleasure of tracing a single finger down her chest, dragging the tattered fabric of her shirt to the side, revealing her naked breast. A soft whimper left her lips, and I looked her in the eye as I started to draw a lazy circle around the soft curve of flesh. With our eyes locked, it felt like a silent game of cat and mouse—the cat hungry for the mouse to come out and play a game it pretended to want no part in. Yet there was a wicked glint in the little mouse’s eye that made me wonder if she was secretly fighting the same depraved desires as I was.

      Round and firm, the darkened flesh around her hard-pebbled nipple begged to be licked, my tongue so very eager to oblige. I was a powerful man, and the word impossible didn’t exist in my world. But while I held Mila, so utterly powerless against me with her half-naked body on display, it was impossible for me to resist what belonged to me by blood, and soon, by law.

      The swell of her breast was the perfect shape, and as I leaned down, I made sure to keep my eyes on her face. I wanted to watch her while I played with her, tortured her body by letting her need something she didn’t want.

      “Tell me, Mila, if I keep you, will you continue to fight me?”

      “With every breath,” she vowed, the expression on her face pained, but there was something else, too. A sheen of jaded lust that painted her cheeks with a faint flush as she watched me bring her nipple to my mouth.

      I didn’t wait for permission. I didn’t need it. Not from her. Not from the woman who was born mine. Whose fate had been engraved in our bloodlines.

      I sucked her nipple into the heat of my mouth, greedy to taste her. The whimper that rolled from her lips had me sucking hard, the delicate noise leading to a craving that propelled me into a fucking frenzy that would ultimately end with me taking her right here, right now, without so much as a nod of permission from her. The tip of my tongue circled the pebbled peaks, lapping against her flesh while my palm squeezed with vigor. If I didn’t stop now, I wouldn’t stop until it was too late.

      A groan rumbled in the back of my throat as I let go of her nipple with a loud pop, my tongue already craving another touch.

      That was the moment a single tear escaped, slowly trickling down her cheek. One would think I’d be moved by her display of fear, sorrow, pain. But no. It only made me want to break her so much more.

      In time. Soon.

      I leaned my head to the side. “Take your clothes off and go take a fucking shower.” I grabbed her shoulders and nudged her to the side, but her foot got caught on the edge of the carpet, and she stumbled to the ground on all fours. If I was a man fueled by emotions and romance instead of driven by vengeance and justice, I’d be helping her back up. But I glowered down at her, more tears running down her face, and I felt no sympathy, no remorse. That was what years of harboring such a dark need for justice did to a man.

      “Remember what I told you, Mila.” I stalked toward her. “Tears turn me on.”

      “Stop.” A tear lapped into her mouth. “Please stop.”

      “Get up, take your motherfucking clothes off. And walk.” My lust had turned into a heated need that could easily morph into something darker, something cruel and unrelenting.

      Her arms almost buckled beneath her weight as she tried to push herself off the ground. “Why are you doing this to me?”

      I grabbed her elbow and jerked her upright, swinging her front against my chest. “Because I can.”

      Her whimpers turned into sobs, every crease on her forehead and pull of her lips contaminating her pretty face with trepidation. Was this all it took to intimidate her? To break her? Hopefully not.

      “Marcello—”

      “Saint,” I corrected her. “You call me Saint.”

      “Saint.” She could hardly take a breath. “You’re already getting what you want. I agreed to marry you. Don’t humiliate me even further.”

      I snickered with wicked amusement. “You think making you walk naked down this hall and taking a shower while I watch is to humiliate you?” I cupped her cheeks with both hands, my fingers wrapping down her jaw and over her ears. “It’s not.” I took a single step toward her, my leather shoes touching her naked toes. “It’s for my pleasure, segreto.”

      The whites of her eyes had turned red from crying, her tears already taking their toll on her body. There wasn’t a single trace left of the defiant woman who had boarded my plane, or the stubborn woman who found it impossible to obey an order. Slowly, I would turn her into putty, and I’d be the fucking mold—bending and shaping her to my will.

      She closed her eyes. “Please,” she continued to plead.

      “Shh,” I cooed, wiping at her lingering tears. “Now, take off your clothes, and do your motherfucking best to please your future husband.”
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      It was gone. Years I spent creating walls and building a foundation no one could destroy. To not rely on others, to be dependent on no one but myself had always been the motivation that strengthened me. No matter what kind of shit-storm life decided to throw at me, I refused to let it knock me down. I fought. Through every tear and every laugh—through every heartbreak and all those lonely nights, I fucking bared my teeth and fought for my own survival.

      Years.

      And all it took was a few days with this man, and those walls came tumbling down, shaking the foundation and cracks splitting it in half. Years of facing troubles head-on, and here I was cowering away because of one encounter with the devil.

      The sliver of bravery I had up until this point was gone, and left in its place was a terrified girl who knew her life was no longer hers. All those nights of dreaming about one day finding my real family, hearing their heartbreaking story of how they had no choice but to give their baby away, disappeared along with my courage. For years, I had convinced myself their reasoning behind giving me up would be enough to redeem the loneliness and heartache their abandonment had caused me. But that wasn’t the case. They gave me up because of some fucking business transaction. And now, here I was, in the claws of the one man they had tried to hide me from. Marcello Saint Russo.

      He held my face in his palms, those malevolent eyes deceptively peaceful. Like the eye of a hurricane. No wind. No rain. No storm. But surrounded by chaos and followed by mayhem. Destruction was the only thing it left behind, leaving nothing it touched unruined. That was Saint. A deadly hurricane, and there was not a chance in hell I’d survive the storm.

      “Now,” he dragged his hands down my shoulders, his gaze following the movement as he slipped the tattered shirt down my arms, “I’ll help you with this. But the pants you need to take off on your own.” The torn fabric of my shirt fell around my feet, the soft ping of buttons hitting the floor sounded like gunshots going off right next to me.

      Chills ran up and down my back, my skin cold and damp as he traced his fingertips across my naked flesh. Every instinct demanded I beg, that I plead for him to stop. To let me go. To let me return to my life of poverty and fucked-up fantasies of one day finding my family. I’d always wanted to find them—but not like this. Right now, I’d gladly go through my entire life without knowing who my parents were as long as it meant I never had to see this man again.

      With an icy stare that made me shiver, he lifted a brow. “Are you going to defy me again? Make me do something much worse than forcing you to walk naked through my house?”

      Jesus, no.

      I shut my eyes and took a deep breath. You can do this, Mila. You’ve survived abusive men before. You can survive him as well. Don’t lose yourself. Don’t lose yourself to the fear.

      I wiped away my tears, forcing another deep rush of air down my lungs, steeling every bone in my body. Just because he had done a stellar job at scaring me did not mean I had to give in to the fear. There was no reason for me to hide, or to cower away. No reason for me to be afraid of what I needed to do in order to survive. If he wanted to break me, I’d make sure to give him a hard time doing it.

      Red-hot humiliation made it almost impossible for me to act, to do what I was told. But I bit down on my tongue, tasting my own blood as I slipped my fingers in the side of my pants.

      “Faster.” The tenor of his voice was hard, demanding. Cruel.

      I bent forward, pulling the leggings down to my ankles, tearing them from my feet one leg at a time. As I straightened, I made the mistake of looking at him, seeing the way he stared at me with nothing but hunger in his eyes. I had no idea blue eyes could turn so dark, so undeniably wicked. For a moment, I stopped breathing, his stare too intense. Too fierce. His entire demeanor was that of a hunter, a man who prepared himself for the slaughter…and I was the lamb he planned on bleeding to death.

      He shot me a ghost of a smile. “Panties, too.”

      My bottom lip trembled, and I shot my gaze up to the roof, desperately trying to swallow my tears. I will not break. I will not break.

      Saint started toward me. “Never make your husband wait. It’s considered disrespectful.”

      “So is forcing a woman to do something she doesn’t want to do.” If I was a smarter woman, I would have kept my mouth shut. But I wasn’t. I was a stupid, dumb, foolish girl about to be devoured by a beast who thought he had some twisted claim on me because of the blood running through my veins.

      His stare was too intense, and I couldn’t hold it any longer, diverting my eyes to the side. My heart raced at a thousand beats per minute, and I waited for him to retaliate, to reprimand and punish me. But he didn’t. Instead, he remained before me, unmoved, not saying a word, his overpowering presence intensified with his body so close to mine. Perspiration beaded on my chest, and the skin of my neck flushed as his scrutinizing gaze burned me, searing my flesh. The longer he stood there in silence, the more I hated it. The more I wanted him to curse and shout threats at me.

      I braved a glance at him and saw the way his eyes drifted up and down my body like I was a piece of art he didn’t quite understand, or even liked. Did he?

      A fleeting thought of self-doubt entered my mind accompanied by an unwelcome feeling of not being good enough. Not being pretty enough for a man like Marcello Saint Russo. The man exuded excellence and perfection—and he probably settled for nothing less when it came to the women he bedded. Only the best was good enough for him. And me? I was far from that, far from perfect, a mere blip on the map of his perfect little world. But that didn’t matter. My self-doubt didn’t fucking matter, because to him, a woman like me didn’t matter. I was just an insignificant number on his to-do list that would put him one step closer to wherever the fuck he wanted to be.

      There was the distinct sound of a flick of a blade, and I felt cold steel lick the skin of my thigh. I closed my eyes, craning my neck back as I lifted my face to the ceiling, my heart desperately trying to claw up my throat.

      With a twist of his wrist, I gasped as my panties slipped down my legs to join the rest of my clothes around my feet.

      A tear fell down the side of my face, my gaze still focused on the coffered ceiling. Made of sunken panels accented by molding, it was like a work of art, and I tried my best to concentrate on the waffle-like pattern rather than the touch of his hands on my naked skin.

      He dragged a finger leisurely from my hip around the front of my thigh. My skin erupted in chills, his touch both teasing and tormenting me.

      Warm breath skidded across my neck. “Oh, Mila. What is this?” Cruel fingers tugged at the hair between my legs to a point of pain. I yelped, and my knees weakened, stumbling over my own two feet, and I reached up to grab his shoulders so I wouldn’t fall, our gazes locked. For a second, a mere moment, something other than fear twisted its way into my core—a heat that spread up my insides, all the way to my burning cheeks.

      Saint inched closer, our lips no more than a breath apart. I couldn’t move, the storm in his eyes holding me captive. It was raging, grueling, and whatever darkness lurked in him was desperate to get out and smother me in its sea of black.

      “This, Mila,” he tugged at the hair between my legs, “this has to go.”

      Ice smothered the temporary heat that evaporated as quickly as it appeared. “Why?” I swallowed.

      “We’re getting married.” His reply was nothing short of sarcasm with a hint of mocking surprise, as if I had just asked the world’s dumbest question.

      I bit my lip, doubting if I was brave enough to ask the question that was now burning like white-hot coals on the tip of my tongue. “You…we…” I stuttered, “you just need my signature on a marriage certificate. Nothing more. There’s no need to—”

      He grabbed the back of my neck, pinching his fingers into my spine. “I need to,” he spat out with clenched teeth. “And I fucking plan to. Now. Walk.”

      With a shove, he let go. My legs were weak, and I wasn’t sure how long it would be able to hold me up. Feeling fear to a point where your body weight felt like a burden to your own legs was excruciating.

      “Turn around and walk down that hall. I won’t ask again.” The sharp edge of his warning sliced through my skin and gnawed at my bones.

      A tear slipped from my cheek, and I watched as it lapped onto my panties, the torn fabric soaking it up. I held my breath while turning my back to him, shudders causing me to wrap my arms around my shoulders. One step at a time, I forced myself to move forward, my nakedness weighing like a cross on my back. I’d been naked in front of guys before, but I’d never felt uncomfortable in my own skin. All I wanted to do was cover myself with the first thing I could get my hands on. With every step, I felt his gaze burn into my flesh, scrutinizing every curve, every inch of skin, probably finding a hundred flaws that would displease a man like him. I was no runway model, a fact I was now painfully aware of.

      The marble beneath my feet was smooth, yet it felt like I was walking on thorns, on my way to be slaughtered. Every tear, every breath hurt. Every bone in my body hurt all because of the fear this man so expertly evoked.

      My feet touched the floor of the hall, and I heard his heavy footsteps behind me. They echoed with demand and dominion, making it impossible to ignore. I walked as close to the wall as possible in case I needed the support, my arm already reaching toward it just in case. Every step was followed by a tear, a silent whimper that tore through my soul, breaking me little by little. The humiliation alone caused me more pain than I ever had to endure before. Naked, helpless, and completely at a man’s mercy was even more cruel than spending days locked in a closet because your foster dad couldn’t stand the sight of your face.

      “Pick up the pace, Mila.” His voice was as sharp and threatening like the blade of a knife. “Look up and square those shoulders. A Russo wife faces the world and never walks around with her eyes downcast.”

      Vertigo seized control, the world around me rocking like a sinking ship, and I tripped over my own feet. A cry ripped from my throat as I stumbled forward hands first into the wall. “Please—”

      His hands wrapped around my waist from behind, and I couldn’t stop my weak body from leaning into him. “A Russo wife also never begs, not unless she’s begging her husband to use her,” he rasped against my ear. He pulled me from the wall and steadied me on my feet. “Now, get hold of yourself and move.”

      It took me a long minute to collect myself. A Russo wife. Two days ago, I was nothing but an orphan stray trying to survive the streets of New York. And now I was the daughter of one of the wealthiest families in Italy, and about to be a Russo wife.

      But he was right. I had to pull my shit together, get a grip. My head was taking me in circles, and the fear of not knowing what would become of me was weakening me. In the end, it wouldn’t be Saint that broke me, but rather the fear he so easily provoked.

      My feet felt unsteady, but I stared at the bedroom door that was only a few feet away. The sooner I got there, and the sooner I did what he wanted, the sooner he could be done with me and just leave me the hell alone so I could cry, scream, vomit, and curse in goddamn peace. Alone.

      That few feet of distance between me and the bedroom door seemed like it never closed. Yet the second I stepped past the threshold, I breathed out in relief and scurried for the sheet that draped the bed. But Saint was right beside me as my fingers touched the silk sheet.

      “Do not test me. You’ll regret it.”

      He didn’t touch me. He didn’t have to. The weight of his warning was heavy in the tenor of his voice, and I had no choice but to obey. It was terrifying, the power he had over me. I didn’t think it was possible for a man to intimidate me the way he did.

      “Shower’s through there.” He pointed at one of the closed doors, and I hesitated before opening it, yet forced myself to keep my chin up.

      Black and white checkered tiles covered the floor of the bathroom, the walls a subtle shade of white. But what took my breath away was the glass wall behind the opulent free-standing bathtub, covered on the outside with thick vines, making it impossible to see through. It was stunning, the dark green plant shaping its way up the window, covering it completely as if trying to shield it. Protect it.

      I felt Saint behind me while I took in every corner of the luxury bathroom. He didn’t rush me, didn’t scold me, as if he knew I would need a moment to admire it. White towels rested on gold rails, the taps matching the color. Gold lampshades covered the lights and gave the modern bathroom a touch of vintage style, the perfect balance between old and new. I had never seen a bathroom so big, so exquisite, before. It was just my luck that the first time I stepped into a bathroom like this I had to be kidnapped and forced to marry some sadistic, power-hungry maniac.

      I noticed the open shower to my left, and my heart slammed to the soles of my feet. There were no doors, or shower curtains. Just a shower with two partial glass walls, and nothing but open space.

      In a last attempt to have him leave a little bit of my dignity intact, I turned to face him. “I’ll clean up. You don’t have to stay and watch.”

      Without saying a word, he mere nodded toward the shower, and I knew he was hellbent on humiliating me as much as possible. It was more proof of how fucking twisted he really was. He enjoyed every second of this, every moment. It was nothing but a game to him. All he needed was for me to marry him, and this little charade of his, making me walk naked and forcing me to take a shower while he watched, was all for his own amusement. It was nothing more than his entertainment for the evening, and it angered me, lighting newfound determination inside me.

      I squared my shoulders, scraped together every ounce of courage I had, and sauntered to the shower. It was unnerving to have my back turned to him, knowing he was busy watching me, his filthy eyes glued to my naked body. I practically felt his gaze slither across my skin like the sly snake he was.

      As I turned the faucet, warm water blasted from the shower, and I stepped in. The floor tiles felt rough underneath my feet, and the running water smooth on my skin. After what I’d been through, not even his snake eyes could ruin how good it felt to take a shower.

      I closed my eyes and stepped under the water, getting my face and hair wet, drops slipping through my lips and coating my tongue. After wiping the water from my eyes, I grabbed the sponge and lathered it with vanilla scented soap. If it was a show he wanted, that was what I planned on giving him.

      Water cascaded down my back as I turned to face him. There was no surprise when I saw him standing in the middle of the bathroom, hands in his pants pockets, eyes etched on me like I was a dish about to be served to the starving beast.

      I ignored the surge of adrenaline and the way my skin tingled when our eyes met and kept my expression stone. The sweet scent of vanilla surrounded me as I brushed the sponge across the skin of my chest, easing it from side to side, over my shoulders and down my neck. White scented bubbles popped on my skin, and the thick lather of soap felt like silk. Water dribbled down my face, my wet hair clinging to my shoulders as I continued to wash. If only it was possible to wash his filthy stare off my body.

      Saint didn’t move, and I didn’t break eye contact. The atmosphere grew thick, palpable, the only sound that of the water cracking on the shower floor. The sponge left a rich foam across my stomach, a trail of bubbles slipping down my thigh. His gaze didn’t falter once, keeping it fixed on mine, as if he had no interest in my body, but rather the expression on my face—the look in my eyes. It made sense. If I broke, if I lost the fight, my eyes would be the first place he’d see it happen. Eyes were windows to the soul, a reflection of the peace or chaos on the inside. That was what he wanted to see. That was his entertainment, and not the simple fact that he was watching a naked woman shower.

      Slowly but with purpose, I slipped the sponge down until it reached between my legs, easing it in circles on the inside of my thighs. Not even then did he break eye contact, but I could see the color of his eyes turn a shade of gray as it darkened. I wiped some water from my face and down my hair. Warm steam enveloped me and spread throughout the bathroom, reaching as far as where Saint stood. He bit his bottom lip, his jaw ticking as it clenched, the tension in the room about to snap like a rubber band. I wasn’t sure how long I’d be able to hold his stare without looking away. It was too intense and unsettling how every second slipped into eternity, time no longer making sense.

      Finally, Saint glanced to the side and pulled a hand from his pants pocket, rubbing his chin. He scoffed, the tip of his tongue darting out to wet his parted lips. With a sideway glare in my direction, Saint’s expression showed no trace of being entertained.  “Don’t get too comfortable. We’re not staying long.” His voice was low and loud enough to hear over the noise of the shower. And as I watched him walk out of the bathroom, I stilled, afraid to move. I wasn’t sure what this meant. Did I just win this round? Or did I just make things much worse for myself?
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      I didn’t have time for this. I thought I did, thought I could play with her a little, have some fun while I put all the chess pieces in place, of which Mila was the queen. The one whose place was at my side. The one who could make all the moves, forcing the ones trying to corner me to change their strategy if they still planned on winning. Ultimately, Mila, along with a few other pawns, would have my enemies right where I wanted them—where I could strike and force them all into checkmate.

      Following her naked ass down the hall, seeing the way she struggled to stay in control of her emotions as she fought to stay strong against the humiliation, was enticing as fuck. I loved watching her squirm. It fucking thrilled me and made me think of all the things I could do to her—to my future wife.

      This wasn’t part of the plan, though, having fun with the Torres girl. But it was too tempting to pass up. Watching her shower, her naturally tanned skin shimmering and glistening with water and foam had my dick throbbing. Now that was definitely not part of the plan—the Torres girl giving me a motherfucking hard-on.

      Elena waited for me in my study when I walked in. “Aunt Elena.”

      “You told her?”

      “I did.”

      “Everything?” She sat down on the couch and placed her glass of red wine next to the deck of tarot cards.

      I frowned. “Are you serious with those?”

      “Of course, I am.” She picked them up. “Did you tell her everything, Marcello?”

      “I told her what she needed to know.” I poured myself a glass of bourbon before taking a seat across from her, and her disapproving glare settled on me.

      I sighed. “Stop worrying, Aunt Elena.”

      Her long blonde hair hung over her left shoulder. She wasn’t a natural blonde, the roots of her hair showing its true color. Chestnut, the same color hair my mother had. The resemblance between them was uncanny, and most days it was hard to look at Elena and not think of my mother.

      “I’ll always worry, Marcello. This plan is dangerous. If the wrong people discover we have a Torres girl before—”

      “They won’t,” I interrupted, mid-sentence.

      Elena crossed her legs, the hem of her red dress just above her knees. “What worries me is that we don’t know who sent the letter informing us of the Torres girl’s existence. Without knowing who it is, we can’t establish their motive for doing it.”

      “Maybe they didn’t have a motive other than doing us a favor.”

      Elena scoffed. “Come, now, Marcello. We both know you don’t believe that.”

      “Yeah.” I sighed. “I know.” Just like her, that anonymous letter was fucking with my head. With no return address or dated stamp, there was no way of figuring out who sent the letter that set this entire plan into motion. The security cameras showed a boy slipping the letter through the main gate. But after finding the boy, all he could tell us was that he got the letter from another boy with an instruction to deliver it here to us. He didn’t know the other boy, so there was no way of tracking it farther back.

      Elena picked up the tarot cards and started shuffling. “The girl is strong. She won’t be easily manipulated.”

      “She already agreed to go through with it.”

      Elena’s eyes widened in question.

      “I used the power of persuasion,” I replied with a sly grin.

      She slanted a brow. “You mean you threatened her?”

      “Same thing.”

      “No, it’s not, Marcello. I told you when this started that you can’t go down a dark path and expect the reward to be liberating.”

      “I know.” I rubbed my fingers across my chin. “I have it under control. Trust me.”

      Cherry red lips smoothed into a smile. “You know I only trust what the cards tell me.”

      I rolled my eyes. “You and those damn cards.”

      “Try as you may, you can’t deny that the cards have been very accurate lately. Need I remind you of the cards you pulled the day before the letter arrived?”

      I smiled. “Justice. And since then, things have pretty much fallen in my favor to get that justice.”

      Elena’s expression remained all shades of serious. “But you didn’t want me to reveal the other two cards, remember?”

      “Because I was happy with the first one.” I placed my glass on the side table. “Why ruin it?”

      Her eyes narrowed. “We didn’t complete the reading, Marcello. And it’s making me nervous.”

      I clasped my hands on my lap. “Did you not take a peek?”

      As if I insulted her, Elena glowered in my direction. “Those cards were a message for you, not me. I had no right to.”

      Elena and her cards never amused me.  I refused to believe something as simple as images on a piece of cardboard could predict the path you were about to go on, and what you would encounter while on that road. We determined our own fates, our own paths—that was what I chose to believe. Elena knew how I felt about them, and I’d only humored her twice before with a reading. Once, the night my mother died. The tower was revealed as my present, and I could still remember Elena’s face when she saw it. Her eyes were haunted, cheeks a pale, sickening gray. It scared the bejesus out of me that night. I was only twelve years old, but I knew from the look on her face she expected something terrible to happen. Twenty-four hours later, I knew what that something terrible was. After that I refused to let her come near me with those cursed cards, preferring to deal with present and future curveballs as they were thrown my way. But my sneaky aunt managed to get me to play along for a second time the night before the anonymous letter arrived, informing me of Mila’s existence. I was pissed out of my boots that night after consuming a copious amount of alcohol. But once she revealed the card of justice, I refused to continue, not wanting anything else overshadowing the feeling of impending victory one stupid little card stirred within me.

      I shifted in my seat as I watched Elena shuffle the cards some more, the brushing sound of paper scratching against my last nerve. “I don’t want to do a reading right now, Elena.”

      “Marcello, please. We need to know so we can be prepared.”

      I scoffed, picked up my glass, and emptied it with one large gulp. “We are prepared. Why else do you think I have Mila locked in a motherfucking room?”

      Elena scooted up to the edge of her seat, her brown eyes pleading with worry. “Do not underestimate your father, Marcello. We both know what he is capable of.”

      “Then you do it. Read your own cards.”

      “No.” She shook her head. “This is your road we are both on. It has to be you.”

      I tapped a single finger on the wooden armrest of my seat, contemplating whether I’d humor her one last time by letting her do the only thing that seemed to ease her a little. After all, she had sacrificed a lot by supporting me in my vendetta—which in the end affected her as well.

      “Fine,” I conceded reluctantly. “But if I see that motherfucking tower, I am burning those cards.”

      Elena smiled, and I could already see her nerves settle a little.  I, on the other hand, didn’t like this one bit. It was unsettling, the image of that damn tower hovering inside my head.

      After placing the deck of cards on the table, she slid it toward me with a crimson manicured nail. With a nod, she urged me to go ahead, but as I reached for the cards, she placed her hand on top of it. “Think about everything that is going on right now. Think about Mila, your father, you.”

      It wasn’t an instruction. It was a warning, her urging me to not take this lightly.

      Annoyed and not in the mood, I went for the cards when Elena stopped me again. “Close your eyes, Marcello. Focus. Let your energy guide you.”

      I pursed my lips and narrowed my eyes. As if convincing me to do this wasn’t enough, she had to push me just a little farther.

      “Fine. But this is the last time, Elena. I mean it.” I huffed and closed my eyes, taking a few seconds to clear my thoughts. My fingers touched the deck of cards, and while I tried to think of my father, my mother, my life, the only image that came through strongly was that of Mila’s face. Her lips, her green eyes. Her tears. I saw every contour of her face, long strands of curls touching her cheeks. But before I could banish her from my thoughts, I had already cut the deck in three parts.

      “Good.” Elena pulled the top card of each deck. “Past, present, future,” she murmured, her voice soft and calm.

      She remained still a second before turning the first card from the left. “Five of Cups,” she muttered, and I glanced down at the card depicting a man with a black coat.

      “What does it mean?”

      “Shush.”

      My glare cut to her, but she continued to ignore me, fully focused as she turned the second card.

      “King of Pentacles.”

      “King. I like the sound of that.”

      “Shush!”

      “Jesus Christ.”

      Elena reached for the final card, but this time she closed her eyes as she put it down next to the others, taking a breath.

      She looked at the card. “The World.”

      “What does all that mean?”

      Elena’s gaze found mine, and she pointed to the first card. “The Five of Cups. Your past is filled with grief. Sorrow. Pain.”

      I shifted. “Well, I don’t think that’s exactly a revelation, now, is it?”

      “It’s also what set you on the path you are on today.”

      “Again, Elena. Not a revelation.”

      She dragged her finger to the second card. “The King of Pentacles. You are about to achieve great success, get something you’ve wanted for a very long time.”

      “Now, that’s a revelation.” I grinned. “I like that card.”

      “It’s not just about worldly things or long-pursued vendettas.” Her eyes softened, and so did her voice. “It can also hold meaning in love. It is your present card, Marcello. It is most likely something you have already found, something you have right at this moment.” Her lips turned up. “Or perhaps someone to whom you will become a king and a lover.”

      I scowled at her. “I know what you’re insinuating, Aunt Elena. But I can assure you, that card does not symbolize anything other than my success of finally getting what I’d been working toward this whole time. Revenge.” I swallowed another mouthful of bourbon. “Love will never be in the cards for me.”

      “Never say never, Marcello.”

      “I say never.” I got up. “I’m tired. I’m going to bed.”

      “There is still one more card, Marcello.”

      “Don’t care. Make sure Mila gets something to eat.”

      “The World.” She raised her voice, and I stilled. “Your future card is The World.”

      Intrigued, I turned to face her. “And that means?”

      She tapped on the card with a single finger. “New beginnings.”

      “That sounds promising.” By now, I was no longer able to hide the sarcasm in my voice. My annoyance level had reached a point where it was probably slapped all over my face.

      Elena kept her finger on the card. “Marriage.”

      “What?”

      “Marriage is much like birth, one of the purest yet simplest forms of new beginnings.”

      I pulled a hand through my hair. “Again, not a shock since we both know marrying Mila is in my future. Now, I had enough of this bullshit. I’m going to bed.”

      “Your current journey will come to an end soon,” she called after me. “Everything will come full circle, and a new beginning isn’t just possible, it’s inevitable.”

      I held my arms up. “Sounds good to me.”

      “What did you think about, Marcello? When you cut the cards, whose face did you see?”

      I huffed and pressed my lips in a thin line. “My father,” I lied.

      Elena smiled as if she knew something I had yet to discover and picked up the three cards one by one. “You might be able to lie to others around you, Marcello. But you cannot lie to me.”

      “Good night, Elena.”

      “Remember, the five of cups might be your past, but that does not mean your grief won’t determine your future.”

      I stomped out the door and mumbled, “It already has.”
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      I sat on the floor of the shower, water still cascading over me while I clutched my knees to my chest. There was no way of knowing how long it had been since Saint left, and the relief that flooded me when I watched him walk out was indescribable, so my body just surrendered to it, and I could no longer stand.

      Water ran down the drain, and I watched it swirl around me until it disappeared. If only I could go with it, become water and escape whatever reality this was. I couldn’t call it a nightmare. A nightmare was something you could wake up from. This wasn’t something I could wake up from—a place where horrible things happened, but you knew it would eventually come to an end.

      No.

      This was reality. My reality. A continuation of the story of my life. A day in the life of Mila the orphan. The life of a girl with no home who grew up to be a woman with no identity…until a saint came and took her. Only he was no fucking saint, but a beast who snatched her from the only world she’d ever known and forced her into his.

      I lifted my face to let the water rain down over me. Why would I care whether I was in his world or not? It wasn’t like I had a life back in New York, apart from living with a drug addict and working as a runner at two different restaurants, pulling sixteen hour shifts as often as I could.

      I had nothing. God, not even the surname I had belonged to me.

      Black. Mila Black.

      I never questioned it, wondered why they chose Black. But now that I knew my real name, Milana, it couldn’t have been a coincidence that I ended up with the name Mila. But other than that, I was no one. So, whether I was here with him or back in New York on my own, I’d still be lost. Still be living a life I didn’t want.

      How did the saying go? Make hay while the sun shines.

      I might as well pick myself up, dry my tears, and make lemonade with the fuck-ton of lemons life had thrown my way.

      The warm water had started to turn my skin a light red, and I decided to get up so I could face whatever life had in store for me from here on out.

      There was nothing but skirts, and dresses, and coats in the closet. No pants. No jeans or t-shirts. Just one designer label after the other.

      A knock on the door made me jolt, and I grabbed the towel I had wrapped around me.

      Elena peeked inside, the warm smile on her face doing nothing to appease me. “I just wanted to see how you’re doing.”

      I tightened my grip on the towel. “I want to say I’m fine, but that would make it seem like I’m in denial, don’t you think?”

      She closed the door as she stepped in, long, shapely legs accentuated by the black stiletto heels she wore. This woman was sophistication and wealth personified. She all but oozed elegance as if it had been engraved into her since she was born.

      “I brought you something to eat.” She placed a silver dome on the wall cabinet and wiped her hands together as she glanced around the room. “Are you settled in?”

      “Is that a trick question?”

      Elena took a seat on the couch which stood by the closed window. “This is not all bad, Mila.”

      “Are you serious?”

      “You were barely scraping by back in New York, living in a crummy apartment—”

      “I’d rather live in a crummy apartment in New York than be kept prisoner on some luxury estate in fucking Italy.”

      “See this as an opportunity.” She crossed her legs and folded her hands on her lap. “Marcello is a very powerful man.”

      “So I’ve noticed.” I turned my back on her and pretended to search through the closet, but, in fact, I hardly noticed anything in the wardrobe.

      The click of her heels sounded, and she stepped in next to me, reaching into the closet. “Here.” She pulled out a beige slip dress, the soft silk shining like gold under the dim lights.

      I frowned. “I’m not wearing that.”

      “I’m afraid it’s either this or sleeping naked.”

      I huffed, blowing a curl out of my face. “You don’t have any flannels hidden inside there somewhere? A pair of shorts?”

      “Oh, God, no.” Her face scrunched up. “I can assure you there are no flannels in this closet. In fact, there are no flannels in this entire house.”

      She forced the night dress into my hands and reached back in. This time, she pulled out a lace overlay dress, short sleeves, round neck—and the worst part…pink. It was a light pink dress, yet she smiled at me as if she just revealed a piece of clothing I had always dreamed about wearing. Not.

      “I’m not wearing that either.”

      Elena closed the closet door and hung it on the clothing hook. “This is the dress you’ll be wearing tomorrow. I’ll be back in the morning to help with your hair and make-up.” She sauntered to the door, and I gaped after her.

      “Um, excuse me? What’s happening tomorrow?”

      “Get some rest, Mila. We have a busy few days ahead of us.”

      The slam of the door ended the conversation, and the turn of the lock was a hard reminder of what I was. A prisoner. A captive. A woman with no way out.

      My decision to wear the pretty beige nightgown was based on that there was no way I’d sleep naked in this house. Not that a flimsy piece of satin could stop a man like Saint from taking what he wanted. But it made me feel less…vulnerable.

      I didn’t sleep at all that night. My thoughts were all over the place, panic and uncertainty coming in bouts of fear. There were moments when it was so strong, it felt as if I was moments away from throwing up on the expensive carpet, leaving a puke stain for Saint to remember me by after he murdered me. But Elena’s words stuck with me. “See this as an opportunity.” An opportunity for what? To see how the rich and powerful lived their lives each day, filled with luxuries orphaned kids could only ever dream about? How the wealthy could get whatever they wanted by a mere swipe of a card, have people at their beck and call twenty-four hours, seven days a week? If that was what she meant, then this was definitely not an opportunity, but rather a way to discourage and break the heart of an orphan like me.

      An orphan. I’d always hated the label. It made us sound like aliens sent to Earth to use as examples when parents tried to teach ungrateful kids to appreciate their blessed lives more.

      I rolled onto my back and stared up the ceiling, all those despondent, innocent, little faces flashing through my mind. Between working two jobs, I always managed to make time to do a few rounds at the orphanage. Not to bathe or feed them—there were enough miserable-looking old women with gray ponytails doing that job. I went there to play with them. To sit on the floor next to them and play cards, snap, snakes and ladders, anything they wanted to. And most of all, I sat there laughing with them, keeping that brave smile on my face because I wanted them to know I was there because I wanted to be. Not because I had to.

      Wait. Was that…was that what Elena was trying to tell me?

      “Marcello is a powerful man.”

      I sat up on my elbows, pursing my lips, and stared at, well…nothing. The thought only stayed in my head for a few minutes longer before the terror of uncertainty started to creep in.

      I lay back down. God. There was no stopping my mind from taking me to dark places where all possible outcomes weren’t in my favor. At all.

      While I lay there wide awake, every little sound I heard had my heart clawing out of my chest. I kept waiting for him. Kept wondering if he’d come for me during the night. But he didn’t. I was left in peace for a few hours before Elena returned, all bright-eyed and bushytailed. “Good morning.”

      “Is it?” I sneered, sitting at the edge of the bed.

      Elena glanced at the nightgown I wore. “I see you wore the nightgown.”

      “I’m not sleeping naked in the house of a murderer and kidnapper.” I pulled my curls back out of my face. “Not that it would stop him,” I mumbled.

      I remained on the bed as Elena pranced around the room in her beige high heels and matching knee-length dress. Her perfect blonde hair was neatly straightened, the tips brushing against her shoulders. I wondered how old she was since she didn’t look a day older than thirty-eight, yet Saint called her Aunt Elena. Either she was very young when he was born, like—I dunno—ten. Or Elena’s life of luxury had scraped a few years off her appearance.

      Elena placed a pair of nude high-heeled pumps on the bed next to the pale pink dress she had chosen the night before, then noticed the untouched dome of food. “You didn’t eat?”

      “Yeah. There’s something about seeing a man shot right next to me, and then being kidnapped, only to learn I’ll be marrying a murderer against my will that kind of suppresses one’s appetite.” I gave her a fake smile, and she returned it with a raised brow.

      She held the dress out to me. “Get dressed. Marcello expects you to join him for breakfast.”

      I took the dress from her. “Why do you call him Marcello, but everyone else has to call him Saint?”

      “He prefers Saint. But I’ve known him since he was a baby, so I guess it’s a family perk to have the right to call him by his first name.”

      I nodded then frowned at her. “Do you mind?”

      She scowled at me in question.

      “I want to get dressed. Turn around, please.”

      “Oh, my God, you’re too cute.” The click of her high heels disappeared as she walked from the marbled floor and over the carpet and grabbed something from the top cabinet, tossing it on the bed.

      I gaped. “Is that a—”

      “Thong,” she replied dryly. “Yes. With a dress like that, you can’t wear anything else. We don’t want those embarrassing panty lines.”

      I pulled the dress over my head. “Yeah, panty lines are my biggest concern right now.”

      “You know, Mila,” she paused and placed her hands on her hips, “this is happening. This is really happening. Having a snotty attitude and acting like a victim all the time won’t change anything or make it better. In fact, you’ll only piss Marcello off, which in turn could make this entire situation ten times worse.”

      “How can this get any worse?”

      Elena took a step closer. “Much. Worse.”

      It wasn’t a threat. It was a warning. And the softness that glowed in her eyes proved it was a friendly one—a friendly warning for me to not overstep. To not push myself to the edge of a cliff I wouldn’t be able to get back from.

      Elena placed her hands on my shoulders. “Just give him what he wants,” her voice softened, “and I can assure you everything will be okay.”

      “Will he hurt me?” I swallowed and pressed my lips together.

      Elena’s gaze dropped from mine, and she brushed her hands down the overlay of my dress sleeves. “Men like Marcello have a way of…” She paused as if trying to find better words. “They have a way of making us go against our better judgement. But in the end, everything is a choice.”

      “He’s not giving me a choice.” Tears started to burn my eyes.

      “Oh, but he has. He did give you a choice, and you chose to marry him.”

      “What he gave me was an ultimatum,” I snarled.

      Elena winked at me. “An ultimatum is just a fancy word for a choice between two evils, my dear.” With her hands on my wrists, she leaned back and studied me from top to bottom. “Hmmm.”

      “What?” I frowned.

      “I initially thought Elie Saab, maybe Vera Wang. But now I’m thinking one of Oscar de la Renta’s designs will work perfectly.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      Her gaze cut to mine. “Your wedding dress, of course.”

      Shocked, I snatched my wrists from her hold and took a step back. “A wedding dress?”

      “Yes. That’s usually what brides wear at a wedding.”

      “We’re not having a wedding. We’re just signing a piece of paper, and that’s it.”

      “Mila,” she leaned her head to the side like she was staring at a bewildered little mouse, “like I said before, Marcello is a powerful man. There needs to be some evidence of a real wedding for the public to believe it.”

      My eyes widened. “The public?”

      “Marcello is one of Italy’s most eligible bachelors. If word gets out he has a wife, the press will be all over it. We need something to present them with once you go public.”

      I felt ill, physically ill as bile made its way up my throat. Dizzy and confused, I sat down on the bed, staring at the carpet. “Public?”

      Elena took a seat next to me, her tiny frame hardly making a dent in the mattress. “I know it’s a lot to take in. But things need to be done a certain way.”

      A stray tear ran down my cheek, and I wiped it away as quickly as it appeared. “Why me? Why now?”

      She placed a comforting hand on my shoulder. “A lesson I’ve learned very early on in my life is to never ask ‘why me.’ Rather ask, ‘why not me.’ That way, you’ll pity yourself less.” She got up and grabbed a brush from the dressing table. “Now, dry those tears and walk out there with your head held high. And like I said,” she grinned, her coral colored lips curved at the edges, “this is an opportunity, Mila. You just have to take it.”

      My breath hitched as I inhaled, another tear stinging the corner of my eye, and I wiped it away, hating that I was crying again. Just like the little girl I comforted the last time I visited the orphanage.

      The little red-haired girl was sitting in the corner crying because she wanted to paint, but the children before her had used all the paint. And even though she was crying, I could see the anger glinting in every tear, her lips pursed and eyes narrowed. I remembered her telling me that she was angry at herself for crying, that she didn’t want to waste her tears on others. It was the only part of her she could keep for herself, her tears. No one else deserved them.

      And while I sat on the bed, my head downcast as I clutched the sheets between my fingers, I pretended I was that girl. I imagined I was the one who refused to give my tears to anyone else. No. Matter. What. Just like that little red-haired girl.

      The red-haired girl.

      Opportunity.

      That’s it.

      I lifted my gaze to meet Elena’s. “I need to see him.”
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      “Has he been taken care of?”

      James slid his phone across the table toward me, and I looked at the image of a dead man hanging upside down from the ceiling.

      I moved his phone back to him. “Seems like it ended painfully for him.”

      “Extremely painful.”

      “Good. No witnesses?”

      “Of course not.”

      I should have known it was a stupid question to ask in the first place. James had been my right-hand man ever since I walked out of my father’s house. There was nothing he wouldn’t do for me, no line he wouldn’t cross if I asked him to. I trusted him with my life, trusted his loyalty. We became friends at a young age, his mother working as a maid in my father’s mansion. But my father was a cruel man, demanded respect in the most inhuman ways, and treated others like shit.

      The day I decided to leave, James took his mother and left with me. They both worked for me ever since, but his mother had passed away six months ago. We never talked about it, yet I knew the kind of grief he carried. The sympathy I had shown him was hidden in a single pat on the back, and the occasional drinks we’d share without a single word of conversation at midnight when we couldn’t rest.

      I rubbed the back of my neck. There was a certain edginess brought by this new path I had chosen to venture on. It wasn’t part of the plan, but for some reason I couldn’t stop thinking about it and found it was something I just had to do. It was a few wrongs that needed to be made right, and I had to be the one to make sure it got done.

      The ice in his vodka clinked as he swirled his glass. “I have to say, Saint, this is very unlike you, to change plans at the last minute.”

      “I know.” I cranked my neck from side to side. “And I’ll admit, I don’t like this feeling of unease. But it has to be done.”

      “Why now? You’ve known about her past long before we brought her here. Why are you doing this now?”

      The answer to that question was simple. I didn’t know. But that was not the kind of response I wanted to give to anyone, which was why I made sure there was nothing but determination written in my expression. “What kind of husband would I be if I didn’t take care of this?”

      James knew not to question it any further. He knew when to push and when to shut up.

      I slid another folder across the table to him. “Your next assignment. Make it happen sooner rather than later.”

      He nodded. “After this, we’ll be taking care of the last one?”

      “Yes.” I sat back in my seat. “But the last one I want brought here.”

      “To Italy?” James seemed confused.

      I nodded. “Him, I want to watch take his last breath.”

      James stood and placed his empty glass on the side table before he picked up the file. “Let’s take care of this bastard first, then.” He walked out, and I knew it wouldn’t be long before I got the second picture message to prove my latest order had been fulfilled. James knew I hated waiting, and he wasn’t exactly the patient type either. Besides, he loved the dishing out justice to those who deserved it almost as much as I did.

      “Marcello?”

      I slipped my phone in my pocket when Elena stood by the doorway. “Aunt Elena.”

      “We’re ready to join you for breakfast.”

      “We?”

      Elena stepped to the side, and Mila appeared. Only it wasn’t her. It wasn’t the Mila I saw for the first time in New York. The woman with the torn jeans and dirty sneakers. She looked completely different, yet still the same. Her wild curls had been tamed with a chic up-style of her dark hair, exposing the delicate skin of her neck—lean and inviting. For a moment, I unashamedly admired the woman who stood before me in a pale pink dress that hugged her every curve to perfection, the pastel color a striking contrast to her flawless olive skin. My gaze all but drank her in, her legs shaped and accentuated by her high heels. The thought of her wrapping those toned calves around my waist forced me to remain in my seat since my cock was pressing against the zipper of my pants. It was unexpected, the way I had been lusting after her ever since she boarded my private plane. But there was something about her, something that made me want to show her how beautiful she would be corrupted by my darkness.

      Mila shifted from one leg to the other, my lingering stare inflicting some discomfort.

      “You look striking, Milana.”

      “Mila,” she retorted. “My name is Mila.”

      “Of course.” I smirked. The use of her real name was intentional since I knew it would earn me some of that fiery attitude that had me so intrigued. Captivated, even.

      I turned to Elena. “I trust this is your handiwork?”

      Elena smiled from ear to ear. “I merely polished the diamond, Marcello.”

      “I’m right here,” Mila chimed in. “I can hear you.”

      This made me snicker, and I was finally able to stand from my seat. “Let’s go have breakfast, then.”

      “Saint?” Mila took a step toward me. “Can I talk to you? In private?”

      Before I could even ask Elena to give us privacy, the door closed, and we were alone.

      I placed my hands in my pants pockets, my feet slightly apart as I watched her, trying to figure out what was going on in that pretty little head of hers. “What can I do for you, Milana?”

      “For the last time, my name is Mila.”

      “What is it you want to talk about?”

      Her dark brows knitted, and with her downturned lips she made sure I saw on her face how much she hated me. But there was something in the way she looked at me, a flash of sensuality mixed with contempt. I wondered if she felt as confused as she looked.

      She crossed her arms. “You want something from me, so I think it’s only fair I get something out of this arrangement as well.”

      “I hardly think you’re in a position to bargain with me.”

      “And I hardly think you’re in a position to deny me.”

      I snorted, not sure whether I was amused or annoyed by the way she spoke to me. “How do you figure that?’

      A single curl that escaped her up-styled hair hung down her cheek, and she swept it behind her ear. “You went through a lot of trouble to find me, to bring me here. And how you killed Brad without blinking tells me there’s a reason I’m still breathing. If there was any other way apart from marrying me for you to get your hands on those shares, I wouldn’t be here.”

      I licked my lips. “You say that as if it’s supposed to be news to me.”

      “You need me. I don’t know what your plans are once you get your hold on my shares, but all I know is you need me.” With her shoulders squared and chin up, she approached me with a single, defiant step. “Without me, you’re screwed.”

      My nostrils flared, and I started to lean more toward angered and annoyed rather than amused. “I should warn you. It’s not wise to bargain with me.”

      “I don’t care. You want me to play the part of a doting wife and turn up at the sham of a wedding you and your freakishly overly-friendly aunt who I like much more than you right now are planning, then I need to get something out of this as well.”

      My anger dissipated a little. Amazing how her voice went from angry, to determined, to quirky in the same sentence.

      “Fine.” I crossed my arms. “I’ll play along. What do you want? A seven-figure bank account? A house in Bali? An endless supply of Lakers t-shirts and torn jeans?”

      “Funny.” Her forehead creased as she frowned. “I don’t want your money for myself.”

      “But you do want my money?”

      She bit the inside of her cheek, the first sign of insecurity she had shown since she walked in here. “I want you to help me open an orphanage back home, one where kids don’t get thrown in any and every foster home just to be able to give their bed to the next child that comes along.”

      My eyes widened. “An orphanage?”

      “Yes. I know it probably doesn’t make sense to someone like you, to want to help people instead of killing and kidnapping them—”

      “Be careful, Mila,” I warned. There were already numerous times she disrespected me in this conversation. “You know, if I didn’t have my hand against your cunt yesterday, I would have thought you had balls between those sweet legs of yours.”

      Her cheeks exploded into a deep shade of pink, the flush spreading all the way down her neck, her chest. It was fucking beautiful, the way my filthy mouth made her skin glow.

      “Jesus,” she muttered. The curl she tucked back earlier escaped again, brushing against her cheek, and she blew it out of her face with a huff. I didn’t know what it was, but she had become more beautiful between the time she had walked in here and now. This moment.

      Without looking at me, she continued. “I’ll play my part.” She swallowed, her slender throat bobbing. “I’ll do whatever you want me to do. Marry you and pretend to be your wife.” She bit her lip and glanced at me from beneath long lashes, uncertainty dousing the brilliance of those emerald irises. “If you help me with the orphanage.”

      I scratched a finger down the side of my face. “Do you have any idea how much red tape there is when it comes to starting such an establishment, and then running it? It’s not a fucking grocery store, Mila.”

      “I know that.”

      “So, what?” I shrugged. “I give you the money you need in order to start the orphanage, and then what? You just find a big enough building, hand out a few flyers, and start taking in kids?”

      “Do not talk to me like I’m stupid.” Her nostrils flared, and her lips pulled in a straight line. “I know starting an orphanage isn’t something you can slap a few zeros on and make it happen overnight. There are regulations and legal issues, stuff I have no clue about.” She rubbed a hand up and down her arm, a telltale sign she was becoming nervous. “That’s why…” She swallowed. “That’s why I’m going to need more than just your money. I just want to help the kids, do what I can—”

      “To stop what happened to you from happening to another child.” It wasn’t a question. I knew exactly why, out of all the riches and wealth I could give her to make sure she never wanted for anything ever again, she chose to ask my help so she could help others.

      Her eyes flashed with surprise. “You know.”

      “You’re going to be my wife, Mila. Do you really think I would marry a woman I know absolutely nothing about?”

      “Guess not.” There was a distinct hostility in the way she sneered the words. Clearly, she didn’t like the fact that I knew everything about her, even the darkest secrets she shared with no one. She rubbed a finger against her temple, and I could see she was losing her nerve. “Will you help me or not?”

      With narrowed eyes, I studied her, scrutinized her, allowing her proposal to linger. In all my years of doing business with different types of people around the world, I had learned how to read people. How to interpret their body language, see the subtle signs of whether one could be trusted or not. Whether they were laying all their cards on the table, or keeping their true motivations hidden. Call it a trick of the trade, a sixth sense when it came to dealings with other people. And right now, my every instinct had me convinced there was so much more to her story. Another reason, perhaps even a stronger one that would push her to want to make this deal with me. Now I wanted to know what that reason was—I needed to know. It was the same type of curiosity that burned at the fingertips of a child who stared at a button with a huge ‘do not push’ sign on it. It was next to impossible not to find out what would happen once that you pushed that fucking button. Mila managed to pique my curiosity, and I wouldn’t stop until my curiosity had been satisfied.

      This might also end up being the opportunity I had patiently been waiting for, twisting her proposition so it could work in my favor.

      I rubbed my fingers against the stubble on my chin. “Fine. I’ll help you, give you whatever you need to make this orphanage project work.” Her shoulders sagged, and she let out a breath of relief. “But,” I continued, and her wary gaze cut to mine, “you have to agree to be my wife for at least six months, even after you sign your shares over to me.”

      “What?” she blurted. “That’s not the deal.”

      I smirked. “It is now.”

      “You can’t do that.” The flush on her cheeks was gone, her eyes wide in shock. “Saint, you can’t do that.”

      “On the contrary,” I rubbed my hands together like a devil who was about to snatch a soul, “I can do whatever the fuck I want. And if you really care about those children and this dream orphanage of yours, you’ll sacrifice six months of your life. I mean,” I shot her a devilish smile, “what is a few months of your life if it means putting a smile on so many little faces in the future?”

      The power of manipulation. Some saw it as a form of witchcraft. I saw it as an easy way to always get what I wanted. And right now, it seemed Mila was something I wanted.

      “What will it be, Mila?”

      The way she glared at me, her cold green eyes practically slicing the skin off my face, was amusing as fuck. I liked the way she loathed me, the way her hatred for me oozed out of her pores. It consumed her; I consumed her. And it fucking made my dick hard.

      I stood while Mila continued to glare at me, probably weighing her options—which she didn’t have a lot of.

      It took a few seconds of stare-off between us before she nodded her agreement—reluctantly, I might add. “You’re the devil, you know that?” she bit out.

      “Don’t fool yourself.” I stepped closer and cupped her cheek. “The devil doesn’t compare.”
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      I wished I could have said I prevailed at being stubborn by refusing to eat his food. But, unfortunately for me, I was human, and I was fucking starving. So, I ate. I ate every little crumb on my plate. I did ignore him, though. Completely. Like the bastard wasn’t even there.

      Whether I made a mistake by bargaining with him remained to be seen. I chose to ignore the gnawing warning that scratched against my spine telling me any kind of deal with Saint was like handing your soul to the devil on a silver platter. But if I was about to sign my shares in a company I didn’t even know existed over to him, I sure as hell needed to get something out of it, too.

      An opportunity was what Elena called it. One could argue she was merely trying to let me see the perks of living in luxury and not having to scrape together every penny in order to survive. But I knew better. She had planted that little seed in my head on purpose and hoped it would grow. I hoped it wouldn’t grow into a huge pain in my ass.

      The shutters of the dining room windows had been closed, just like the ones in my bedroom. Clearly, Saint was trying to keep something hidden. That something being me. It was just like my luck I landed up in Italy yet was unable to see any of it. At least there was a huge painting of the Colosseum against the wall across from me, which was probably as close as I would come to seeing one of Italy’s famous landmarks.

      While chewing on fresh fruit, I kept on staring at the painting. The different shades of blue used in the sky above the oval structure was almost the same as the hues in Saint’s eyes. There were no clouds, an obvious summer day, but there was something dark about the background sky. Like there was a storm brewing, the corners shaded from a bright blue to a subtle gray.  The dark brown colors of what was left of the Colosseum were all tones of darkness, as if whoever painted the picture wasn’t trying to make it seem magnificent as the world made it out to be—but rather to show its ruins, the broken parts, the chaos that demolished it. The ugliness of what used to take place within its walls. I didn’t think it was possible for architecture to seem lonely. But in this painting, it seemed desolate. Forsaken, yet beautiful in its imperfection.

      Saint placed his napkin on the table and stood. “Aunt Elena will help you pack.”

      “Pack?” I stared at him, confused.

      “We’re leaving today.”

      “Where are we going?”

      “You’ll see soon enough.” He glanced at Elena. “Make sure she wears a large enough hat to cover most of her face for our brief appearance. Last thing we need is for vultures to identify her.”

      “Excuse me.” I held up my hand, but he ignored me and stomped out of the dining room. I looked at Elena. “What vultures?”

      Elena got up. “He means paparazzi.”

      “What? What paparazzi?”

      “The Russo family is very powerful here in Italy. And not only is Marcello a Russo, he’s also a very attractive and wealthy man. So, naturally, the tabloids love him here.”

      I almost laughed out loud. “Do they know he’s a cold-blooded killer and kidnapper?”

      The friendly expression Elena seemed to always carry instantly fell, replaced with anger, her eyes firm and hard. “I’ve been kind to you, Mila. But I will not allow you to speak of my nephew in such a manner. Understood?”

      “He kidnapped me. Surely, you can’t expect me to talk of him with respect.” I stood from my chair, never taking my eyes off her. “I’m not here because I want to be. I’m here because he brought me here against my will.”

      Elena leaned with her hands on the table, inching closer as determination radiated from her dark chocolate irises. “Stop seeing this as a punishment. See it as a—”

      “Opportunity?” I interrupted. “See it as an opportunity?”

      “As a way to finally live the life that had been taken away from you. This is your chance to be who you were born to be.” She straightened then pulled her fingers gently through the loose blonde strands of her hair, like she was trying to compose herself. “Now, come. We need to prepare.”

      “For what?”

      “For being seen with your future husband.”

      I shook my head lightly. “I’m not even sure I know what that means.” Jesus, my head was spinning.

      “Marcello is putting every security measure in place to make sure you are kept hidden until everything has been set in place. But since we’re in Italy now, there is always a chance of uninvited press lurking around. You need to act the part at all times.”

      “Oh, my God.” I touched my flushed cheeks and closed my eyes. “This is going to turn into a shit-show.”

      “Aunt Elena.” Saint’s sharp-edged voice sliced through the room, and I turned to face him, his large frame filling the empty space. “Please make sure Mila’s stuff is packed and ready.”

      I snorted. “Nothing here is my stuff.”

      Elena shot me a warning glare, silently telling me to watch my mouth. God, she made me feel like a petulant child in desperate need of discipline.

      Her heels clicked across the floor as she left, and I refused to look in Saint’s direction any longer. While I stood with my arms crossed, doing my best to ignore the subtle tingle his presence sent across my skin, I heard his heavy footsteps approach. With every slow step, my heart picked up its pace and my breathing became more labored. I fought the urge to turn to him, to see the look on his face as he came closer. But then I felt him move in behind me, so close the edges of suit jacket brushed against my naked arms. It made me shiver, his presence wrapping around me like a mantle of power. Of dominion. Like he was staking his claim over me by simply standing so close.

      “Turn around.” His voice was low, but it didn’t lack authority. In fact, it was stronger, more demanding, so I obeyed. I turned around but refused to look up at him. Instead, I stared at the gray tie he wore, the subtle vertical lines only visible from this close.

      “Show me.”

      “Show you what?” My voice was too soft. I sounded weak. Docile.

      A gentle touch of his hand against my chin forced me to lift my gaze. “Show me how you’ll make the world see that you are hopelessly,” his thumb traced along my bottom lip, “and irrevocably in love with your husband.” He lowered his face to mine, his warm breath dancing across my cheeks. “Show me how you’ll prove to everyone that you’re sexually attracted to me.”

      I held my breath, the tenor of his voice luring me in. If seduction was a sound, this would be it. The way his words rolled from his lips, it was both bewitching and dangerous, how it ignited a flicker of something perilous inside me. Something that felt powerful enough to control me. Make me do something I’d regret.

      “Show me,” he urged, lowering his mouth inches from mine. So close, for a moment I wasn’t sure whether he was kissing me or not. I felt it, yet it wasn’t quite there. Just a breath apart. One single breath hovering between my lips and his. “Let your eyes show your desire for me.”

      My muscles tensed, heat slowly spreading throughout my chest. I had no control over it, no way of fighting it as it moved down my spine only to flare between my thighs. I hated the man who stood so close to me, yet my body reacted in a way that completely contradicted the way I felt about him. It was unnerving. How was it possible to dislike someone so intensely, yet your body felt more alive than it ever did while he stood so close?

      He licked his lips, the movement drawing my attention, and I could feel myself being sucked into the moment. Into the lie.

      A rough hand brushed against my arm, his simple touch bathing my skin with the poison of his seduction. I could feel it corrupt me, little by little, the toxin suffocating my control. Even if I had the strength, I wouldn’t know how to fight it. How to stop his undeniable allure from baiting me, luring me into the devil’s lair while his evil intentions wrapped around me like iron chains.

      A thumb remained on my bottom lip. “If you don’t believe it, Mila, neither will they. You need to make the world believe your heart is mine.” His hand slipped from my arm and rested on my waist. Lips traced along my cheek, and instead of fighting him or pushing him away, I closed my eyes and surrendered. I had never felt temptation so strongly before—the need to forget every rational thought and swim in the velvet water of desire without the fear of drowning.

      Tipping his nose under my chin, he urged me to look at him, and his arm abruptly wrapped around my waist, pulling me against him.

      A rush of hot air escaped my parted lips, my body pressed hard against his, molded to his frame as if I was the perfect fit. A puzzle piece that had been cut and torn away to one day be reunited and locked in place so the long-forgotten image could be once again created.

      Dark brows knitted together, his eyes fully focused on mine. “Pretend we’re lovers, like I’m the only man who knows every curve of your body. Inside and out.” He reached down and cupped my butt, pulled me closer so hard the heels of my shoes lifted off the ground. “You need to act like my cock buried inside that cunt of yours is the only fucking thing that matters to you.” Those perfect lips parted, lust and savagery fused together within the blue hues of his eyes—a lethal mixture for a woman like me. A woman who had no choice, unable to stay away from him and the menacing tentacles of his sexual prowess.

      He wrapped a hand around the back of my neck, and I craned my head up toward the ceiling. Bold, hungry lips pressed against the hollow of my throat, and my thighs clenched with the heat that pooled between my legs—an unwelcome feeling. An inappropriate response to whatever the hell was happening.

      “Can you do that, Milana?”

      My eyes fluttered closed, his breathing teasing my damp skin. “Mila,” I whispered with a labored breath. “My name…is Mila.”

      I felt his lips smile against my flesh, his grip on my ass loosening slightly, allowing my heels to touch the ground again.

      With a shiver and the lingering warmth inside my core, I remained frozen as he brought his lips to my ear. “Act like you worship me.”

      Every word, every breath, every ounce of him was laced with sex and primal instincts that incited and teased my own sexual desires. I knew what kind of man he was, what he was capable of. And no matter how much I disliked him, loathed him, my body defied my will to fight him.

      He sucked air through his teeth as he let go of me, taking a step back. “Make everyone believe I’m your God. Can you do that?”

      The way my skin burned, how my insides twisted into knots and begged for release, I knew my face was speaking volumes. I tried to summon every little crumb of disdain I felt toward him, tried to let it beam from my glare. But it wasn’t working. I could see it in the way he looked at me with a powerful smirk that told tales of conquering victories. As if he knew I was clenching my thighs, desperate for the throbbing need to die and never come back. Not with him. Never with him.

      Saint reached out, but I jerked away before he could touch a strand of hair that magically escaped the fifty pins Elena used to style it with.

      He paused. “Never cower away from my touch.”

      “No one’s here. We don’t have to pretend,” I sneered. “And I wasn’t cowering away from your touch. I was refusing it.”

      His tongue traced along his bottom lip, and like a starved lion, he watched me as if he could already taste me. As if he could feel my bones snap along with the last shred of self-control I had. The bastard was toying with me, playing me like I was his shiny new toy.

      “Elena said you’re one of Italy’s most eligible bachelors. I bet you have women lined up like cattle, willing to be slaughtered for you. Or should I say by you?”

      Sapphire eyes glinted with amusement. “Are you jealous?”

      “Not in the least.” I squared my shoulders and tried to make myself seem taller. “Don’t make a fool out of me, Saint.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “After we’re married, don’t make a fool out of me by whoring with other women.”

      His smirk turned dangerous, wicked. “I’m a man whose needs are very,” he pursed his lips, “specific. And you made it clear that you refuse my touch, so I don’t really have a lot of options,” he inched closer, “do I?” He leaned his head from side to side as his gaze pinned me to the spot. “Besides, I know how to be discreet.”

      The knots of need that still lingered in my gut started to burn, jealousy I refused to acknowledge tightening the muscles in my shoulders. “Like your aunt said,” I met his gaze with a glare, “someone is always watching.”

      “Well, there’s an easy solution, then.” He lifted a hand, and this time I didn’t inch away, allowing him to trace the back of his hand down the side of my face. “If you don’t want me to fuck other women, Mila,” he leaned closer, lips barely brushing against my earlobe, “you’ll have to take their place.”

      A shiver rippled from where his breath touched my skin, down to my clenched thighs. It should have disgusted me, the way he insinuated I be his whore. It should have forced bile to burn up my throat, the thought alone causing me to cringe. But it didn’t. Instead, it forced unwelcome heat to every corner of my body, wrapping around every bone.

      “Think about it.” His hand brushed down my arm, leaving heated flesh in its wake. “We could make our deal so much more interesting that way.” Every word he uttered was laced with wicked intent, his voice laden with seduction—manipulation.

      I swallowed, my heart hammering against my ribs. “You’re disgusting,” I sneered between clenched teeth.

      “I think the word you’re looking for is filthy.”

      “Or senile.”

      A mischievous grin tugged at the corners of lips. “You know, Mila, you are making this so much fun.” He took my hand in his, fingers laced with mine. I gasped as he pulled me closer, placing my hand on his crotch. “You feel that? You’re making me hard. And now I’m wondering what you’ll look like bent over that dining table, legs spread and cunt glistening.”

      “Stop,” I whispered, but he ignored my weak plea by moving forward, forcing me to move back, my palm still firmly pressed against his cock.

      “You hate it, don’t you?”

      “If by it you mean you, then, yes. I do.”

      He shook his head. “You might hate me, but you hate the way your body responds to me more.”

      “Again, senile seems like a more fitting word.” I refused to let him see anything other than disgust on my face, desperately trying to keep my expression cold and hard even though my body had become a pool of heated waves and electric currents.

      The edge of the dining table bit into my lower back, and he let go of my hand. His arm snaked around my waist and lifted me onto the table.

      My muscles tensed, my core tightening with a need that burned as bright as the fire in his eyes.

      “Tell me your thighs aren’t aching right now.” His fingers brushed against my knees. “Tell me that if I slip a finger inside your panties, I won’t find your pussy slick and swollen for me.”

      Fingers gripped my knees and jerked them apart, spreading my legs and tearing the dress up the side of my thigh. The rip echoed between us, but he didn’t even blink, not caring he just ruined a thousand-dollar dress.

      I wanted to tell him to stop, but I couldn’t. ‘No’ burned the tip of my tongue, and my mind fought against the ripples of tainted desire that spread through my blood like a disease. But there was no stopping it. My body was already infected and out of control, his touch, his voice, his words, even his goddamn scent twisting and corrupting me into wanting more.

      I let out a rush of air as he moved between my legs, pulling me to the edge of the table. My panties brushed against his pants, and my eyes rolled closed as he flexed his hips, allowing me to feel how hard he was—how ready he was to take me.

      Soft lips caressed my throat as I craned my neck, and his tongue explored my skin with slow, leisurely strokes. Something dark and demanding stirred inside me, a throbbing ache pulsing in rhythm with my heartbeat. It was wrong for me to feel it, for my body to demand it. But I wanted more. I wanted the rapture, the release, the freedom to indulge in his sins. I wanted to feel his hands all over my heated skin while I lusted and hated him with equal vigor.

      Lips traveled down my chest and lingered at the swell of my breast. “You’re conflicted, Mila, and it’s fucking beautiful—the way your body wants me while your mind hates me.” He moved his hips, grinding his cock against me, the friction threatening to push me over the edge. “If I make you come, will you hate me more?”

      “Don’t.” It was the only word I could manage, just a sliver of a plea that carried no weight—like the confession of a sinner with corrupted intentions.

      “Don’t what?” He gave a hard thrust against me the same time he pulled me closer, forcing my body to rock against his. “Don’t stop? Or don’t make you come?”

      I was there. I was right there standing at the edge, my body already swaying forward, ready to fall. My head was screaming for him to not let me tip over, to not make me come. Yet my body was demanding he didn’t stop. It was insane. Maybe I was the crazy one. The lunatic who fell for temptation at the devil’s hands. Weak and powerless against him.

      My body was a mere inch away from the release it craved, and I rocked my hips against him. “I hate you.”

      “I know. But I’m still going to fuck you.”

      Rapid breaths left my lungs, and I was one thrust, one gentle touch away from the release that would finally snap the rubber band around my body in two. But then he moved and pulled away from me, leaving me at the edge, breathless and needy.

      “Not today, though. But soon.”

      I opened my eyes, frustration bubbling at the surface while every inch of my body ached. The look on his face showed victory and attainment, crystal eyes burning with malicious intent. The bastard played me. He fucking played me, and I didn’t do shit to stop him.

      Saint adjusted himself and straightened. “We leave in an hour. Be ready.”

      Dumbfounded and flustered, I watched as he walked out, leaving me behind to bask in my own humiliation.

      Tears stung my eyes, and my bottom lip trembled with shame. Disgrace cloaked me, embarrassment sucking me in as I realized how easily he could undo me—tear me at the seams and rip me apart.

      I wiped at my eyes and slipped off the table. My dress was torn at the side, pieces of thread dangling against my skin. If this was me after a few days with Saint, what state would I be in after six months? What would be left of me once he was done, once he got what he wanted and had no use for me anymore?

      Nothing.
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        * * *

      

      Elena was less than pleased about the torn dress. But she didn’t ask questions, and that was good since I wasn’t sure I’d be able to answer them without bursting into tears. It was enough that Saint had humiliated me the way he did. I didn’t need to add insult to injury by crying over it like a little girl who just witnessed her doll’s head get torn off.

      While Elena chatted away as if nothing about this entire situation was fucked up, I blankly stared out the heavily tinted window of the limousine.

      The metallic gray sunhat I wore had an even wider brim than the one I had on when they snuck me out of the posh New York hotel. It was almost impossible to look straight ahead without straining your neck.

      I braved a glance at Saint, who sat next to me, typing on his phone. He had been ignoring me ever since our little encounter in the dining room, not even looking up when Elena and I met them in the garage of the estate. And I was too troubled by the hurricane of emotions torpedoing through me to even care about the entire fleet of sportscars, limos, SUVs, and motorcycles lined up throughout an underground parking area bigger than fucking Walmart.

      I anxiously tugged at the embroidered seam of the gray dress I wore. I felt like an overdressed tart attending church in her designer dress and her sin-stained soul.

      “Now, remember,” Saint’s voice filled the empty space between us, “keep your sunglasses on at all times. And try to keep your head down without making it seem like you’re hiding.”

      I frowned. “How on Earth do I do that?”

      Only then did he look up from his phone and at me. “By leaning into your man and keeping your face close to his chest. That way you’ll be shielding your face and showing affection to your husband-to-be. Two birds with one stone.”

      I scoffed. “Aim that metaphorical stone at my head, and we can make it three birds.”

      Saint refused to entertain my sarcastic remark and returned to whatever he was busy with on his phone. Probably arranging a massacre and securing his second wife while he planned to take over the fucking world.

      One would think since it was my first time in Italy, I’d be eating up the scenery as we drove through the streets. But I hardly noticed anything. The hollow feeling in the pit of my stomach sucked all the pretty out of the world around me. My thoughts were a mess, and my life had somehow slipped from my grasp right into the devil’s hands. But I just closed my eyes and saw that little red-haired girl’s face and so many others, imagining the day I’d be able to help them. To keep them from getting hurt. The way I got hurt.

      Absentmindedly, I reached up and traced a finger against the scar behind my ear. It was a tiny mark, a small piece of marred skin that was hidden to those who didn’t know about it. It served as a reminder of what I had survived—an abusive foster father who found it amusing to see my flesh sizzle and burn under the coal of his cigarette.

      “You do that a lot?”

      I looked at Saint, who watched me with curious eyes.

      “You pretend to tuck your hair behind your ear when in fact you’re touching that little scar.”

      “How do you—”

      “He hurt you.”

      I dropped my hand onto my lap. “Who?”

      “One of many.” He didn’t look away, swirls of indigo turning his eyes into a hardened color of cruelty.

      “Don’t pretend like you know me.” I turned my attention back out the window, the outside world slowly being clothed in darkness as the sun started to set.

      We didn’t talk after that and spent the entire trip in excruciating silence. It was only when we finally came to a stop that he slipped his phone into his jacket pocket. “No matter what, you do not speak to anyone. Do not answer any questions. Behave and do what is expected of you, and we’ll both get what we want.”

      There was no time for me to think of some sarcastic comeback or snide remark, as someone opened the passenger side door, and Saint got out. The second his feet touched the ground, he held his hand out to me, and for the life of me I couldn’t get myself to take it. I couldn’t muster up the courage to place my palm in his and to let the show begin. It was too hard, and it was wrong.

      “Mila.” His tone was sharp, threatening, wrapped in hidden warning.

      I closed my eyes and took a breath, my heart beating so fast I was expecting it to explode at any second. But there was no turning back now. There was no defying him or fighting back. When all this started, I was fighting for my freedom, fighting to survive a monster. But now, because of the deal I had made with the devil, it was no longer just about me. It was about all those hopeless faces of kids who had nothing and no one. It was about that little red-haired girl who refused to waste the only thing that was hers, on others. Her tears.

      By keeping the picture of her face in my head, I managed to reach out and take his hand—surrendering. Giving up control. Giving up the fight. It was also the moment I realized I had made the biggest mistake of my life asking for something in return at the expense of my soul. Because now I had no choice but to play my part and get through the next six months. It was no longer only my life and my future at stake. But that little red-haired girl’s, too.
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      I had to admit, Mila did better than I expected. The entire way from the limo, across the dock, and onto my yacht, Mila clung to my side as if her life depended on it. She kept her head down, angled toward my chest, and clutched my hand tightly. We moved quickly, James leading the way with Elena two steps behind him. As suspected, we had managed to avoid a crowd by traveling at dawn and putting extra security in place. But I’d been playing this game long enough to know there were always eyes watching.

      We boarded the yacht, Mila’s heels clicking across the wooden deck. The Empress had a fifteen-million-euro price tag, a present I bought myself a few months ago. It was a luxury yacht that rivaled all others.

      I couldn’t help but glance down at her as she took in her surroundings. Those pretty green eyes of hers were beaming in awe of the 460 GT sailing yacht. The large deck spaces were designed for entertainment, and the six lavish double state rooms were optimized to deliver timeless elegance. The Empress was a spectacular venue for weekend revelries, filled with overflowing glasses of champagne, caviar, and an abundance of naked women lounging around on the open flybridge.

      It was also the perfect venue for a private wedding.

      Elena stepped in next to me, both of us staring at Mila as she explored. “You know you can’t impress a girl like her with money?”

      “Who says I’m trying to impress her?” I placed my hands in my pants pockets.

      “No one. Just something to think about. I mean, it would be easier for her to act the part of a happy wife when she is, in fact…happy.”

      I scowled at Elena from the side. “That’s quite a shrewd thing to say.”

      “Again, something to think about.”

      James boarded the yacht with a garment bag in hand. “Where do I put this?”

      “VIP room, please, James,” Elena answered then turned to me and shrugged when she saw the giant question mark on my forehead. “She’s the bride, Marcello. The least you can do is give her the master suite.”

      Elena sauntered off and disappeared below deck. I’d known that woman my entire life, and I knew the way her head worked. It was easy to see she came from the same bloodline as my mother, having nothing in common with the Russo family. Even surrounded by darkness, she refused to believe no light could be found. But I had Russo blood running in my veins, and I knew no matter how many times light conquered the dark, it always returned. Light always ended up fading to black. Eventually.

      “Is this where it’s going to happen?” Mila’s voice grabbed my attention, and I couldn’t help but notice how pale she looked. Scared. Uncertain. “The wedding?”

      I joined her in the middle of the open space of the deck. “Yes. It’s private, with only my staff onboard.”

      She rubbed her hands together, her gray dress hugging every curve. “What happens next? After the wedding?”

      “You don’t have to concern yourself with those details. All you need to worry about is—”

      “Acting my part,” she interrupted. “I know.”

      The engines started, and the crew moved about, getting everything ready for us to leave. Mila’s gaze moved in every direction. “It’s funny. I’ve always wanted to travel the world. I mean, who doesn’t? But this,” she swallowed hard, “this is not how I imagined it. I have no desire to see anything here, or to even be here. I’d do anything to be able to go back home.”

      “This is your home.”

      “No, it’s not. It’s the place I was born. The place my parents lived their pampered life while I was being beaten and abused by people who only kept me so they could get their monthly check from the government.”

      I squared my shoulders and widened my stance while I watched her. “You haven’t asked me about them.”

      “Who? My parents?” She let out a mocking snort. “I actually don’t care. I couldn’t care less. I just want this all to be over so I can get back to my life in New York and forget all about this goddamn nightmare.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “And forget about me?” I had no idea why that bothered me, why I’d care if she remembered me or not after all this was over.

      Her eyes found mine, the yellow and red hues of sunset falling perfectly on her forest irises, gold rings illuminated around her pupils. “Honestly,” her face hardened, “right now, there’s nothing I wouldn’t do if it meant I could forget you even existed.”

      It stung. True as fuck, it stung and left a heavy weight inside my chest. It felt familiar, yet unnerving because I couldn’t place it. I couldn’t figure out what the fuck it was, and it pissed me off. This entire conversation was pissing me off.

      I loosened my tie and opened the top button of my dress shirt. “Well, that’s unfortunate for you because for the next six months you’ll be reminded of my existence every second of every minute of every goddamn day.” I slanted my head, glaring in her direction as my ears burned hot. “And since you’ll be needing my help and money to fulfill your little humanitarian dream by playing Mother Theresa with the hopes of getting rid of your own demons, my existence isn’t something you’ll ever be able to forget.” I took a breath, and my nostrils flared, my fists balled at my sides. It wasn’t like me to lose my cool over something as trivial as a stupid, mediocre woman’s opinion about me. But it wasn’t so much her words as it was the look in her eyes that struck me. It wasn’t hate, or anger, or dislike, but rather sorrow, pain, as if she was heartbroken over the idea that a man like me could still breathe.

      Fuck that. I had worked too hard, spent too many hours of my life putting this plan together so I could get what I really wanted—and that wasn’t her. What I really wanted wasn’t the woman who stood in front of me with her tempting curves and wild curls. She was just a means to an end. That was it.

      I glanced at my wristwatch. “You need to get ready. My captain will perform the ceremony tonight, and—”

      “Tonight?” There was no mistaking the fear in her eyes, the panic that swirled in her irises. I loved watching her squirm, loved how easy it was to play with her, to mindfuck her. I was a cruel bastard and never claimed otherwise, and while Milana Katarina Torres was mine, I’d play with her until she broke.

      “One of the staff will show you to your room.” I buttoned my suit jacket and turned my back on her. “The ceremony takes place at midnight.”

    

  







            17

          

          

        

    

    






Mila

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      It was such a sham. A mockery of something that was supposed to be sacred and beautiful. Not only was I marrying a man I couldn’t stand, but he also chose to make an entire show of it too.

      I eased my hands down the front of the dress. Elena couldn’t stop talking about the Oscar de la Renta design ever since I walked in. I could have said I hated the dress, that it wasn’t my style. But I’d be lying. The dress was perfect, a simple yet elegant design I would have chosen myself. It was a strapless, nude illusion dress, the dainty, sheer overlay embroidered with delicate, leafy branches to add a touch a romance. The neckline dipped low between my breasts, and the fabric of the overlay felt like silk against my skin. There was a subtle flare that started at the top of my hips, the leaf embellishment traveling down the subtle creases. The nude shade melted against the color of my skin, and if all this was real and I was marrying the man I loved, it would have been my dream wedding dress. But it wasn’t. None of this was real, or romantic.

      “I don’t understand why I need to wear a wedding dress.”

      Elena eased the zipper closed behind my back. “Photographs will be taken to release to the press once news breaks about your marriage.”

      My heart flipped inside my chest as I jerked around. “What?”

      Elena seemed surprised. “Once Marcello introduces his new wife as Milana Katarina Torres, there will be a media frenzy around you.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Because he’s like goddamn royalty around here.”

      “No.” Elena moved to stand in front of me. “Not because of who he is, but because of who you are. The Torres family are just as wealthy and powerful as the Russos, and everyone knew about the Torres baby girl who died at birth.” She placed a comforting hand on my shoulder. “To the public, it will be as if you have returned from the dead.”

      Elena’s words slammed into me like a wrecking ball, air rushing out of my lungs. Never did it cross my mind what the world would think, or how people would react when they found out who I was. Saint had told me that my family was one of Italy’s wealthiest, but it never occurred to me that my true identity would shake the lives of others.

      “Does my mother know I’m here? That I’m with Saint?” I kept my voice soft in fear it might crack if I tried to speak any louder.

      Elena shook her head. “No one knows. But soon everyone will.” She handed me a bouquet, and I stared at the soft pink flowers. “Peonies. Or as some call it, the rose without thorns.”

      “It’s beautiful.” I brought them up to my nose, inhaling the soft, floral scent. Tears started to burn, and my heart ached because of what was about to happen. Every girl dreamt about her wedding day—the dress, the flowers, the music. It was supposed to be the happiest day of their lives—except for me, it wasn’t.

      Elena stayed two feet behind me as I made my way to the deck. With every step I took I had to clench my jaw tighter, fight harder to keep the tears from falling. It was impossible to square my shoulders as the weight of what was about to happen crushed me little by little. The voices in my head screamed at me to run, but the sound of yacht engines and splashing water warned me that there was nowhere to run. There was no escape. Not for me.

      One step at a time, I could feel my life crack, splintering into pieces, and soon there would be nothing left of the person I once was.

      When we arrived on the deck, Saint and James were waiting for us on the open flydeck. I paused when Saint looked in my direction, my heart pounding like a jackhammer. I couldn’t get myself to move. The grave uncertainty of my fate was sinking in, and it threatened to pull me down with it. Pieces of me were breaking, and there was no hope of anyone picking it up and putting it back together. I’d be broken and scarred for the rest of my life—even after Saint would let me go. I felt in the pit of my stomach how I’d never be the same again. Nothing would.

      “Come,” Elena urged, placing a hand on my elbow. The closer I came to him, the brighter the moon shined over the open water in the distance, ripples shimmering under the breeze. The sky was clear, stars twinkling, little lights decorating the black night sky. It would have been the perfect romantic night if there weren’t so many cruel intentions infecting it with ugliness.

      Saint stood next to who I presumed to be the captain, wearing a black tuxedo, bowtie, and face shaved clean. From the outside, this would have seemed like a picture-perfect moment in time, the moment when a man welcomed his new bride to his side, staring at her with loving eyes and promises of a prosperous future. But it wasn’t that. It was everything but that.

      He held his hand out toward me, and I hesitated. For a second, I thought there might still be a way out of this, that this couldn’t be the only way. My only option. But then I heard his warning, the ultimatum. Wife, or whore?

      My decision?

      Wife.

      A tear slipped free as I reached out and placed a trembling hand in his. Surprisingly, his touch wasn’t cold, but rather warm. Welcoming. The heat from his palm spread up my arm, down my chest, and settled in my gut. But I didn’t trust it. I couldn’t.

      “You look beautiful, Mila.” His voice dipped low, a murmur of words that held no meaning. I would rather be called ugly by God than beautiful by the devil.

      I didn’t respond, and I refused to look him in the eye. I couldn’t, not with so many unshed tears on the verge of overflowing my defenses. With my hand in his, I stared out over the ocean wishing the current could carry me away from here. Help me escape. Take me to a place where this nightmare couldn’t reach me, couldn’t taint me.

      In the distance, I could hear a voice uttering words of promises and love, of man and wife together until death did they part. Until death we did part. It was words everyone had heard before. It was words known throughout the world. Words people read in fairy tales, heard in romantic movies, but never in nightmares. Ever.

      “I do.”

      I closed my eyes when I heard him say those words. It cut through my skin, the sharp blade of his voice tearing my soul to shreds, every little girl’s dream crushed within a single nightmare.

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

      My bottom lip trembled, my body numb and legs weak. Two words. All I had to do was say those two words, yet I couldn’t. It was stuck in my throat next to my dying heart clawing its way out.

      I reached up, the breeze blowing through my loose curls that hung down my shoulders. I wanted to touch my scar while tucking strands of hair behind my ear, but the bouquet was too heavy in my hand, Saint clutching the other.

      “Mila,” he snapped with a whisper. “Look at me.”

      I opened my eyes and looked straight into his. The moonlight teased the blue of his irises with swirls of silver, yet I saw nothing but pools of greed in its depths.

      “Say the words.” He squeezed my hand with the intention of hurting me, almost crushing my bones. “Say it.”

      Wife, or whore?

      Decide.

      Six months.

      Do it for her.

      The little red-haired girl.

      So many thoughts, so many voices, it was impossible to hear my own.

      I took a deep breath, inhaling the ocean’s salty scent—the fresh air doing nothing to calm my wildly beating heart or the fear that pulverized me from the inside.

      Saint tightened his fingers around my hand some more, urging me to say it. To speak the words that would bind me to him in a way only two lovers should be. Not us. Not like this. It was wrong, but it was a wrong I couldn’t run from.

      A single tear lapped down my cheek, spilling from my soul and onto the ground beneath my feet. The fiery pits of hell had been ignited in my gut, and my throat burned as the poisonous words lay on my tongue—a serpent ready to strike.

      I once again closed my eyes, unable to look at him as I handed my soul over to the devil.  “I do.”

      “You may kiss the bride.”

      The dam broke, and my tears ran freely as I closed my eyes. Every corner of my insides ached as if my flesh had been torn from my bones.

      A gentle hand touched my cheek, wiping at the wet trace my sorrow left behind. My eyes remained closed. I was too much of a coward to open them, to look into the eyes of my tormentor.

      “Bellissimo segreto,” he whispered before touching his lips to mine. Instinct had me drop the bouquet so I could push against his chest, a meek attempt to stop what I thought would be a cruel kiss meant to dominate. To take. But instead, it was tender, soft, and unrushed. The way his mouth lingered on mine was like a man trying to subtly coax the lips of his lover to open for him. A silent plea for permission.

      Rejection turned into acceptance as my hands relaxed against the crisp fabric of his dress shirt, heat gradually thawing the ice in my veins. The cold fingers of fear that had held me prisoner tore from my bones one by one, a single moment at a time.

      He inched closer, Italian leather shoes touching my ivory satin heels. Our bodies were so near each other, not even the subtle summer breeze could slip between us. A strong arm snaked around my waist and pulled me against him, a whimper rushing from my lips. It was a passionate act that robbed my lungs of air right before it tore my world from under me. Like a thief in the night, he stole my heart from my chest. A swindler who took what I wasn’t ready to give with a single kiss. A tender moment. A beautiful deed of sordid intentions.

      Our lips brushed, and our mouths melted together in a caress that was a mere whisper, yet powerful enough to let me lose my way, losing my sense of direction, no longer knowing whether I was moving or standing still. His kiss tore through the barrier of my lips, and with a single sweep of his tongue against mine, he tipped my world off its axis. A simple kiss and gravity was lost.

      He tasted of earth and water, fire and ice, salvation and destruction all together in a tender kiss that held me captive throughout a stolen moment in time. A moment where my hate for him was pushed back and made way for a flicker of desire—something that made no sense to me. But my inhibitions had been carried away by the breeze, and my walls came tumbling down, allowing me to not care about anything other than the feel of his lips against mine.

      He pulled away, but I kept my eyes closed while his kiss still lingered on my lips together with the bittersweet taste of how the devil stole my soul. My identity. My heart.
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      Kissing Mila was nothing like I had expected.

      It was more. Much. More.

      Numerous women had stained my sheets, but I could count on one hand how many of them I kissed. People said sex was the most intimate act between man and woman. I disagreed. There was far more weight in a kiss than ramming your cock in some random pussy. And kissing Mila proved that somehow. Her sweet taste, soft lips, and velvet tongue stirred my insides to life. It swallowed the darkness, a sliver of light tearing through the veil of black. The way she surrendered her fight and gave in to the kiss made me wonder if she felt it too, or was I merely grabbing on to something that wasn’t there?

      It happened when she walked out on the deck, the breeze ruffling through the overlay of her dress, wild curls falling down her shoulders. It was a juncture in time when she became more than just a means to an end, more than a wife whose name I needed on a piece of paper. She wasn’t just the Torres girl anymore. She was mine.

      The entire time we stood there before the captain, all I thought about was the moment I’d be able to kiss her. I craved that moment. Longed for it. I wanted to know what she tasted like, how her lips would feel crushed against mine.

      I didn’t know what the fuck was happening, and not knowing meant I didn’t have control. Not having control wasn’t a luxury I could afford—especially now that I was so close to getting what I wanted. So close to tasting the vengeance I’d craved for so long. I couldn’t let a woman distract or pull me off course while on my way to the destination I had in sight.

      With a heavy reluctance, I tore my lips from hers, and the sweet whimper that slipped from her lips had me biting my tongue.

      Our gazes met, the moon casting a subtle shimmer across her cheeks. Pale pink lips begged for mine, and it took all my self-control to take a step back. I had to break the moment, sever the connection in order to evade my growing desire for this woman. If I let it continue, it would become a distraction that would cost me too much.

      I crouched and picked up her bouquet, handing it back to her. Our fingers brushed, and I swallowed as desire flared. “All the necessary documents have been prepared. Our signatures are all that’s needed.”

      She seemed surprised. “How did you—”

      “There is nothing in this world money can’t buy, Mila. Getting you a valid passport in your real name was hardly a complication.” I smirked. “Now, let’s go sign those documents.”

      Her lips parted, unshed tears still lingering in the corners of her eyes—a strong reminder that what I had made her do caused her pain. It was also a sign for me not to forget what this really was.

      A business transaction.

      A merger.

      An arranged marriage that, after almost a century, finally took place.

      I turned my back on her and grabbed a glass of champagne from a tray held by one of the crew. I had to walk away. I had to shake this motherfucking awful feeling that I had just done something that could never be undone. A carving in stone that neither money nor blood could erase.

      It was unlike me to fight the craving whenever I wanted something. There was nothing I couldn’t have, nothing I wouldn’t allow myself to indulge in. But there was a gnawing warning scratching at my bones that Mila was an indulgence I would drown in. Become addicted to after one taste.

      My feet stomped across the wooden deck, and I heard the click of heels behind me. The marriage documents had been placed on the white oak table in the dining area. The glass of champagne I had was already empty, and with a mere wave of a hand, I was given a new glass.

      Mila stood at the other end of the table, and I grabbed the pen, holding it out to her. “Your name is stated as Milana Katarina Torres on all the documents. Make sure to sign accordingly.” I slid a new ID card across the table. “Your Italian ID card. From here on out, you are Milana Katarina Russo, and no longer Mila Black. Understood?”

      She gave me a brief nod, an unacceptable response from a new wife.

      I slammed my fist on the table, and Mila yelped, shutting her eyes. “Understood?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good. Now, sign.”

      Wary eyes locked on mine, and I watched as she rounded the table to take her place at my side. Her bottom lip trembled, and her hand shook as she reached for the pen.

      Fear. Fear was good. As long as she had fear in her veins, she’d do what she was told.

      A gush of wind forced its way through the open space, and a lock of her wild curls brushed against the side of my neck. As if a touch from Aphrodite herself, desire rallied inside me, and I gripped the edge of the table until my knuckles turned white. My cock throbbed together with the swell of lust that burned my loins. I had to fight against the urge to tear that wedding dress off her body and make her spread her legs right here on the goddamn table, not caring who watched.

      The scratching sound of the fountain pen gliding over paper made me look down, Milana’s signature perfectly placed on the dotted line. The T of her surname was signed almost identical to her father’s, with an almost unnoticeable twirl at the end. A tear fell directly above it, and I continued to watch as the paper soaked up the wetness, as if her sorrow sealed the contract.

      Mila grabbed hold of the table, her legs unsteady. I reached for the pen she still clutched in her hand, and my palm brushed her skin. An electric current zapped from her hand to mine, and she looked up at me, her eyes wide with confusion. But I pretended as if nothing had happened, as if I felt nothing, and took the pen before signing my name—our marriage now legal and binding.

      I dropped the pen, grabbed my glass, and brushed past her in complete disregard. “Get some sleep. You have dark circles under your eyes. It’s unbecoming.”

      My words were meant to hurt, meant to scorn. She was nothing but a street rat with a mistaken identity and a million-dollar signature.

      “What happens now?”

      Her words stopped me in my tracks, and I pulled my lips in a straight line as annoyance burned my tongue. I turned and shot her a devilish smile. “Now we have our honeymoon.”

      The sudden ashen color on her cheeks brightened her full, pink lips. That perfect cupid’s bow enticed me from across the distance between us, and I was reminded what it felt like to feel them on mine.

      “Is this all not cruel enough that you feel the need to be a bastard and toy with me as well?” The hard edge in her voice was merely a mask to hide her fear. Her uncertainty. But nevertheless, I’d be a fool if I allowed her to speak to me that way.

      With a few long strides, I closed the distance that kept us apart. A rush of adrenaline fueled my strength and burned my veins as I grabbed her arm and twisted it behind her back before I grabbed her neck and forced her down, bent over the fucking dining table.

      “What did I say about disrespecting me?” I pushed down hard, her lips puckered with her cheek against the white oak. She tried to speak, but I tightened my fingers around the back of her neck, her tears staining my priceless dining table. “And what did I say about your tears?” I bit my bottom lip, my cock throbbing with depravity, her body bent and held in place perfectly for me to take her right here, right now. There was no one around, no one who could stop me. And even if there were, she was my wife now. I owned her.

      “Please—”

      “Unless that please is followed by the words ‘fuck’ and ‘me,’ I suggest you keep your mouth shut.”

      She shut her eyes, more tears slipping down, and then I lost all control. I lost all sense of right and wrong, seeing only my will. My desire. My craving.

      I grabbed the paper and shoved it closer to her face. “Look. You see that?” She opened her eyes and whimpered. “That signature right there says you’re mine. I own you. That also means you are mine to take whenever the fuck I want.”

      My fingers tore at the overlay of her dress, frantic to expose the part of her I wanted to claim. There was nothing she could do but cry, giving me more tears that plunged me deeper into the darkness—a place where I didn’t give a fuck. That came with the Russo blood that ran through my veins, an entitlement to always take what you wanted without remorse, without regret.

      “Saint, please—”

      “You liked it, didn’t you? When I kissed you.” I pulled the skirt of her dress over her ass, white satin panties teasing me into a frenzy. “When I slipped my tongue in your mouth, did you want it to be your cunt? Did you wonder what it would feel like to have my mouth suck an orgasm out of you?”

      I kicked her feet apart, forcing her legs wider. “When I had you on my breakfast table, did you want me to fuck you? Was your body on fire for me, your pussy wet?”

      “No,” she whimpered. “No.”

      “Liar,” I gritted out and leaned over her, my chest against her back. “If I had to drag a finger through your cunt, what would I find, Mila?” I trailed my palm across her ass. “Will I find your body ready and needy for me?”

      Her cheek flushed, her tears no longer running freely. I placed my lips against her ear and inhaled the citrus scent of her hair. “Should I touch you and find out?”

      I traced a single finger down the slit of her ass, over her panties, and I felt her body move beneath mine as she took a deep breath.

      “Saint, don’t do this.” Her voice lacked conviction, a measly stain of fortitude.

      “Prove me wrong, and I’ll stop. But if I find you wet for me, I will take you, and I will fuck you until you scream for me.”

      Her hips moved, and I smiled as I slipped a finger inside her panties, pulling it to the side, exposing a firm, round, sensual ass cheek that practically begged to be punished with red, burning flesh.

      I sat up and glanced down, wanting to see if her pussy glistened for me. My cock pressed against the zipper of my pants, throbbing and aching with a need to fuck. The second I slid my finger into her, I groaned when her needy little cunt welcomed me—all soaked and ready.

      “Jesus Christ.” I pulled my finger out of her, just to sink it back in. This time, her hips moved, her body wanting to play along. “You’re wet, Mila. Your body is weeping for me. That means—”

      “That means nothing,” she spat, this time putting a little more effort into trying to sound convincing. But she couldn’t fool me. Not when her body responded to me in this way.

      I sank my finger back into her. “On the contrary, it means everything.” I reached deeper between her legs and replaced my forefinger with my thumb inside her as I searched for her clit—the little bundle of nerves that would send her spiraling out of control.

      Her body arched as I pressed on the sensitive nub, my thumb continuing to work her pussy.

      I could hear her breathing becoming more labored, her body moving more freely to the rhythm while I finger fucked her—harder, faster, never letting that nerve center from under my fingertip. My mind was in a fucking frenzy, every muscle in my body begging for release. But I wanted to watch her come undone by my hand—watch her try to fight the pleasure I forced from her. There was also a part of me that wanted to see her succumb, witness her lose control as she lost herself to the wicked lust that had her body tied in a vise.

      Abruptly, I stopped pumping my finger into her, releasing her clit from under my fingertip. The moan that rolled from her lips was exquisite—a sound between pleasure and agony. Pain and desire.

      “Do you want to come, Mila?”

      I glanced at her face, her eyes shut, and biting her bottom lip. She didn’t answer, and her refusal to respond forced me to show her who was in control by slapping her ass—hard—a  handprint instantly scorched onto her skin. “I asked, do you want to come?”

      She yelped, her lip trembling, yet her hips kept moving, searching, begging.

      “I’m going to give you one last chance to answer me, or I swear to God I will walk away and leave you like this.” I leaned down, my chest against her heaving body and lips against her ear. “Do. You. Want. To come?”

      “Yes.” There was slight hesitation in her voice, uncertainty, but I took it. I accepted her answer and touched her entrance with a single finger.

      “If you want to come, then you have to do it yourself.”

      “Wha…what are you saying?”

      I brushed her hair away from her neck and placed my lips on the skin below her neck. “Fuck my finger, Mila. Make yourself come.”

      “I can’t.”

      “Yes, you can. You just keep moving those greedy hips.” I thrust my cock against the side of her ass. “You try to pretend like you don’t want it, that you hate me and despise my touch, yet your body says something else. So, if you want that release your body so desperately craves, you’ll have to take it.”

      She remained silent, not even moving as she took rapid breaths.

      “I’m going to count to three, and if you won’t start fucking my finger, I’m going to leave.”

      “Saint, don’t—”

      “One.”

      She moaned, turning her face down on the table.

      “Two.”

      “Jesus,” she whined, and I could practically feel her fight, feel her determination to not give in to her body’s needs. To the weakness of the flesh, a battlefield between hate and lust.

      “Thr—”

      She flexed her hips and took my finger inside her, her body greedy for my touch. I let out a heavy breath and added another digit, rewarded with a whine from her lips. A pang of carnality slammed against my core, and I could no longer control it. I needed relief from the throbbing ache that threatened to tear me in half. Everything about her—her body, her scent, her skin, her soft whimpers—it all torpedoed straight through me and tore my self-control to threads.

      I let go of the back of her neck, and she made no attempt to escape me. To escape my onslaught on her body. The hunger had taken control of her, and her need for pleasure had overcome her will to fight.

      With Mila still riding my hand, I pulled my cock from my pants and gripped it tightly in my palm. This wasn’t what I wanted. I wanted to be inside her, watch her ride my cock until sunrise. I wanted to feel her heat around my dick, feel her pussy swell as she reached the edge.

      She hardly picked up the pace, her hips rolling and rocking, fingers clawing at the table. I pumped my cock to the rhythm she fucked my finger—deeper, harder, but not faster.

      My fingers tightened around my dick, and while I watched her pussy work against my hand, the sound of her wet cunt slapping against my palm, I knew she was right there. Right. Fucking. There.

      I found her clit, pressed down hard, and her back arched, moans of pleasure echoing around us.

      I pumped my cock harder, faster, and like a fucking wrecking ball, it slammed against my spine, ricocheting straight to the tip of my cock, and I came—the white ribbons of my orgasm staining her silk panties and ruined wedding dress.

      Her body relaxed into the table, her hips not moving an inch. And that was when I heard it. The most haunting, troubling, gut-wrenching sound I had ever heard.

      The sound of Mila’s sobs.
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      My legs were weak and trembling at the knees, the skirt of my dress still pulled up over my hips. I couldn’t move. I couldn’t even push myself off the table.

      Numb and utterly spent, I continued to lie there as sobs wracked through me. Like torn flesh and oozing sores, my tears ripped from my body as the infection spread. My veins burned with poisoned blood, my gut heavy and torn inside out. I felt wretched. Tainted, as if I was touched by the devil himself. Saint managed to turn my body against me. My head lost the battle, and I succumbed to something sordid and twisted, something that made me fall apart under his touch, and I lost control. And now that the ecstasy wore off, reality sank in, and like an anchor it pulled me underwater, and it was filling my lungs, drowning me one tear at a time.

      Fabric wiped across my waist and down my thigh, and I remained still as he continued to clean me, removing every trace of the sticky mess he left on my skin. He didn’t speak, and neither did I. The silence was loud enough. Deafening.

      What just happened? I didn’t know. I didn’t know whether it was something I wanted to happen or not. My emotions were just all jumbled into a giant cluster of confusion.

      “Mila—”

      “Don’t, Saint. Just…don’t. I beg you.” Exhaustion crushed me, and I didn’t have any strength left. I didn’t have it in me to spar with him again. Not tonight.

      Fingers brushed against my naked skin, and the torn fabric of my dress slipped over my ass and down my legs as he covered me. I managed to push myself up from the table, a wet stain pooled where my cheek was.

      I wiped at my face. “May I go?” I asked, as if permission was needed for me to retire. As if I had to ask my master whether I was allowed to go to my room.

      He remained still and granted me no answer, forcing me to look at him, to see if his expression gave any indication as to what he wanted from me in that moment. But there were only creases of stone and eyes of ice that stared back at me. His dark hair was ruffled in perfect disarray, his bow tie loose and shirt untucked. He seemed out of sorts, kind of like the entire fucked-up situation we found ourselves in.

      The time that passed with our gazes locked felt like an eternity, neither of us attempting to make a move or speak a word. It was the most uncomfortable silence I ever had to endure, like a carving knife slowly slicing away skin from bone.

      Saint lifted a hand and reached out. My first instinct was to inch away from his touch, but I had been with him long enough to know better. After what just happened, the last thing I wanted was to bait the beast.

      His hard knuckles brushed down my cheek—a tender act that contradicted everything that happened up until this moment.

      Brad.

      My kidnapping.

      The reveal of who I really was.

      Marriage.

      I shifted from one foot to the other, still feeling the wetness of my climax soaked into my panties, coating my thighs.

      Saint took a step closer, so his frame crowded me, his close presence robbing all the air around me. “I won’t apologize, Mila.” His stare burned into my soul with no trace of remorse. “You are my wife now. I won’t ever apologize.”

      I didn’t respond in any way. Nothing I said would have been able to change anything.

      He dropped his arm to his side. “Go to bed. Get some rest.”

      Relieved, I turned my back on him. All I cared about was getting out of this dress and succumb to the exhaustion that clamped down on every muscle.

      My tears had dried, and my eyes stung. I was angered because I once again allowed him to take my tears, to take a part of me that was supposed to be mine, and mine alone. Just like the red-haired girl, I was angry at myself for allowing my tears to fall freely.

      Unable to stand in the Jimmy Choo heels for a second longer, I plucked them from my feet. Barefoot, tired, and humiliated, I walked away from him. With every step, I felt the tension stretch thin, threatening to snap. I could feel his gaze on me the entire way. It was only once I descended the stairs to the bedroom quarters that I felt free from him. Free from the pull and the unease of being in his presence.

      The satin shoes dangled from my hands, and when I opened the bedroom door and saw Elena standing by the window, the tears which I thought had dried stormed down my cheeks.

      “Dear child.” Elena held her arms wide, and like a little girl, I rushed toward the comfort she offered. “It’s okay,” she cooed as I cried into her shoulder, my body shuddering with every tear.

      Overwhelmed with emotions I’d never felt before, I cried as if I stood before an open grave, bawling with grief.

      “It’s going to be okay.” Elena hugged me tightly, and I allowed myself the few moments of reprieve by soaking up the solace she so willingly provided. “You’re a strong woman, Mila.” Her voice remained soft and kind.

      “I can’t do this,” I sobbed. “I can’t fight him anymore.”

      Elena leaned back to look at me. “Then don’t.” She wiped a lingering tear from my face. “Don’t fight him anymore. Save your strength. Use it wisely and fight only the battles you know you can win.”

      I balked and inched back. “What are you saying?”

      “I’m saying that there are still a lot of battles you will have to face, battles you will need to win. But Marcello isn’t one of them.”

      “How can you say that? He is not only a battle, Elena. He’s full-on, raging war.”

      “Exactly. Think about it, Mila.” She wrapped her fingers around my shoulders. “Would you rather have him as an enemy you know you can never beat? Or as an ally who can win you a thousand wars?”

      I continued to stare at her, allowing her words to settle in my mind as I tried to make sense of it.

      “I’ve seen the way you look at him,” Elena continued, her voice soft, almost musical. “You look at him with hate, with anger. But not at him. It’s not him you hate, or he who angers you. You’re angry at yourself. You hate yourself…for not hating him.”

      “That’s not true.” I stepped back and sat on the king-sized bed, placing my palms on the silk sheets. “Whatever you think you saw is not true.”

      “Isn’t it?”

      “No. It’s not.” The edge in my voice was laced with conviction. “It’s not true.”

      “Yes, it is.” She sat beside me, the mattress not even moving under her tiny frame. “I know this because I was once where you are now.”

      My eyes snapped up to hers in surprise.

      “Thirty-two years ago, I was forced to marry a man I could hardly look at. A man who I thought was incapable of love, who would only use me. Like you, I fought him every step of the way. I refused to give in.” She turned her gaze toward the window. “Until one day I realized I was wasting my strength fighting something I couldn’t change.” She turned back to face me, her expression soft. “Instead of fighting, I allowed myself to fall for my husband and to be happy. It’s the best thing I ever could have done.”

      It was in her eyes. I could see it. The love. The happiness. The fulfillment. There was no trace of any regret or resentment.

      “You fell in love with him?”

      She nodded with a smile. “Deeply.”

      “Did he love you back?”

      She glanced to the side and shrugged. “I think so. I had three miscarriages before I realized I’d never be able to give my husband an heir. I was sure I’d lose him.”

      “Over something you had no control over?”

      “Having a child and continuing their legacy is one of the most important things for a man who comes from a powerful family. Especially the firstborn son. But Alfonso stayed with me, supported me,” she glanced in my direction, “won wars for me until the day he died.”

      She took a deep breath, as if steeling herself against the heartache. I was so captivated by her story that I didn’t even realize I had stopped crying. That my heart no longer raced with fear or anguish.

      “Well, I’ll let you get some sleep.” She placed a chaste kiss against my temple and straightened. “Think about what I said. I can promise you, once you learn how to figure out which battles you can win, your life will be much easier.”

      The click of her heels resounded, and I turned as she reached the door. “Six months.”

      She stilled.

      “He said he’ll let me go after six months.”

      Her blonde hair ruffled as she looked at me over her shoulder. “Question is, will you want to go?” The weight of her words lingered when she left and closed the door behind her. I wished what she said made no sense, but it did. Earlier, when he had me pinned over the dining table, my dress bunched up around my waist, his hand between my legs—I felt it. I felt the pull, the anticipation, the fire. It threatened to burn me to ash if it wasn’t doused with release. Tears didn’t flow from my eyes because of what he was doing to me, but rather because of what I was doing to myself. I was torturing my own body by refusing to acknowledge what it really wanted. Him.

      It made me feel rotten, as if the lechery festered in my core because it was wrong. It was wrong for me to want him in that way, wrong for me to yearn for his touch. The mind wasn’t meant to fight the body. It wasn’t strong enough to conquer the body’s most primal desires and carnal instincts. The clash between the two had cracked my soul, and it wept the tears that still stained the white oak.

      The longer I lay there thinking about what happened, remembering how high I was on the ecstasy that still lingered in my veins, the more I realized Elena might be right. Maybe I was fighting the wrong battle. Maybe I was I wasting my strength on a war I simply couldn’t win.

      Maybe it was time for me to let go of Mila and embrace my new identity as Milana Katarina Russo.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, I woke up, showered, and made sure I dressed the part—which in this case was a lilac floral dress, perfect for the summer weather. At least the yacht’s windows weren’t closed with shutters, making it impossible to see what the weather looked like outside.

      It was beautiful—blue skies, crystal water, seagulls singing as they flew low over the ocean. After the discussion with Elena last night, things seemed to snap in place. Instead of thinking and acting like the victim, I needed to start being the survivor. Someone who could take even the darkest of circumstances and bend it in a way that would benefit me. Even though I’d given myself this little pep talk inside my head before, Elena just drove it home for me last night. Maybe it was knowing I wasn’t alone, that Elena had once been in the same situation as I found myself in now. She was proof this was something I could survive, although I doubted it would turn into something that could put a smile on my face thirty-two years from now.

      I pulled my curls up in a high ponytail and tried to cover the dark circles under my eyes with a little make-up. Determined never to have a repeat of what happened last night, I steeled myself and squared my shoulders, prepared to face whatever came my way. If I had to play dirty in order to survive, I’d do it. There was nothing left for Saint to take, anyway, nothing sacred he could taint any more.

      Saint was sitting at the dining table scrolling through his phone when I got on deck. The sight of white oak blasted memories of last night through my mind, causing me to clench my thighs.

      Saint looked up, his brows slanted and forehead creased. “Sleep well?”

      “As well as expected. You?”

      He continued scrolling and typing on his phone. “Like a baby.”

      I frowned at him, knowing all too well what he was insinuating. It made me think of what it was like feeling his warm cum drip down my thigh.

      “Hungry?” He gestured to the seat next to him, and I sat down, pretending to browse all the breakfast options laid out in a delicious spread on the table.

      “Starved,” I muttered and plated two blueberry pancakes with a few slices of fruit. Not once did I glance his way, but I felt his stare. It caressed the side of my neck, the exposed flesh tingling under his gaze.

      “I like your hair up.”

      I stilled and forgot to chew on the strawberry I just popped in my mouth.

      “You should wear it that way more often.”

      I moved my jaw and managed to swallow the fruit. “I will make a note of that.”

      He snorted as if amused by my reply, and from the corner of my eye, I saw him staring at me as he rubbed his fingers across his chin.

      I shifted in my seat. “So, I was thinking about our conversation the other day.”

      “Which one?”

      “The conversation about you wanting my ten percent shares.” I braved a glance his way. “The sum doesn’t add up.”

      He cleared his throat and picked up his cup of coffee. “What sum?”

      “Well, you said you owned thirty-nine percent shares, and my brother forty-six.”

      “He doesn’t own it yet,” Saint said with a snide tone.

      “If the firstborn Torres gets ten percent, there’s still five unaccounted for. Who owns the remaining five percent?”

      “Investors,” he answered simply. “A few no-name businessmen who are happy to receive the little interest they get each month.”

      With narrowed eyes, I watched as he sliced through the Eggs Benedict on his plate. Yesterday, he was cleanly shaven, and already this morning there was a faint shadow that painted his jaw.

      I took a bite of the pancake, the subtle taste of buttermilk mixed with the tang of blueberries blended perfectly together. It made me realize how hungry I really was. Saint and I continued breakfast in silence, yet the atmosphere between us was palpable. The entire time, I was hyperaware of his every move, every breath, every bite of food he placed in his mouth. Every little thing he did reminded me of last night, how his hand felt on my heated skin. How my body responded to his touch mixed with the lethal sound of his filthy words. The memories made my core tighten and my flesh hungry for more of his touch. It was insane and unsettling, to say the least, that my captor managed to elicit such sordid desires in me.

      His every glance in my direction had my skin tingling, and I kept crossing and uncrossing my legs under the table. It was unnerving the way he affected me simply by being close, simply by breathing.

      The roar of engines echoed from the distance, followed by the sound of splashing water breaking against a hard surface.

      Saint placed his napkin on the table and stood, the chair screeching across the wooden deck.

      “We have company,” he stated and walked off.

      I got up and followed him to the flybridge just as a speedboat pulled up, an older man and young woman boarding the Empress.

      “Mr. Saint.” The older man extended a hand, and Saint obliged.

      “Morone,” he greeted before turning his attention to the tall blonde whose dress might be considered more a longer sized shirt than a summer dress. “Anete.”

      “Saint.” One could have spotted her blushing cheeks from a mile away, and she leaned in to give him a peck on the cheek, an act I didn’t like. At all.

      “I didn’t expect you to accompany your father here today,” Saint said with a slight hint of surprise.

      Her smile was too wide and her batting eyelashes too long. “It’s such a beautiful day, I simply had to get out of the house.” Her thick Italian accent was smeared with a sensual pitch as she stressed the consonants in every word. I wondered if she dressed to match her overly sexy accent, or if she spoke in a way to match her revealing wardrobe.

      “And who is this?” Anete, the shirt-wearing goddess, turned her attention to me.

      My lips parted with an answer, but Saint took my hand. “This is Milana. My wife.”

      If shocked and dumbfounded had babies, it would look like Anete’s face as she gaped first at me and then at Saint. “Your wife?”

      Saint tightened his grip on my hand, forcing me to step closer to his side. “Yes.”

      “Well, I didn’t…” She flipped her blonde hair over her shoulder. “I didn’t even know you were seeing anyone.”

      Saint shrugged. “It’s just one of those things that kind of happened.”

      Cherry red lips pursed, and honey-colored eyes glared. She went from a pretty, polite princess to a pretty, peeved person.

      I smiled, secretly bathing in her blatant disappointment in my existence. “It’s nice to meet you, Anete.”

      “Yes,” she replied. “Likewise.”

      The older man stepped up. “Mario Marone. I’m Mr. Saint’s lawyer. I suppose this makes you Mrs. Saint? Mrs. Russo?” He seemed slightly confused and looked at Saint for confirmation, but I reached out and took his hand.

      “Just call me Milana.”

      “Of course,” he responded politely before turning to Saint. “I suppose this is why you asked me to come out here today.”

      Saint nodded. “I have documentation I need you to take care of for me.”

      “Sure. I assume a prenuptial agreement is among them.”

      Saint let go of my hand and summoned Mario with a single nod. “Let’s discuss this in private, shall we?”

      Mario nodded, and Saint looked my way, his eyes almost the same color as the ocean. He glanced at Anete with what seemed like a hidden warning. It was brief, but I caught it—an obvious sign there was something familiar between them, especially in the way Anete batted her lashes and plastered on a fake smile for him. It reminded me of the stewardess he fired. The one he admitted so blatantly to have fucked.

      The men walked off, leaving Anete and me in an excruciatingly uncomfortable bubble.

      “So,” she clutched the top of her large, white sunhat and slipped on her black designer sunglasses that oddly reminded me of an insect, “how long have you known Saint?”

      “One would say I’ve known him my entire life.” It wasn’t too far a stretch from the truth since I was practically born to marry him.

      “Odd,” she replied dryly. “I’ve known Saint for years, and he never once mentioned a Milana.”

      I couldn’t help but smirk. “Segreto.”

      She cocked a perfectly shaped eyebrow. “Excuse me?”

      “Secret. I guess I was one of his many secrets.”

      “Uh huh.” Her pale green eyes studied me from top to bottom. “Nope, I don’t see it.” She pranced around me. “Well, I don’t know about you, but I’d say it’s probably time for a mimosa. Or six.”

      Heels clicked across the deck, and I stared at her back, gawking and confused as to what the fuck she just meant with, “Nope, I don’t see it.”

      What the hell was that?

      Ugh, I’d only known her for ten seconds, and already I could stereotype and place her in the little jar along with all the other world class bitches I’d met in my life. The ones with the dollar-sign lips, fake tits, and payphone pussies. You can’t use it unless you put a coin in it.

      While Anete took a seat, the guy behind the bar glanced from her to the clock against the wall, and I chose to spend my time out on the deck in the sun, instead of getting drunk at ten in the morning.

      Vitamin D soaked through my pores as my skin bathed in the summer heat. Saint and Mario had been locked below deck for hours, and a tiny part of me wanted to be a damn fly on the wall. But then there was a bigger part of me who just couldn’t give a fuck.

      “Enjoying some healthy sun, I see.”

      I opened my eyes and squinted as Elena hovered over me. “Yeah. Saint is off doing whatever he does with his lawyer, and Miss I-use-a-shirt-for-a-dress is busy getting drunk by the bar.”

      “Ah.” Elena sat down on the recliner next to mine. “So, you met Anete.”

      “Who is she?”

      “She’s his lawyer’s daughter.”

      I lifted a brow. “I mean to him. Who is she to Saint?”

      Elena lifted a shoulder. “Who’s to say she is anyone to him?”

      “Oh, come on. I might not be clued in with whatever the hell goes on around here, but I’d have to be blind to not see how she lusts after him. And take note, all I needed was ten seconds in her presence to figure that out.”

      “Anete is what we call an Italian socialite. Around here, she’s just famous for being famous.”

      “So, she’s basically the Italian version of a Kardashian?”

      Elena laughed. “Something like that, yes.”

      “Has something ever happened between them?” Not like I cared.

      “Probably.” She didn’t even try to play it down. “Marcello is a warm-blooded man. Unless a woman catches his heart, a beautiful woman will always catch his eye.”

      “Oh, awesome. Not.” I scoffed. Not comfortable with the topic at hand, I glanced around at the open ocean, a beautiful tropical shade of green and blue. It seemed peaceful, yet so many dangers lurked below it. It reminded me of Saint’s eyes—a warning never to trust the illusion of calm. High peaks of rock were scattered in the distance, a silhouette of land teasing on the horizon.

      “Where are we, anyway?”

      Elena took a deep, appreciative breath of fresh ocean air. “We are close to Marina Piccola.”

      “Marina what?”

      “Piccola. It lies directly opposite Capri’s giant sea stacks.”

      “Man. It’s just my luck. I’ve never been out of New York City, and now that I finally am halfway across the world, I can’t experience any of it.”

      She shot me a warm smile. “Be patient. There’s still plenty of time.”

      “Plenty of time for what?”

      But she had already left, walking back inside. I sighed and sagged into the recliner. At least I could enjoy the sun and view—a little silver lining around this dark cloud I was stuck in.

      Laughter bubbled from behind me, and I turned, only to see Anete leaning into Saint, smiling, rubbing his arm with one hand while clutching a mimosa in the other. Incredible. A few hours ago, he introduced her to his wife, yet there she was, flirting openly with him as if the mimosas just magically made the fact that he was married disappear.

      I crossed my arms and huffed. Why did it bother me so much? We were only married on a piece of paper, and nothing more. I didn’t even want to be married to him, yet here I was, pouting over a tart who couldn’t keep her hands to herself.

      You are Milana Katarina Russo. I heard his voice as if he were standing right beside me. That was who I was. That was the person I needed to act like. Would a Russo wife tolerate a woman like Anete so blatantly flirting and throwing herself at Saint? I thought not.

      I puffed my ponytail with my fingers and got up, raising my chin. Teaching Anete a lesson was the mission, but while I sauntered across the deck, Saint was the target. I never took my gaze off him and pretended as if Anete wasn’t even there as I swayed my hips. She wasn’t the only one here with natural Italian curves.

      Saint looked my way as the click of my heels came closer, his gaze locked on mine. I forced myself to think about last night, to think about what it felt like to have his hands on my body, his touch on my skin. I thought about his fingers caressing and exploring between my legs, his guttural groans as he shot ribbons of cum onto my silk panties. Thinking about it gave me courage. It gave me the fortitude I needed to take every step with sheer confidence and sensual poise.

      A gentle breeze ruffled through the flare of my dress, its warm fingers of summer heat caressing my thighs.

      Mario was the first one to react when I joined them. “Milana, enjoying the Italian sun?”

      “Very much.” I shot him a charming grin then turned all my attention to the man in the soft blue dress shirt and Ralph Lauren chino shorts. The man who, as of last night, was now lawfully my husband.

      I wrapped my fingers around his elbow, and with the other hand I reached up and touched his cheek, turning his face down to mine as I pushed myself up on my toes, and locked my lips onto his. I wasn’t being subtle, or shy. I was being possessive, seductive, the Russo wife who kissed her husband with nothing but vehement passion.

      Saint didn’t stop me. He didn’t pull away. In fact, his arm snaked around my waist and fingers bit into my hip as he hardened the kiss. Our tongues danced and lapped while our lips devoured. His mouth tasted like oaky vanilla and caramel—the strong notes of bourbon, and I relished the zest on my tongue. I was no longer trying to prove a point or trying to stake my claim. I was merely surrendering to the flutter of butterfly wings in my stomach, and willing the craving to never ever stop. It wasn’t like our kiss last night. Last night, it was gentle, tender, a lovers’ waltz. But now, it was different. It was a tangled web of lips and tongues ravaging, tasting, not caring if chaos followed.

      Mario cleared his throat in the background, severing the moment, and I cursed the day he was born.

      I lowered myself back on my heels and touched my throbbing lips.

      Saint’s fingers dug even deeper into my hip, and I flinched. “I apologize for my wife’s…passionate display. Being newlyweds seems to have made our desire for each other,” he looked down at me with blazing eyes, “uncontrollable.”

      I swallowed hard. To them, it probably looked like a husband staring down lovingly at his wife with nothing but passion. To me, from where I stood, it was the scalding glower of a man who was born to dominate…and punish.

      “You must excuse us,” Saint said politely, not letting go of my waist. “We have our honeymoon to get back to.”

      “Of course.” Mario nodded. “I’ll process all the necessary documentation as discussed and confirm via email when everything has been finalized.”

      “Thank you, Mario.” Saint glanced at Anete. “Enjoy the rest of this beautiful day.”

      If it wasn’t for the heavy weight of concrete currently settling in my chest, I might have enjoyed the sullen look on Anete’s face. It kind of reminded me of what a dog’s face looked like when you teased him with a piece of meat and then ate it yourself. I would have enjoyed the look on her face more if it wasn’t for Saint’s cruel hand and icy fingers that bit into my hip.

      My heart pounded like a jackhammer against my ribs, and I was sure it would crack through the bone at any moment.

      We watched Mario and Anete leave on the speedboat, the sound of the engines disappearing into the distance. It happened so fast, I forgot to take a breath as Saint twisted his wrist, twirled me around, and pinned my arm behind me. I gasped for air when his other hand reached for my neck, fingers digging into my throat as he pulled me back against his chest.

      “What the fuck was that?” His cold voice grated down my spine.

      “What do you mean?” I cringed against his grueling hold around my neck and wrist.

      He jerked my arm and pulled it farther up my back. “That little inappropriate display of yours in front of our guests.”

      “You wanted me to act the part of your wife. That’s what I did.”

      “Bullshit,” he bit out, and I could hear his jaw tick. “You think you can piss on me? Mark me like you fucking own me?”

      “That’s not—”

      Abruptly, he let go of me, and grabbed me by my hair, his fist tangled between the curls as he tugged hard. My scalp burned, and I stumbled over my own feet as he dragged me across the deck and down the stairs. “I’ll show you the real meaning of marking someone.”

      “Saint, you’re hurting me.”

      “Oh, I haven’t even begun to hurt you.”

      I grabbed at his wrist, desperate for him to let me go. But his grip tightened, his hand firm and unyielding as he pulled me by my hair. The confidence I had earlier was gone, my insides filled with nothing but concrete.

      Saint let go of my hair and shoved me into a room before he slammed the door closed behind him. I stumbled but gathered my footing just in time to keep myself from falling on my ass. “What is your problem? I was doing what you want me to do by acting my part.”

      “No, you were acting like a jealous bitch trying to mark her fucking territory.” The hard lines on his face were feral, cruel, as if he wanted to tear me in half. Clenching his jaw, he stalked toward me. “I do not belong to you. You belong to me. Do you understand the difference?”

      I scraped together all the courage I had and refused to show signs that he intimidated me even though my heart was lodged in my throat.

      With my chin raised, I tried my best to stand as tall as I could against him. “There shouldn’t be a difference. You want me to put up the perfect act as your wife, then you need to be the perfect husband. It’s only fair.”

      “Fuck fair. No one said our little arrangement will be fair.”

      “I told you before, I will not be humiliated by your sexual antics. And definitely not by some blonde bimbo who tried to dig her claws into a man who just introduced her to his goddamn wife.”

      His face flashed with anger, his ire aimed at me. I could practically hear the blood boil in his veins where mine was the exact opposite—frozen beneath chilled skin.

      It took every ounce of courage I had to not inch away when he stepped right up to me—tall frame and broad shoulders threatening to smother the last bit of air from my lungs.

      I kept my eyes etched on his, his gaze hot and hungry, like a predator ready to strike. Primal. Powerful. The intensity that radiated off him trapped me, and I couldn’t move. With every exhale, the knotted terror in my stomach twisted tighter, but it was no longer fear. No longer panic. It was something dark and erotic, tempting as if lightning had struck the air and electric currents crashed between us. My tongue became useless, my mind incapable of putting a single sentence together. I had never been so overwhelmed with someone’s presence, but Saint—he floored me, even when he made no secret of his wicked intensions. He broke down all my defenses, luring me with a seductive darkness. It was dangerous how easily he affected me, as if he had a supernatural hold on me, some magical spell that handed him all control.

      Saint snarled and grabbed my chin, digging his fingers into my flesh. “You tempt me too much, woman,” he gritted out, and my heart kicked into high gear, my chest rising and falling rapidly with every breath. “Your fight, your defiance, it turns me the fuck on.”

      Flashes of last night bombarded my thoughts. His touch. His words. The release. It was all there as if it happened a second ago, yet my body hungered for it as if a millennium had passed since then. It was wrong for me to want that again. But I couldn’t stop thinking about it, about how good it felt to be defenseless and unable to stop him forcing pleasure into my body.

      I didn’t attempt to jerk free from his grasp, and he continued to stare down at me. My lips parted, and a rumble ripped from his chest a split-second before he crashed his lips to mine with such force my feet faltered, but his arm was around my waist the same instant his tongue darted into my mouth.

      Growling, he kissed me as if he was an addict and I was his last fix, the last he’d ever experience. His tongue was ruthless as it assaulted my mouth, his kiss chaotic and frenzied.

      I moaned and tried to claw at his neck, but he only kissed me harder, his tongue slipping in deeper. As if someone had lit a match inside my core, flames erupted, and my clawing hands turned into a desperate embrace as I wrapped my arms around his neck and pulled him closer. The sound of our lips smacking resounded around us as we fought to devour each other. There was nothing delicate or sensual about the way we kissed. It was primal instincts and feral hunger that fueled us. We were all hands, and lips, and desperate tongues, our bodies ravaged for one another.

      Saint let go of my chin and pulled me up. Without a single moment of hesitation, my legs wrapped around his waist, my mind void of everything other than the need that tightened my core with anticipation.

      He carried me across the room, and I couldn’t get myself to try to stop him. I didn’t want to stop him. I was the prey that willingly offered its throat to be slaughtered, not caring that its body would be drained of blood. Of life. Because right now, at the cruel hand of the devil, I had never felt more alive.

      I was still lost in his kiss when he let go and dropped me onto the bed, my back hitting the mattress.

      “Turn around.”

      “Wh—”

      “I said,” he grabbed my ankles and effortlessly forced me onto my stomach, “turn the fuck around.”

      “What are you doing?”

      “Showing you how it’s done. How to really mark someone.”

      I tried to scramble up the bed, but his hands were on my hips and under my dress as he yanked my panties down. He grabbed my ankles and forced me from the top of the bed.

      He jerked my legs apart and spread my thighs wide. Something cold bit into my skin, and I twisted so I could glance back, only to see a chain around my ankle, tied to the post of the bed, glinting with evil intent. Suddenly, I no longer felt so self-assured as to what it was I wanted—what my body wanted.

      “Saint, I don’t like this.” I tried to kick and pull my leg free, but he merely tightened the chain. “Stop, please.”

      He grabbed my other ankle and forced it toward the other post, but I managed to jerk it free from his grasp.

      “You’re only making this more fun for me by fighting, Mila.”

      “Stop!” I yelled. I screamed, but his strong hand wrapped around my ankle once more. This time, I couldn’t free it.

      “Scream again, and I’ll shove your panties down your goddamn throat so deep you’ll suffocate.”

      Chains bit into my skin, and I pushed myself up on my hands and knees when I heard the rip of a belt as he pulled it from around his waist.

      “Saint, please.” The first lash struck, and I cried out, the skin on my thighs seared with the painful bite of leather.

      “Lay back down, or I’ll only strike harder.”

      “Please.”

      I heard the belt cut through air, followed by a merciless crack as it slashed against my flesh. This time, it brought tears to my eyes, the burn spreading down my legs. I bit my tongue to stop the scream from tearing up my throat.

      “Lay back down, Mila. I won’t ask again.”

      The pain was so intense, as if he had lit a match on my skin—burning with a raging fire. Unable to keep myself up, I sagged back down, my stomach flat against the bed. I clenched my jaw, biting back tears and willing the pain to dissipate.

      “Good girl.”

      I took rapid breaths, and sweat beaded behind my neck. His heavy footsteps were almost as loud as my heartbeat, and I heard him circle the bed. Starting at my ankle, he traced his fingers across my skin with slow strokes, as if he tried to make the moment last. He stroked the burning flesh on my thigh. “I knew it would look beautiful. Your skin blushing for me.”

      I swallowed.

      “I thought about it on the plane when I had your tit in my hand, your cheeks flushed the prettiest pink. After that, I couldn’t stop thinking about it.”

      “You’re sick.”

      “Am I?” He dipped his hand between my legs, and I couldn’t stop the moan that fell from  my lips. “If I’m sick,” he dipped a finger through my slit, “and your pussy is this wet, what does that make you?”

      I bit my lip and shut my eyes. “A masochist.”

      A groan rumbled from his chest. “God, I love that word.”

      He kept his finger between my sensitive folds, and I clawed at the silk sheets when I heard the sound of his pants zipper.

      “Did it feel good when you fucked my finger last night?”

      I refused to answer, refused to play his sick game.

      He pulled his hands from between my legs, and I heard the slice of leather as it struck my naked ass. I gasped and whimpered, but it wasn’t nearly as painful as the whips against my thighs.

      “Tell me,” he ordered, his voice nothing but pure conviction. “Did it. Feel. Good?”

      I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t answer him because the truth felt wrong. It tipped the scales from what was normal to something that was completely fucked-up.

      He clutched my hair as he jerked my head up. “Answer me.”

      My pressed lips denied him the reply he seemed to desperately want.

      He let go of my hair, and my cheek fell against the sheet. “You shouldn’t test me.”

      His belt struck my ass twice in quick succession. The pain was excruciating, and I tasted my own blood as I bit into my tongue, struggling to keep the screams from twisting through my insides.

      I inhaled deeply and hoped air in my lungs would settle the pain some.

      “Think about it, Mila. Think about how your cunt sucked my finger inside you, how your body took control.”

      I shook my head and refused to let his words remind me what it felt like—the confusion of finding pleasure in something I thought I didn’t want.

      There was a swoosh of air, a strike of leather, and the agony of marred skin that burned all the way to achy bones.

      He leaned down, his lips hovering above the side of my face. “I can do this for hours,” he said softly. “The more your skin burns for me, the harder my cock gets.” He brushed his palm across my ass, his touch stinging as if needles had pricked my skin.

      I closed my eyes when he straightened, still biting my tongue, anticipating the next blow. But instead, he dragged the cruel leather up between my legs, over my ass.

      “I’m going to ask you one more time. How did it feel when you came around my finger?”

      Every muscle in my body was pulled taut, and the more he brushed the belt over my skin, the more I convinced myself I wouldn’t be able to take any more. I couldn’t.

      “Good,” I whispered with a trembling voice.

      “Louder.”

      I clutched the sheets tighter. “It felt…good.”

      “Louder!” His belt came down hard and fast, a harsh punishment that had me arching my back.

      “Good!” I screamed. “It felt good.”

      “There. Was that so fucking hard?”

      Humiliation once again crept across my cheeks, burning hotter than the seared flesh of my ass.

      I heard the distinct sound of the belt buckle clatter as he dropped it on the ground. A whimper rushed from my lips when he cupped me between my legs, finger massaging my clit with leisurely strokes. Pleasure started to seep through the pain, desire extinguishing the burn on my flesh only to ignite it in my belly.

      “See? Your cunt likes my touch.” His soft lips found my punished skin, and I shivered when he dragged his tongue all along my ass, down the side of my thigh.

      Round and round, he teased a finger around my clit and awoke an array of lecherous cravings I never thought I’d have. My inhibitions oxidized with every expert stroke of his fingers, pain and pleasure fused together, pushing my body higher and higher.

      I had no control over it. Like last night, my body took over, and I started to squirm on top of the covers, desperate and aching.

      The mattress dipped, and his naked thighs brushed against mine as he moved in between my legs. I no longer felt the heat of my burning flesh, or the pain of his belt, but rather an all-consuming ache for release of the tension that threatened to snap my body in half. I didn’t know what was happening or why I cared about a goddamn orgasm when he just whipped me as if I was nothing more than a petulant child. All I knew was I wanted more. I didn’t just want my skin to burn; I wanted my body to turn into nothing but ash.

      He palmed my ass, gripping the flesh between his fingers, spreading my pussy wide. My nails tore through the sheets when I felt his breath against my heat, the warm air brushing against my sensitive sex.

      “Where’s that fight of yours now, Mila?” He shifted deeper between my legs until I could no longer spread them any wider. “Did it die so quickly? So fucking easily?”

      “Screw you,” I whispered, but he heard me loud and clear, and I jerked when his cruel hand came down hard on my ass. But it was nowhere near as painful as his belt.

      “Is that any way to speak to your husband?”

      I glanced over my shoulder. “Is this any way to treat your wife?”

      “If she deserves it.”

      “I only did as you told me. Showed them I desired you as a wife should desire her husband. And now you punish me for it?”

      “Don’t bullshit me. It was a fucking pissing contest for you.”

      “And what do you call this?” I swallowed. “Is this not your way of showing me control? Of showing me that you own me?”

      “This is me showing you not to fuck with me, and to never forget who or what I am.”

      “A monster?”

      He lifted himself on his knees, and I let out a rush of air when he dragged the tip of his cock up and down the slit of my ass. “I’m the monster your pussy weeps for, segreto.”

      He nudged at my entrance with his cock, and my body primed to take him. It ached to be stretched and filled, like an itch in desperate need to be scratched. It was starting to fuck with my head, my mind a mess of thoughts that made no sense. I couldn’t think straight while he held his cock between my legs, and I waited for the moment he would thrust into me. But he didn’t. He just kept teasing me, slipping his dick up and down my wet slit.

      I pushed down, an involuntary move of a body about to break in half if it didn’t find release from the throbbing ache.

      “Look at that.” He sounded amused. “First you fight me, and now you want my cock?”

      “That’s where this is leading, anyway, isn’t it? You fucking me.”

      He shifted, and his cock was gone, and this time I wanted to scream even more than when he whipped me.

      Saint got onto the bed in front of me, on his knees, his length erect and girth swollen. He took my chin in his hand, forcing me to look up at him. Dark pupils and iced irises were heavy with lechery, malignant desires swirling within the slate circles. “Even though the idea of feeling your cunt around my cock is very tempting, I think this dirty little mouth of yours needs to get fucked first.”

      There was no warning as he plunged his cock past the barrier of my lips and into my mouth. He gave me no time to adjust, no time to prepare as he fisted my hair at the back of my head, forcing me to take every inch of him all the way  to the back of my throat. I gagged, my eyes teared up, and spit lapped out of my mouth. I tried to push him away, but he let go of my hair, grabbed my wrists, and pinned them down on either side of him.

      “If you don’t want to throw up, stop gagging and start sucking.” He withdrew and lunged back in, reaching the back of my throat. I had no choice but to lap my tongue along his length. My cheeks hollowed, and I tried to slack my jaw to better accommodate him. But he was too hard, too rough, as he continued to thrust. His taste invaded my mouth, filling every corner and caressing every taste bud. As vile as the act was, his taste was the exact opposite, and it settled in my core with blazing heat. I lapped my tongue and brushed the tip against the head of his cock before dragging it along the ridges of his girth.

      A groan ripped from his chest, a low, guttural growl echoing from his throat. The sound had me squirming once again, the silk sheets soft against my aching sex. The longer he stayed in my mouth, the harder I tried to rock my body against the mattress.

      Saint let go of my wrist and grabbed my hair. “You want to see what it’s like to really mark someone, Mila?”

      He wrapped his fingers around the base of his cock and pumped with the rhythm of my mouth. “This is how you mark someone.” He came, hard and heavy, ribbons of his release bursting into my mouth, and I was forced to swallow. An act I always thought of as disgusting and degrading now suddenly had me rocking my body and flexing my hips in search of my own release. It was torture to taste his pleasure on my tongue while the need throbbed between my legs.

      Saint moaned out loud and sucked air through his teeth, slipping his dick into my mouth a few more times, making sure I milked every last drop of his orgasm. He pulled out and sat back, spit dangling down my chin. “God, such a sight you are with my cum in your mouth.”

      He leaned forward and placed a kiss on my forehead. “Are you aching for me?”

      “Yes.” I breathed. There was no use denying it. I wasn’t strong enough to fight it anymore.

      “Do you want to come for me?”

      I nodded, and my eyes rolled closed.

      “Put your hands behind your back,” he whispered, and I willing obeyed.

      Saint got up, and I sagged into the mattress as he tied my wrists with his belt, too exhausted and sore to object. All I cared about was finding relief. All I wanted was to be pushed over the edge.

      He tightened the belt. The leather bit into my skin, and he leaned over me, his lips hovering above my cheek. “I’ll make you come. But first I want you to lie here and think about all the times you defied me, fought me, disrespected me,” he bit out with clenched teeth, “and then I want you to decide whether it was really worth it.”

      No. No. No.

      “Saint, what are you doing?”

      I tugged at the restraints, and he straightened, a glint of malicious intent in his eye. “I had to tie your arms and make sure you don’t finish it yourself.” He shot me a sly grin. “Behave while I’m gone.”

      “Saint, please.”

      He pulled on his pants and winked at me before he walked out and closed the door behind him. I called after him, screamed his name, but he ignored me like I was nothing.

      I squirmed. I wiggled. I flexed my hips out of desperation for release. But I couldn’t. My body needed more—so much more than a mere silk fucking sheet.

      Spent, and tired, every taut muscle about to snap and break, I buried my face into the mattress. I promised myself I wouldn’t cry again. I vowed to never let him take another tear, but I couldn’t stop it. The pain was too much…so I cried.
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      I poured myself a glass of bourbon and snapped my fingers toward one of the crew to remove Anete’s lipstick-stained cocktail glass. After that morning, I was a hundred and ten percent sure Mario would never make the mistake of having Anete—or anyone else, for that matter—accompany him to one of our meetings without my permission. I gave him more than just a piece of my mind and reminded him how crucial discretion was whenever it came to my business. Without my generous paycheck every month, Mario wouldn’t even have a bucket to piss in.

      Anete wasn’t worth labeling as a complication, but the way Mila acted, doing a complete one-eighty and kissing me as if I was the air she needed—now, that was a complication. And one I couldn’t afford.

      I could taste the desperation on her tongue, feel her desire linger on her heated lips. Within the span of five seconds, it was strong enough to fucking drive me insane, my dick all but ready to rip from my goddamn pants. It took the last shred of my self-control to not fuck her right there and then in front of Mario and his slut of a daughter. And that was what pissed me off—the fact that Mila’s kiss, her little act of jealousy, was powerful enough to make me lose my grip in front of others. And for that, she needed to be taught a lesson. She needed to understand if she so much as looked at me in a way that would make me want to lose control, she’d have to carry the consequences. As a man, losing control meant weakness. As a Russo, weakness meant defeat. Especially now while I was so close to getting what I wanted.

      I swallowed a mouthful of bourbon and felt far from satiated. Even though I just came down Mila’s throat, my cock still throbbed to feel her walls close in around me. And knowing she was in my bedroom, bound and aching for me, was driving me insane. Not even the sting of alcohol could calm the simmering blood in my veins.

      She tried to act all innocent and vanilla, but I saw the darkness in her eyes. I saw her need to let go and succumb to the wickedness of our most primal instincts. We were all animals, born and bred to fuck. Seeking pleasure was the single most powerful biological motivator in the world. It manipulated us, controlled us, dictating our every decision. But once you’d tasted the carnal pleasures free from the restrictions society had placed on something as natural as fucking, there was no going back. While Mila fought against it, her body embraced it—which was why I pushed her toward that edge and steadied her on the ledge. Now it was up to her to take that final leap.

      “How did the meeting go with Mario?”

      I turned toward Elena, who took a seat on one of the swivel chairs by the bar. “Good.”

      “Does he have enough time to get everything ready?”

      I shrugged. “Yes.” I kept my answers simple, hoping Elena would not pursue a conversation.

      “Have you told Mila?”

      Goddammit. “About what?”

      “About what happens next.”

      I swallowed the last mouthful of my drink and placed the empty glass on the counter. “Not yet.”

      “Marcello, you need to tell her.”

      “I will.”

      “When?”

      “Soon.”

      Elena got off her seat when I tried to walk away and moved to stand in my way. “She needs time to prepare for what’s going to happen”

      I clenched my jaw. “I know that.”

      “Then you better tell her sooner rather than later. You have put her through enough. The least you can do is spare her the element of surprise.”

      I narrowed my eyes, tilting my head as I studied Elena with surprise. “You’ve grown fond of her, haven’t you?”

      “She has a good heart. And the mere fact that she hasn’t fallen apart yet, after everything you’ve put her through, says a lot about her.”

      “You act like I’ve dragged her through hell.”

      “Haven’t you?”

      “I think, under the circumstances, I’ve been more than lenient with her. The woman has done nothing but disrespect me, defying me every opportunity she gets.”

      Elena crossed her arms and cocked a brow. “Is that why I heard her scream from your bedroom earlier? Because you were being lenient?”

      “Step lightly, Elena,” I seethed. “There’s a side to me you haven’t seen, and I’d like to keep it that way.” My words echoed with the fiery daggers of warning, and tension pulled at my shoulder blades.

      Elena pinned me with her stare, a coy look on her face. How far would I allow Elena to go? How far would I let her challenge me before I’d finally put her in her place? I loved and respected her. She was the closest I had to a mother for the better part of my life. But there was a certain line in our relationship, a line between me being the Russo firstborn, and she a woman who did not carry the same name. It was a line I would not allow her to cross. Ever.

      She sat back down by the bar. “I think you should tell her.”

      Frustrated, I rubbed the back of my neck. “Tell her what, exactly?”

      “The real reason you want her shares.”

      “Why would I do that?” I scoffed.

      “Maybe if she knew the truth, she wouldn’t be so torn between fighting you and accepting you.”

      I dragged a finger across my jaw, scratching my five o’clock shadow. “She can fight me all she wants. She won’t win.”

      “I’m not worried about her winning, Marcello.”

      “Then what are you worried about, exactly?” I snapped, but she didn’t even flinch.

      “About Mila being eaten alive because you sent her into the lion’s den unarmed.”

      A foreboding silence settled around us like the last few seconds before the timer of a fatal bomb would run out. The weight on my shoulders doubled as Elena’s words rang like a fire alarm in my head. But I couldn’t allow it to affect me. There was too much at stake, and I had to make sure I didn’t lose sight of what mattered—and that was accomplishing what I had set out to do the day I walked out of my father’s house.

      Destroy him.

      I pulled a palm down my face and straightened with renewed resolve. “I don’t have time for this. Whatever is going on inside that head of yours, or whatever the fuck it is your cards are showing you, let me remind you that Mila is nothing but a means to an end.”

      “For now.”

      “Don’t,” I warned, but Elena continued to stare at me with beaming eyes,  as if she carried all the wisdom in the world.

      “Great wars were fought in the past, wars that started because of a woman. In the end, there was always one question that remained.” She placed her hands in her lap, fingers weaved together. “Was she worth it?”

      I sucked air through my teeth, her message received loud and clear. But I refused to let it rattle me, make me lose sight of what I had set out to accomplish ever since the day I walked out of my father’s mansion. “I made a vow, a promise I had started this war over. And as God is my witness, I will win this war, and she will be worth every drop of blood that coats my hands. And Mila,” I cocked my head, steeled my expression, “she is nothing but the weapon I’ll use to slit the throat of my enemy.”

      Rage burned my tongue and possessed my bones as I turned and stomped off. If I didn’t walk away now, Aunt Elena would be at the receiving end of it—something she didn’t deserve even though she pressed all the wrong buttons throughout the span of ten minutes. But I knew her, I knew her heart. She was in this for the same reasons I was, but it seemed that Mila was getting under her skin. In a way, I wondered if she didn’t see the daughter she never had whenever she looked at Mila. I could sympathize with that. No woman should carry the burden of not being able to fulfill her biological, God-given gift of producing a child.

      It calmed me slightly, to try to think of the source of Elena’s motivations.

      My footsteps resounded down the hall. The thought of Mila waiting for me, bound and still aching, thrilled me. Yet I couldn’t stop the sliver of remorse that tried to force its way into my chest. I lost myself with her. Lost control and thought only of my depraved desires, not giving a fuck that she wasn’t like any of the other women I had been with. In fact, I liked it. I liked the idea of her being innocent, uncorrupted, mine to pervert and taint.

      Walking into my room, I was met with the beautiful sight of her, bound and aching, exactly the way I left her—legs spread and dress bunched up around her waist.

      Her head jerked up, and she glanced halfway over her shoulder at me. “You here to torture me some more?”

      I grinned. “So, you admit me not fucking you is torture?”

      “I’d say fuck you, but I’m not exactly in the mood for irony.”

      I stalked closer, the red lashes on her skin raised and flushed across her ass. A pang of remorse struck my chest, an unwelcome feeling that made me wish I had brought the bottle of bourbon with me.

      It wasn’t like me to stare at marks on a woman’s body made by my hand or my whip and be assaulted by a guilty conscience. It was unnerving. Regret wasn’t something I felt—ever, and for good reason. Remorse was nothing but a thorn that stemmed from the root of a weakness, which, once it started to grow, would never stop—not until it had burrowed a thousand spikes under your skin.

      Nevertheless, my chest felt heavy with unease, and I grabbed a wet towel along with some aloe vera and sat in front of her, reaching for her face.

      She jerked away. “What are you doing?”

      “Lay still.”

      Wary eyes stared at me, bloodshot and red from crying, her cheeks blotched with tear stains. Poetic beauty, that was what it was—the tears of a strong woman. Even after everything, her eyes still hadn’t lost their radiance. The color of her irises was as striking as the first leaves of spring, as strong as the exotic allure of the Amazon. I didn’t think anything in the world could ruin it, make them lose their luster. Not even me.

      She watched me the entire time as I wiped the sticky residue of my release from her cheek. To prove I was a sick motherfucker, my dick hardened from the thought of my cum on her face, yet the unrelenting stab in my chest remained. I hated it, and much preferred the darkness of feeling nothing.

      I dabbed the towel across her mouth, her lips slightly parted. Only then did I see the tiny bit of dried blood in the corner of her mouth, and I stilled as a chill slithered down my spine.

      Turn it off.

      Ignore it.

      Don’t. Feel. Anything.

      Without speaking a word, I got up to tend to the scorched skin on her ass and rubbed a decent amount of salve onto the bruised flesh. She winced, and her body tensed, the chains complaining around her ankles. The decent thing to do was probably to untie her, but I couldn’t get myself to do it. I loved seeing her like this—the blood on her lip forgotten thanks to the erotic sight of her. And while I carefully rubbed her ass, watched the ointment seep into her marred skin, I felt the urge to add more crimson lines to the canvas of imperfect perfection. With every stroke of my hands, her breathing became more labored, her hips flexing with a subtle movement.

      I smiled. “I see your body still wants what I’ve denied you.”

      “I might be nothing but a signature on a sham marriage certificate to you, but I’m still human.”

      The sneer in her voice amused me. Not even my whip or refusal to let her come could stop her from being stubborn. It made me wonder if I should reward her resilience instead of punishing her defiance.

      I wiped my hands and grabbed a bottle from my bedside table drawer.

      “What is that?” Mila squirmed on the bed, tugging at the belt that held her wrists behind her back.

      “Massage oil. I must admit,” I went to stand at the end of the bed as I poured a generous amount of oil into my palms, her glistening cunt on full display, “a part of me feels bad for leaving you like this.”

      “Why do I find that hard to believe?”

      The mattress dipped beneath my weight as I got on my knees and settled between her legs. “I might be a monster, a killer,” I traced my oiled hands across her skin, starting at her calves, all the way up her thighs, “but I’m not a selfish lover. You just needed to be taught a lesson, and now that that’s over,” I cupped her ass, “I think you deserve a reward.” Her back arched when I dragged the pads of my thumbs all along her sensitive folds.

      I sucked in a rush of air when she pushed down, lifting her ass, opening more for me—allowing me to stroke a thumb all the way from her ass to her clit and back up.

      “It’s quite a mindfuck, isn’t it? To hate me yet crave my touch.”

      “I don’t hate you.”

      Her words took me by surprise, and I stilled.

      “You’re not on my list of favorite people, but I don’t hate you.”

      The thought of her not hating me unsettled me in a way I’d never experienced before, and I didn’t like it. I didn’t like the way it twisted my insides as if trapped in barbed wire.

      I continued to rub between her legs, the gray sheets beneath her already wet with her arousal, and my dick once again hard and ready. Every time I nudged at her entrance, my cock twitched with a need to enter her, and by the way her body squirmed, I knew she was hungry for it—craving to be stretched and filled. Maybe it was the guilt of how I treated her earlier, how I left her unsatisfied and aching, but my need to give her pleasure outweighed my need to feel her from the inside.

      Greedy fingers stroked through her slippery slit, and I gave a little extra attention to that sensitive bud that would ultimately push her over the edge.

      “Saint, this isn’t what I want.”

      I smirked. “Your body seems to disagree.”

      “No, I mean…” she sucked in a breath when I pressed hard against her clit, “I mean, I don’t want your fingers.”

      “Then what do you want?”

      She tried to glance over her shoulder, but her bound wrists made it too difficult to do. “I want you.”

      I slipped a finger into her entrance, and she buried her face in the sheets. “Are you trying to say you want my cock?”

      “Yes,” she breathed, and the sound slammed against the tip of my dick. Maybe I loved this game too much. Maybe playing with her had become too entertaining to stop. To watch her squirm, hear her beg, witness her surrender her fight in a bid to satisfy her aching body was fucking beautiful. I just couldn’t stop.

      Faster, harder, and with vigorous strokes, I worked her sex, her panting breaths turning into loud gasps of pleasure as I rushed her to the orgasm I had denied her for long enough.

      “Saint, don’t. Not like—” Her body tensed, her neck arched, and she cried out the same time her pussy walls slammed down on my fingers. Settled between her legs on my knees, I watched as her ass cheeks pulled taut, her thighs clenched as the climax ripped through her entire body. Her arms trembled, her breaths loud and labored. It was the most erotic scene I had ever witnessed—even better than the night before when she came on my dining table.

      The final tremors of her orgasm left her trembling body, and she sagged into the mattress. I dragged my wet fingers coated with her release down her thigh and untied the chains around her ankles. It left red circles of tortured flesh around her feet, and I loved the sight—proof of how fucked-up I really was.

      I got up, adjusted my hard-on in my pants, and removed the belt I had tied around her wrist.

      She pushed herself up on hands and knees, her dark curls a perfect mess around her flushed face.

      I smirked. “Feel better?”

      Angry eyes locked on mine, and I could swear to God I saw the flames of hell burn in them. “Now, I hate you.”
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      Hate was a strong word. Bold. Powerful. And in this case…a lie. But I couldn’t think of any other word to describe what I felt. While he was gone, drinking the bourbon I could smell on his breath when he cleaned my face, I was down here in agony. My body was so desperate to get off, I couldn’t stop rubbing my sex against the silk sheets, which did absolutely nothing to relieve the ache. I was fucking ten years old again and just discovered the beauty of masturbation without understanding the mechanics behind it.

      The entire time I lay there hoping he would return, I tried to force the image of Brad’s body bleeding on a plush white carpet. I tried to remember how scared I was when Saint rushed me out of that hotel with threats of creating a massacre if I even thought about running. I wanted to feel the fear again, the panic, the humiliation I felt when he made me walk down his hall naked and shower while he watched. If I could remember all those things, pull it to the front of my mind, maybe then I’d stop thinking about how I wanted to feel him inside me. Feel his body rock mine into a state of euphoria that would knock the air right out of me.

      But no matter how hard I tried to force those feelings into my system, the fire he ignited was too strong, the flames too fierce…and there was nothing I could do to extinguish it. For what felt like a day and a half, I couldn’t move while I tasted his cum on my tongue, forced to fantasize about what it would feel like to finally be fully satisfied. And when he came back, all he did was tease me with just the tip of pleasure. One could compare it to giving a carnivore tofu to live on.

      I got up and shimmied the dress from around my hips to cover myself, no sight of my panties anywhere. Saint stared at me, an expression of stunned surprise and skepticism. “Excuse me?”

      “I fucking hate you.” I spat.

      His nostrils flared, and his jaw ticked, but I didn’t care. I didn’t care if I pissed him off, pressed his goddamn buttons until he snapped and beat my face in. That would be far less painful than what he just did to me.

      Saint lifted a single finger in front of his face, and I narrowed my eyes at him, knowing all too well which goddamn finger that was.

      I placed my hands on my hips. “So, my mouth is good enough for your cock, but not my cunt?”

      “Jesus Christ,” he muttered and pulled his fingers through his hair, which was a mess of perfect disarray. Maybe the more fitting phrase would have been I hate myself.

      I hated myself for succumbing.

      I hated myself for allowing the devil to seduce me.

      I hated myself for not loathing him.

      And most of all, I hated myself because I liked what he did to me. I liked his belt on my ass. His humiliating words. His cock in my mouth. I liked the freedom of finally breaking down the walls and letting the darkness in. But I hated the fact that it had to be him. It had to be the man I was supposed to hate. Supposed to run from.

      Saint tossed his belt across the room. “Be thankful I allowed you to get off.”

      “Thankful?” I snorted. “For what? Getting off on third base? Twice?”

      He bit his lip, his jaw ticking as he rubbed the back of his neck, the veins in his arms bulging with strength. “Go take a shower. Now.”

      “You know, I don’t think I need a shower since you already wiped your cum off my face.” I shrugged. “But you know what, I get it. I probably should be thankful. You’re used to fucking women like Anete. Beautiful little socialites with pampered little unicorn vaginas. There’s no reason you’d want to be with a woman like me—a woman who’s only good enough to suck your dick and nothing else.”

      I turned on my heel, the skirt of my dress bobbing behind my ass when pain radiated up my arm as Saint grabbed my elbow and spun me around. He rushed me backward, slamming my back against the wall, wild eyes penetrating mine. “You think I didn’t fuck you because you’re not good enough?”

      “Maybe. Now, let go of me.” I shoved against his chest, tried to push him away. But he didn’t move an inch. “Let me go!” I grabbed the fabric of his shirt and tore it down the middle, buttons clattering on the ground. God, I was so angry, frustrated, and I was probably not thinking straight. Maybe this was what Stockholm Syndrome felt like. Something you couldn’t explain, some weird shit that made you do things you wouldn’t normally do. Like provoke the devil.

      Saint cocked his head. “Not good enough? That’s such a goddamn cliché, the least you can do is come up with something better.”

      “What? Like maybe you’re just afraid you won’t be good enough.” I inched my face closer to him. “Maybe that’s why you’d rather let your fingers do the dirty work for you.”

      His eyes flared with anger, blue orbs turning black with lust and rage all rolled into one moment of complete fucked-up-ness. His lips crashed into mine with such force it pushed my head painfully against the wall.

      There wasn’t time to think or to react other than to kiss him back. Our teeth clattered, our lips ravaged, and fire blazed in my belly.

      With rushed hands, he tore his tattered shirt from his chest, and I wanted to touch him. I wanted to feel his flawless skin under my palms, admire his ripped muscles and roped abs with my fingertips. But he grabbed my wrists pinned them above my head with one hand and used the other to yank his pants down with violent tugs. I gasped for air but refused to stop. I didn’t care if I suffocated from his kiss or burst into flames from his touch. All I cared about was letting go, to accept the fact that maybe…maybe I was just as fucked-up as he was because all I wanted—no, desperately needed, was for Saint to fuck some sordid pleasure into me.

      With a rushed hand guided by a frenzy of ecstasy that had us both by the throats, he bunched the dress of my skirt around my waist. Already, I was squirming against him, my body ready and primed, on the verge of snapping in half. I was no longer the victim who had been wronged or the girl who had been kidnapped and taken halfway across the world. I was no longer the ten percent shares he wanted or the signature on a goddamn piece of paper. I was an eager participant, a willing slave to the witchcraft of his dark touch.

      He bit down on my bottom lip, and the taste of my own blood exploded in my mouth. But I didn’t care. It didn’t hurt. It just added fuel to the fire, the blaze that was seconds away from incinerating me.

      He stilled, staring at the blood on my lip, and his eyes flashed with a thirst for indulgence, every line on his face cast in shadows of debauchery. He leaned in and softly lapped the blood from my lips. My insides turned to liquid heat, and arousal coated the insides of my thighs.

      Rolling his hips into mine, his hardened length pressed against my aching core, and I couldn’t stop my desperate moan from slipping out. He echoed my moan with his own and once again crashed his mouth to mine. Taking. Claiming. Demanding.

      He let go of my wrists and grabbed my thighs with impatient fingers and forced them around his waist. My arms fell around his neck, and I inhaled deeply—his scent  of power and sex, pure fucking adrenaline, oozing out of his pores.

      The head of his cock nudged against my entrance, and he nipped at my lip again, his hands firmly placed under my ass. “This is the part where I ask you if you’re sure.” He nudged my cheek with his nose, and I looked at him, nothing but twisted desires and sordid pleasures swimming in the sea of his eyes. “But I’m not the kind of man who asks.” The tip of his cock entered me, and I craned my neck as my lips parted. “I fucking take.”

      With one hard, unyielding thrust, he impaled me. Pain seared through my spine, and pleasure shot down to my core. Buried to the hilt, he gave me no time to adjust to him, to get accustomed to the feel of him stretching me to a point of pain. He reared back and plunged into me.

      “Is this what you want?” He bit out, his expression as hard as his grueling thrusts. “You want to get fucked? You want that sweet little cunt ruined?”

      I couldn’t hold on. I couldn’t even breathe, too consumed and possessed with a kind of pleasure I had never felt before. Saint had subjugated my entire body, and I was now completely at his mercy.

      My arms fell from around his neck, and he let go of my ass, pinning me with his body, and nailed my hands to the wall above my head. “I swear to fucking God,” he growled, “you better keep those legs up.”

      I whimpered when his cock slipped out of me, my body instantly hating the empty feeling. But Saint lunged back in, hard and deep. He became less frenzied, and when I opened my eyes, I saw the strain in his eyes, the way his jaw clenched. Perspiration beaded on his forehead, and he bit his lip, his expression something between pained and possessed. God, I loved it. I loved watching him fight for control because that meant I made him want to lose it.

      Every muscle in his arms pulled taut as he kept my hands pinned above my head. Drops of sweat trickled down the side of his neck, pooling in the hollow of his shoulders, olive skin glistening with exertion.

      I closed my eyes. The pleasure he rammed into me, one unfrenzied yet powerful jab at a time, was catapulting me to the peak of oblivion.

      “You fucking look at me when you come.” He spat out each word as if it burned the tip of his tongue. “You wanted to get fucked, now you’ll show me what you look like when you goddamn get what you want.” His voice carried the dark timbre of domination, and I opened my eyes, staring straight into his. There was no warning, no build-up to a crescendo. Saint merely tightened his hold around my wrists, pulled back until only the head of his cock was at my entrance, and like rolling thunder, he pummeled back in, and I cried out. My orgasm slammed against my core, ricocheting up my body, crashing against every bone until I could no longer contain it and the echo of pleasure ripped from my screams.

      Saint continued his ruthless onslaught, an unforgiving, unapologetic barrage of a man who—as he said—simply took what he wanted. And I gave it…willingly.

      I kept my eyes open the entire time, and he kept his gaze locked on mine. His nostrils flared as he continued to bite his bottom lip, the hard tenor of his grunts filling the space between us.

      Pleasure continued to linger in my bones. It was like sex after sex, the mind-shattering, body-breaking ecstasy reignited with his every thrust.

      A groan ripped from his throat in a tenor that sounded like pain and pleasure rolled into one. He stilled, and I felt his cock jerk inside me, filling me to the brim with his climax, and all the while he didn’t even blink as he stared at me. Something ominous flashed in his eyes, and for a moment, it scared me. I didn’t know what to expect or what he’d do next, my insides coiled tight with the remnants of my orgasm and the fear his glare inflicted.

      A few moments of deafening silence, and then it happened. Saint slammed the wind right out of me…by kissing me as if it would mean death if he didn’t.
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      Emotions slammed into me as I came inside her. It made a giant motherfucking crack in the walls that protected me from the kind of feelings that could weaken a man, lower his defenses and give him the kind of vulnerabilities a man like me couldn’t afford.  It trickled down my spine like so many of her tears had trickled down her cheeks because of me. It crushed my shoulders with its weight, like I had crushed her entire existence with my own vendetta, pulling her into a world she didn’t want to be in. Just like I felt something I didn’t want to feel. Something that made me look at her with more than indifference. Something that made me see the strength in her eyes, the beauty in her soul that dazzled even through pain and tears. It never wavered, and it was sucking me in. Drawing me to her like a demon to a sinner.

      Instead of pulling out of her to sever the connection that surged between us, I slammed my lips against hers, starved out of my mind for her taste. As if fucking her against the wall like a savage wasn’t enough, I wanted more. I wanted to consume her every way possible, ruin her so no one else could ever have her after me.

      I allowed my tongue to delve deep in search of hers, lapped and explored as if her mouth was a treasure of hidden riches I had yet to find. There were so many things that could be revealed by a simple kiss—and I wanted to know all of it. I wanted to know her thoughts, her secrets, hunt for them in every corner of her mouth.

      The whimpers that slipped from her lips turned into a thunderstorm that plundered through my soul, and I tightened my hold on her wrists as I squeezed her harder between my body and the wall. It was unnerving, the way I wanted to keep kissing her, how I didn’t want to let go of her. The longer I felt and tasted her, the more I wanted.

      She’s making you weak.

      I surrender.

      You’re losing sight of what matters.

      Am I?

      She’ll consume you.

      I don’t care.

      Stop!

      I tore my lips from hers and pulled back. She slid down the wall and stumbled to her feet.

      Her eyes cut to mine in surprise, and she touched her cut lip. It reminded me of what her blood tasted like on my tongue. Pure ecstasy. It was as if I had tasted her soul—pure and unsullied. Mine. But only for six months. After that, she’d leave, go back to her own life. And, as she so eloquently put it, forget I existed.

      The thought gnawed at my bones, angered me, thinking the day would come when she would walk away and wipe me from her life as if I were nothing but an unwanted pencil mark. A speck of dust on the soles of her feet.

      I hated it. But I hated that I cared more.

      I grabbed my pants from the floor and pulled them on while she remained unmoved by the wall. Knowing her, there were probably a thousand and one things she wanted to say to me, but for some reason, she chose to keep her mouth shut.

      Good.

      I spotted her white panties by the foot of the bed and picked them up.

      “Saint—” I tossed the panties at her, and she caught them before they could land on her face. “What the hell?”

      I grabbed a fresh shirt from my drawer.  “Go take a shower.” I glanced at her wet thighs. “You reek of cum.”

      Hurt flashed in her eyes, and her cheeks went from a flushed pink to a pale white. But I refused to let myself feel even a sliver of remorse. I steeled myself against it, against feeling remorse, and stormed out, slamming the door behind me.

      Jesus, I was so fucking angry. At her. At me. At this entire fucking situation. Marrying her was the plan. Seducing her, fucking her, and treading on the edge with her was not.

      I was on my way up the stairs to the deck when I spotted James sitting by the bar, a brown envelope resting on the countertop.

      “What’s that?” I pulled the shirt over my head.

      “A copy of Francesco Torres’s will.”

      “I already have a copy of it.” I poured myself a drink and offered James one, but he shook his head.

      “It seems there was a newer draft we didn’t know about.”

      I almost choked on the mouthful of bourbon. “What?”

      “The Torres family lawyer was instructed to be discreet about it, to not reveal it until absolutely necessary.”

      “By who?”

      “Katarina Torres. Mila’s mother.”

      “Jesus fucking Christ.”

      James slid the brown envelope toward me. “You should read it.”

      I stared at him warily. James wasn’t one who could easily be read, but right now the man’s face was painted with worry lines.

      Placing my drink down on the table, I opened the envelope and pulled out the pieces of paper that suddenly felt like they weighed a ton.

      “The last paragraph.”

      I glanced at James then flipped through the pages. It took me twenty seconds to read the paragraph James was referring to. Twenty fucking seconds, and it tore the world from under my goddamn feet.

      Anger exploded and burst through the cries of shattered glass as I threw the crystal tumbler across the deck.

      I bit down on my lip, my jaw clenched, and fists balled. “This is going to ruin everything. Every-fucking-thing.”
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      It had been days since Saint and I lost ourselves in one another. Days since I gave in to depraved desires I never knew I had. My body came to life under his touch, as if it no longer needed air. Just him, his kiss, and the way he felt inside me. But clearly the feeling wasn’t mutual.

      Days had passed since he spoke more than five words to me. Most of the time, he was behind closed doors in his study, and the only person allowed to go in and out was James. Even Elena seemed to get the cold shoulder from her nephew.

      I’d be lying if I said it didn’t bother me. That I didn’t lie awake at night secretly hoping he would come for me. Take me. Touch me. Kiss me.

      My body had become its own enemy, and flames were reignited every time I thought about how roughly Saint had taken me, how raw it was to be with him and fall apart by his hand. He was right that day on the plane. I’d had sex before, but I’d never been fucked. Not like that.  And now that I knew how it felt like to have no inhibitions when it came to sex, experienced the freedom of letting your desires control you, it was all I wanted. All I thought about. Every day, more and more, I wanted him, my body aching to be consumed by him again. But his absence was a cruel reminder that I was nothing to him but a signature on a piece of paper.

      I glanced at James, who sat under the roof of the deck pretending to read some car magazine while he kept an eye on me. He was like a guard dog. When I moved, he moved. It was stupid, really. We were on a yacht. Where the fuck was I supposed to go?

      I put my sunglasses on and settled back into the recliner, doing what I’d been doing for the last couple of days. Soak up the sun and at least enjoy the Italian summer. I refused to sit in my room like a prisoner and let the walls smother me. When I asked Elena for a swimsuit, she had three bags of swimwear sent in from the mainland. The price tags on some of those were ridiculous, judging by the tiny amount of fabric they used to put it together. After wasting an hour of my life going through them all, I opted for a strapless black bikini. It wasn’t like I needed to grab anyone’s attention around here.

      I closed my eyes and tried to silence my thoughts when I heard the high-pitched noise of a Jet Ski engine growing louder and louder. It was only when the sound idled right by the yacht that I opened my eyes. Saint dived from the Jet Ski into the water and came up at the edge of the flybridge. He pulled himself out of the water, strong arms ripped and wet, his all-year-round tan glistening. He straightened and pulled a hand through his midnight hair as water continued to drip down his body. Jesus. It was like a scene from a goddamn Calvin Klein ad. With shredded abs, wet and tempting, every toned muscle on his body sun kissed and practically bathed in sin, I was thankful my eyes were hidden behind dark sunglasses. I’d already embarrassed myself enough when it came to him.

      Saint grabbed a lounge chair and placed it next to mine before settling on it. My pulse raced instantly, every inch of my skin caressed with his presence. God. I hated that he affected me simply by being near me.

      “Surely there has to be a less revealing swimsuit among the other fifteen Elena charged to my credit card.”

      I laughed. “Are you serious right now?”

      “Is there anything in that statement that makes you think otherwise?”

      “Yeah. The fact that you think you’re entitled to have an opinion over what I wear.”

      “You are my wife.”

      “Yet you’ve been ignoring me like I’m nothing.”

      He didn’t look at me and kept staring out in front of him as if he didn’t even hear me.

      “You know what? Screw this.” I got to my feet, about to walk away, when he reached out, grabbed my arm, and pulled me down on his lap, air rushing from my lungs with a huff.

      His body was cold and wet, yet flames surged and raged through my core the second I looked into his eyes.

      He bit his lip and stared at me like I had angered him. Like he was on the verge of losing control. Our gazes remained locked for what seemed like a small eternity, and I was aware of every breath he took—his chest rising and falling, the vein in his neck pulsing to the rhythm of his heart.

      “Why do you insist on challenging me, Mila?”

      “Why do you insist treating me like I’m not good enough for you?”

      “Is that what you think?”

      “What else am I supposed to think?”

      “You’re supposed to think nothing.” He bit out his words, and my heart hiccupped.

      I expected more cruel words to follow, but then the grip he had around my arm loosened, and his gaze fell to my naked shoulder. He sucked his bottom lip into his mouth, the sight reminding me of what he tasted like—a thousand sins dipped into a single fantasy.

      He dragged a finger up my arm, and a shudder wracked through me, my veins heated with desire coated with adrenaline. “You’re supposed to fear me, not challenge me.” His finger circled over the swell of my breast. “Your body is supposed to reject my touch, not welcome it.”

      “What makes you think my body welcomes your touch?”

      His dark brows arched. “Another challenge?”

      “Maybe.”

      He leaned his head to the side and traced his finger down across my nipple. Slow. Sensual. Seductive. It pebbled beneath his touch, and a part of me wanted to pull away, be angry at the fact that he had ignored me for days. But my body wouldn’t let me, loving and needing his touch too much.

      He drew a lazy circle around my nipple before moving down. “You walk around dressed to tease me, wearing something as flimsy as this bikini, fabric I can easily tear off so I can have my way with you. Have I not hurt you enough?” He let his finger linger on the naked flesh around my navel. “Have I not proven to you that I’m not a good man?”

      My breathing became labored, and I clenched my thighs when I felt his cock harden against my hip. Anticipation flared, a throbbing need between my legs desperate to be filled. It no longer felt as if days had passed. My body was as high as it was the day he fucked me against the goddamn wall.

      I shifted so his hard length pressed perfectly against my ass and watched as his eyes turned from man to hunter. Animal to predator. “Have I not proven to you that I’m stronger than you thought the day you took me?”

      “Strong, yet so naïve.”

      Abruptly, he forced his hand between my legs, cupping me hard, his expression fiercely primal. “I can smell your arousal, Mila. It clings to you, and it’s fucking tempting me. That is why I need to be careful with you.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “There is so much you don’t understand, segreto.”

      His hand pressed harder against my heat, as if to show ownership, my slit already slick and primed to take him. I clenched my thighs with his hand between my legs, panting breaths lapping from my lips.

      “So much you don’t know.”

      “Then tell me,” I urged. “Tell me everything. Tell me your secrets.”

      He shook his head and removed his hand from between my legs, my body instantly mourning the loss of his touch. I stared at him in question, but he gazed out over the ocean. “Marina Piccola. They say it is here where the sirens attempted to seduce Ulysses while on his journey back home…to his wife.”

      “Ulysses?”

      “The Latinized name for Odysseus.” He traced a finger down the small of my back as I lay against him. “After fighting with the Greeks in the war against the city of Troy, he started his voyage back home.” His voice trailed off, his eyes still gazing out across the ocean.

      “Attempted to seduce?”

      Saint’s lips curled at the corners. “Ulysses ordered his men to plug their ears with beeswax as to not hear the sirens’ alluring singing.” He looked at me, eyes hard and dark. “If they hadn’t, the sirens would have seduced them and lured them all to their deaths.”

      The tenor in his voice lowered, thickened, and he stared at me as to tell me I was the siren whose call could ruin him.

      I shook my head lightly. “Why are you telling me this?”

      He shrugged and looked back into the distance. “Never trust something that has the power to make you lose control.”

      I didn’t understand. Was he telling me that he didn’t trust me, or was he saying he didn’t trust himself when he was with me? I didn’t know, and the confusion was eating away at my insides. I had never felt this conflicted before in my life, and I started to wonder whether the story was meant to tell me not to trust myself—especially when it came to Saint.

      My hair was tied at the back of my head in a messy bun, and there were no locks to tuck behind my ear, yet I reached for the scar and absentmindedly circled my fingertip around it.

      Saint stiffened beneath me, and I looked up at him.

      “Do you think of him every time you touch that scar?”

      “Not always.” I answered truthfully. Saint already knew my past and the story behind my scar. “Sometimes I wonder how many kids he’s hurt.”

      Hard lines covered his face, his expression stone. “Well, you don’t have to worry about that anymore.” He shifted, pulled me from his lap, and moved me to the side so he could get up. I didn’t want him to go. In fact, I wanted to beg him to stay, but I didn’t. I hardly had a shred of my dignity left as it was.

      “What do you mean by that?” I sat up straight, and Saint rubbed the back of his neck, frustration, indecision, and rage all rolling off him in waves.

      “That bastard will never hurt anyone ever again. That’s all you need to know.”

      He stomped off and disappeared below deck without another word. Questions ransacked my mind, my thoughts a frenzy of confusion.

      What did he mean? What did he do?

      And then an image of Brad’s dead body bleeding out on expensive carpet flashed inside mind, my skin turning ice cold.

      James cleared his throat, and I looked his way. With a mere nod, he confirmed two things.

      He knew what I was thinking. And I was right.
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      I glanced at Saint and James standing a few feet away from me and Elena, clearly talking about something they didn’t want us to hear. Saint had his hands tucked into his suit pants pockets, the wind ruffling through his midnight black hair. Even from a distance, I could feel his presence wrap around me like a cloak of dominance. There was a mystery about him, a darkness that sucked me in. My body still yearned for him. It still hungered for his wicked touch, wanting to be the canvas he painted with all his twisted intentions. But he hadn’t attempted to touch me again, and it was obvious he avoided situations that would lead us to be alone together. It was funny. It seemed like the tables had turned. As if he was the one fighting me now.

      “Come on. Mind your step.” Elena got onto the charter boat and held out a hand toward me. It wasn’t easy climbing onto a speedboat in stiletto heels and a tight pencil skirt while clutching your sunhat to stop the breeze from whisking it away. The nervous butterflies in my stomach didn’t help either. I was about as unsettled as the ocean water which seemed angered by the warm wind.

      I boarded and took a seat next to Elena, the sun beaming down as if the floodgates of hell had been opened.

      “You look beautiful,” Elena said. “You ready?”

      “No,” I answered truthfully. How could I be? I was only informed that we were on our way to Rome a few nights ago. And while Elena did all the talking, enlightening me about the day’s events, Saint sat in deafening silence, not even looking my way. After Elena had said all there was to be said, he merely stood and for the first time during that entire conversation locked eyes with me. “It’s time to introduce Milana Katarina Russo to the world. Do not disappoint me.” That was all he said. Words that made me feel like a child. As if he was convinced I’d screw up. Part of me felt a little vindictive, wanting to prove a point by doing whatever I could to fuck up his plan. But that wasn’t me. I wasn’t like that. I made a deal, and I would stick to it, just like I expected him to keep his end of the bargain once all this was done.

      James and Saint joined us, and the engines started. I was surprised when Saint took a seat next to me, the fabric of his suit pants brushing against my naked leg.

      “You okay?” He didn’t look at me, as if his question made him uncomfortable.

      “Do you care?”

      From the corner of my eye, I saw him ball his fists, and I let out a breath.

      “I’m fine,” I answered as coolly and calmly as I could.

      “Good. Just…” He paused and rubbed his palms together. “Just…stay close.” He got up and walked off to join James, leaving me wondering if what he just said was meant to appease me. If it was his way of saying he’d protect me.

      Probably not.

      “It’s okay to be nervous, Mila.”

      I glanced at Elena.

      “I’m pretty sure you’ve dreamed about this day all your life. But not quite like this.” She shot me a reassuring smile. “So, it’s okay to feel emotional.”

      “I’m fine,” I lied. But I knew if I had to start talking about everything, my walls would crumble. and I’d turn into a crying mess.

      There was no way of telling how long our trip was to the mainland. To me, minutes felt like hours, and hours felt like seconds. My mind was a minefield, and I couldn’t control the thoughts that speared into my head. All my life, I had never felt this nervous. My insides were being twisted inside out, and I had to remind myself to breathe. Saint’s presence, and the weight of so many unanswered questions, unmet desires lay heavily in the air around us. It was laden with tension, as if it could snap and break at any second.

      As the mainland came into view and the charter boat moved into the port, James stepped in next to me, tall and threatening. I glanced over my shoulder and saw Saint standing behind us, his gaze hot on my skin. Our eyes met, but his expression was stone. It gave me nothing. No insight into what he was feeling or thinking. It felt as if there was no gravity keeping me in place, and I was drifting without direction when it came to him.

      “Welcome to Rome, Mrs. Russo.”

      Surprised, since James hardly ever spoke to me, I looked at him. “Thanks, James.”

      The marina was packed with luxury yachts, expensive-looking catamarans and cuddy cabin boats. People were buzzing around, everyone enjoying the sun and the sea. For a moment, I was overwhelmed by it all. It was beautiful—even more so than I imagined. Unfortunately, I wasn’t allowed much time to soak it all in, to see everything there was to see.

      James rushed me across the dock, my heels clicking in quick succession. One would have thought since my identity was about to be revealed anyway, they’d worry less about keeping me hidden. But it was the exact opposite.

      We approached a waiting limo, and James stood to the side, allowing Elena and me to get in first. Saint and James got in, and the door slammed shut. Elena sat beside me while Saint took a seat across from me. Our eyes met for a fleeting moment before he turned his attention out the window. I hated how he could ignore me so easily, especially since it was so difficult for me to try to do the same. In fact, it was impossible.

      I cleared my throat.  “Where did we meet?”

      “What?” he snapped, as if the sound of my voice annoyed him.

      “If anyone asks, where did we meet?”

      He scoffed. “Believe me, no one will ask.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because once they find out who you really are, no one will fucking care.” There was a sharp edge in his voice. The way he spat out his words was almost as if he was telling me he didn’t care.

      “What I think my nephew is trying to say,” Elena started, “is that everyone will be shocked to find out about you and your marriage to Marcello. No one will be bothered with futile little details as to where you two met.”

      Elena’s bid to lessen the harshness of Saint’s voice failed. It already sliced deep, pierced my flesh and hurt my soul. If this was what Stockholm Syndrome felt like, it was far worse than I ever imagined.

      “We’re here.” Saint straightened the lapels of his jacket when the car came to a stop.

      Me? I had the sudden urge to vomit all over the expensive Jimmy Choo shoes Elena made me wear.

      “James. Aunt Elena, give Mila and me a few seconds.” Our eyes met, and my heart hiccupped inside my chest.

      “Of course.” Elena climbed out of the limo, and James followed, the slam of the door signaling that we were alone.

      I wiped sweaty palms down my pencil skirt. “I’m okay,” I started, “in case that’s what you want to know.”

      “You’re not okay.”

      “I am.” I swallowed hard, trying my best to put on a brave face.

      “Don’t lie to me.”

      “Jesus, Saint.” I rubbed my forehead. “What do you want from me? You’ve been mind-fucking me—”

      “Watch your mouth when you talk to me.”

      “Just stop, would you?” I closed my eyes. “Stop pretending like you give a damn how I talk, how I act, what I do.” I leaned my head back against the seat. “And most of all, stop acting like you care whether I’m okay. You don’t give a shit. You never have. You don’t have to go around ignoring me all the time to prove that.”

      Leather creaked, and the seat moved under his weight as he slipped in next to me.

      I locked eyes with him, the blue of his eyes lighter than I had ever seen them before. No words were spoken, and it was as if time had stopped. As if the whole world around us had disappeared. His lips twitched, and I waited for him to speak. But he didn’t. He just stared at me like I was a maze he needed to find his way through.

      He reached out and slid a finger down the side of my neck, a simple touch that caused me to tremble. As quick as the strike of lightning, he grabbed me behind my neck and pulled me to him, slamming his lips against mine. Nothing about his kiss was gentle or romantic, but rather dominant and desperate. His tongue demanded, and I offered willingly by kissing him back with equal vigor. I wanted to drown in him. I wanted him to pull me under, take my every breath and make it his.

      Strong fingers bit into the skin of my neck as his lips claimed mine harder, but I welcomed his fierce touch. Welcomed the storm that was Marcello Saint Russo.

      I moaned when his lips left mine, but he remained close, his forehead resting against mine. “Jesus, Mila. Everything has changed. Everything.”

      “How?” I whispered. “Why?”

      He shook his head. For the first time since he stormed into my life like a deadly hurricane, he didn’t seem like the proud, regal man I had come to know. But rather like a man who carried the weight of the world on his shoulders.

      “Just…I need you to trust me today.” He placed his hands against my cheeks, forcing me to look at him. “Whatever happens, promise you’ll trust me.”

      I studied him, searched his face for answers, but found none.

      “Promise me, Mila.”

      I nodded. “Okay. I promise.

      He kissed me again, but softly this time. “Stay close. Do not leave my side, and—”

      “Act the part?”

      His lips curved at the ends. “Yeah.”

      There was a knock on the limo door. “Mr. Saint,” James called. “We should get inside.”

      Saint leaned back and straightened his suit jacket. “Stay. Close.”

      The door opened, and my mind reeled. I had no idea what he meant by saying things had changed, or what exactly was happening. All I knew was nothing was black and white anymore. Nothing.

      I pressed my hand on the large white sunhat I wore as I got out of the limo. Saint was standing to the side waiting for me, and when our eyes met, he smiled at me with nothing but warmth and affection. It would have floored me if I didn’t wonder whether it was all part of the show, an act both of us would participate in for the next hour.

      He took my hand and led the way as a perfect gentleman. With his broad shoulders, expensive suit, perfectly groomed hair, and cleanly-shaven face, Marcello Saint Russo was the epitome of sophisticated power. Like a tropical storm, he was a force to be reckoned with, vigorous energy filling the open spaces around him. I watched as people stood to the side as we walked through the highly decorative and almost theatrically styled building. The women stared at him with batting eyelashes and flushed cheeks, and I was on the receiving end of their deathly glares when they noticed him clutching my hand. I didn’t blame them. Saint was a devilishly handsome man, and the confidence he exuded was a magnet that pulled everyone toward him.

      With every step across the marble floor, my pulse raced, and with effort I managed to take deep breaths to allow air to settle in my lungs.

      Mario, Saint’s lawyer, waited outside a large double door with his briefcase in hand.

      “Is it legit?” Saint asked sternly without greeting him.

      Mario’s frown formed grooves on his forehead. “I’m afraid so.”

      “Fuck,” Saint blurted. He nodded toward the door. “Do they know?”

      “They’ve given no indication that they do.”

      “Is Katarina here?”

      Mario shook his head, and my heart all but jumped out of my chest. I placed a hand on Saint’s elbow. “My mother?” I whispered, and Saint finally turned my way.

      He nodded, his eyes softer than before.

      After Saint had told me the real reason my parents gave me up, I had no desire to know their names or anything about them. To me, they were two people who threw away their firstborn child because of some stupid deal my great-grandfather made with the Russos. I had been denied a true family because of something that, in my opinion, held no merit in this day and age. Even if a contract had been signed in blood, there was no court in the world that would rule such a deal binding.

      “Okay.” Saint let go of my hand and brushed a palm down his face. “Do not say a word about it. Not unless they do. There has to be a reason Katarina hasn’t revealed it yet. Besides, it won’t change anything today. Raphael’s inheritance remains the same.” Saint glanced at me. “And so does Mila’s.”

      What was going on? Something wasn’t right.

      “Come on.” He clutched my hand again. “Let’s get this over with.”

      I swallowed, my mouth dry and every muscle tight like a rubber band. I knew for weeks that this day would come. The day when I had to do what he had intended for me since the moment this all started. This was it. I might have signed our marriage documents as Milana Katarina Torres, but today I would finally become her.

      James opened the door, and my heels stepped from marble floors to plush carpet as I entered the boardroom at Saint’s side. I didn’t look up. I couldn’t. I was afraid of what I’d see—of what they would see once Saint revealed who I was.

      Saint squeezed my hand lightly, a subtle way of reassurance, a silent way of saying, ‘Be a Russo wife.’

      “Good afternoon, gentlemen.”

      “Marcello, what are you doing here?” I heard the unfamiliar voice as I kept my head turned down.

      “This is a shareholders’ meeting, is it not? And since I’m a shareholder, I’d think my presence is required. Oh, and I’d also like to introduce you to someone.” Saint clutched my hand tightly. “Allow me to introduce you to my wife.” He paused for dramatic effect, and my pulse went completely apeshit. “Meet Milana Katarina…Torres.”

      At that moment, I looked up from underneath the brim of my hat and straight into the eyes of four men who stared at me as if they had seen a ghost. The older man who sat at the end of the table had his unblinking gaze locked on my face as if he was convinced I’d vanish at any moment.

      “What in the name of Christ is this?” His voice made me shudder, and I inched closer to Saint as chills slithered across my skin.

      Saint stood unmoved. “You heard me. She’s my wife, and she also happens to be the Torres girl we all thought was dead.”

      Shocked I looked at the man Saint had addressed as his father. He had the same heavy presence Saint had, and it reached for me across the room. Threatening. Deadly. Bone-chilling. A thick gold chain peeked from underneath the unbuttoned collar of his light blue shirt. With a sharp widow’s peak, salt and pepper hair, it was only his crystal blue eyes that resembled Saint’s. If I hadn’t stared into almost those exact blue eyes so many times, I never would have guessed they were father and son.

      The man stood from his seat, dark brows furrowed and lips pulled in a snarl. “What is going on here?”

      Saint acted aloof, calm. “This is a shareholder’s meeting. And since I own thirty-nine percent, I think I have a right to be here.” He shrugged. “I just figured it was the perfect timing to introduce my father to my new wife.”

      Scorn dripped from his words, and it sent chills down my spine. I had been on the receiving end of Saint’s anger, but I had never heard such intense hatred in his voice before now.

      A younger man stood—green eyes, dark hair neatly cut at the sides, longer curls left on the top. There was something familiar about him, his face, his expression. And the longer I looked at him, the more I begun to realize who he was. “Raphael?”

      “I don’t know who you are or what the hell you think you are doing, but if this is some kind of joke, it is not funny.” His disbelief was amplified with the anger in his voice, and I kept inching closer to Saint.

      “I can assure you it is no fucking joke.” Saint glanced at Mario and back at Raphael. “My lawyer has all the proof you need to settle any doubt you might have of her identity. But honestly, Raphael, can you not see the resemblance? It’s uncanny. I’m sure if you grow your hair, you’d easily pass for a Torres girl.” His grin complimented his sarcasm.

      Raphael’s gaze shifted from Saint and settled on me, his face screwed up with obvious confusion.

      “Milana? How is this…how is this possible?”

      “It’s a—”

      “Something we can discuss later,” Saint interrupted and shot me a warning glare, reminding me we weren’t there for a family reunion. But Raphael rushed closer, almost a head taller than I was.

      “You…Is this really you?”

      Tears threatened to break through my act, to tear away the brave face I had promised myself I would keep up. For years, I imagined a day like this—the day I’d meet someone from my real family, reunite with the family I truly belonged with. Night after night, I wondered if I had a sister or a brother, and whether they had been given up at birth too. It had crossed my mind so many times that maybe, if I had a sibling somewhere in the world, they were going through the exact same hell as I was. Cruel foster parents, locked closets, and endless nights of wishing for a better life. For the unconditional love of family. And now I finally stared into the eyes of the brother I never knew I had, a sibling I dreamed about playing with as a child.

      “You died.” Raphael’s eyes were wide, cheeks pale. “I remember Mom and Dad taking me to your grave. I saw your grave.”

      A tear escaped. I couldn’t stop it. It was so surreal to look at a man and know he was my brother. The same blood that ran through my veins pulsed in his.

      “Is it really—”

      I nodded and pressed my lips together, desperate to not break down.

      “Oh, my God.” He reached out, his arms open wide, and I wanted to go to him. But Saint pulled me back and placed a threatening hand on Raphael’s chest.

      “Touch my wife, and you’ll lose your hands.”

      Instantly, Raphael backed down, his eyes cold and hardened. The way he and Saint glared at each other made their dislike painfully clear. And Saint’s tight grip on my hand was a silent warning for me to remember what mattered most here today. And that was Saint getting what he wanted.

      Raphael pulled a hand through his hair before returning to his seat. Saint took the opportunity to lean down and whispered against my ear, “Keep your shit together.”

      I swallowed hard and shifted from one leg to the other. I turned so I could see Elena, needing just a glance of comfort. Only then did I notice she wasn’t there. It was only James who stood by the door as if he was ready to stop anyone from getting in or out.

      Saint straightened. “Oh, and congratulations on celebrating your twenty-first birthday, Raphael. Here to collect your shares?”

      “As the matter of fact, yes.”

      “And then sell them to me,” Saint’s father chimed in with a smirk. “All fifty-six percent of it, to be exact.”

      “Oh, about that—Mario, please enlighten these gentlemen.” Saint didn’t take his eyes off his father, and I felt his hatred radiate off him.

      Mario cleared his throat and pulled a set of documents form his briefcase. “As you know, Mr. Torres,” he pointed at Raphael, “inherits a total of forty-six percent shares now that he is of age.”

      “Fifty-six,” he stated dryly.

      “I’ll get to that in a bit.” Mario handed the documents to Raphael and Mr. Russo, who then gave them to the man sitting next to him—who I assumed was his attorney. “These are all the documents to prove Milana Torres did not, in fact, die at birth, but was placed in the US child welfare system. Birth certificate, DNA reports. It’s all there.”

      “Well, hooray.” Mr. Russo sat down. “I’m ecstatic for the Torres family. Although I don’t see what this has to do with what is happening here today.”

      Mario opened his mouth, but Saint let go of my hand and stepped forward. “You see, Father, that last little clause on Francesco Torres’s will clearly states that ten percent of the company shares goes to the firstborn child.”

      “And that’s me,” Raphael interrupted, but the way Mr. Russo’s face paled, eyes wide and dark, he knew what Saint was about to say next.

      Saint grinned like the Cheshire cat who was just served his favorite meal. “Think about it, Raphael. Think about it very hard.”

      “What are you doing, son?” Mr. Russo leaned back in his seat.

      “Those ten percent shares belong to Mila, and that means even if Raphael is stupid enough to sell you his shares, I own the majority shares now since my wife has willingly given me ownership of her shares. So, let’s do the math for the poor boy who is still trying to figure out how his older sister is, in fact, the firstborn.” Saint’s every word was laced with sarcasm. “My thirty-nine percent, plus Mila’s ten, gives me a forty-nine percent share in Torres Shipping. That’s three percent more than you’ll own after Raphael signs his over to you for what I can only assume is way less than it’s worth since we all know what a fucking lying bastard you are.”

      This wasn’t right. Nothing about what was happening felt right, and the longer I stood there, the heavier this sickening feeling started to weigh inside my stomach. The atmosphere was far beyond toxic, and with each breath, the air that settled in my lungs became less and less. Bile was slowly creeping up my throat, my skin nothing but cold chills against the soft fabric of my blouse.

      Raphael leaned toward who I assumed was his attorney and glared at me as he whispered while Saint and Mr. Russo stared like wild animals who were seconds away from tearing each other apart.

      I took a step back, my heel dipping into the carpet.

      “We both know the real reason you want those shares, Father,” Saint sneered.

      “You don’t know anything, son.”

      “Oh, trust me. I know fucking everything.”

      Hate. Rage. Disdain. Malevolence. The atmosphere was laden with it, and I was finally able to grasp a tiny piece of the puzzle, of why Saint went to such drastic measures to get his hands on the ten percent I didn’t even know I owned. It was a power struggle. A power struggle between two men—two beasts who clearly only wanted to destroy each other.

      I took another step back, and another. James had moved to stand closer to Saint, the perfect guard dog protecting his master. But me, I couldn’t be there any longer. This square room had become the Colosseum, Saint and his father, along with my brother, were the gladiators about to brutally destroy one another. I couldn’t stand there and be stuck in the middle of this war, listen how they spoke about me as if I was nothing but an object—a weapon they could use to ruin one another. So, I stormed out the door, and the click of my heels on floors resonated around me. Tears poured down my cheeks, a whirlpool of emotion raging in me, threatening to pull me underwater. I wasn’t strong enough to keep myself from drowning—not anymore. Running away from it all was the only way I could stop the storm from sucking me in.

      I moved as fast as my high heels would let me, but a strong hand wrapped around my elbow, pulled me back, and I yelped when my body crashed into Saint’s.

      “Where the fuck do you think you’re going?”

      “Let me go,” I begged, no longer able to act like a Russo wife.

      Saint’s cruel hands gripped my shoulders as he shook me, his eyes a hurricane of destruction. “What the fuck is the matter with you?”

      “You!” I cried. “You are what’s the matter with me. You have done nothing but hurt me ever since you forced your way into my life. You humiliated me, used me, and now this? I’m nothing but a fucking weapon for you to use to get what you want.” I tried to slam my fists against his chest, tearing at the white fabric of his shirt. “You ruined my goddamn life! I’m nothing but collateral damage to you. Nothing!” My screams echoed against the high ceiling and crashed against the concrete walls.

      “Jesus, Mila. I told you to trust me. Get a goddamn grip, and fucking trust me, okay?”

      “Fuck you, Saint. Fuck you and this entire mindfuck you took me on. You drag me through hell, and you can’t even give me five goddamn minutes to talk to my brother. Five fucking minutes. But no. It’s all about you. Everything is always about you, isn’t it? About what you want.” I sucked air through my teeth. “You are nothing but a selfish bastard who gets off by hurting others. A fucking monster. All of you are goddamn monsters.”

      Saint let go of my arms as if my skin had burned him. Orbs of blue blazed with something vile, mean, ripples of cruel anger rolling from his broad shoulders.

      He sliced through me with his piercing stare. “You say that as if I had pretended to be something else. As if I have given you a reason to think I am a good man,” he gritted out. “Did you think just because I creamed your cunt that it changed anything between us?” He took an intimidating step closer, his body a breath away from mine, and his top lip curled into a snarl. “You are nothing but a business transaction, Mila. Just a means to an end for me to get what I want. Fucking you didn’t change that.”

      Every word he spoke was coated in venom, and it poisoned me little by little, my heart slowly dying inside my chest. Every bone in my body splintered, broke, my spine snapped in half. It was the most pain I had ever felt in my entire life. Not even years of abuse, dark closets, and cigarette butts against my flesh hurt as much as his words.

      He grabbed my wrist, his fingers biting into my flesh. “James,” he called, “take Mila back to the Empress immediately.” The corners of his eyes crinkled with disdain. “I have no use for her here anymore.”

      It was like a slap to my face. A searing whip against my cheek. Not even the lashes of his belt left me with such anguish. My heart no longer beat, and my pulse no longer raced. There was only ice left inside me—hard, agonizing ice as cold as the glare in his eyes. It wasn’t supposed to hurt like this. I wasn’t supposed to feel anything but hatred for the man who stood before me. Instead, I felt pain. The gut-wrenching pain of a heart that had been ripped apart and left to bleed.

      Saint let go of my wrist for a split second as James reached for me, and that was when I ran. I didn’t know where I was running to, or where I’d go. All I knew was I needed to get as far away from Saint as possible. I couldn’t breathe around him anymore.

      People scrambled out of the way as I pushed through the crowd, desperate to get away.

      “Mila!” Saint yelled behind me, but I kept running. My feet ached in the heels, but I couldn’t risk slowing down to pull them off.

      I rushed through the brass swivel door and out into the road. I glanced up and down the street, not a clue in which direction I should go.

      “Mila!” Saint’s voice was close behind me, and I turned to see him push his way through a crowd of tourists. “Stop!”

      I shook my head, panic and adrenaline pummeling through my veins.

      “Mila!”

      I scrambled in the other direction and onto the road. The sound of screeching tires sliced my eardrums as cars braked harshly. It was chaos around me—inside me. Disoriented and hurt, panicked and afraid, I just kept running, not caring if I was hit by a car. Surely, it wouldn’t hurt as much as Saint’s cruel words that ripped my heart out.

      I finally managed to cross the street, motorists yelling and cursing at me for being so reckless, but I didn’t care. All I cared about was getting away from Saint and James, as far as I could.

      I snuck a glance behind me and saw Saint and James struggling to make their way through the busy traffic. It bought me a little time, and I rushed toward one of the side roads just as a black car screamed around the corner, coming to a stop right beside me. The passenger side door opened, and I heard the familiar voice. “Mila, get in. Get in now!”

      Oh, my God.

      “Mila, don’t! Get away from that car,” Saint yelled over the sound of hooting and speeding cars.

      “Mila,” the driver called, “get in the car. I can help you.”

      There I stood, at the side of the road, my mind a minefield of indecision. Everything around me went on mute. It was absolute silence except for the sound of my wildly beating heart as I watched Saint rush through traffic, desperate to get to me.

      For a single moment, I remembered how it felt when he kissed me in the limo, his lips seared into mine. That kiss was strong enough to make me believe there was more in him than just monsters, and maybe there was beauty hidden somewhere beneath all the ugliness and darkness. I allowed myself to think that maybe there was a part of him that cared…cared about me.

      But I was wrong.

      “Mila, stop!” Saint’s voice cracked through the silence, and I couldn’t get myself to move. I couldn’t find the strength to lift my feet off the asphalt as I watched him run toward me, screaming at me. “Don’t do it, Mila. Don’t get in that motherfucking car!”

      I wanted to think the reason he didn’t want me to go was because he cared about me. I was a fool to allow myself to even think he did. No matter how hard I wished it was true, it wasn’t. The only thing he cared about was getting what he wanted. His words meant nothing anymore, their only purpose to hurt and destroy. After weeks, after every kiss, every touch, and every powerful moment we shared, Saint was still the devil I met in that penthouse who dug his claws into my soul and snatched me away.

      I couldn’t trust him. Not ever.

      Another car drove right in front of him and hit the brakes. He slammed his fists on the roof of the car. “Mila, stop. Goddammit!”

      Tears stained my cheeks, and I swallowed the pain that sliced my chest like shards of glass.

      “I hate you,” I murmured, and the breeze carried the lie from my lips, right before I turned and jumped into the car, slamming the door shut.

      I glanced at the familiar face next to me. “Get me out of here.”
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