
  
    [image: Between Ice and Oaths]
  


  
    
      BETWEEN ICE AND OATHS

      
        CRIMSON ICE

        BOOK 2

      

    

    
      
        WILLOW FOX

      

    

    
      SLOW BURN PUBLISHING

    

  


  
    
      © 2025 Willow Fox

      Published by Slow Burn Publishing

      Cover Design by GetCovers

      Edited by Marla VanHoy

      Proofread by Ami K. and Jen S.

      All rights reserved.

      No part of the book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        A note from the Author

      

      
        About this Book

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        SHOP SIGNED AND EXCLUSIVE EDITIONS

      

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by Willow Fox

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR

          

        

      

    

    
      Love reading books and saving money?

      Be sure to visit shopwillowfox.com where you can get early access to my next release, eBook bundles, and book swag.

      Plus, join my newsletter for early release news, discounts, and more!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ABOUT THIS BOOK

          

        

      

    

    
      I thought my family was the only thing standing in our way. Who knew that Harper would have a secret of her own…

      If growing up in the mafia has taught me one thing, it’s that everyone has skeletons in their closet.

      My father certainly has several, and I’ve been known to hide a secret or two.

      But it’s Harper’s secret that comes out of left field and stabs me right in the heart…

      Between my parents planning our wedding, hockey training taking up most of my time, and my little sister, Nova, suddenly hanging around campus way too much, I’ve got so much on my plate that I feel like I’m about to snap.

      My teammates know better than to mess with Nova, but my roommate, Ashton, has been acting cagey as hell.

      Maybe his dealings with my father have finally caught up with him. Or maybe he’s just as exhausted as I am.

      To be honest, it’s hard to tell who’s telling the truth and who’s lying anymore.

      All I know is that secrets have a way of poisoning things. And Harper’s secret might just end up ripping us apart…
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      Harper

      Dante retrieves a file that has been sitting on his lap, hidden beneath the table. He opens the folder, the contents staring me straight in the face.

      The air rushes out of my lungs as I stare at the birth certificate.

      No one was supposed to know.

      “You failed to mention that you have a son.”

      I glance at Luca. This isn’t how I wanted him to find out. I had planned on telling him when things got serious between us.

      We jumped from planning our first real date to an engagement overnight. That somehow is entirely my fault. I thought I heard a whimpering puppy and followed the sound in the middle of the night.

      Turns out, I was wrong.

      It wasn’t an animal, but a little boy all of eight years old, being held prisoner in the Ricci’s basement.

      From there, I made the near-deadly mistake of trying to help the little one flee on foot, which only got us both dragged back down to the dungeon and nearly killed.

      Dante, Luca’s father, offered me one way out, to shoot one of his men who had betrayed him.

      I’m not a murderer.

      I could never hurt anyone, unless perhaps it were in self-defense, or I suppose if anyone laid a hand on my son.

      A mother’s fury is undeniable.

      Dante wanted me dead. Ordered my execution. That was last night.

      Of course, Luca stepped in, my proverbial knight in shining armor, in sweats and a t-shirt, insisting that we marry, he would work for his father, and I would be protected by the family.

      It still doesn’t sit well with me, the idea of marrying for protection instead of love, and marrying into this family, filled with monsters and murderers.

      But my life is on the line, as is Luca’s.

      I heard the order, that Ashton Rinaldi was tasked with executing both Luca and me if we don’t follow orders.

      Can’t say I’m disappointed that Ashton isn’t sitting at this dinner table tonight. He left early and returned to Evergreen University.

      Wish I could have gone back to campus, too, but instead, I’m forced to face Luca’s parents in the flesh and Nova’s parents, because they happen to work closely with the Riccis.

      It’s like a family reunion, and I’m being served as the meal.

      Luca’s eyes tighten, and I can see the pain that I’ve caused. His gray eyes swirl like a December sky, heavy with clouds, turbulent winds blowing in and a winter storm brewing.

      “You have a son?” he seethes, shock evident on his face.

      The birth certificate—a reminder of the little boy I love desperately, who I’d do anything to protect.

      I knew this day would come. I just thought I would be the one explaining to Luca about my son.

      He deserves to hear the truth from me.

      “I do,” I say and nod slowly. Admitting the truth is the only way through this, with all eyes on me, like I’m the villain in this story.

      Meanwhile, I’m seated at a table with actual criminals, men who live and breathe for the mafia.

      “His name is Zeke,” I say. My heart floods with warmth just thinking about my son. I love him more than anything, anyone. It pains me to be apart from him right now.

      “Did you give him up for adoption?” Luca asks.

      It’s a fair question. I’ve never mentioned Zeke to Luca or to anyone at Evergreen. Not even my best friend, Kensley, knows about my son.

      While I live on campus because of my scholarship, I had to choose between my education and raising my son at home with my parents and getting a job straight out of high school.

      The decision was made for me.

      Just like every decision since I got pregnant. I have to put my son first, my family first, and myself a solid second or even third.

      “No, he lives with my parents,” I say.

      Luca pushes his chair from the table and gets up, walking away in a huff.

      “Luca!” I call after him.

      “Let him go,” Dante growls. “We’re not done.”

      I hate watching him walk off, even more so knowing that he’s hurting and I’m the reason for his pain.

      I did intend to tell him, but it’s not a conversation that just comes up when you’re studying together, as friends.

      Our relationship has barely scratched the surface.

      I have to let Luca walk off the anger. What other choice do I have right now?

      If I could wish him to come back, sit down, listen as I explain everything, it would be so much easier. But his footsteps disappear over the marble flooring, and I no longer can hear him in the distance.

      “What do you want to know?” I ask, turning my attention back to Luca’s father, staring at Dante pointedly.

      Since he dug up my past, there must be some reason he decided to expose it.

      “For starters, when were you going to tell us you have a child?” Nikki asks. “You’re intending to marry my son; did you not think this is important information that, at the very least, he should have?” Her voice rises, and I recognize why she’s upset.

      But the engagement wasn’t born out of love; it was out of need and survival.

      “Zeke doesn’t live with me.”

      “Obviously,” Dante says, rolling his eyes. “You live on campus. We’ve established that Zeke lives with your parents. Does he believe them to be his parents? Did you relinquish your parental rights to your parents?”

      It’s a lot of questions, and I reach for my water glass, feeling parched.

      “My parents are helping me raise Zeke.”

      “Seems more like they’re raising him for you,” Dante quips.

      It’s a gut punch, and I take it, because maybe I do deserve it. Every day that I’m not with Zeke, I feel guilty.

      “My education is important to both of my parents. They want me to be able to take care of Zeke on my own after I graduate.”

      “So, his biological father isn’t in the picture?” Nikki asks. “The birth certificate didn’t list a father.”

      “He relinquished his paternal rights,” I say. “He has no involvement with Zeke and never will.”

      Dante and Nikki exchange a glance. I’m not sure what they’re thinking.

      The table is momentarily quiet. Moreno and Paige sit farther away, and Nova is seated next to me, but apparently, I’ve left her speechless as well. I’m glad Moreno isn’t butting in, but at the same time, I feel like I’m left alone to defend my actions, which happen to be none of their business.

      Nova reaches for my arm, resting a hand on it. Her gesture is comforting, but it’s not nearly enough with the interrogation going on right now with Luca’s parents.

      Dante glances at the birth certificate. “Based on his date of birth, your son is little more than a toddler.”

      “He’s two,” I say, staring at them.

      “What kind of a mother leaves her child and goes off to school for four years?” Dante’s question is cold, and I can’t help but know how it looks.

      “My scholarship requires me to live on campus. I tried to get an exemption and even requested to live on campus in one of the houses or apartments instead of the dorms, but I was denied because I filed too late and didn’t have the additional funds to cover the added expenditures for the application.”

      That is on me, but I also hadn’t known about the scholarship until the last minute. A secret my parents had kept from me while they were deciding my future.

      “You live in the dorms; won’t that be problematic once you and Luca are wed?” Nikki asks.

      I take another sip of water and place the glass back down. “We haven’t exactly discussed living arrangements. The engagement was just last night,” I say and glance at Dante.

      I’m not sure how much Nikki knows about what happened. Luca seems to believe she knows the entire story, but I’m not ready to divulge it if she doesn’t.

      “Given the requirements of your scholarship, we have secured a more suitable property for all of you to live in, which is still on campus. Beginning the first Monday in January, the house is yours. That includes a room for Nova,” Nikki says, glancing at her, “as well as for Ashton and Liam.”

      “Thank you,” Nova says, her eyes widening with delight. “We get to live together,” she says, grinning at me.

      I wish I were as excited, but knowing that Ashton will be on the premises has me slightly concerned. After all, he was ordered to kill Luca and me.

      “And it won’t affect my scholarship?” I ask, needing to know that my education will continue. I don’t have the funds to pay for four years of college.

      “It is considered on-campus housing. You’re not the only one on a scholarship,” Nikki says. “As for the additional expenditures, Dante and I will handle those costs, as we do for our son, we will do for our newly appointed daughter.”

      Dante glares at Nikki, displeased, but he doesn’t argue aloud.

      “Thank you, that’s quite generous of you,” I say.

      While I don’t intend to accept their money, knowing the arrangements have already been made is a huge relief.

      I’ll get to have Zeke with me soon.

      “And the wedding, are you still requiring that we remain here until that happens?” It’s a heavy ask, considering Luca and I have school on Monday. I can’t miss my classes. I need to keep my grades up to retain my scholarship.

      I’ll also need to find time to get a part-time job while raising Zeke to cover any additional expenses, which is going to cut into my studying.

      Overwhelmed is an understatement, but at least I feel slightly hopeful. I hadn’t wanted to live in the dorms.

      While Nikki might be offering to help cover a few dollars in regard to the housing expenses, which I won’t let her do, I will gratefully accept the opportunity to move out of the dorms, away from Quinn.

      But I won’t owe Nikki or Dante.

      Not now. Not ever.

      Dante and Nikki share a brief glance, and then she leans in, whispering something to him. I’m hoping that she’s on my side. I spent time with her, we went to lunch, maybe she can talk reason into her husband.

      Nikki pulls back briefly, and Dante glowers at me.

      “We trust that you won’t tell anyone our family secret, because it would put your family, including your son, Zeke, in danger. You wouldn’t want to hurt everyone you care about, would you?” Dante threatens.

      “Of course, she wouldn’t,” Nikki says. “She’s a smart girl. She knows family comes first. With that said, since we can procure a place outside of the dorms, will Zeke be living with you, or will he remain with your parents?”

      Dante glances at Nikki. “Perhaps that is something she should discuss with Luca first.”

      “Please,” I say, glancing back over my shoulder in the direction he disappeared. I want to talk to him and explain everything.

      Will he forgive me?

      And if he doesn’t, what does that mean for the marriage?

      Will his parents have me and my family killed if we don’t wed?

      “After dinner,” Dante says as the food is brought to the table.

      I glance at the empty chair beside me.

      Does Luca intend on skipping dinner?

      I wouldn’t blame him for it. If I had the opportunity, I’d rather be stashed away someplace else.

      Then again, if it were me, I’d have hightailed it out of here with the car. Luca had planned on driving me back to campus, but now, I don’t know what plans await us.

      Nova nudges me as she grabs a dinner roll. “Don’t worry, Luca will be fine.”

      He’ll be fine. I’m just not sure that he’ll forgive me.
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        * * *

      

      Dinner is contentious, and I’m relieved when I can finally get up from the table without being rude or scolded by his father.

      “Do you want me to find Luca for you?” Nova asks as she gets up from the dinner table.

      “That would be appreciated.” I don’t want to wander aimlessly around the house. The last time I did that, it ended with me in this predicament, forced to marry Luca.

      Which wouldn’t be terrible if we’d have been dating for a couple of years.

      We were just scratching the surface, turning a budding friendship into something a little more heated.

      Now, I worry the heat will be directed entirely at me, but not in romantic gestures as much as being scorched with his anger.

      I hear the two of them before I see them round the corner.

      Luca’s eyes are steel. His expression fueled with anger as he carries his bag and mine.

      “Let’s go,” he says and heads for the back door where our coat and shoes await us.

      I don’t bother with pleasantries with his family. What’s the point? I slip into my heels that I foolishly brought with me, and slide my coat on, buttoning it.

      “Bye,” he shouts over his shoulder.

      Nikki comes hurrying into the hallway, pulling her son into a hug. She gives me one too, but it’s a little more forced. “I’ll see you next weekend, Luca,” she says.

      “Yeah,” Luca mutters, tossing the door open and waltzing outside.

      I hurry after him, two steps behind. Between his long strides and my heels, I am definitely not capable of keeping up.

      He doesn’t bother offering me an arm to help steady me. The ground is soft from the recent thaw of snow, and my heel catches in the ground, knocking me off balance.

      I fall, landing on him, knocking us both down to the ground.

      He curses as he face plants into the grass without warning.

      “I’m sorry.” I’m quick to apologize, but I don’t think it will help. I’m half on top of him and slink my way back as he climbs onto his knees and then stands.

      I’m only half-covered in dirt and grass, while Luca is a bit messier. But he offers me his hand, helping me regain my footing.

      Once I’m recovered, standing firmly on the grass, he dusts off the dirt. He’s lucky he’s not caked in mud. There are grass stains, but they brandish his coat and his knees, clad in jeans.

      “Be careful,” he says and grabs my arm, helping me the remainder of the way to the car.

      I get the distinct feeling that he’s helping me so that I don’t trample him a second time.

      As we approach his vehicle out front, he unlocks the car and tosses our bags into the backseat before climbing into the driver’s side.

      I slink into the passenger seat in the front, shut the door, and wait for him to scream at me.

      But he doesn’t say anything.

      At least not yet.

      The silence is even worse.

      The air is thick with tension, and while it’s chilly outside, the car feels a hundred degrees. I buckle my seatbelt, and he turns off the radio, driving us up to the wrought iron gates.

      We wait for the guard to allow us to leave.

      Slowly, they open the entrance and Luca slams on the gas, tearing out of the driveway in haste.

      I’m silent. I don’t know what to say to fix the damage that’s been done.

      I can hear each breath he takes. They’re long, pronounced, and filled with a sigh, like he’s inwardly fighting with himself.

      After several minutes, I finally gather the courage to say something. “Can I explain?” My voice falters as I shift in my seat.

      His grip tightens on the steering wheel, his jaw tense as he doesn’t so much as look at me.

      “Explain how you lied to me. Sure, go ahead.” His tone is clipped, his anger edging its way out.

      I deserve the wrath he’s waiting to set upon me. I can feel it coming, ready to be unleashed.

      “When I was in high school, I got pregnant.”

      His gaze flickers. “Boyfriend or—” He doesn’t even want to say the word.

      “Yes, he was a senior on the high school varsity football team,” I say, as if that explains why I hate sports and avoid jocks.

      “You slept with him and got knocked up. Got it.”

      It’s much more complicated than that, but he’s right, that is what happened. I expel a soft sigh and tilt my head back, staring up at the car ceiling.

      “You can hate me all you want, Luca. You don’t even have to marry me, but I just, I need to know that Zeke will be safe.”

      He runs a hand through his hair, frustrated, and then slams his hand on the steering wheel.

      “Fuck!”

      I glance at him, silent, watching him fall apart because of me.

      “I’m sorry,” I whisper.

      “You don’t get to apologize and think everything will be fixed.” He shoots me daggers and then returns his focus to the road. Luca shifts in his seat and scratches his jaw. “Fuck.”

      “Maybe I can take Zeke and leave town for a while. I won’t tell anyone why I’m leaving. Your family’s secret will be safe.”

      He laughs darkly, and I feel the hair on my arms stand on end, like electricity humming through the air. “My father will never let you just run and disappear,” Luca warns. “He has men everywhere.”

      “And you’ll be one of them,” I whisper, glancing down at my hands in my lap.

      There’s no engagement ring sitting on my finger. His mother discussed buying us wedding bands as a gift if we do go through with the marriage.

      “Don’t remind me what I’ll be.” Luca’s voice is gruff, fueled with hatred. “I never wanted to work for Dante.” He slams his hand on the steering wheel again, his anger boiling over.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “There you go again, apologizing.” He doesn’t even glance at me, but maybe I should be grateful. It’s better that he focuses on the road, getting us back to campus in one piece.

      Silence fills the car once again.

      Looking back, thinking about his reluctance for me to attend Nova’s birthday party suddenly makes sense.

      “This isn’t all on me,” I whisper, finding my strength as I glare at him. “If you told me your father was mafia, I wouldn’t have come.”

      “I tried warning you!” he shouts, and I feel a shiver course through me.

      Suddenly, I’m no longer hot but ice cold. I reach for the vent and adjust the temperature on my side of the car, trying to get warm.

      “Well, you should have tried harder,” I mutter loud enough for him to hear me.

      “You should have told me about Zeke!”

      I glare at him. “When, Luca? When would have been a good time to tell you that I have a two-year-old son? That I’m a mom. That I already have my life planned out for me after college and that I’m struggling to get through the day because my child, who should need me, is being cared for by my parents.”

      “Any time before today,” he seethes. “We had study dates together. You could have mentioned Zeke then. Or how about in class? You could have shown me a photo of your son on your phone. Hell, I put my phone number into your phone; he wasn’t even a wallpaper on your screen. It’s like you were trying to hide him.”

      “That’s not fair.” I shake my head, but maybe some small part of me believes him.

      I did hide Zeke from everyone.

      Kensley, my best friend at Evergreen, doesn’t know about my son.

      My shitty roommate, Quinn; I obviously wouldn’t have told her.

      He’s a secret that I’ve been keeping, not to protect him, but to protect myself.

      Because believing that I could have a normal college life was easier than facing the reality that I’m a teenage mom.

      The worst part in all of it, was leaving him behind. “I didn’t even want to come here,” I say, staring out the side window.

      “Then why the fuck did you come to Nova’s birthday? I told you not to come.”

      He’s angry with me. I’m not sure he’ll ever forgive me.

      “I wasn’t talking about the party. I meant EU,” I say.

      He’s silent. It’s the first time in a while that I feel like he’s letting me speak, or maybe he’s just decided he doesn’t care what I say, he’s going to remain angry with me forever.

      “That scholarship, Luca, it required me to live on campus. I wanted to commute so that I could go to college during the day, and then come home so I could be with Zeke as much as possible.”

      He shifts again but doesn’t say anything.

      I know he’s listening, even when he pretends not to pay attention. His muscles flex and ripple as I speak. The tension bounds through him, unwilling to release.

      “My parents decided for me that I would be coming here to get an education.” They couldn’t afford my tuition without the scholarship. It was an either or situation: attend full-time and live on campus, or live at home, get a job, and forgo the college degree.

      “Don’t blame this on your parents.” Luca glares at me before returning his attention back on the road.

      It’s growing dark outside, and the drive back to campus isn’t on heavily traveled roads.

      “I take full responsibility for not telling you about Zeke,” I say, making it clear I’m not blaming them. I was just trying to explain why he’s not living with me and I’m in the dorms.

      He huffs under his breath, ignoring me once again.

      Silence fills the car. He reaches for the radio, deciding for himself that we’re done talking.

      As he pulls up to the quad and parks outside the dorms, he barely glances at me. He reaches into the backseat and retrieves my bag, handing it to me.

      I step out of the vehicle, grab my bag from his hands, my fingers grazing his briefly. I stare at him, but he won’t meet my gaze.

      I guess we’re not going on that date tomorrow if he won’t even look at me, let alone speak to me. “Good luck at practice.” I remember him telling his parents he had hockey practice tomorrow.

      “See you in class,” he says, and I feel like we’ve just broken up after a huge fight. Except we weren’t dating.

      We aren’t technically anything, and yet we’re engaged.
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      Ashton

      What a colossal fuck-up. What was supposed to be a get-together for Nova’s birthday transpired into me getting orders to shoot my best friend and teammate, along with his fake girlfriend.

      I lie back on the sofa, stretching out, drinking a beer.

      I crave something to take my mind off what the hell went down this weekend. Thankfully, I was able to high-tail it out before their little family dinner.

      I wanted zero involvement in the Ricci dinner dynamics. It doesn’t take a genius to see that hell was going to be unleashed on Luca and Harper.

      I actually like Luca. As a friend, he’s great company and loyal, and as a roommate, he keeps his shit tidy. As a teammate, well, I know I can depend on him on the ice.

      But having his father give me orders to kill my friend if Luca didn’t kill Harper, well, that was some next-level fucked-up drama.

      I’d have done it, because my old man, Aureilo, and Dante are friends, but I’m not thrilled about what was asked of me.

      Luca should be home soon, assuming his father didn’t murder him, no exaggeration.

      I flip through the channels on our streaming app and nurse a beer.

      It’s Saturday night, getting late, but I should be out at a party, not replaying the night’s events over in my head.

      What a shitshow.

      The front door squeaks open, and I glance over my shoulder.
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