
  
    [image: Unholy Union]
  


  
    
      Copyright © 2020 by Natasha Knight

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      Cover by CoverLuv

      Click here to sign up for my newsletter to receive new release news and updates!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        About This Book

      

    

    
      
        
          Unholy Union

        

        
          
            1. Cristina

          

          
            2. Cristina

          

          
            3. Cristina

          

          
            4. Cristina

          

          
            5. Damian

          

          
            6. Cristina

          

          
            7. Cristina

          

          
            8. Damian

          

          
            9. Cristina

          

          
            10. Cristina

          

          
            11. Cristina

          

          
            12. Damian

          

          
            13. Cristina

          

          
            14. Damian

          

          
            15. Cristina

          

          
            16. Cristina

          

          
            17. Damian

          

          
            18. Cristina

          

          
            19. Damian

          

          
            20. Cristina

          

          
            21. Damian

          

          
            22. Damian

          

          
            23. Cristina

          

          
            24. Cristina

          

          
            25. Damian

          

          
            26. Damian

          

          
            27. Cristina

          

          
            28. Damian

          

          
            29. Cristina

          

          
            30. Cristina

          

          
            31. Cristina

          

          
            32. Damian

          

          
            33. Cristina

          

          
            34. Cristina

          

        

      

      
        
          Unholy Intent

        

        
          
            1. Cristina

          

          
            2. Damian

          

          
            3. Damian

          

          
            4. Cristina

          

          
            5. Damian

          

          
            6. Cristina

          

          
            7. Cristina

          

          
            8. Damian

          

          
            9. Cristina

          

          
            10. Cristina

          

          
            11. Damian

          

          
            12. Damian

          

          
            13. Cristina

          

          
            14. Cristina

          

          
            15. Damian

          

          
            16. Cristina

          

          
            17. Damian

          

          
            18. Cristina

          

          
            19. Cristina

          

          
            20. Cristina

          

          
            21. Damian

          

          
            22. Cristina

          

          
            23. Damian

          

          
            24. Cristina

          

          
            25. Damian

          

          
            26. Cristina

          

          
            27. Damian

          

          
            28. Cristina

          

          
            29. Damian

          

          
            30. Cristina

          

          
            31. Damian

          

          
            32. Cristina

          

          
            33. Damian

          

          
            34. Damian

          

          
            Epilogue 1

          

          
            Epilogue 2

          

          
            What To Read Next

          

        

      

    

    
      
        Also by Natasha Knight

      

      
        Thank you

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      UNHOLY UNION

      THE COMPLETE DUET

    

    
      
        NATASHA KNIGHT

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ABOUT THIS BOOK

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        This box set contains the complete Unholy Union Duet.

      

      

      
        
        Unholy Union

      

      

      
        
        Cristina

      

        

      
        Monsters don’t hide in the dark.

      

        

      
        When I met Damian Di Santo in a dark corridor of my family home I knew he was a monster.

      

        

      
        I was a scared girl.

        He was already a man.

      

        

      
        That was when his twisted countdown began.

      

        

      
        Marked by dead roses with sharp thorns, eight years passed each bringing me closer to becoming his. Until the eve of my eighteenth birthday.

      

        

      
        That was the night he returned to claim me.

      

        

      
        Damian

      

        

      
        Circumstance put Cristina on my path.

        Fate bound her to me.

      

        

      
        Cristina and I share a common past. A single night that changed the course of our lives.

      

        

      
        She asked me if I was a monster the night I met her.

        I am.

      

        

      
        She’s about to learn I’m her monster.

      

        

      
        Because the countdown that began eight years ago has ended. Her time is up.

      

        

      
        On the stroke of midnight, she’s mine.

      

      

      
        
        Unholy Intent

      

      

      
        
        Bound by marriage to Damian, I sometimes wonder what he sees when he looks at me. Deer in headlights, I guess.

      

        

      
        What I see is clear.

      

        

      
        Darkness.

        Desire.

        Carnal want.

      

        

      
        A man with too much experience.

      

        

      
        The day he took me he told me I belong to him. On our wedding night he proved I did. And I believe him when he says he’ll keep me safe because he won’t let anyone touch what’s his.

      

        

      
        But I can’t forget what he is. Can’t forget the things he’s done.

      

        

      
        And no matter what, I can’t let myself fall in love with him.
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            CRISTINA

          

        

      

    

    
      The nightlight blinks twice and goes out. I stare at it, waiting for it to come back on, willing it to, but it doesn’t.

      I know I’m not the only ten-year-old who’s afraid of the dark, but tonight, the raging thunderstorm is too loud and if there’s one thing I know, it’s that thunderstorms bring bad things.

      I used to like them but not anymore.

      Lightning crashes, and something that looks too much like an old, bony finger taps against the glass of the window. I know it’s just a branch, but that constant tap-tap-tapping has me hugging the blanket closer.

      I reach to switch on the lamp on the nightstand. It clicks, but nothing happens. I try again. Nothing.

      The power’s out. That’s all. The lightning must have knocked it out. The house is old. It happens a lot with storms. I’ll just go and ask my nanny, Lisa, for a glass of water.

      Hugging my stuffed rabbit, Sofia, I push the blanket off. I take a peek over the edge of the bed before sliding my legs over the side of it relieved when my toes graze the soft carpet, and nothing happens.

      No monsters under the bed. I’m safe.

      I stand and walk quietly toward my closed door, and just as I reach it, another blast of lightning sends a flash of bright light into my room. I gasp because I see the eyes of my dolls, bright and shiny and watching me like they’re living things.

      Quickly I turn the doorknob, pull the door open, and rush out into the hallway.

      They’re angry, the dolls. I don’t play with them anymore. I asked my father to put them away, but he won’t. Just like the other, empty bed in my room. He won’t change anything since that night.

      “Lisa?” I say as I quietly open her bedroom door.

      She doesn’t answer.

      “Lisa?” I ask again.

      But when I peek inside, I see that her bed is still made. It hasn’t been slept in and she’s not here. Maybe it’s not as late as I think and she’s still downstairs.

      I hug Sofia closer and tell her not to be afraid.

      Using memory and my fingertips along the wall, I walk toward the stairs. I keep to the edge where the carpet doesn’t reach, and the hardwood floors are cold under my feet. When I get to the top of the stairs, I look down to the first floor. Colored light comes in from the stained glass of the double front doors, but otherwise, the house is dark.

      I begin my descent down the stairs. I know where they creak, so I’m as quiet as a mouse. When I’m halfway down, I stand on the tips of my toes to peer over the bannister. Voices are coming from farther down the hall in my father’s study. It’s where he spends most of his time.

      Lisa’s probably in there.

      I continue down the rest of the stairs, still keeping quiet, but forget about the spot on the last step. When I put my foot down, the wood creaks too loud in this emptiness.

      I freeze because something tells me I need to be quiet. I need to not be here. Biting my lip, I listen, waiting, but no one comes.

      Those voices grow louder, though. And I don’t hear Lisa. I recognize my father as he speaks to another man. Someone I don’t know. I pass the kitchen, creeping down the hall toward the study.

      “I lost, too,” my father says, sounding strange. I know from the tone of his words he’s talking about that night. He used to be different before then. Laughing. Always laughing. We were a happy family once.

      “Not enough,” a man replies and the coldness in his voice makes me shudder.

      I hear the sound of furniture being moved, a chair maybe, scraping against the polished wood, followed by a sob. I’d never heard my father cry before the accident, but I know the sound well now. I wish I didn’t.

      “Leave her be,” he finally says after a silence that I think will last forever.

      “I can’t do that, and you know it.”

      “She’s a little girl.”

      There’s a long silence, and I hold my breath so as not to make any sound.

      “Are you willing to buy her childhood then?” the stranger finally asks.

      My father weeps.

      “Well?” the man asks after a long minute.

      I should do something. Call someone. Lisa. She’ll know what to do. But where is she?

      Something squeaks, the sound of wheels? Like a bicycle inside the house. Scott always rode his bike inside even though he wasn’t allowed. He never got in trouble for it. No one ever got angry with my brother. Or when they did they didn’t stay angry.

      “Please,” my father starts to speak, but his voice is muffled, and I can only make out the last words, “—a child.”

      “Children grow into adults,” says the other man. “Get on with it.”

      Get on with what? My heart is hammering. Whatever is going on in there is bad. I know it.

      “Daddy?” I ask in a whisper, my hand moving to the doorknob.

      I should knock. It’s a rule that I knock. But I turn the knob and slowly push the door open. I see my father’s face for just a millisecond. See the surprise and panic in his wet eyes.

      But then someone steps between us.

      A man.

      My heart beats so hard against my chest I can hear it in my ears. I’m frozen. I should run. I should go back to my room, get back into my bed, and pretend to be sleeping.

      But then he steps out into the hallway, into the little bit of light coming in from the streetlamp outside. I stare up at him as he pulls the door closed.

      Looking me over, he tucks something into the back of his pants and cocks his head to the side.

      “Cristina,” he says.

      I’m relieved it’s not the one who was speaking earlier. This man’s voice is different. Although he says my name like he knows me, not like it’s a question.  But I don’t know him.

      I hug Sofia.

      “Where’s Lisa?” I ask.

      “Lisa?”

      “My nanny.”

      “Oh, right. She took the night off.”

      “My dad⁠—”

      “Is in a meeting. What are you doing out of your bed? It’s late. Little girls should be sleeping.”

      I swallow. “I’m thirsty,” I lie because I don’t want to tell him I’m scared.

      “Ah.” He smiles, but even in this shadow, I can see it’s not a real smile. “Let’s get you a glass of water, then.”

      He extends his hand for me to take, turning his palm up.

      I look at it and have to cover my mouth, but not fast enough to hide my gasp. I stare at it for a long time before shifting my gaze back up to his.

      He’s watching me and I get the feeling he wants me to see. Even in this dull light, I can make out a hardness in his gray eyes and I don’t want to put my hand in his. I’ve been warned against strangers, but that’s not it.

      I look down again at the bumpy skin of his hand. At least half of it is like that. Like a patchwork. The rest is smooth. Normal.

      “It’s rude to stare, Cristina.”

      I glance up at him, opening my mouth to apologize, but a raised voice from beyond the closed door distracts me.

      Before I can ask what’s happening, before I can barge into my father’s study and stop whatever it is, the stranger with the grotesque hand speaks.

      “Who’s that?” he asks, his tone lighter than a moment ago.

      Confused, I look at where he’s pointing.

      “Sofia.”

      He crouches down, and I look at his dark head as he takes Sofia from my hand to study her.

      “She looks thirsty, too,” he says, smiling that not-real smile again.  I decide I don’t like how he’s holding Sofia by her ears in his damaged hand.

      He straightens, adjusts the jacket of his suit, and returns her to me.

      “Let’s go get you a glass of water so you can go back to bed.”

      “What’s happening inside?”

      He studies me thoughtfully with his strange almost silvery eyes. Eyes like a wolf. He bows his head a little and exhales.

      “Nothing for little girls to see.”

      We stare at each other for a minute, and there’s a flicker of something almost gentle in his voice. Almost like pity.

      I know pity because it’s how all the teachers at school look at me ever since the accident. I hate that look, but with him, it’s just a flicker. It’s replaced almost instantly by something hard and cold.

      “What happened to your hand?” I ask him.

      “Fire,” he says curtly. “Let’s go.”

      I place my hand inside his because I don’t know what else to do. When he closes it around mine, it swallows mine up. I can feel the bumps on his skin and try to pull away, but he tightens his grip and doesn’t let go.

      We walk toward the kitchen, and I’m not sure if he’s leading me or I’m leading him.

      “Sofia isn’t thirsty. She’s a stuffed animal,” I tell him.

      He glances down at me and nods, face closed off like he’s distracted.

      Once we’re in the kitchen, I point at a high cabinet I can’t reach. “Glasses are in there.”

      He opens it, takes out a tall glass, and fills it with water from the tap. He hands it to me.

      I take a sip and hand it back.

      Wordlessly, he sets it on the counter, then takes my hand again and begins to lead me out of the kitchen, but I stop him.

      “Did it hurt? Your hand?”

      “What do you think?”

      “I think it hurt.”

      “You have no idea how much.” He begins to walk me out of the kitchen and away from my father’s study, away from the noise there and up the stairs to my room. He seems to know exactly where that is, too, just like the kitchen.

      Lightning strikes, and I jump.

      He squeezes my hand with his burned one. “The lightning won’t hurt you, Cristina.”

      “How do you know my name?” I ask as he opens my bedroom door, and I step inside.

      He looks down at me and what I can see of his expression from the streetlamp is cold. “I know everything about you.”

      I don’t know what to say to that. “What’s your name?” I finally ask.

      “My name is Damian. Damian Di Santo. Now get into bed. And don’t come out until it’s morning. Do you understand?”

      I nod because he’s not asking, he’s telling. I climb into my bed.

      He follows me and pulls the blanket up to my throat, but stops short of tucking me in. “Good girl.” He walks to the door as I watch him go. When lightning next electrifies the sky, I can’t help my gasp.

      “I’m afraid of the dark,” I blurt out. I don’t know why. “My nightlight…” I trail off, only realizing then that the lights outside are on. It’s only those inside that are out.

      He stops and turns to me, his face hidden by shadows so I only see the glint of his eyes.

      “You don’t need to be afraid of the dark. Monsters don’t lurk there. They don’t hide under beds or inside closets. They’re right out in the open where you can see them as clear as day. Where you can look into their eyes and see their evil. Don’t you know that?”

      “Are you a monster?”
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        8 Years later

      

      

      “Last one again,” Matteo says, startling me.

      I look up, hand over my heart. “You’re going to give me a heart attack!”

      He shrugs a shoulder and slides into the empty chair beside mine. “You’re too young to have a heart attack,” he says, setting his elbow on the leather-topped table in the library. “Since you won’t come out for a celebratory drink, maybe at least don’t spend the night before your birthday alone in the school library.” He closes my textbook.

      I met Matteo at the start of the year and he’s become a good friend. He’s an exchange student from Italy, and since I’m half Italian, I sort of took him under my wing when he got to New York City. Not that he needed anyone to do that for him. I think he’s shown me more of the city than I could have shown him.

      “I just have to look up one last thing. I can’t check the book out.” It’s an old tome that the library won’t let off property.

      He glances over his shoulder, looking for library staff. “So, borrow it accidentally.”

      I smile in spite of myself. Matteo and I are complete opposites. I follow every rule while he learns them so he can break them. “I can’t do that.”

      He rolls his eyes. “Chicken. I’m heading out.”

      As if on cue, thunder rolls in the distance.

      I shift my gaze out the windows and to the momentarily bright sky over the city. It’s beautiful and eerie at once.

      The lights inside the library flicker twice.

      “It’s a sign,” Matteo says. “Go home.” He kisses me on the cheek and hops out of his seat, making a point of checking the time. “Happy birthday.” His sneakers don’t make a sound on the cracked tile floor as he disappears around the corner.

      I’m sitting in one of the study rooms, a quieter room with only a half dozen tables that are usually full during the day and on most weeknights. But as it’s Friday night, most students are out celebrating the start of the weekend.

      Turning the page in the dusty old book, I jot down some notes. The tip of my pencil breaks just as thunder, that sounds entirely too close, shatters the silence. The lights flicker again, and this time, they don’t turn back on.

      Footsteps sound in the distance. Barbara is the library’s evening manager and usually the last to leave. “Barbara?” I call out, although the sound is heavier than that of her delicate high heels clicking along.

      She doesn’t answer.

      I stand, closing the books. I won’t get any work done in the dark. And besides, tonight, I’m anxious.

      At moments like this, I wonder if I look normal on the outside. Like any other first-year college student. Because inside, I’m not. My heart is racing, and it’s taking all I have not to shove everything into my backpack and run out of here.

      Once I zip up the backpack, I sling one strap over my shoulder, pick up the heavy tome too old to be removed from the library, and walk it toward the front desk using the dim emergency lighting to guide me. Although I know this place like the back of my hand, in the dark, everything is different. Everything feels more sinister.

      I hear the footsteps again a little more distant but inside the library.

      “Hello?” I call out. The steps are heavy like a man’s. “Matteo?”

      No, Matteo was wearing sneakers. His didn’t make noise as he left just a few minutes ago.

      But then I smell something. Two things, actually.

      Aftershave. One that’s familiar and foreign at once. I’ve smelled it before, and it’s linked to a long-ago memory. One that doesn’t belong here.

      “Matteo, is that you?” I don’t know why I ask when I know it’s not.

      My phone vibrates with a text message, and I jump at the sensation in my back pocket. I fumble to grab it, but it slips from my hand, falling to the floor. I bend to pick it up and look at the screen.

      Matteo: Just walked into the club and you won’t believe who’s here!

      As panic begins to rise, I get a second text. It’s Matteo again.

      Matteo: My hot barista.

      Any other night, I’d grin at the emoji he took the time to add, but tonight isn’t that night. Angry rain beats against the windows as if it, too, wants me out. I type a quick reply telling him to have fun and hurry toward the library doors, intending to grab one of the umbrellas available for students to borrow on my walk home.

      That’s when I pick up that other scent. The one just masked by the aftershave. The one that makes me a little nauseous.

      Ashes of roses.

      Dead roses.

      Tomorrow is my birthday. The box of dead roses won’t arrive until then.

      I can’t see the library doors from where I am, but I hear them open then close. Someone comes in or goes out.

      The hair on the back of my neck stands on end, and my hands grow clammy. The lights flicker twice, then come back on.

      I hurry toward the front desk, and I’m almost there when I see it.

      A single rose petal.

      Black?

      They’re supposed to be red. They’ve always been red.

      Is it my imagination or do I smell that musty, faint scent of damp earth? Of rot.

      “There you are,” Barbara announces from behind me.

      I yelp and whirl around.

      She lets out a small scream too. Her hand moves to her own chest and a moment later, she laughs. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost, Cristina.”

      My mouth goes dry. I try to swallow, try for a laugh, wanting to sound casual, but it comes out strange. Choked.

      It’s just my imagination, I tell myself. The smell. The petal. It’s not my dead rose.

      She tilts her head and comes closer, taking the heavy tome from under my arm.

      “You work too hard, dear. Go have some fun. These dusty old books will be here when you get back.”

      “Thanks, Barbara.”

      She smiles, and again, I wonder how old she is. In her late sixties or early seventies? Even with her face lined as it is, she’s still so elegantly beautiful.

      “Um…did someone get roses?” I ask.

      “Yes, in fact. A bouquet arrived earlier. No note. Just a gorgeous bouquet of long-stemmed black roses.”

      “Black?”

      “They’re stunning. I’ll show you.” She ducks behind the counter toward the office door and then goes through it.

      I’m relieved as I walk to the counter and pick up the fallen petal. Not dead. Just a petal that dropped off. That’s all.

      “Beautiful, right?” she asks as she returns carrying a crystal vase with the roses. “I snuck them into my office,” she says with a wink.

      “Good for you.”

      “No note, so I thought why not? Strange count, though. Eight,” she adds as she sets the vase on the counter and adjusts the position of one rose.

      My blood turns to ice. “Eight…roses?”

      She looks at me and nods, her over-sprayed hair immobile. “But eight is better than none.”

      “And there wasn’t a note?”

      “No. Strange especially because I know the florist, and these roses are very expensive.” She wipes something off the counter. “Will I see you tomorrow?”

      “Um…no, it’s my birthday. I have plans with my family.”

      “Well, you have a happy birthday, sweetheart.”

      “Thank you. Good night, Barbara.”
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      I hurry down the dimly lit stairwell, one hand grazing the iron railing while the other grips the umbrella handle. That scent of aftershave lingers here in the hall too, but it could be anyone. The library building is a busy one.

      It’s the anticipation of that box of roses that has me anxious. There should be eight tomorrow. Eight and a note that reads 0 years.

      I wonder if whoever sends the flowers will bother writing a note at all.

      The first box came when I was almost eleven years old. I had been living in the city with my uncle and cousins, Liam and Simona, for almost nine months by then.

      When the box was delivered, I remember standing at the living room window watching the sun go down over Manhattan. I love the view from this apartment. Even when I was very young and my parents would bring my brother and I to visit my uncle’s family, I’d stand at the window of their beautiful apartment that took up the whole floor and watch the sun set over what felt like the whole of the city.

      I didn’t think anything strange about a delivery so late. What was strange was that the package was for me.

      At first, all I felt was excitement because I recognized the box. It was the same florist my dad used to send flowers to my mom.

      Now I was getting my first delivery of flowers, but something was different.

      Wrong.

      I still remember the smell.

      I hurried back to the living room and set my fancy box down on the coffee table undoing the ribbon while ignoring the nanny’s calls for me to wait.

      By the time she stood over me, the lid was off, and I was peeling back layers and layers of fine black tissue paper. When my mom received flowers, those sheets smelled wonderful.

      My flowers, though, they didn’t smell so wonderful.

      The opposite.

      And I had that feeling I sometimes get in the pit of my stomach when I remember the man who told me monsters don’t hide in the dark.

      When I finally peeled back the last layer of paper and saw the single dead rose inside, I thought how much the box resembled a coffin.

      How much it resembled the coffins my mother and brother had been buried in.

      I lifted it out, and the petals fell away, some into the box, some on the floor around my feet. When I turned my gaze up to my nanny, she had her hand over her mouth.

      She didn’t look upset.

      She looked terrified.

      “It’s dead,” I said, showing her

      “It’s just dried,” she’d said in a small voice.

      I didn’t think there was a difference. What was the point of having dead or dried flowers if you could have happy, living ones? I was preparing to explain this, not paying attention, when I pricked my finger on a thorn.

      I sucked in a breath and turned in time to see a fat drop of blood splat into the box, half on a petal, half on that black paper. A second drop fell onto the polished white marble floor.

      It was then I saw the small card inside. I lifted it out and read the two words.

      Eight years…

      “That’s strange,” I said. “Are they from Uncle Adam? Why didn’t he wish me a happy birthday? Maybe it’s on the other side⁠—”

      Suddenly, my nanny slapped the flower out of my hand, and I gasped. It wasn’t so much that it hurt but the shock of it. She’d never raised a hand to me before. I’d never even heard her yell, not at me or my cousins at least.

      “I’m sorry,” she said when she saw my face, the tears welling in my eyes. She hugged me to her. “I didn’t want you to prick yourself again. They should have taken the thorns off. You’re just a little girl!”

      “What’s wrong?” I asked, the words muffled by her hug.

      She bent down, wiped my tears, and kissed my finger. “Nothing, sweetheart. Nothing at all. Let’s go get ice cream. Would you like that?”

      “But it’s before dinner.”

      “Well, it’s your birthday. We should celebrate. And I’m sure the florist just sent the wrong box.”

      I’d forgotten about the rose by dinner time.

      My next birthday, there were two roses in the box, and the note read Seven years.

      Each year after that the rose count went up and the number on the card went down. I knew something bad was coming, and those numbers, they were some sort of twisted countdown.

      Tonight is the night before my eighteenth birthday. I’ll receive my box of dead roses tomorrow. I wonder what the note will read because whoever was counting is out of time.

      Or maybe it’s me who’s out of time.
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      I tug my raincoat closer as I approach the doors to exit the library building. The rain hasn’t let up, and with the wind, I’m not sure how much good this umbrella is going to do.

      Securing my backpack onto both arms, I push the heavy door and step outside, the overhang not doing anything to protect me against the wind-blown rain as I fumble to open it.

      Cars speed past, angry horns honking as the traffic lights turn from green to red, then flash yellow. The storm has knocked out the electricity. The university is only a few blocks from my uncle’s apartment, and it’s faster to walk than take the bus even with this weather.

      I hurry, cursing inwardly every time I step into a puddle, water penetrating my socks and shoes, my jeans.

      By the time I turn the corner to my block, traffic has thinned out. Just as I run to cross the street, a gust of wind almost forces the umbrella from my hand, turning it inside out, rendering it useless as it snaps the frame.

      “Shit!” I step up onto the sidewalk as a car comes too fast around the corner, too close to the curb where water has collected inches deep. When I just manage to jump out of the way of the tidal wave it launches, I exhale with relief.

      Fred, the doorman, sees me coming. I’m surprised at how dark it is inside. Apart from the emergency lights, the lobby is only dimly lit by the flashing yellow traffic light that comes in from the street.

      “Power’s out?”

      “Yep. Nothing to worry about. I’m sure it will be back soon, Cristina.”

      At least I’m out of the rain, even if I am soaked through.

      I drop the useless umbrella into the trash can and take a deep breath in, pushing wet hair back from my face.

      Unbuttoning my raincoat, I listen to water drip onto the beautiful marble floor. My shoes squeaking as I make my way into the warm building and toward the stairs.

      With the power out, I’m going to have to walk up. We live on the eighth floor. I slide my backpack off one arm and begin the climb.

      This is a wealthy part of town, but I guess even money can’t make demands on Mother Nature.

      As I climb the last few steps, a strange unease has me slowing. I stop for a moment to listen and realize what it is. It’s quiet. Too quiet. Usually, I can hear my youngest cousin, Simona, playing inside, or the baby of the neighbor in the apartment below ours crying, or music, or a television. Something. But tonight, I hear nothing. And even though I know the power is out, it still feels strange.

      My mind wanders back to the events at the library. That smell of aftershave. The roses.

      The rain had distracted me enough that I hadn’t thought about any of it once I’d left, but now, it’s all back.

      I wonder if there’s a box of dead roses waiting for me inside already.

      But no, they won’t come until tomorrow. Whoever sends them keeps to a strict schedule.

      Climbing the last of the stairs, I make my way to the double doors directly opposite. Their elegance is an indication of what’s to come just beyond.

      My uncle redid the apartment the year I moved in with them. He spared no expense, saying we needed the additional space, although I’m not sure we really did. It went from beautiful to exceptional where it’s even appeared in style magazines.

      Something prickles at the back of my neck. My steps are hesitant as I make my way to the door. And I swear I smell roses, but are they real or is my mind playing tricks on me?

      I put my hand on the doorknob. Something makes me pause, though. Someone is crying. Simona?

      I push the door open quietly.

      The foyer is dark, but two candles burn on the table beside the door, and I can see more of them in the living room. That prickling at the back of my neck intensifies when I hear the sound of liquid being poured. Apart from the crying, it’s that quiet.

      “Good whiskey,” a man says. A man whose voice sends a chill along my spine. I know that voice. “You have good taste, Adam. I’m surprised.”

      “Liam take your sister and go to your room,” Uncle Adam says. I hear the tension in his voice.

      “No, stay, Liam.” It’s the other man.

      “I’m not going anywhere until this asshole leaves,” Liam says, sounding pissed off.

      The man—the asshole, I presume—chuckles.

      A heavy silence follows, and Simona continues to quietly sob.

      I close the door and steel my spine as I take the few steps that will carry me to the living room. To where this stranger whose voice I recognize is waiting for me.

      For me.

      I don’t know how I know it, but I have no doubt I’m the reason he’s here.

      And when I turn the corner, the scene is unreal. Tension like nothing I’ve felt before.

      Liam is sitting on the sofa his expression angry but just beneath that anger, I see uncertainty. Fear, maybe. He’s comforting Simona, my younger cousin, who has her face buried in his shoulder.

      He looks up at me, his jaw tight.

      My uncle is standing. He’s a large man, well over six feet and built powerfully, but just behind him stand two others. Strangers in dark suits, one with a scar running down the side of his neck.

      There’s one other man. The one whose voice I recognize. Whose eyes I still remember. And I have no doubt he’s the one to worry about.

      He’s sitting in my uncle’s favorite armchair. No one sits in that chair.

      This man, my monster of eight years ago, is the only one whose posture is relaxed.

      Leaning back against the worn leather back, he has one leg crossed over the other, right ankle at left knee. His charcoal suit is a shade darker than those of the other men and about a thousand times more expensive. I know good quality. I grew up with it.

      His face is softened by the glow of candlelight as he watches me with curiosity. I think how deceptive that light is because I know the hardness inside his strange silvery-gray eyes.

      And I remember that night eight years ago. I remember that he never answered my question.

      “Are you a monster?” I’d asked him.

      I hadn’t needed him to answer, though.

      I already knew he was.
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      I watch her as I unwrap my second chocolate. The foil is the only sound in the room. That and the sniffles of the little girl.

      Popping the chocolate into my mouth, I press the foil into a tight ball and flick it onto the coffee table. It lands beside the other one near the tower of chocolates wrapped in pretty blue.

      The boy, I guess him to be about sixteen, fists his hands at this act of blatant rudeness. He’s young, but he’s strong. I can tell. Stronger than his father, at least.

      I savor the taste and texture of the rich chocolate as I take in Cristina Valentina.

      Last time I saw her, she was ten years old. She’s a woman now, and she’s as stunning as I knew she would be. Even drenched as she is, even with the scar that lines her cheek and cuts her lip, she’s beautiful.

      That’s a good thing. I like beautiful things.

      Swallowing the last of the chocolate, I turn to the boy. “Now you may take your sister to her room.”

      “I’m not going anywhere,” Liam Valentina says.

      Looking at him, I see how he doesn’t actually resemble his father much. He takes after his mother, who left years ago. She wanted to take the kids with her, but that was one of my gifts to Adam. He got to keep his son and daughter.

      I watch Adam’s response.

      Adam Valentina. Younger brother to Joseph Valentina, Cristina’s father. He’s been Cristina’s guardian since the unfortunate night of Joseph’s suicide eight years ago.

      His hands are fisted at his sides. I know he’d love nothing more than to pummel me. But that’s not happening. Even if my men weren’t here, I know too much about him for him to dare. He’s putting on a show for his son’s sake or for Cristina’s sake. I don’t know which. Don’t really care.

      He shifts narrowed eyes from me to his son and back. “Take your sister and go, Liam.”

      “Dad—”

      “Go!”

      Reluctantly, Liam rises.

      I smile at the boy. “Good night, kids.”

      Liam looks like he’s about to explode when Adam barks once more for him to go.

      “Liam, I’m scared.” It’s the little girl. Simona. She wants out of here.

      Liam looks down at his little sister and nods, and they both disappear down the hallway.

      I shift my gaze back to Cristina. She’s watching them go, her forehead creased with anxiety. Her hair, clothes, shoes are all soaked.

      “Did you walk from school?” I ask her, unfolding my legs.

      She turns to me, opens her mouth, those violet eyes fearful yet curious. I wonder if she remembers me. If she remembers that night.

      Her little pink tongue darts out to lick her lips, and for a moment, I’m captivated.

      “You don’t have to answer him, Cristina,” her uncle says, stealing that pretty purple gaze from me, and for a brief moment, a murderous rage burns through me.

      I lock eyes with Adam Valentina.

      “Take a seat, Adam.”

      His lips tighten into a thin line, and I can see he wants to lunge at me. He won’t, though.

      Because he, like most men, is weak.

      Because he, like most men, can be bought.

      “I hate having to repeat myself.” When he still doesn’t sit, I give a nod and Tobias, my most trusted man, encourages him into a chair.

      “Uncle Adam?” Cristina asks.

      He turns toward her, and the change in his expression is instantaneous. Tenderness. Affection. Hmm. Not sure about those. Regret? Maybe.

      Does he love her? Not enough.

      Shifting my gaze back to Cristina, I take her in. She’s tall for a woman. Maybe five-feet-seven inches. She’s not wearing heels. In fact, she’s wearing the ugliest pair of sneakers I’ve ever seen. And still, there’s an elegance to her. Something delicate and decidedly feminine about her.

      She takes a step toward her uncle, the wet shoes squeaking, but she stops the instant she sees the box on the table. She almost winces as though she’s been hit.

      Her mouth falls open, and her now panicked gaze shifts from the box, to her uncle, to me.

      “It’s you?” She pauses, pointing at the box that should be very familiar to her by now. “You’ve been sending them all these years?”

      “You’re welcome,” I say.

      “I wasn’t thanking you.”

      I smile. I like her spirit.

      “I remember you from before. From that night,” she says to me like it’s some sort of accusation.

      “I made an impression, then.”

      She wasn’t supposed to come out of her room that night. When I’d heard the sound and stepped out of Joseph Valentina’s study, a child wasn’t what I’d expected to find. I had my gun cocked in my hand ready to meet a man still loyal to Valentina, but I’d found her instead. A barefoot little girl in her nightie holding her stuffed rabbit.

      I still wonder how much she’d overheard. Wonder what she’d thought. She’d looked terrified but had acted so brave.

      Her gaze drops to my right hand. She remembers that too. Does she think it might have healed in these years? Melted skin doesn’t grow back.

      When she looks back up at me, her expression is confused, then angry. “You were there the night my father died.”

      “The night he hanged himself,” I clarify.

      “No.” She shakes her head. “Never. He’d never have done that.”

      “Cristina.” It’s her uncle.

      “I’m sure it’s hard for you to accept, but the autopsy proved it,” I add.

      Her hands fist and her eyes narrow. “Who else was in that room?” she demands.

      “Cristina,” her uncle’s reproach is sharper, and she turns to him.

      “What’s going on?” Cristina asks her uncle. “Why was Simona crying?”

      He doesn’t answer her.

      “Adam?” I say.

      He looks at me.

      “Would you like to explain? I am getting the impression you’ve kept her in the dark. It’s not what we agreed, is it? Tomorrow is her eighteenth birthday. I thought she’d be expecting me.”

      “You fucking bastard.” He makes a move to stand but Tobias doesn’t let him.

      I stand, turning to Cristina because she’s the only one who matters. When I approach her, she takes a single step backward but stops. I wonder what it takes for her to do that. To stop.

      Anxiety creeps into her pretty violet eyes, and her forehead wrinkles. She’s afraid of me.

      Tall as she is, the top of her head doesn’t quite clear my chin, and when I step even closer, she has to tilt her head backward to look up at me.

      I reach out to touch her, to feel that scar, and I see in her eyes what it takes for her to not pull away. To not show fear. When I touch my knuckles to her chin, there’s a momentary jolt. Like a spark of electricity that doesn’t quite hurt but shocks. I know she feels it too. I see it when she winces.

      Ignoring the strange phenomenon, I tilt her face up toward mine. There are multiple shades of violet and blue in her eyes, I realize, and her thick, dark lashes create a dramatic effect even with the minimal makeup she’s wearing.

      I lower my gaze to her mouth. Through the slight parting of her lips, I see white teeth in a perfect row. She’s been well cared for. I’m glad to see my money wasn’t squandered.

      I trace my thumb along the line that marks her lower lip to her chin. The scar curves over her neck and disappears beneath the collar of her shirt. The groove was deeper and angrier when she was younger. She’s grown into the scar.

      She remains perfectly still, watching me. I don’t think she’s breathing, but the pulse at her neck tells me her heart is going a thousand beats a minute.

      I think back to the night of the accident. Think about her in the car.

      She lost, too.

      An unexpected and foreign emotion tugs at something inside my chest. It’s momentary. I’ve felt this before, this weakness, and I don’t like it. But it only takes one thought to banish this particular emotion.

      Yes, she lost.

      But we lost more.

      When I release her, she steps backward, her trembling intake of breath audible.

      Her eyes search mine and what she sees makes them grow just a little wider.

      I think back to what she asked me that night at her house. The night I took her back to her room after getting her a glass of water.

      She’d been afraid of the dark. Of the storm. When I told her monsters don’t hide in the dark, she’d asked me a question I wouldn’t have thought a child could think up. But then again, they say kids instinctively know.

      She’d asked me if I was a monster.

      She’ll soon learn I’m more than that. I’m her worst nightmare about to come true.
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      Damian Di Santo.

      I still remember his name.

      I try to mask my expression. I won’t let him see what him being this close is doing to me.

      When he touched me a moment ago, I couldn’t breathe. And even though there are three other men in the room with us, he’s the only one I see.

      The way he traced that scar, I know he knows what it’s from. When it happened. How.

      Does he know what I lost that night? What I’ve lost since?

      My chest aches at the thought. It’s familiar, that tenderness. And it never heals. Never gets easier no matter how many years pass. I still miss Scott and my parents so much. Still think of them whenever anything good or bad happens. Still catch myself thinking I can’t wait to get home and tell them.

      I shake my head to dislodge the thought.

      “It’s almost your birthday,” Damian says, stepping to the side and gesturing to the coffin-like box on the table. It’s the biggest one yet. I know without having to look inside that it holds eight roses.

      The final delivery.

      When I turn back to him, he’s watching me with cold eyes. Icy like steel. And they seem to penetrate right through any defenses.

      This man knows me, knows my past, even as he’s a stranger to me.

      “I brought your gift early.”

      “Why?”

      “I was in the neighborhood,” he says lightly. He’s laughing at me.

      “I don’t want it.” My throat is so dry I have to pause to swallow before continuing. “I don’t want anything from you.”

      He simply studies me, expression unchanging, and I wish I could read past the barrier of his eyes. Wish I knew what he was thinking.

      “Why don’t you take your gift and your goons and get out,” I say, sounding braver than I feel.

      A smile stretches across his face. “That’s not very gracious, is it? Considering all I’ve done for you.”

      “What have you done for me?”

      Without changing position, he slides his gaze to my uncle and raises an eyebrow. One corner of his mouth rises into a small grin, telling me how much he’s enjoying this. He checks his watch and bends to pick up the box.

      “You can ask your uncle after I’m gone. You have a few hours yet. I assume you’ll want to spend them with your family.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “Open your gift and I’ll be on my way.” He holds the box out to me.

      “I don’t accept your gift. I’m not interested in opening it. I want you to leave.”

      “Did I give you the impression this was a choice?”

      “I already know what’s inside, and I don’t want it. I never wanted any of them.” I shove at the box, hoping he’ll step away because I need space. I don’t want to be the one to back up. But he captures my wrist instead and I look down at his hand, big and powerful and damaged.

      He’d held my hand in his that first night, too, but he’d been gentle then. He hadn’t wanted to hurt me or scare me.

      Now, it’s different.

      When I shift my gaze up again, I find him studying me.

      “This one is special, Cristina. This is the most important one.” He squeezes my wrist. “Don’t make me ask again.”

      I tug myself free, knowing I only manage because he allows it. I look beyond him to the men standing over my uncle, then look at my uncle. I’ve never seen him like this. We’ve never been close, but he’s always been a man I could lean on. I did a lot of leaning in the years following my family’s deaths. Now, though, as much as he’s seething, as much as he so obviously hates this man, he also appears smaller, weaker.

      “You don’t need his permission,” Damian says.

      I turn my gaze to his.

      “Only mine,” he adds. “Open the box, Cristina.”

      Damian. I remember thinking how much it sounded like demon that first night eight years ago.

      I never told anyone that he was there that night. Never told anyone about the others in the study. But I knew all along that I’d see him again. This monster.

      I’ve known I’d have a chance to look into his eyes. To know the evil that lies beneath the cool, handsome exterior.

      The only ugliness is his hand.

      And what’s on the inside.

      Taking the box, I move to sit down because my legs are beginning to tremble beneath me.

      Damian watches as I set the box on my lap and undo the ribbon.

      I pull the lid off and set it aside. The familiar smell makes my stomach turn. It grows stronger when I unwrap the tissue paper that blankets the dead roses. I take care not to prick my finger on a thorn because they always have thorns.

      I peel the last layer away to see the lifeless flowers nestled in black paper. This time, there isn’t a card with the number scrawled on it. In its place is a yellowed scroll of paper tucked between the flowers.

      I look up at him, and his expression has gone deadly serious.

      He meets my eyes, gesturing for me to go on.

      I reach for the sheet, my hand trembling. I have to look. I don’t have a choice.

      The paper is old, and when I unroll it, it wants to curl back up.

      I hold it open. My eyes fall instantly to my father’s scrawled, drunk signature. He was drunk a lot after the accident. I think he may have been drunk during it. He and my mom had been fighting so much by the end.

      I look up at him, confused.

      “Read it,” he commands, voice tight, eyes locked on that sheet of paper.

      It’s a contract of sorts. One that would hold up in no court of law. One that buys…No, this makes no sense.

      I keep reading. The script it’s written in is that of someone from another generation. But what it says, it can’t be.

      There’s an exchange. My father’s life for my childhood.

      But that’s not all. There’s a promise that on my eighteenth birthday, the day I am no longer considered a child, I become fair game.

      “This can’t…”

      I look up at Damian.

      “Did you know it was my sister’s wedding day?” he asks me.

      I want to ask what the hell he’s talking about. What this means. But my throat is as dry as a desert and I can’t speak.

      “A candlelit wedding. Her dream.” His words sound sad, but then his face hardens, and his pupils become pinpoints as he focuses on me. “She never made it, though. None of us did.” He turns his hand just a little, and I see the scarred flesh.

      I think about the accident that stole my mother and brother from me. I don’t remember it. I don’t remember much, but the one thing I wish I could forget is my brother’s face just before he went through the windshield.

      I shake my head, momentarily close my eyes to block it. I can’t think about that now. Not in front of him.

      When I look up at Damian the sorrow I’d heard in his words doesn’t show in his eyes. I get the feeling that sorrow has festered over time and turned into this. Because what I see is the monster he warned me about eight years ago.

      I see hate inside him.

      Hate for me.

      The box and roses spill onto the marble floor when I rise, crushing the contract in my hand.

      “This can’t be,” I whisper.

      “But it is.” He steps closer, looming over me, and all I can do is stare up at him. “Enjoy your last few hours of freedom, Cristina, because come midnight, you belong to me.”
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      I was born one minute past midnight not quite a full year after my brother. My mother said we were inseparable from the beginning. Even sharing a room right up until he was gone.

      The paper I’m holding feels like it’s on fire. The lights flicker and come back on like they were waiting for him to leave. I blink, my eyes adjusting.

      “Christ,” my uncle’s voice barely registers.

      I drop back into the seat and drag my gaze from the contract up to him.

      “What is this?” I ask.

      Although my uncle has never been unkind to me, he’s never been overly affectionate either. I always got the feeling he handled me with kid gloves. He didn’t want to have much to do with me, not when I was younger and not now. I’ve had strict rules growing up, much stricter than my cousins, but he’s always given me anything I could ever want. Only a few times has he ever raised his voice to me. Although he did let the nanny raise me for the most part, so it’s not as if he had many opportunities.

      And it’s not that I feel unwelcome in his home, but I know it is his home. Not mine. I know I’m a niece, not his own daughter. Not that I ever wanted to be, but he’s different with Liam and Simona. I don’t know, maybe that’s normal. Not that anything about my situation is normal.

      But it’s not as though my dad and I were close. He was closer to Scott, and I was always closer to my mom.

      I drop the contract onto my lap and wipe my tears with the heels of my hands.

      Dead roses scatter the floor, the box turned on its side with black paper spilling out. It would be beautiful if it wasn’t so horrible.

      I see Liam approach from down the hall. He looks around, anger burning in his eyes. My uncle stops him when he moves toward the front doors as if he might go after Damian.

      What did Damian say before he left?

      Come midnight, you belong to me.

      I look at my uncle to find him watching me. He’s always done that. Sort of watched me as though I were some strange, foreign creature. It’s unnerving, not creepy, but just not right either.

      Tonight though, that look in his eyes, it makes me think that whatever this is, what Damian just said about midnight, it’s true.

      He pours himself a generous serving of whiskey while ignoring Liam’s questions. When he turns back, I see how the lines on his forehead and around the outsides of his eyes seem to have deepened. He swallows half the liquid in the glass, wincing with the burn.

      “You knew?” Liam asks him, sounding furious. “You knew he’d come for her and you did nothing?”

      What?

      He steps up to his father, hands fisted at his sides. He’s almost as tall as my uncle, and from his build, I know he’ll be as big. Although, he’s not there yet and something makes me want to protect him. To tell him to back off.

      “You knew and you just let it happen!”

      My uncle’s jaw tightens as he finishes off his whiskey. “You don’t understand the circumstances,” he says tightly.

      “What circumstances could possibly make this okay?”

      “You’re here, aren’t you? Your sister’s here?”

      “What?”

      “Fuck.” My uncle turns his back, pouring himself another drink. He swallows it in one go before facing us again. He glances at my cousin but then focuses his attention on me.

      “You need to be careful with him, Cristina. He’s a very dangerous man.”

      “What are you talking about? What the hell is happening?”

      “Shit.” Running his hand through his hair, he mutters another curse before straightening, taking a deep breath in. “Come with me.”

      I look up at him. He’s heading toward his study, a place I’m rarely invited. I get to my feet to follow him, carrying the contract in my hand.

      He stands at the open door and waits for me.

      “I want to hear it too,” Liam says from inside.

      We both turn to him. “This has nothing to do with you, son. You won’t have any part of it.”

      “But I⁠—”

      “I said no.”

      Just then Simona walks into the living room rubbing her eyes. “Liam?”

      “Go stay with your sister. She’s scared,” My uncle tells him.

      Although reluctant, Liam goes. He’s a good big brother like Scott was to me.

      My uncle turns to me. “Cristina,” he says, gesturing for me to enter. I do and he closes the door.

      “Sit down,” he tells me and walks to a cabinet inside which is a safe.

      I sit on one of the two chairs and watch as he enters the combination. I listen to the beep and pop when the door opens. From inside, he takes a stack of papers, selects what he wants and puts the rest back, then returns to me. He sets the papers on his desk and takes his seat behind it.

      “You recognized him,” he says.

      “He was at our house the night my father died. I’d woken up from the storm, afraid, so I’d gone downstairs. When I got to my father’s study, I heard voices. Strangers and my dad. My dad was upset. Very upset. But then the man from tonight, Damian Di Santo, came into the hallway. He must have heard me. He got me a glass of water and took me back up to my room. But there were other men in the study too. They made him do it, Uncle Adam. They made him. He wouldn’t have killed himself.” I choke on the last part of that statement.

      “Shit.” My uncle is on his feet and pouring us both a whiskey. He carries one over to me. I take it even though this is as far from normal as it can get around here. As far as he’s concerned, whiskey is a man’s drink, and besides, I’m too young for it.

      “I should have told someone,” I say.

      “Nothing would have changed.”

      “You believe me?”

      He nods.

      “Why didn’t you say something? Do something?”

      He doesn’t answer. He sips his drink instead and I get the feeling his answer would be the same as a moment ago. That nothing would have changed if he had.

      I follow his lead and drink a sip. It burns. I’ve tried whiskey before, but I don’t like it. I like beer, wine, and sweet cocktails, but whiskey just isn’t for me.

      “Did you see an older man in a wheelchair?”

      I think back but can’t remember. Although, there is one detail that had stood out. The sound of wheels on our hardwood floors.

      “Maybe. I didn’t get a chance to see anyone before he—Damian—closed the door.”

      “Well, either way, you’d better forget what you think you know about that night because it doesn’t matter anymore.”

      “Of course, it matters. My father was murdered. They murdered him.”

      He sighs deeply. “Forget anything you remember. For your own sake.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “The Di Santo family, Cristina, they’re not from here. Not from the city, I mean. The main seat of the family is Upstate, but in certain circles throughout North America and Europe, their name commands respect.”

      “I won’t respect⁠—”

      “And instills a certain level of fear.”

      His tone gives me pause.

      “What does that mean?”

      “The car accident that killed your mother and brother, the one where your father was driving, the occupants of the other car were the Di Santo family. They were on their way to Damian’s sister’s wedding.”

      “What?” It’s like he just knocked the wind out of me.

      “Benedict Di Santo, his wife, daughter, and two sons were in the vehicle your father hit. They were a few blocks from the church where Annabel would be wed. Benedict’s wife died on the scene. Damian was scarred, as you saw.”

      “What about the others? The brother and Annabel?”

      “The brother, Lucas, I don’t know about. I know he didn’t die in that accident, but he was badly injured. Annabel was left in a coma. She died almost a full year later. It was the night after her burial that they came to pay that visit to your father.”

      I shudder. “I don’t understand this.”

      He unfolds the sheets of paper and gestures to the one I’m holding. “That’s the original, I guess.” I glance at the one on his desk. A copy of the contract.

      I stare up at my uncle, not believing this. “You knew about this?”

      He doesn’t reply, doesn’t deny it.

      “You’ve known all along they’d come for me? All those flowers, the notes…you knew they were in my house the night my father was murdered.”

      “You lost your brother and your mother. Benedict lost his wife and his daughter. His daughter was three months pregnant at the time.” My hand naturally goes to cover my mouth. “He had a stroke just a few months after the accident. It left him in that wheelchair.”

      “I didn’t know. I never even asked about the other car. The people.”

      “You were young.”

      “I should have asked.”

      He shakes his head. “When his daughter died, Benedict came for you. I think her death was the thing that drove him over the edge of reason. It was you he wanted that night.”

      “Me?” My heart misses a beat and a cold sweat collects under my arms.

      “Your father bought you time.” He gestures to the sheet of paper in my hand.

      Enjoy your last few hours of freedom, Cristina, because come midnight, you belong to me.

      “They can’t enforce this. Surely…”

      I look up at my uncle. What I see in his eyes, it terrifies me, because I see that yes, they can. But there’s more.

      “You’ve known about this all the time I’ve lived here.”

      “There was nothing I could do.”

      “You’ve known they killed your brother.”

      Something in his eyes makes me uneasy. It takes me a moment to figure out what it is. They’re devoid of emotion.

      “Did you know that by the time your father died, he’d gotten himself into some trouble?” he asks.

      “What kind of trouble?”

      “Some of his investments didn’t pan out.”

      “What does that have to do with anything?”

      “He lost a lot of money. Lost us a lot of money. Almost lost the house on Staten Island. And to save the foundation, he did some things I wasn’t quite comfortable with.”

      The Valentina Foundation is my family’s foundation. It’s a charitable organization responsible for many programs in the city and beyond. Politicians praise it, and I still remember the connections my dad had. Even as a child, I knew it was a big deal. And as far as money, we always had it. It’s how I grew up both at home and here with my uncle. Old money. We had a comfortable life. It was normal for me.

      “That’s what…” He pauses, shakes his head and drinks his whiskey, then pours another. “As your godfather, it was natural that I’d become your guardian. And I’ve raised you well. You never lacked for anything.”

      I don’t have a chance to tell him it’s not all about what you have before he continues.

      “Your father’s decisions left us all vulnerable. Left me and my family exposed to some very bad people. Between that and my divorce, well…” He draws a deep breath. “I did what I had to do.”

      Dread creeps up into my throat, making it hard to swallow. “What was that?” I croak.

      “I couldn’t lose my kids.”

      I remember the bitter divorce, remember my aunt’s surprise and despair when my uncle was awarded sole custody of Liam and Simona in an abrupt change of events. And I begin to put two and two together.

      “What did you do to keep them?”

      He takes a long time to say anything, but he doesn’t quite answer me. “All of this, everything, it was all to ensure you grew up well.”

      “What?”

      “To ensure you studied and had nice things and lived comfortably.”

      “I don’t understand. The money…it came from my dad.”

      “Your dad dealt with some very dangerous men, Cristina. As dangerous as the Di Santo family. I hope you understand I had no choice⁠—”

      “But I don’t understand.” He sacrificed me? “You redid the apartment for me? You bought the best furniture and clothes for me? Or was it for you?”

      He exhales an audible breath.

      “I never cared about any of that. I’d lost my family. All of them. You were all I had left. You and Liam and Simona. That’s what I cared about.”

      “It wasn’t like that.”

      “What was it like?”

      “I’d have lost even the apartment we live in.”

      “So, you let them buy you?”

      He has
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