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      I used to fear the dark above all else. Almost every night, I’d wake up screaming, convinced that any variety of monsters lurked within the shadows. To comfort me, my mother repeated the same bit of wisdom—Stay strong. This fear? It’s nothing.

      As she saw it, the real horrors worth battling couldn’t be found on earth in physical form. No beast, or criminal, or illness around was more terrifying than what lurked within the human soul.

      “The dark,” she said, “is constant. It can be fought against with light. You know what can’t be banished so easily? Sin. The things you do, the lies you tell. One day, they will be what you see in the shadows.”

      She was right, of course. Monsters can be fought; beasts outrun. Neither foe is comparable to what a man learns to truly fear—himself. His past is a beast of his own making, relentless in its pursuit.

      The sad part is for all her wisdom, my mother couldn’t even fathom the cruelty of men. The sins that some can easily sow with no remorse. The chilling past that lurks in their wake. She chose to see the good in anyone she met, and that kindness blinded her. So much so that she fell in love with a monster of her very own.

      To her dying day, she never regretted any second of that life spent with him. I carried that burden for her, saddled with the weight of my father’s sins and her blind devotion. Once, I was naïve to think I could ignore the baggage. Face that beast and say no more.

      Now? I can admit that I’ve never stopped running from it.

      I still am.

      “I was wrong,” a woman’s purr intrudes on my inner monologue, and I nearly swerve off the road.

      Briar Winthorp. I’d forgotten she was here or maybe my brain feels driven to ignore her. Her presence is a thorn piercing through my otherwise logical thought process. Mischa fucked up and took his frustration out on me. I had every right to leave.

      When he decides to listen to reason, I’ll go back and make amends.

      Allowing us both enough space to process our anger is a fitting courtesy.

      But I should have tossed her out of the car ten miles back, Briar Winthorp, one of the three women at the forefront of my mind. Willow Stepanova is the other, followed by a newer name. As of yet, I have no idea just where she fits within this mess regarding Mischa and Vanici, just that she’s related somehow.

      Safiya Mangenello.

      Suffice to say, I’d prefer the company of the latter two than the woman accompanying me now.

      “I thought you were boringly predictable,” she says dryly. “A man I could trust to always do what he perceived to be ‘the right thing’ no matter the cost. But now? I see that you are just as stubborn and reckless as any other man. I should have taken my chances with the other lackey you work with.”

      She sounds genuinely disappointed, and I have to scoff. “So now you drop the coy, mysterious act?”

      A damn shame. I prefer her silent and smirking.

      She barks out a callous laugh. “Why shouldn’t I? Given the way you stormed out of there and the fact that Mischa hasn’t joined us, I’m assuming that you reneged on our agreement to have me meet with him. You’re of no use to me now.”

      Her uncanny ability to see to the core of the situation aside, I marvel at the dismissiveness in her tone.

      “Is that all people are to you? Useful peons?” If so, I’m not surprised. Given her upbringing, I’m sure that Briar Winthorp excelled at living up to every last stereotype of a selfish socialite. Selfish being foremost.

      “I feel it’s better to be pragmatic than emotional,” she replies with an iciness that I suspect isn’t an act. The cold gleam in her eye I spy when I glance in her direction reinforces that suspicion. “Though, I should have guessed that someone who deigns to work for my sister would be of the latter quality. Don’t forget that I did my research on you, Evgeni Volkov. A quiet, dutiful man prone to sadistic outbursts of rage.” She sounds like a student reciting her notes. Maybe she is. “I assume you and that brute Mischa had a tiff, and you stormed out. I hope it wasn’t over little old me—”

      “You’re wrong,” I lie, irritated by the fact that she’s not. Beneath those coy expressions and superficiality is a shrewdness I better not underestimate. That doesn’t mean I can’t use those same traits to my advantage. “For all you know, Mischa wants you dead. I could be on my way to kill you.”

      The way she sucks in her breath…

      It shouldn’t trigger a pang through my cock, but it does. I risk taking my eyes from the road to catch the way hers widen in the rearview mirror. Another twinge through my abdomen has me gritting my teeth. Fear does more for her appeal than makeup. In an instant, the cold, bitchy exterior is stripped for a stark, honest mask that almost makes her seem human.

      Until she blinks, boldly meeting my gaze over the mirror’s surface. “Coming from any other lackey, I might believe that,” she admits. “But you? No. You strike me as the noble type too proud to get his hands dirty.”

      “Oh?” I adjust my grip over the steering wheel, scanning the road ahead. “Then you didn’t do nearly enough research on me as you should have.”

      Her mask falters a second time, and she doesn’t recover as quickly. Her mouth betrays her where her words don’t. I watch her tongue flit across her lower lip, and I mentally file the reaction for later inspection.

      “Where are you taking me?” she demands, overlooking my statement entirely.

      I don’t respond. I’m too busy trying to figure out the answer for myself. I’ve left the countryside, heading in the direction of the city. Not toward the hospital, I decide. Another location comes to mind, less frequented than most would ever admit.

      Bringing her there could be another miscalculation, but hell, it’s not like I can let her go.

      And she knows that. A grim understanding dawns across her features, hardening them. She stiffens in her seat, and I don’t doubt that she has a weapon or two hidden within that red dress.

      “You’re angry,” she points out, catching me off guard once again. “Tell me why.”

      “You sound nervous.”

      “For you,” she points out. “I’m not the sort of woman you want to kidnap.”

      “Is that a reference to your friends in low places?” I ask, though internally, I’m forced to reconcile the possibility that she’s not bluffing. Whoever attacked the Stepanovs had the resources to do so. I glance at the rearview mirror again, this time checking the road. A black sedan lurking a few yards back wasn’t there before. A tail?

      Or, perhaps, her backup.

      If so, I just brought her right to the manor’s front door.

      The tires squeal as I slam on the brakes, swerving toward the side of the road. This section borders the forest just beyond the city limits, and it’s pretty much deserted this time of day, at least for another hour.

      It’s a good thing I’ve learned to excel under a time limit. Once, my entire life was to the tune of a stopwatch. How fast I could eat. Shit. Kill…

      A minute and six seconds via strangulation was my best record. The fastest way to achieve that? Crushing a windpipe with my bare hands. Her throat looks thin enough to break that record.

      “What are you doing?” The tremor in her voice feeds the part of me I’ve long thought dormant. It stirs to life as I wrench open the door on my end and climb out. Three strides bring me around to her end of the van before she can even attempt to lock it. Her hand flies to the door handle, but I have it open before her fingers can even make contact.

      I grab her wrist, yanking her out, and I barely manage to miss the knife she swipes at my face. My body reacts on autopilot—I pivot, knocking the weapon from her hand with a ferocity she doesn’t expect. Hell, I don’t either.

      My hand is already around her neck. It’s like riding a bike, these instincts. How to move. How to anticipate a human response. How to feed off the fear of another and use it to my advantage.

      She doesn’t expect the pressure I apply to her windpipe. Subtle. Nowhere near enough to break my record, but I’m not inclined to try.

      Yet.

      “What are you doing, Evgeni Volkov?” Her tone is almost level enough to disguise her fear, but those eyes can’t lie. They widen, and it’s like staring into reflective pools. Endless and yet shallow at the same damn time, showing more of myself than the depths they might contain.

      But the man I see? He’s not the loyal mercenary under the employ of Mischa Stepanov. He’s a creature I thought I left behind a decade ago, unpredictable. Ruthless. A monster.

      But she’s no victim. I tell myself that as I steer her backward, manually hauling her off the road and into the underbrush. She moves woodenly, her eyes on mine. Despite her fear, the fact that she maintains her composure at all betrays a familiarity with violence I don’t expect.

      “What the hell are you doing?” she demands, her voice an octave higher.

      “I think it’s my turn to ask questions,” I point out, tightening my grip by a fraction. “Who are you working for?”

      She doesn’t answer.

      “Did I forget to mention that I’m asking you nicely? I won’t do so for very long.” To demonstrate, I slam her against the nearest tree, ignoring the gasp that rips from her throat. It isn’t faked. I’m not holding back, but for the time being, I don’t give a damn if I do hurt her. My focus is singular, fixated on one goal.

      “Tell me, or I’ll kill you.”

      Her lips flit into a shadow of her coy smile. “You won’t—”

      It’s comical how little pressure it actually takes to silence her. A flick of the thumb and a crook of my index finger results in beautiful, instantaneous silence. Just as quickly, I loosen the pressure.

      Damn. My heart is pounding. It’s been so damn long since I’ve thought like this.

      I refuse to give in now.

      “Speak,” I demand, my breathing heavy. “I suggest you don’t play any more games. The truth. Now. Who are you working for? Why are you here?”

      And why do I relish the soft feel of her throat more than the sound of her voice…?

      “Alexander,” she croaks, prompting me to loosen my grip further. I blink, regaining control over my senses, as she gulps at the air, brushing her fingers across her neck. “He’s why I’m here.”

      Her voice contained a suspicious note. Fear? “Your employer.”

      Her eyes narrow, and it’s clearer than ever to track her thought process. To lie or not?

      I flex my fingers, and she gulps. “The truth. Now. Who is Alexander?”

      “He is my son,” she says. “And the man who has him is a big enough threat that I would crawl to Mischa Stepanov for help on my hands and knees. Does that answer your question?”

      I school my expression to disguise my reaction. A son. It could be a lie. She’s presumably in her early thirties, certainly old enough, though she doesn’t strike me as the maternal type. She’s too guarded, revealing none of the softness Ellen Stepanova possesses.

      However, being a selfish cunt doesn’t mean she could never birth a child.

      “Who are you running from?”

      “That doesn’t matter,” she spits. “You wouldn’t be able to track him down even if I gave you his identification card and birth certificate. He is a shadow. On paper, he doesn’t exist.”

      The tremor in her voice catches my notice.

      “You’re afraid of him.” Or so I assume that emotion is what lurks behind her eyes, quickening her breathing. Fear.

      “Afraid?” She scoffs at the suggestion, jutting her chin proudly into the air. “You would have the sense to be if you knew what he was capable of. Given your ignorance, I’ll ignore your vain attempt to intimidate me.”

      “A man so powerful, and yet you can’t even give me a name?”

      “How about Jonathan?” she snipes. “Though that name won’t lead you anywhere.”

      It could be a lie. One name, however, wasn’t.

      “Alexander,” I say, circling back. “Your son. How old is he?”

      She looks away, disguising her reaction. “Three,” she says.

      “This Jonathan… Why did he take him?”

      “That’s for Mischa to learn,” she says coldly. “Not you. Don’t forget your role in this, Evgeni Volkov—a mere cog in the wheel.”

      “Correction. I’m your only chance of getting to Mischa.”

      She raises an eyebrow. “You’re so sure of that? I think I could easily find another lackey and grease his palms.”

      Her voice radiates more confidence than I’d like. A bluff? If so, I decide to call it out.

      “Do that, then,” I suggest, turning back to the car. “Don’t let me stop you—”

      “Wait! Wait…”

      Her mask cracks. I can smell the desperation coming off her. See the loathing in her eyes as I turn to face her. She keeps her chin high with defiance, but I can see right through the feigned bravado to the pure terror lurking beneath.

      She really is afraid. But why. Or of who?

      Parsing her previous answer, it doesn’t take much to pinpoint the main suspect.

      “Tell me more about this Jonathan.”

      Her breathing hitches almost imperceptibly, disguised behind a cocky laugh. “He’s dangerous, more powerful than you can imagine, and even your Mischa can’t counter him so easily.”

      “So why come here? Is your son’s life in danger? You don’t seem particularly worried—”

      “He won’t hurt Ali,” she says absently. “As long as he’s useful to him.”

      “Which means that you aren’t.”

      She doesn’t deny it. If anything, the rage flashing in her eyes reveals that she’s well aware of that fact as well.

      “How did you meet him? Why take your son if not to use him against you?”

      “Ali is special,” she says cryptically. “I’m sure if you think really, really hard about it, you might discover why.”

      I let the barb pass, seeing beyond the insults to what she isn’t saying.

      “So, this man has your son. Has no need for you, and you’re desperate enough to come to Mischa. He wants you dead?”

      She smirks. “A lot of people want me ‘dead.’ Few have the balls or the resources to follow through—”

      “But I’m assuming this Jonathan does. You’re on the run from him.”

      “Run is such a very strong word,” she retorts. “And if he wanted me dead, I would be.”

      “Unless you have something he wants. Something you aim to use to curry favor with Mischa.”

      Her smile widens. “You do catch on quick.”

      “That I do. You’re desperate with a sworn enemy being the first person you run to. Whatever you have, it must be good—but not definitive enough for Mischa to trust it outright, meaning you needed a patsy to vouch for you to get close.”

      “Don’t be a showoff,” she scolds, waggling a pale finger. “Cockiness doesn’t suit you.”

      “You know what does suit me? A drink—”

      “What?” I sense her on my heels as I return to the road. “You need to go back!”

      “I will—” I wrench open the door to the driver’s seat and turn to see her lurking by the tree line. “Once you give me a damn good reason to. Something more than a name and a cryptic warning. I want something concrete; otherwise, you can find another fool to manipulate.”

      I climb in without looking back and start the van. My next destination should be Stepanov manor to make amends with Mischa and see if he knows anything to corroborate the woman’s story. If she really has a son, for instance.

      The sound of the passenger’s side door opening catches me off guard. I turn, genuinely surprised to find her standing there, eyeing the vehicle in disgust.

      “Don’t look so smug,” she warns as she climbs in beside me. “Whether I tell you a damn thing, he won’t know the difference. He’ll kill you too. Congratulations, Evgeni Volkov. You’ve just signed your death warrant.”
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      I was ten when I witnessed the ruthless cunning of Donatello Vanici up close. Looking back, I should have known then what I do now—he never loved me. Tragedy didn’t change him, either—the man was always a monster.

      From the very start, he only saw me as a tool.

      “Business” was the reason he gave for summoning my father to his headquarters an hour’s drive from the city. Typically, Gino went alone, but that morning he shoved me into the back of our battered station wagon as well.

      Little did I know that Donatello himself requested I come along.

      “You be on your best fucking behavior,” my father warned from over the steering wheel. “You even look at him the wrong way, and I’ll beat the shit out of you. Don won’t put up with you like I do. Just stay the fuck out of his way.”

      I fully intended to. Up until that point, I’d only caught a brief glimpse of my father’s elusive boss. A man who wore a gray dress shirt and addressed me with a directness so different from the way most adults spoke to me.

      Would this second meeting be similar? As our destination appeared on the horizon, a tendril of unease shot through my belly, compounding my dread. It was a fitting day to meet with a monster, in retrospect. A web of clouds obscured the sun, and everything looked an ominous gray, wilting in punishing heat.

      The second we left the car, sweat dripped down my neck, soaking through the stuffy dress I’d been forced to wear. Gino had boasted with pride at being able to afford it—purely because of the generosity of his powerful new boss.

      I couldn’t understand the allure one man could command so easily. Donatello Vanici. Gino uttered that name with the reverence usually reserved for a king.

      Or a God.

      The location of his office seemed anticlimactic in comparison. Just a squat series of buildings strewn across a desolate field, enclosed by an ugly metal fence. The main building featured an equally colorless interior with plain walls and linoleum flooring.

      Unimpressed, I’d counted the ceiling tiles above as I followed in Gino’s wake. When he entered through a doorway, I thoughtlessly did the same…

      And I froze mid-step. A new flavor tinged the air, reminiscent of cigarette smoke, cologne, and musk. Breathing it in, I knew instantly that it was the scent of a new creature, more than just a man.

      He was a predator.

      I shivered before I even saw him, feeling every hair on the back of my neck stand on end. It was the same way I’d felt on a school trip to the zoo a week prior. “Don’t look the animals in the eye,” my teacher had warned. “They may be in enclosures, but you don’t want to trigger their natural urge to hunt…”

      As we neared the lion’s enclosure that day, I understood exactly what she meant. The animal’s glinting eyes tracked my every move. If it truly wanted to pounce, a thin sheet of glass couldn’t protect me.

      The same instinctive warning haunted me in Donatello’s office. He’s different, it claimed, a creature best inspected from afar.

      His size was the first detail I noted, swallowing nervously as I did so. Massive, like a wall of muscle, he sat behind a desk almost as tall as I was, staring down the world with a calculating focus. A rich navy, his tailored suit—overall, a much better outfit than our first meeting—enhanced the color of his eyes, a hue so dark, it touched on black.

      Beautiful, I remember remarking in awe. It was the first time I realized someone could embody two opposing things at once. Donatello Vanici had beautifully dangerous eyes.

      “Glad you could come,” he said in crisp Italian. The rough cadence of his voice bolstered my predatory comparison—as nuanced as the most ferocious roar. He didn’t utilize Gino’s brash method of curses paired with shouting. His authority went beyond swagger.

      “It’s nice to meet you again, Safiya,” he declared next, seeking me out despite my hiding place behind Gino. I froze beneath the scrutiny, more confused than afraid. Most adults treated me as though I were a part of the furniture, equating my silence with stupidity. Usually, I had to wave and pantomime to get any attention.

      Not with him. His gaze lingered over me, much like that lion’s, proving that our first meeting was not a fluke. He was different, more perceptive than anyone I’d ever met.

      “Do you know why I invited you here?” he asked.

      I shook my head instinctively, but I wasn’t his focus.

      My father shuffled closer to the desk, his head bowed in deference. “No sir,” he said, but it was a tone vastly different from how he spoke to me. Groveling. “I thought it might be take your brat to work day, or something.” He choked out a harsh laugh that his employer didn’t return.

      “Not quite.” Donatello folded his hands before him, and I suspect he deliberately let the seconds tick by before stating, “Optics. The Hortega have been like fucking vultures. Apologies for the language—” he cut his eyes toward me, though Gino scoffed.

      “The brat’s mute. She can’t repeat shit, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

      At that point in my life, I’d heard every curse word under the sun from him. Still, something inside me had swelled with a strange mixture of awe and alarm at the way Donatello Vanici uttered just one. Fucking. In his world, curses were lapses in judgment meant to be apologized for. Every word had a purpose to him. A place. A meaning. Conversation was his very own game of chess, played expertly with a skill most took for granted.

      “Hortega?” Gino sounded sloppy in comparison, mangling the pronunciation. “You mean the Cartel.”

      “Yes, the cartel.”

      Anger was another aspect where this man differed from my norm. In Donatello, rage was a slow-moving storm. He never even had to raise his voice to convey it. His eyes darkened first, much like rain clouds, as his lips flattened into a stern line.

      “Their raids have been more targeted than usual,” he continued in a voice as sharp as lightning. “They’ve been attacking nearly every shipment. Almost as if they know exactly when and where they’re coming in.”

      A strange emotion colored his voice. Suspicion? My mother sounded similar when she asked if I’d made a mess, despite being well aware of the answer.

      Picking up on the same mood, Gino shifted in place, running a hand down the front of his cheap suit. “You think there’s a mole?” His voice sounded even enough, but his fingers shook.

      Donatello nodded. “They’ve been covering their tracks fairly well. However—” He inspected a gold watch on his wrist. “The next shipment comes in tonight. Few men know that, and yet the Hortega have been staked out along the road for days. Whoever their mole is, he’s feeding them their info in real time.”

      “Son of a bitch!” Gino scoffed, clenching his fists. “Do you know who it is?”

      “I have my suspicions,” Donatello said. His upper lip quirked in a chilling imitation of a smile. “For one, I know the Hortegas have been hitting up the Saleris’ properties as well, looking for an opening—” suddenly, his smirk spread into a genuine, chilling smile. “But today? I plan to stop my leak for good.”

      Gino frowned. “How?”

      “The Hortegas and their rat have been looking for an opening. And, you, my friend, just gave them one.”

      Gino whirled around to follow the line of his gaze.

      To me.

      My heart stopped; my mind went blank. Words can’t describe the fear I felt in that moment. I don’t know what I might have done—peed myself? Maybe, if the man who so effortlessly incriminated me didn’t meet my gaze the next second. I can’t recall exactly what he conveyed. A wink? A nod? A slight tilt of his jaw?

      It happened too quickly to pinpoint, and yet I sensed his message instantly—Trust me.

      Gino, however, sputtered with confusion. “W-What?”

      I’d never seen him like that—struck dumb, his face twisted in concentration as he wracked his mind for whatever scheme or lie he might have accidentally revealed. In a way, I pitied him. Almost. It was the same disorienting fear he loved rousing in other people.

      His torture, however, lasted the space of a heartbeat before a guttural burst of laughter erupted from his employer. “Relax, Gino,” Donatello said, still chuckling. Despite the jolting cadence, it wasn’t a happy sound. More crazed than anything else. “You’ve done me a favor. Do you remember what Giovanni used to say when it came to dealing with sons of bitches like the Hortega?”

      Gino shrugged halfheartedly. “I… I don’t follow—”

      “You play dirty.” Donatello flattened his hands against the desk and stood. Any resemblance he had to a zoo lion vanished. He wasn’t a caged beast, but a monster on the prowl. “What your enemy perceives as a weakness becomes your weapon. Think of it this way...”

      He crossed the room to a window overlooking a lonely expanse of field. From this angle, the grayish daylight illuminated the softness of his features. He appeared regal, like some benevolent king from one of the fantasy books I’d read—but when he spoke, it was with the ruthless cunning of a general at war.

      “They see the men come in and out of this complex, and they have no idea when to strike,” he mused, glaring at the horizon. Where I only saw gray sky and trees, I imagine he viewed a territory ripe for conquering. “They have no idea what our defenses are, and it’s a risk to attack while blind. But if you bring in a child… Suddenly, an opening presents itself—a weakness. If I were the mole, I would run straight to the Hortegas and urge them to hit me now. Good old Donatello would easily fold rather than risk a child being injured on his watch. Juan probably expects that he can pin me down until the shipment arrives and take it without so much as a fight. I plan to use that arrogance to my advantage.”

      “What do you mean?”

      His next smile resembled a snarl, more befitting of the lion than a man. “I mean that if I were a soulless son of a bitch like Juan Hortega, I’d make my move now, even if it risked exposing my mole. There aren’t many suspects capable of feeding him that kind of knowledge. If you want to know the truth, it’s that I’ve suspected everyone—” He turned, leveling the full brunt of his gaze toward Gino. “Even you.”

      I can honestly say it was the only time I ever saw Gino truly afraid. Terrified. Such fear transformed him, shrinking him to nothing despite his bulk.

      All he could do was stammer his innocence. “You…you know you can trust me—” he pointed to me as if my mere presence meant something. “I brought my fucking kid here. You know that I wouldn’t—”

      “I do,” Donatello said, and Gino nearly collapsed with relief. “But, it’s time for you to earn my trust. If you want to stay in the famiglia—my family—then prove you’re willing to die for it.”

      “What about the girl? You want to use her as bait or something?”

      Donatello’s eyes narrowed as if the idea of putting me at risk insulted him. “In a family, everyone shares the risks, even me.” He raised his voice. “You can come in, Liv.”

      On cue, a woman appeared in the doorway, and lovely was the only word I could think of to describe her. She looked delicate amid such an industrial space, her upturned eyes a shade in between green and brown, her sun-kissed skin glowing. Even Gino seemed caught off guard, clearing his throat in respect. The way he deferred to her was shocking in itself, but Donatello’s expression was what resonated with me. Despite my sparse experience with love, I knew that this had to be the utter epitome of it—this man, his head inclined, his eyes blazing with undeniable passion.

      Never had I ever witnessed something more beautiful.

      Or terrifying.

      “This is my wife, Olivia,” he explained, cradling the woman’s cheek against his palm. “Only a handful of men know that she’s here. If one of them is the mole, they’ll squeal that information directly to Hortega. The bastard wouldn’t miss the chance to attack if he thought he had me pinned. Olivia will stay with Safiya. They won’t be in any real danger,” he added, returning his attention to Gino. “By coming here, you’ve already displayed your loyalty. That makes us family in my book, and I always protect my family.”

      It was a reckless move in hindsight, using your own wife and a child to draw out an enemy. Looking back, I can admit that I never felt truly afraid, hidden in a back office with Olivia while only God knew what took place. Why?

      Thus was the confidence of Donatello Vanici. He said it himself—we were family. For two years, I cherished the safety that came with being his.

      But I was naïve.

      The truth is, Donatello Vanici never loved me.

      I was only a tool—and now? I’m his weapon.

      “I’m going to bend you to my will, little bird,” he swore just days ago. “I’ll erase any identity you’ve had before me. As long as you’re here. You’re mine…”

      Though, when all is said and done, I’m the one who agreed to marry him—and if he believes he holds the upper hand, he’s wrong.

      He may have taught me my first lesson in betrayal, but Mischa instilled his own teachings in me—how to turn vengeance into an art form. The only way to defeat someone like Donatello Vanici is to play by his rules. To view the world as a game with a checkmate being the only goal.

      Last night the rules changed. He may have set this war into motion, but I won that battle, using the one virtue that he sees as my weakness against him.

      My body. My innocence. His lust…

      Lying beneath him, I held the power for once—he admitted it himself, his voice raspy against my ear. “You like to exert control over me?”

      Control is a strange way to describe it. What it felt like to have him watch me explore myself in a way I never have—and never before someone else. It should have felt wrong, the exact opposite of control.

      Instead…

      Flesh transformed beneath his scrutiny, becoming electrified against my touch. Raw. Alive. My throat constricts at the memory, and I have to fight to steady my breathing.

      But you enjoyed it, some sinister voice in my head whispers. You enjoyed every minute of it...

      I shrug aside any shame that threatens to descend. Maybe I had every right to enjoy it. After all, I utilized the same war tactic he himself praised all those years ago—What your enemy perceives as a weakness becomes your weapon.

      Or, in this case, a double-edged sword. Because, for a second, I glimpsed something more elusive than his hate, and it haunts me. It’s easy to despise the caricature of him I’ve created in my skull. But the real man?

      He’s a walking contradiction. Laughing menacingly one moment, moaning in agony amid the throes of a nightmare the next. I’m never prepared for the vulnerability he shields behind that mask.

      He claims Safiya Mangenello meant nothing to him, but her name is carved into his chest—and yet he won’t even tell me why he sold her.

      Sold me.

      The answer shouldn’t matter. Damn him.

      Crack! I stumble over something, forced to brace a hand against the wall to stay upright. The motion snaps me from my thoughts, and I’m back among the grim reality of this old pink room. This is who Donatello Vanici is—a monster who turned my childhood home into a prison.

      It shouldn’t be possible to hate him any more than I already do—but my body hums with the force of it, as though I could explode.

      When I look down and spy the cause of my near fall, though, all thoughts of him vanish.

      Objectively, the box lying in the middle of the floor is nothing special. It’s stained in places, coated in a layer of dust that betrays how long it must have languished in the corners of this house. The only clue as to what it contains is a mass of colorful fabric peeking beyond the partially closed flaps, and the faint scent of feminine perfume tinging the air.

      Olivia’s, to be exact, Donatello’s wife. Apart from one blue dress—the same one I’m wearing now—I haven’t scrounged any more clothing from that small collection.

      I can barely bring myself to look at it.

      Though, if I truly wanted to twist the knife and beat Donatello at his own game, I’d use anything to get a reaction from him. I’d prance around in Liv’s old dresses and dare him to say a damn thing in protest.

      But the memories starring her feel different from the others tainted by his betrayal. Sacred. They belong to innocent days when this house was alive with laughter and warmth—a time that seems so distant from the present, it might as well have been a dream.

      The current reality is a nightmare. The warmth is gone, replaced by a persistent, bone-numbing chill. My teeth chatter, every cell in my body tense with discomfort.

      Without thinking, I stoop and gingerly pry apart the lid of the box. Maybe it’s my mind playing tricks, but remnants of heat ghost my skin, emanating from the clothing within. Even the remnants of Olivia feel like an antidote to Donatello’s frigid presence. The first item I find is coincidentally a cream sweater, neatly folded. I reach for it, pressing the soft fabric against my cheek.

      Liv… I remember her calming voice. Her gentle smile. Her grace, paired with Donatello’s brashness, was the epitome of beauty and beast, and I used to admire that contrast.

      Years later, having witnessed the aftermath of that affection firsthand, I now know differently. Love is brutal. Mischa’s devotion to his family spurred him to kill, and Olivia’s death destroyed what remained of Donatello’s soul long before he betrayed me. Though could such a man truly love anyone? I picture the way he looked at her that day in his office, and I’m inclined to think so.

      Though it could have been an act from the start.

      Of course, that cruel inner voice whispers. Why else would he lie with you in that bed if he loved her so much?

      My cheeks flame, and I hunt for any distraction from the memory. I can’t think about last night anymore. Getting dressed is as good a stall tactic as any, but as I withdraw the sweater, a glint of silver catches my eye. The source is too bright to be fabric, cool to the touch, easily fitting in the palm of my hand.

      It’s a container, square in shape and decorated with engraved vines that sparkle as I hold it up to the light. A jewelry box?

      I flick a clasp along the side to open it, only to find a stack of neatly folded papers filling the space. As I stroke the top page, two distinct smells pepper the dust-choked air. The first is lighter, floral? But the second… My nostrils tingle as I inhale it, a deeper, richer scent.

      I’d forgotten that he used to smell like this. Like masculine cologne and cigar smoke and the hint of peppermint-scented aftershave. I used to drink in the stench, sitting at his feet while he pored over documents in his study. This handwriting might even be his, but these missives don’t look like they correspond to business.

      A floorboard creaks from the direction of the hall, and I stiffen, running through the likely suspects. Luciano? The little girl? Donatello?

      The latter is the most likely. He’ll be chomping at the bit to taunt me, I assume. Throw last night in my face.

      Are you so eager to be corrupted, little wife?

      I cringe at his imagined voice, shaking my head to clear it. Still crouched, I wait for the door to fly open, revealing him behind it.

      Another step breaks the silence. Thud.

      Another. Thunk…

      That one was further away. Several more steps confirm my suspicion, and I sigh in relief—whoever the culprit is, they’ve retreated down the hall.

      But I’m not naïve enough to think he won’t come back.

      Whatever these letters might contain, examining them within Donatello’s orbit feels too dangerous. The air is too thick in here. Too heavy.

      I find my gaze drawn to the window, feeling reckless enough to jump from it. Anything just to breathe without inhaling him too.

      Instead, I tuck the box beneath the bed frame, removing the topmost letter. Then I approach the door, pressing my ear to the wood before easing it open. Luckily, the hall is empty, and I slip out before the lurker returns.

      It’s too early for the dawn light to have penetrated the house’s interior. Everything is quiet, bathed in shadow, like some twisted version of purgatory.

      Once I reach the first floor, the itching need to be outdoors feels even stronger—but I know better than to risk leaving through the front door. Turning on my heel, I navigate the hallway to the kitchen. Here, a battered screen door bars the access to the yard, easily unlocked.

      I ease it open, my lungs swelling with the crisp morning air. Despite my aching muscles and bare feet, I sense I could still run if I wanted. Take off through the close-set trees and never look back.

      I only let the fantasy dwell for a minute before turning my attention to the letter.

      In the end, I don’t go far, staying on the porch. My toes flex against the peeling wood as I scan the lonely yard beyond it. This section of the house is just as aged as the rest, the lawn overgrown and empty. A pale bit of sunlight pierces the cloud cover, and the fresh air displaces some of the tense atmosphere. Leaning against the siding, I lift the letter, straining to read in the overcast light.

      You have no idea how much I love you, do you? The author wrote, their passion evident in every stroke of ink. My cheeks heat, sensing the intimacy before I even read on. How much I crave being inside you, every goddamn minute of the day. It’s the only time I ever feel peace…

      I rip my gaze up to the sky, feeling my heart hammer against my ribcage.

      He wrote this to Olivia. His unique touch is evident from the strokes of ink to the deliberate way it was folded. The care recalls a thoughtfulness so different from the man he is now. A man who prides himself in always maintaining his control. Who denies his own lust merely to prove a point.

      He didn’t always. He used to confess his desire on paper for anyone to read…

      Because he loved her, that cruel inner voice insists. Just like he loved the idea of sweet, little Safiya—not you. Never you...

      “She’s not in the room.” The present-day Donatello’s voice booms like thunder, startling a flock of birds from a nearby tree. “Where the hell is she?”

      I whip around, expecting him to barge through the back door, but the kitchen is empty. The next second, a series of distant thuds betray his location—storming through the upstairs—and he isn’t alone. A familiar voice rings out, the tone soothing. Fabio?

      That’s right. We’re to meet with Mischa to discuss our sham of a marriage today. On its face, the idea would seem comical if it weren’t so tragic. Or strategic. When all is said and done, Donatello stands to gain more than revenge. Namely, leverage and power—two tools I’ve come to find that all men cherish.

      On the other hand, I’ll have lost the most.

      “Where the hell did she go?” He sounds closer, downstairs now, probably in the hall right beyond the kitchen. “Get a van ready. She fucking ran.”

      His murderous inflection sends a thrill through me. She ran. Just what might he do to this figurative Willow who dared to escape him? I almost wish that I had run. That I was out racing through the woods like hell, heading back to my family.

      Anywhere but here.

      This house holds only misery and confrontation. If I stay, I’ll have to face more than our “engagement.” I’ll have to see him for the first time since last night, but I’m nowhere near prepared for that moment.

      Will he ignore it?

      Pretend it never happened?

      Or will he give Fabio and everyone within earshot a verbal play-by-play…

      “I knew this was a stupid fucking plan,” Donatello continues to gripe, sounding clearer than ever. I swallow hard. If I had to guess, he’s only paces away. “And you thought we should reason with her.”

      He says it with so much derision. Reason. How dare anyone try. I’m merely an avatar for his hate, or lust, incapable of any rational thought. My primary purpose in life is to thwart him.

      Not this time. I won’t let him play the victim.

      Cautiously, I reenter the kitchen and find it empty, but my hunch wasn’t wrong. He is close. Commotion comes from the main hall, and I creep there to find Donatello throwing open the front door as if he plans on running out after me, his eyes blazing.

      For a heartbeat, the rest of the world mutes as I take in the sight of him.

      He changed into a black suit, but it hangs loosely on his bulky frame, the collar unbuttoned, shirt untucked. In contrast, a figure standing by the steps cuts a stunning silhouette in a crisp navy suit. Fabio. The only item distracting from his ensemble is a cream-colored shopping bag hanging off his left wrist.

      “I suggest we organize a more thorough search,” he says. “I’m sure she couldn’t have gone far. Have you looked everywhere—” he turns his head, spotting me. “Speak of the devil. She’s right here.”

      “What?” Donatello whips around, and the force of his attention hits like a physical blow.

      Somehow, facing him in the harsh light of day is worlds apart from the creature he can seem in the dark. There’s no vulnerability. No shadows to hide the worry lines etched around his mouth or dampen the intensity of his eyes. Narrowed to slits, they rake over me with none of the lingering interest he displayed just hours ago.

      “Where the hell were you?” His voice penetrates my skin, infecting the muscle underneath. I jump instinctively, and yet I have enough sense of mind to tuck the letter behind my back, out of his view. Or so I think. His head cocks, following the movement of my arm. “What do you—”

      “That doesn’t matter!” Beaming, Fabio advances down the hall, blocking me from view. Before I can react, he slips an arm around my shoulders, angling my body toward him. I stiffen, but he’s too busy steering me past Donatello to notice my discomfort. “What matters is she’s safe and sound. Though, apparently you weren’t the only one who forgot to get dressed this morning—” He casts my clothing a wary glance. I’m still wearing the dress I wore last night. Olivia’s, to be exact.

      “Luckily, the meeting with Mischa has been canceled,” Fabio adds.

      He sounds cheerful almost—nowhere near as panicked as he should be. I am. My brain jumps to the most likely reason why Mischa would refuse to meet—because he’s planning something far more thrilling than afternoon tea.

      “We’ve rescheduled for tomorrow,” Fabio explains, picking up on my unease. “Though, I did manage a different arrangement for Willow in particular, at the hospital later this afternoon—”

      “You didn’t.” Donatello’s tone is so cold I half-expect ice to form over my skin.

      I don’t understand why he’s so hostile at first. Then I remember—he’s not the only one with family at the hospital.

      “Of course, I did,” Fabio says, an eyebrow raised. “What better way to test both yours and Mischa’s commitment to this bogus engagement?” To me, he flashes the faintest hint of a smile. “Your mother is awake, my dear. Would you like to see her?”

      A wave of emotions washes over me, countered only by the glare Donatello shoots our way. But even he can’t detract from a rare bit of good news. Ellen is awake. Though, who knows what Mischa has told her...

      “Willow?”

      Meeting Fabio’s gaze, I nod.

      “Good. Then it’s settled,” he says, guiding me to the stairs. I get the sense that he’s positioning himself strategically behind me as a barrier against anyone who might approach from below. “I’ll make all of the arrangements,” Fabio says, raising his voice. “It will have to be a short visit, and contingent on your mother’s condition, of course, but it will give you at least some time.”

      “And plenty of time for Mischa to mount an attack while she’s gone,” Donatello snaps.

      His steps resonate through the floor, and I risk looking over my shoulder to find him mounting the bottom rung of the staircase. I make the mistake of meeting his gaze—and the house, Fabio, and the entire world vanish.

      If I hoped that he wouldn’t remember last night, one look at his eyes proves the opposite. He has.

      “Did you think I wouldn’t notice?” he demands now, in a tone reminiscent of crackling hellfire. “In all of your scheduling, you left out me visiting Vincenzo.”

      Fabio. He’s talking to Fabio—a fact that doesn’t sink in until the other man turns to face him. “Don… I don’t think that would be a good idea.”

      “Bullshit.”

      “No—” Fabio nearly trips while mounting the next step. “He’s still recovering from surgery, but as soon as there is a marked improvement in his situation, I’ll escort you there myself.”

      Donatello’s eyes flit in my direction, and I feel a sudden urge to shield myself in any way I can. With my hands. By running. Hiding. In his gaze, every inch of myself is on display. Nothing is hidden.

      Nothing.

      “Did you draw up the papers?” he asks, still speaking to Fabio. “Even if Mischa gets a reprieve today, I don’t think we should allow him to forget the terms. No one should forget them. I want every fucking detail in writing.”

      “And you’ll get that,” Fabio insists. “In fact, wait for me in your office, and we can go over the terms one on one.”

      “Terms,” Donatello hisses, his nostrils flaring. “I think it’s about time I devise a few of my own.”

      He storms off, barreling in the direction of his study. I sense that the last part of his statement was directed solely at me.

      “Willow?” Fabio taps my shoulder. “Are you alright?”

      I’m shivering. Forcing a nod, I mount the rest of the stairs on trembling legs. That pink room is a haven I practically race for, fumbling to get the door open.

      “I brought you some clothes,” Fabio says, following in my wake. “It’s not much, but it should last you for a few days. At least until we can arrange a shopping trip or have your things brought over from Stepanov Manor…”

      I look over my shoulder as he falls silent, and shame heats my cheeks—the mess I’ve made of Olivia’s belongings stands out in stark contrast to the overall barren room.

      I race to grab the clothing I’d left in piles on the floor, returning them as neatly as I can.

      Fabio enters the room after me. “Jesus, Mary and Joseph,” he croaks. The pain in his voice shouldn’t catch me so off guard, but I fumble with the silver box of letters, dropping it. He knew Olivia, from what I remember. She was his sister.

      Of course, seeing her things would affect him.

      “I… They shouldn’t have brought you all this—” he clears his throat, gesturing helplessly. Then he reaches for the nearest articles of clothing, shoving them into the box. When he sees the silver container, he pales. “Why the hell would he—”

      He snatches it, and I can tell from his horrified expression that he knows exactly what it contains. For the longest time, he eyes the silver lid, his hand shaking. Then he starts to tuck it into the pocket of his suit.

      I don’t know what comes over me. I grab for it.

      Those letters are all I have of the past. Of Donatello.

      “I think I should take care of these,” Fabio says softly. “It’s just an old trinket—”

      “Fabio?” Donatello calls from what sounds like the base of the stairs. “What the hell is taking so long?”

      “N-Nothing!” Fabio starts toward the door, trying to shove the box into his pocket. He winds up dropping it instead, though I don’t think he notices, already lurching into the hall.

      Before leaving the room entirely, he hesitates, his gaze flitting in my direction. “He shouldn’t use her… He has no right to torture you like that. No right.”

      Torture me. The remnants of Olivia take on a newer significance—until I remember that Donatello wasn’t the one to bring me these items. Fabio himself saw me wear one of her dresses—the same one I’m still wearing now—but for whatever reason, this strikes him differently. He’s angry, his cheeks scarlet, his hazel eyes ablaze as he inspects me one final time. With a sigh, he retreats, his voice reaching back to me, “When you’re ready, we can set out.”

      I stare after him, more unnerved than I think I should be. I know he disagrees with Donatello’s insistence we stay here, but the thought of his sister’s memory being used as a cudgel enrages him more. It makes sense. No one would stand for that.

      But it was the way he looked at her belongings, the letters in particular. Like whatever memories they conjured weren’t merely painful…

      They scared him.

      The reason why might lurk in the very paper still clutched in my grasp, but I release it as if burned. Maybe it’s far better to avoid learning the secrets that lurk within Donatello Vanici.

      Whatever happened last night was merely another round in this twisted game. A test. A new attempt for him to manipulate me and reinforce whatever hold he thinks he has.

      Dwelling on it is precisely what he wants me to do.

      So instead, I turn my attention to the one topic he doesn’t want me to focus on—my family. Hope flutters in my chest at the thought of seeing Ellen and Eli again. Then I remember the circumstances I’ve brought upon them, and the excitement turns to dread.

      Everything has been ruined because of me.

      Because of Donatello Vanici.
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      Her smell lingers in my nose hours later, potent enough to taste. Roses—though I know for a fact she hasn’t come near the damn flower. She smelled like sweat, too, and sweet… A scent my brain avoids identifying though the pulse shooting through my cock has no trouble—arousal.

      Irrefutable evidence that last night wasn’t a dream.

      As if I could ever imagine a scene so twisted. So fucking wrong. So goddamn intoxicating I can’t get it out of my head. Remnants of her heat sear my skin even now. I’ve never felt a body like hers. Soft enough to crush in places. Firm enough to grip in others…

      She’s a walking contradiction, playing the role of a stoic mafiya princess one minute. Transforming into a writhing little hellcat the next. Even inside my own skull, it sounds insane to spell out exactly what she did.

      The little minx climbed into my bed and slid those delicate fingers of hers into a place no heiress should want to be defiled by a monster.

      I grit my teeth at the mental image, catching my bottom lip between them. The harder I bite, the sharper those images become. I taste copper by the time I finally relent to the mental assault. Fabio be damned, I should have dragged her here by her hair and demanded an explanation.

      Waking up to find her gone was a godsend, prolonging the moment I have to face the aftermath. Hell
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