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      Blood.

      It wouldn’t stop pouring out of him. A broken reservoir, drenching his jean jacket until the blue stained crimson. The lethal bullet ripped through his abdomen so easily—so stealthily.

      One moment, the man I loved had a healthy grip on my hand. He was excitedly revealing the destination of our course. His family home—a perfect hideaway—nestled deep in the rural country of North Carolina. The next, he was slumped in his seat, shuddering as his bodily fluids seeped out of the hole my grandfather had charged into him from the front of the Greyhound bus.

      “Soph—”

      My hands couldn’t prevent the gushing. It was cascading over my fingers. His blonde hair, like golden sunshine, trickled over his eyes while his head swayed, weakening too fast to remain upright.

      “Sophie—”

      Have to stop. Have to stop the bleeding.

      “Don’t say anything. Don’t. You’re gonna be okay.”

      But he wasn’t.

      My grandfather made sure of it, seizing me by my coat, dragging me down the aisle, growling when I unzipped the material, sliding out, eyes locked on the man dying in his seat. I didn’t have it in me to take in all the other corpses—innocents—dead where they sat while monsters raided the aisles.

      He’d die. I knew it was going to happen. My knees landing in the gallons of blood that had escaped him confirmed that. But he couldn’t be alone. I grasped him everywhere I could touch, sobbing as his eyes struggled to part—to look at me.

      “Thomas, I'm sorry!” I wailed, feeling my grandfather’s calloused hand gripping the back of my collar. “I'm so sorry! I'm so—”

      I didn’t get to say I loved him, although he knew it. I didn’t get to say goodbye, although he knew the likelihood of this end when he escaped with me into the night.

      No one escapes the Mafia.

      Definitely not an eighteen-year-old girl.

      Seated in the spacious parlor, while staff mop the pristine floors of my family estate, my only focus is on the blood. Dried blood coating my fingers—his blood. If I close my eyes, I can still hear it. His fight for life.

      The door to my father’s study clicks open and despite not raising my head while his goons file out of the room, I sense their eyes searing through my skull. At the female disappointment. At the traitor. At the bitch who nearly ruined everything for them.

      My father snaps his fingers. “Get in here.”

      His voice is lethal. If I had it in me to crack to attention, to rush into his study, I would have. But after sitting in one place for so long, covered in blood, my legs have become unstable. Growling, he hauls me out of the chair, dragging me into the room where my grandfather sits.

      He just massacred a bus of ten souls and he’s puffing on a cigar, foot propped on the edge of my father’s desk—once his desk. My legs are wobbling and Giuseppe notices, but remains silent.

      This is my father’s room now. My father’s mess to clean up.

      “You ungrateful,” he closes his eyes, leaning onto his desk, “conniving, destructive…”

      Despite the throbbing in my head, the tears that are lodged in my throat, I manage to keep my stare unwavering. I’ve seen him mad. I’ve seen him disappointed.

      I’ve never seen him shake.

      “I can’t even look at you,” he seethes, glancing at his own lord and master. “I truly can’t. Do you understand the shit storm you’ve just created? Do you understand what this has done?”

      The bruises he inflicted two days ago are still ripe along my jawline. I covered them up so passengers on our trip wouldn’t ask, but I know Vito Marin sees them. I know they make him feel powerful. Still bleeding, I’d sprinted into the woods the first chance I got, waiting for Thomas in our spot—an abandoned cabin not even a mile away from my father’s home.

      Thomas took one look at the welts, remembering of all the others I tried to conceal over the few months we’d met in secret and proposed running away. Proposed a plan to free me from hell. I can still feel his hands, like a ghost, grazing the marks with such care, such concern.

      The tears become a little harder to restrain.

      “How long? How long was it going on?”

      I could lie. I could tell him I just met him, but lying about Thomas now feels wrong.

      So wrong.

      “Three months.”

      My father visibly bristles. Giuseppe merely scoffs, flicking his fat cigar against a dish. He hasn’t even bothered cleaning his fingernails. Blood and dirt remain lodged under there.

      “Where did you meet?”

      “He works…”

      My grandfather sneers. “Worked.”

      Until today, I knew my family was dangerous. I knew my father’s varying temper. But I had no idea I lived with actual monsters. I’ve learned a new emotion today. Hate.

      It may be stronger than love.

      I set my jaw, teeth aching as I prevent sobs blasting from my lips. “He was a mechanic.”

      That alone would have been enough for my father to kill him.

      A mechanic touching his precious commodity, his bargaining chip to the Marcello family. The boss surrounds us in wealth for a reason. He enjoys the ranks. He enjoys knowing he’s at the top.

      “Did he fuck you?” He watches me grind my teeth, eyes slimming. “Did he? Lie to me, girl, and I will have the Doc brought in.”

      “No.”

      “I didn’t hear that.”

      I pin him with contempt. “No.”

      Vito  rounds the desk, huffing laughter to himself that isn’t at all amusing. “You listen to me. Get that look off your face. You understand that you were seen in public with that prick? Arturo was the one who called.”

      Arturo Marcello. A Boss. A feared Don of the New York Mafia.

      Decades of rivalry exist between my father and Arturo Marcello—two powerful district leaders who have everything to gain from striking a deal. “Xavier isn’t going to want you now.”

      Xavier. The prodigal son. The chosen one. A Capo, soon-to-be Underboss, and my future husband. The rat.

      Vito grips me by my shoulders, hard enough to elicit a wince. “He knows what you did.”

      Xavier isn’t going to want you now.

      “I’ve never wanted him.”

      His breath reeks of tobacco. Constant consuming of it has rotted his teeth. “I don’t give a shit what you want. Get out. I’ll figure out what to do with you later. Right now, I have to humiliate myself to keep them from choosing another woman.”

      My grandfather watches my exit, smirking, somehow enjoying the action he saw tonight. The murder of innocents. Of Thomas Ritchey—twenty-two years of age with a long life ahead of him. My father slams the door on my back and the minute he’s gone, my knees give out.

      His eyes. They are all I can see.

      Thomas.

      Staff lift me off of the ground, a direct order from Camilla Marin. My mother. She’s removing me not because she wants me to suffer in comfort. She’s sending me to a bed so that when my father leaves his study, I won’t be anywhere in sight.

      “Why is she bloody?” my sister asks from the bedroom door, pushing against my mother’s arm, which restrains her from entering.

      “Sophia has lied to her family, betrayed our trust.”

      “How?”

      Eyes. Blue—like a robin’s egg. So blue.

      My sister doesn’t receive an answer. None of us ever do. She’s guided away by soldiers, armed as if somehow, I was a danger to this place, to them.

      “I loved him.” Those tears I held so close in front of the men come raining down my face. After setting me on my feet, the staff exit with wary glances to the signora of the house. I move closer to her, broken—carved—from the inside out. “Mamma, I loved him. I wanted to be happy. I can’t believe—”

      “Believe what?” Her feline tone cracks through the room. “Believe your father would be insulted? Humiliated? Laughed at?” She sees right past the bruises marring my face, but like my father, she knows they are there.

      “Mamma, please.”

      She flings venom in my wounds. “That boy’s death is on your hands. You will need to learn to live with that.”

      She slams the door, locking it behind her and it doesn’t open until the sun has seeped in through the curtains. I'm exactly where she left me, curled into myself on the floor. It was the only way I’d avoid the scissors on my desk or the razor in the drawer.

      But it isn’t my mother that enters the room, the hallway light blinding my unadjusted eyes. Arturo Marcello stands in the doorway. My father is seething behind him, probably cursing me for my immobility in front of such a presence.

      Arturo clicks his tongue, tsking. “Poor thing.”

      Blue eyes swarm my thoughts, drowning out any more of their conversation.

      Blue like a robin.

      Blue like the bottom of the sea.

      Blue like a sapphire—

      My father grabs my arms, heaving me off of the carpet. Shock paralyzed me hours ago, lying there in the dark. There’s no standing on them now. Vito deposits me on the bed, pointing at Arturo. “You will listen to every goddamn word he has to say, and you will hear him well… understand?” He shakes me for my silence. “Say you understand!”

      Somehow, they hear my failed attempts to draw out a sound. “I understand.”

      Arturo folds his arms, gazing down at me like the devil himself. “The Doc is waiting outside to examine you, ensure you are intact. If you aren’t, the wedding’s off and you will finally learn to fear your father. If you are, my son will marry you.”

      My son will marry you… like it’s a privilege.

      My father’s hand grips my chin, forcing my head up when it hangs from exhaustion. For such a feared man, Arturo Marcello exudes nothing but feral patience. But there’s something behind those brown eyes, brown that looks black in this light, that burns pure evil.

      His son will undoubtedly inherit that look.

      “He will finish university before he marries. A few more years and hopefully, your mother will fashion you into a respectable woman. A woman worthy of my son. Because let me tell you, child, you pull something like this once you’re his wife and you’ll wish you had the power to turn back time.”

      My father leaves my side. “I know how this looks—”

      Arturo exits the room with a wave of his hand. “Straighten her out.”

      My eyes flicker to the desk, to the sharp objects on it—

      “Sophie?”

      My sister inches her way into the room, scared of me, scared of the dirt and grime and blood and guts covering most of me. She winces at whatever she sees in my eyes.

      A couple of hours ago, he was alive. He was breathing, kissing me, promising a life.

      He has—had—a mother. A sister. They’ll scour the country for him.

      “Sophie?” she asks again, now close enough to touch. I don’t know what possesses me to hold her. To reach out and pull her to me. Perhaps it’s for a shred of comfort in a world that promises none. Perhaps it’s relieving the fear in her eyes, to show her they haven’t broken me.

      But I think they have.

      She clings to my bloody clothing, touching the essence of the man I love without knowing it. “Will you marry Xavier?”

      “Yes,” I rasp. “Eventually.”

      “Maybe he’ll be different…”

      I don’t have the heart to contradict her, to tell her that isn’t possible in our world.

      I don’t have the heart to tell her Xavier will be an extension of his father, primed for power and crime. The gangly boy I’ve been thrust upon will be a Boss one day, if his father has anything to say about it.

      He will fuck who he wants. He will learn wherever he pleases. He will live freely, simply because he was born a man while I rot in this plush prison, surrounded by vultures, eager to shred the parts of me left to pieces.

      That boy’s death is on your hands.

      My son will marry you.

      That newly familiar feeling, hate, flares in my heart like an inferno.

      It tears to shreds the girl that fled into the woods tonight, high on hope, leaving behind a peeled corpse instead. A flayed woman, raw to this fresh pain.

      A forever wound.

      Suddenly, I know I was right.

      Hate is stronger than love.
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        “My heart has stopped beating for those who have

        forgotten I have a heart.”

        Amna Dhanani

      

        

      
        Six Years Later

      

      

      “Red. Definitely red.”

      Bianca Mancini, crown jewel of the Familia and my indomitable—married—first cousin, hovers over the housemaid sorting through makeup littering the antique vanity. Courtney’s buttery eyes dart to mine in the egg-shaped mirror, asking a silent question.

      I don’t care.

      There’s no need to speak the words. She understands me without them. Taking my cousin’s advice, choosing a shade of red that matches the strapless gown hanging from the painted wardrobe, she lines my lips carefully, failing to conceal the tremors in her wrist.

      With one brush of my fingers against her forearm, as the dozen women in my bedroom caw over each other like seagulls, she exhales, meeting my eyes, staring deeply into their hazel depths.

      Tonight, we share this terror.

      The gala of the century for the rest of my bridal party, the elusive engagement event most have waited decades for, has been our unescapable dread. These women see the decorations, the caterers and violinists, the thousands upon thousands poured into this single night, feeling envy, as most of them married soldiers with a small reception, without the presence of the Boss.

      It isn’t every day that two Bosses are in attendance.

      It isn’t every day that the Marcellos and Marins meet as allies.

      It certainly isn’t usual that two people—a son and a daughter of opposing sides—find themselves just days away from matrimony.

      Rare. Very rare indeed.

      Almost every member of my family from the city has arrived upstate for the week leading to the wedding, intent on upstaging the Marcellos in nearly every way. If the women surrounding me, decked out in heirlooms and minx coats are any indication, their husbands and fathers have instructed them on the importance of tonight.

      No one has been more instructed than me.

      Mouth shut.

      Smile, but never too much. And never too big, especially toward a man that isn’t your fiancé.

      Control your temper.

      Act up and suffer the consequences.

      The dozens of reminders buzzing around in my brain block out the ladies’ tipsy chatter in their gossip half-circle. The woman in the mirror is made up to resemble a princess, a blushing bride. It’s just makeup. My hair, which tumbles down my back on a regular day, has been pinned on top of my head, restraining inky masses of spirals. Black hair and porcelain skin. Without the makeup, that  paleness shows in my hollow cheeks, in the sunken space around my eyes: the result of imprisonment and forced diet and exercise. Tonight, Courtney has somehow made me look decent.

      Decent enough that select girls in the room have begun to adjust their dresses, piling more makeup on with indiscrete glances in my direction. I’d trade places with any of them in a second. My eyes shift to the dresser, to the necklace I had to remove to accommodate the diamond choker my mother insisted upon.

      It’s a simple item, a gift Courtney snuck into my hands on my twenty-first birthday once my parents had retired to sleep. A delicate silver chain, holding a blue robin at the base. Still, I don’t think she understands the significance of her small gift, although I wear it everywhere.

      We’ve had years to secretly discuss the man I imagined I’d marry. At the beginning, right after the massacre, I spoke about him every chance I could get, desperate to keep his memory alive. But the years tolled on, and I found with each passing day, time grew to have a bitter taste.

      Thomas is a private sector of my body, a compilation of broken pieces left unarranged that cannot be shared. Not anymore. Courtney knows that. She’s always been able to read me in a way my family couldn’t.

      Which is why she trembles tonight. Why she fears what I’ll face when I exit these doors.

      As if she can sense my darkening mood, Courtney speaks by my ear. “Your mother will check on you soon. We should get you dressed.”

      “I heard he just got out of college. Went in for his Master’s.”

      “No, I heard he was in Sicily, visiting the Baluchis. The old man taught him everything he knows. He can fall off of any grid… that’s why they call him Phantom.”

      Phantom. Sounds about right.

      After draining my flute of champagne, I walk to the wardrobe, removing my negligee, wishing I could block them out some more once their gossip centers on my future husband.

      Bianca huffs, spritzing herself with perfume from her clutch. “He’s a killer, worse than even your husband, Elena. That’s what Ivan said. Said he’s got no heart. His father beat it out of him.”

      Courtney’s eyes well up as she holds open the gown, waiting for me to step into the satin.

      “I feel for you, Sophia,” my cousin coos in my direction, crossing her long legs as she leans into the plush loveseat. “My Ivan may be a brute, but at least he’s good to look at.”

      A couple snickers skitter through the room, girls falling over themselves at my eldest cousin’s impressive ability to rub salt into an open wound.

      “Xavier would be a better match for your sister if looks had any matter in this.”

      For the first time in over an hour, my mouth opens, and what comes out of it vibrates like the crack of a whip through the anxious space. “Watch it.”

      “Am I wrong?” Bianca chuckles. “Vickie could care less what people think of her. I still can’t believe she got away with remaining in Italy until the wedding.”

      “She’s better off there.”

      “She abandons you at every turn, Sophia, and you always defend her. There’s no point in your loyalty.”

      Courtney squeezes my shoulder, a silent plea for composure, going back to zipping my gown. Bianca turns to the other women once she’s suspected I’ve permanently sealed my mouth, eyeing the champagne bottle with longing. Sweet oblivion lingers at the end of that bottle.

      “God, I remember when we’d spend summers with them. Camilla would force you onto that poor boy. He couldn’t get a single girl to look in his direction, even being the Boss’s son. All skin and bones and acne.” She winces at whatever picture of him she’s painted in her mind. “Let’s hope your children will inherit looks from our side of the family.”

      Ramlila, wife to my father’s nephew, chimes into the conversation, completely ignoring the rigid bride aching for silence. “His mother’s a looker, too. She modeled in the 90s. It’s a pity he got only Arturo’s genes.” She cocks her head past the lamp to get a view of me. “How long has it been since you’ve seen him, Sophia?”

      I nearly ignore her. Nearly. “Six years.”

      “Oh… so since…”

      Bianca’s on her feet within seconds, shooting daggers in Ramlila’s direction. “We don’t speak of that. Not in this family. Sophia’s learned a lesson the hard way. If Vito heard any of you even mention that man—”

      If it weren’t for the flash of rage in my housemaid’s face, I’d have let their comments leave their mark. Instead, I shake my head stiffly at Courtney, passing her my champagne flute. She won’t refill it, but at least it will get her away from the group.

      “How is everything coming?”

      In strolls Camilla Marin, the spider-legged beauty and notorious ice queen, all that is expected of a Boss’s wife. My mother. The model of perfection to most of the women in this room. Frosted in diamonds, gleaming from head-to-toe in a pearl dress, she strolls through the room, appraising only me. Courtney instinctively bows her head, shifting away while she approaches.

      “Xavier won’t believe his luck.” Even with the compliment, she prods me like a pincushion, releasing a coil of hair by my ear, shifting the top of my gown until it’s fixed to her satisfaction. Without turning her head, she addresses the room. “The band has started downstairs. The men are waiting, ladies. Andiamo.”

      In a fog of perfume and cigarette smoke, the bridal party departs. With the doors open, music trickles through the halls, light-hearted swing music from my father’s time. My mother stares down at me, as if I were her treasure and her curse in equal measure. No love in her eyes; no pity.

      “When Xavier arrives with his family, you will be courteous and grateful. Your father has spared no cost for tonight.” She twirls a curl around her finger. “In a few days, your marriage will end half a century of war. On that day, the Familia will regain the strength it’s lost.”

      My fists clench at my sides. “I know that.”

      “You hate him. You’ve made that very clear.”

      Courtney gathers the glasses left by the ladies, watching us discreetly. I can practically hear her sending words of caution through the air. Don’t provoke her. Don’t provoke her. Don’t—

      “I know what my role is here.”

      Her slithering gaze slides down my face. My mask satisfies her enough to say, “Good.” Releasing me, she glides to the door, instructing Courtney to have me ready in five minutes. Five more minutes without his presence.

      Xavier’s.

      Courtney says nothing as I pour myself another glass, downing it all in one continuous gulp until there’s nothing left. Because the women are gone, and the need for formality with them, I head into the closet to slip into a pair of heels my mother would approve of while Courtney gathers her own bearings against the doorframe. When I reemerge, she’s waiting with black silk gloves.

      Another insistence of my mother’s.

      Another disappointment I’ve burdened her with that she aims to conceal.

      Courtney smiles apologetically as she slips the material over my hands, over the wrists that bear the depths of my agony, until the silk hugs my elbows. “You are the strongest woman I know.”

      “I don’t feel it.”

      Maybe it’s the alcohol, maybe the lack of sleep from anticipating this moment, but numbness spreads through me like fire against dry weeds. Courtney guides my chin up, as gently as I think a mother would. “That man cannot break you. Neither can your father or Arturo Marcello. They tried and failed.”

      “I love you, Courtney,” I manage, returning her embrace when she offers it. “I do.”

      “I’ll be here when you’re done.”

      I nod, halting by the doorframe to breathe, to prepare, feeling her steady gaze on my shoulders. Forcing down bile, forcing my legs to move, I start down the hall without looking back. The silk fabric glides around my ankles as I reach the grand staircase, carpeted black with gold trimming just for this occasion.

      At this height, I can see through multiple hallways all the way to the crowded ballroom. Hanging above my head, newly installed chandeliers dazzle the massive corridors with dancing crystals, glazing the floor with a creamy glow. The band instruments drizzle to a halt upon my entrance, the familiar and unfamiliar faces of the guests whirling around to understand why.

      Even this far, the flashes of cameras blind me as I take each step, mindful of all the eyes. Hundreds of them. The scandalous Marin daughter, finally on display after so many years imprisoned, cloaked by my family’s shame. It’s not hard to miss—the way they chatter, point, admire. My cheeks burn as I catch a woman swatting her husband’s chest, making him promptly close his mouth and divert his eyes.

      New meat. But claimed meat all the same.

      My father joins me on the last step, taking my arm. He leans in to press a kiss to my cheek, mainly to say, “Smile for the cameras.”

      I’ve practiced the smile so many times. Sat up all night staring into the mirror, forcing my lips to take foreign shape. I must do the job credibly because the older women of the family nod approvingly, exchanging glances. My mother basks in all the glory—the woman who reformed a problem.

      Vito Marin, infamously known as “Ol’ Snake Eyes”, filters me through the crowds leading to the ballroom. “I don’t want to hear a word from you unless you’re spoken to, you hear?”

      My lips curl, my careful mask slipping, as I bite back words. He thinks I'm afraid of him. Still. After all this time. After all he’s done.

      The truth is I'm not reformed. Not in the slightest, and by God, he makes me suffer for it.

      The most dangerous human beings on Earth have joined for tonight’s festivities, some even putting aside feuds in order to partake in history in the making. Every soul entering this manor was stripped of their weapons—that was the price to pay for attendance. The men are on edge because of it. Probably because they know every Marin male wasn’t searched upon entry. Even I know my father’s calf carries a gun at all times. Tonight’s no exception.

      A waiter is stationed at every corner of the ballroom, balancing trays of assorted liquors and various delicacies. The dance floor consumes the room and hardly any Italian can resist its allure, especially the older couples.

      My mother is one step behind us as we push through the eager party-goers to our table. Eyes bore into my skull and body as I pass, sending shivers trickling down my spine. A server deposits Vito’s signature drink, gin and tonic, into his hand, passing me a flute of champagne with an encouraging smile.

      My hand is slapped away, to the waiter’s surprise. My father follows the violence with a sharp warning. “I can smell the liquor on your mouth, piccolina. You won’t touch more tonight.”

      Bastard. Goddamn bastard.

      Camilla swoops in right on time, tearing my father away to greet Bobby Romano, the captain overseeing Miami dealings, just arrived off the plane. Of course, as soon as she’s led him to the man, she has to make herself scarce, unable to partake in their business conversations.

      Oblivion. All I want is oblivion.

      It’s at arm’s reach, and I can’t have it.

      My grandmother, Zanobia, devours my airspace, petting my shoulders. “You have grown into such a beautiful woman, Sophia. So tall. So beautiful, like your mother. Your fiancé will leave a proud man tonight, knowing he’s got a ring on you.”

      Metaphorically. My ring finger is barren and has been for the last six years. While Xavier has been out living his life in whatever way he pleases, I’ve been hidden, primed and educated from home.

      The bastard has probably fucked his way through the world, knowing a virgin waits for him at home. They revel in that shit. I nod, shrinking at her touch, only seeing my grandfather in her eyes.

      The man died two years ago and I spit on his grave. When no one was looking, I spit right on the dirt, cursing the man to the ground. While crowds around me sniffled and boasted about his ruthlessness, his impressive lack of boundaries, I concealed a smile.

      I reveled in that day.

      They asked God to forgive his sins, to allow him into Glory’s arms. My father met my tearless eyes from across the precession, no doubt seeing the unconcealed hatred behind them.

      My heart ceases when the entire room falls to an abrupt quiet. The dancers stop before the band’s music has faded. I can’t bring myself to turn around, even as gasps sound all over the ballroom.

      They’re here. They’re here.

      He’s here.

      Bianca stands by her husband, intrigued by something crossing the chamber. Eventually, feeling my gaze, her eyes shift to me, almost glazed over. As the other girls in my bridal party blush various shades of pink, she nudges her chin, daring me to look.

      I see no disgust in any of their eyes. No man or woman.

      But the notorious Phantom is here. I can feel him.

      I grip a chair, hearing my father greet another man of powerful standing, far more careful with his words than he is around his own men. This is a business agreement, through and through. Not even the bar steels me. Eyes are on me. They’re on him.

      Once I used to know Xavier Marcello, back when I barely understood what we actually would one day be to each other. Once he hit puberty, he was reserved, strange, and that more than anything made him unattractive. He warded people off like the plague. Everyone assumed, myself included, that it was because he had his father’s evil in him, festering to unleash at any moment.

      The reigning Boss of New York is no saint. And from the rumors, neither is his son.

      With a slight turn, light-headed and struggling to control my reactions, I search for the familiar face of the boy I’d known. I come up completely short. Machine Gun Arturo, mobster of Manhattan and Queens, is nothing to look at and yet everyone does. They are drawn to something else simmering within him.

      While Vito Marin is well-versed in bribery, this man seals deals with blood. There’s a barely restrained level of malice behind those tan features, even when he smiles, embracing my father, which makes every soul within breathing distance let out sighs of relief.

      Giulia Marcello, debutante and reputed socialite of Manhattan, flanks her husband’s left, dressed in vibrant yellow—a gaudy shade that would hinder most. I'm convinced any color could compliment her honeyed flesh. Her black hair is cropped by her ears, revealing emerald drop earrings that match her eyes. Exotic, is how I’d describe her, even more so as a middle-aged woman, significantly younger than the man she’s wedded to.

      My examinations of the people around them fail to reveal my betrothed. For a fleeting moment, I'm swelling with hope that he’s somehow changed his mind, that he’s convinced his father on another match… that he isn’t here. And that’s when I notice eyes on me, more severe than anyone else in the room.

      Rare emerald eyes… like his mother.

      Something dark strangles my insides, pinning me immobile.

      Those austere eyes are the only giveaway that the man staring in my direction is the boy I once knew, the boy that tore my life away from me. And I quickly realize why the women of my bridal party had been gawking openly in front of their husbands.

      There is no one on earth to compare him to. On any other man, the fitted tuxedo that resembles so many others in this room would fail to catch the eye. It’s his shape—a shockingly large, muscular form, fabric impeccably tailored to the sculpted lines of his body—that draws in anyone with unblemished vision.

      Upon his entry, males in droves, like the women earlier, adjust their bowties, their belts, even brush combs through their sleek hair. If he isn’t a specimen that’s naturally immaculate, he doesn’t show it, striding into the room like a predator on the prowl, eyes flared with a confidence most men never achieve.

      Even my father, Vito Marin, an irrefutable legend, snaps to attention at the sight of his future son-in-law, tucking his tie into his suit jacket.

      Phantom.

      I understand that name now, the name they’ve given him.

      Shadows seem to swirl around his extensive shoulders, the broad planes of muscles in his arms as he walks. An expert at remaining under the radar, out of the limelight, I'm not surprised to find that the journalists have been stripped of their cameras, somehow, in the seconds since he’s arrived, leaving only the eyes to drink him in.

      Olive skin, like the sky just before the sun’s risen. A body that suggests he’s well acquainted with hard labor. A nose altered from last I saw him—broken—in multiple places. Cheekbones that could slice through you and a mouth—

      I avert my eyes, filling to the brim with shame. Especially when his gaze offers nothing but steady severity while he moves through the crowd. With a jolt of bravery, I lift them again, with more control. He’s closer now, in no rush to greet my impatient father.

      His eyes haven’t left mine since he entered the room. Not once.

      Xavier won’t believe his luck.

      My mother’s words drizzle into nothing in my mind as he sucks the life out of me, his expression lacking any sort of emotion. If I had to guess on one, to my amazement, I’d say he looks disappointed. Instead of curling my arms around the satin clinging to my curves like I desperately want to, I stab my chin out, showing him nothing but defiance.

      I hate you. I hate you. I hate—

      His emerald eyes shift abruptly to my father, finally. He extends a sizable hand, his pinky bearing his father’s gold ring, which was his grandfathers before that. His grandfather, once the evilest son-of-a-bitch that had his hand dipped into every district in New York. Even I know the importance of that ring, especially on his finger.

      It’s a statement. A statement from the Boss, his father, who observes their exchange with a sort of misplaced proud expression. This is my heir. This is who you need to make good with.

      “Welcome to my home,” my father says, failing to conceal a wince as Xavier’s fingers tighten around his in greeting.

      “Thank you for having us. This is quite a welcome.”

      “How long has it been?” The entire room is still shell-shocked, dead silent. “How many years since you were last here with us?”

      “Six.”

      “My Sophia has only blossomed since then, has she not?”

      Xavier barely glances my way as he replies, “Indeed.”

      After being poked and prodded like a present, forced into heels that actually burn my toes, my mouth opens. My father pales as my voice drifts toward the phantom figure only a couple of feet away. “It’s been a while, Xavier.”

      My fiancé’s eyes flicker to mine, fast enough to startle me. My father’s knuckles pale against his glass as hushed murmurs scatter through our audience.

      They came for a show. I’ll give it to them.

      Xavier plants himself in front of me, and only then do I realize his height—once I'm craning my neck to defeat his intimidation game. “Sophia.” He leans down to press his lips to my cheek and I resist gagging up my dinner. “The years have been kind to you.”

      Liar. “I could definitely say the same for you.”

      My father stiffens; so does Arturo and half the people within earshot. If Xavier feels any wound, he doesn’t show it. He simply stares at me, as if I am a riddle he can’t understand. Eventually, he tilts his head, those emerald eyes shrinking with scrutiny.

      “You haven’t lost that fire, not even after that night, have you?”

      I want to hit him. So bad. The mention of it out of anyone else’s lips has lost the edge it once had. From his—the man who did this to me, who told them where I was—the wound reopens, as if he’d slipped a dagger between my ribs.

      I think I fail to conceal the punch to my gut, because his eyes avert to the floor. No doubt it’s a show for the onlookers who pity him for having to marry what they believe to be tarnished goods. He does a convincing job of appearing contrite before the walls around him secure again.

      A man steps out from the crowd, holding a single white lily stalk. His dark skin amongst a sea full of Italians stands out, especially considering he appears to be the Underboss’s right-hand.

      Xavier almost seems reluctant to hand me the flower, but follows through without cracking so much as a smile. I stare at the freshly bloomed lily, stunned it isn’t a rose. It’s always roses. Part of me ponders whether he remembers the wildflower garden I always tended in the summers, long before my world went dark. “I will do my best to be a good husband to you, to make this a…bearable match.”

      He said the last part softer than the rest, for only my ears. Taking my father’s advice, I lower my head, mostly to hide how much his presence drudges up old memories, ones I’d forced myself to forget. Relief pushes through me once he backs off, approaching my mother, who is more than pleased to hold the revamped tower of a man so unlike what anyone had expected.

      The gangly boy, riddled with acne and strange demeanors.

      That boy might as well be a myth now. No one would dare acknowledge it anymore.

      The band leader barks out the next song title, and within seconds, the instruments are blaring. The performer was right to choose a lively one. The dance floor crowds again, pushing us out into the tables. My cousin and her posse swarm on me, stealing all the air from the room.

      “Oh, my fucking—” she gasps. “How the hell did you get so lucky—”

      I close my eyes, trying to center myself, wishing I had eaten more tonight. Queasiness veils over me like a sheet. I hold on to Bianca, simply because my legs are wobbling.

      Don’t you dare vomit, weakling. Don’t you dare.

      Bianca thrusts a flute of champagne into my hand. “Your shock is warranted, girl. That man is…” she laughs, more than tipsy, “strikingly sexy.”

      Ramilla weighs down my shoulders. “Dark and dangerous, that one is.”

      Bianca grins wickedly. “The best kind.”

      I take down the glass, humming from the familiar burn as the promise of golden oblivion becomes a nearing possibility. I resist stealing Bianca’s, opening my eyes slowly, watching as the room spins.

      Not because of the champagne. But because of this night. The horror of this night.

      The room finally stills and my gut sinks as I find Xavier’s eyes on me again, from across the room where he’s huddled with a group of men. I lower the flute from my lips, stomach flipping at the vigilance in his gaze. Is he a counter? A tyrant who rations? Is he going to berate me?

      I wait for him to leave his group to scold me, ignoring my family’s conversations around me, holding his stare just as steadily as he sends it. Impassively, he rejoins the surrounding discussion. I'm more than a little surprised. Before my father can notice, I discard my glass on a table, excusing myself to find the restroom.

      In an estate that regularly hosts events, my father ordered two bathrooms nearest to the ballroom. One for men and one for women. I slip into a stall, pressing myself into the door.

      I need Courtney. I need… something.

      My fingers trace my neck, the place where my robin is usually dangling. Under the diamond choker is only skin, baring me naked, trapped without the touch of him. Of Thomas.

      Envious stares follow me to the sink as I splash water on my heated cheeks, removing some of the makeup Courtney had piled on. Good riddance. Before I scrub off the lipstick too, I exit the jam-packed room, running right into my second cousin, from my mother’s side—Vinny—one of the few members of my family I can bear.

      He, too, knows scandal. He married an Irish woman, right out of school. After she got sick, my father allowed him back in social circles, always holding him at a distance. I won’t say he’s a kindred soul, but he definitely knows how it feels to endure Vito Marins wrath.

      “Look at you.” He kisses my cheek with a warm chuckle. “That man has got to be pinching himself.”

      “He’s a rat.”

      “But easy on the eyes, you must admit. Every man here is reigning in their women as we speak.”

      I roll my eyes. “The women can have him.”

      His eyes gleam with restrained laughter. “You haven’t changed a bit, I see. That tongue is just as sharp.”

      “To my father’s everlasting shame.”

      “Think he’ll ring your ears if you have a dance with me?”

      “When has that ever stopped me?”

      He laughs, pulling me into the ballroom, through the crowds, and onto the slab of wood making a dance floor. Other than sweat, the air reeks of jasmine and Cuban cigars. Vinny sweeps me off to an upbeat tune, spinning me around until I'm almost enjoying myself.

      “I can’t remember the last time I saw you smile. Do you even remember how?”

      “Hey, I smiled for the cameras.”

      “That’s wasn’t a smile. That was passive aggression.”

      I swat his arm hard enough for his smile to widen teasingly. “Don’t be an ass.”

      “Oh, your husband’s gonna kiss you with that mouth?”

      He whirls me—right into a wall of muscle. A chest. It might as well be a wall.

      My eyes travel up the tuxedo, the pinned rose on his lapel, sliding over the razor edge of his jawline, to his naturally full lips, now taut, landing on eyes that claim me the second they have my attention. Vinny, my own family, drops the arm that had been on my waist, backing up due to something he sees in Xavier Marcellos eyes.

      No rage. No reaction. Just his presence… and it’s unnerving enough for Vinny to flash me a smile and depart—quickly.

      “Who was that?”

      “Jealous of my cousin, Xavier?”

      “I never said I was jealous.”

      He certainly doesn’t look it. And yet, here he is. It’s only when I see my father alongside his, both looking sourly in our direction, that I realize why he’s here.

      “Oh, so this is just you asserting your claim, then?”

      He heaves out a sigh, probably the most emotive thing he’s done all night, and grabs my gloved hand. Before I can object, his arm has circled my waist, guiding me into a dance. Others rave around us lively but he moves me to a steady, slow pace amongst all the chaos.

      Nearby, I recognize his guard has a twin. An actual twin. They watch him dance with me like a hawk, like I'm going to stab him in the gut at any moment. Xavier doesn’t seem so worried. His chest conceals my scowl from my father, who I know is watching.

      “We should lay down some rules when we’re in public.” I stare so hard at his tuxedo I see seams. It’s an effort to hold my tongue, to play the part. Six years wasn’t long enough. Not by a landslide. At my continued silence, he presses on. “There’s a part to play when you’re in public. Everyone here tonight is playing one.” He nudges his head toward my cousin, Bianca. “Ivan over there fucks a different whore every night in your father’s salon. He never goes to his wife’s bed, no matter how much she boasts. And over there?” His eyes flash to Vito. “Your father just lost a multi-million-dollar deal with The Leagues, yet here he is, pouring borrowed millions into this night so no one considers how much the mishap fucked with his rep.”

      The fragrance coming from the rose on his lapel alleviates my senses and the seizing panic of having his hands on me. Beautiful or not, he’s heartless. I know those rumors to be fact.

      His fingers tense against my spine, and I sense he’s had enough of talking to the air without a response. Still, I know silence will serve me better than the stone-cold fury I could unleash. Especially with my father only a few feet away. “Are you listening?”

      “I'm just trying to make it through this night in peace, Xavier.”

      He looks down at me, but I turn my face toward the other dancers, hungering for even a sliver of the enjoyment on their faces. His eyes sear through my flesh, enough to make my cheeks heat.

      “You are so keen on making this harder than it is.”

      “You have some nerve saying that to me.”

      His expression shifts, as if shocked that I’d address him so venomously. And then he doesn’t look shocked at all. “You know your father has been watching you all night. Why provoke him?”

      “By dancing with my cousin?”

      “The influence my father has on yours is like a match to flame. It’s no secret Vito has a wicked temper, and he’s been drinking heavily since—”

      “Don’t act like you know a thing about my father. Because of you, I understand his temper perfectly.”

      He remains impassive, not a hint of regret or shame in the part he’s had in cold-blooded murder. “Because of me? As if I were the fool who tried to escape?”

      “You told them. You sounded the alarm. You made damn sure you kept your fucking property.”

      His eyes darken to a shade of evergreen. Whether he’s infuriated by my insolence or insults is something I don’t know, but it makes my ankles wobble. I'm lucky he doesn’t let me go to report me, but testing the ground is important. Seeing how easy it is to rile him will give me a clue about how violent he’ll get in the marriage.

      He barely gets the words past his lips. “Be quiet, Sophia, and dance with me.”

      He doesn’t comment on the fact that I can’t bring myself to touch him, or that fact that I keep fumbling the steps, eager for the song to be over.

      The life I could have had appears while trapped in the Phantom’s arms, a taunting mirage of wildflower gardens and golden hair and woodlands. But this darkness extinguishes that light, a soldier’s boot stomping on embers.

      Thomas’s eyes flash through my mind, and this time, my stumbling is not on purpose. The sight of him slumped in his seat, the contents of his bag scattered across the aisle, is right in the forefront. His eyes, struggling to remain open, swelling with blood as the capillaries popped, as blood bubbled at his lips—

      Xavier’s hands tighten on my arms. “Sophia.”

      We’ve stopped moving. Another song has begun. Looking at him, I don’t have the strength to spew the hate he deserves.

      His touch hardly registers.

      My father is suddenly right beside me, a hand on my shoulder, steadying me. “Sophia, go upstairs. Gather yourself.”

      “I… I'm fine, Papa.”

      “Now.”

      He says it quietly enough that the guests are oblivious to the order, but ensures I know it’s exactly that. An order. Sucking in a massive breath, I excuse myself, catching the unmistakable ire in my mother’s eyes as I covertly shift through the crowd.

      “Xavier, I don’t know what to say—”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “I hope these pins weren’t what made you so light-headed,” Courtney worries aloud, slipping dozens out of my hair. My heart hasn’t stopped pounding. The image of Thomas clears, as if his murder had happened yesterday. I snatch her wrist, swiveling on the chair, glimpsing my wild eyes in the vanity mirror.

      “Courtney, it’s back. So clearly. Like it had just happened. I—I—” I don’t know how I haven’t been sick yet. I release her, frantic, feeling like I did years ago, when everything seemed hopeless…

      My housemaid grabs my cheeks, eyes wide with leveled concern. “What did he do? What did he say? Does your father—”

      The door flings open, crashing into the wall hard enough to leave a dent. At the threshold, Vito Marin pulsates with rage. The festive music carries through the hall, altering to a haunting sound as my ears begin to pound to my accelerated heartbeat. Cigar forked between two fingers, he seethes silently.

      Experience has taught me excuses are futile. He’s a man. His rage is only subdued when it meets flesh. Still, Courtney seeks to calm him, inching a few steps in his direction, ignoring my head shakes.

      “Signore, she had too many pins in her hair. It’s my fault, really…”

      While she rattles on with a touchingly ridiculous excuse, his eyes zero in on the champagne bottle on the table and I realize he’s convinced I'm drunk. “Courtney,” I whisper, grabbing her arm, stopping her from saying anymore.

      It won’t matter anyway.

      Smoke swirls around his thinned lips, as dark as dirt. “Courtney, leave us.”

      “Sir—”

      “Before I make you.”

      “Go,” I order firmly, the only time I’ll dismiss her like she’s part of the staff, and not the only person in this godforsaken place that gives a damn about me. She hurries to the door, blanching noticeably as she scoots around him, disappearing into the hall.

      Breathe. Breathe.

      Somehow, I knew this would be the outcome tonight. I’d prepared myself for it, but now that he’s here, my hands are trembling in my lap, my eyes darting to the vanity for objects hard enough to fight him off with.

      Lamp. Bottle. Scissors. Not enough.

      He shuts the door and I flinch, stiffening the muscles in my face to hinder any fear leaking out. “You wanted to upset me, didn’t you? You wanted to ruin this night for me—for him?

      “I'm not drunk,” I say, hating that my voice is so small. That my throat constricts like a snake has coiled itself around it. He’s on a steady prowl, the promise of violence glinting in his eyes. His own intoxication is the brutally ironic part all of this.

      “You keep fucking up—” Now close enough to reach me, he springs forward, grabbing a wad of my hair to haul me out of my seat. He’s never been gentle, and there’s no difference now. “—I'm fucking tired of it.”

      Wincing as he tugs on my disheveled, half pinned up-do, my fingers curl around the champagne bottle, gulping in nervous breaths. My scalp burns as he uses his fist in my hair to drag me toward the bathroom, muttering explicit after explicit in Italian.

      Don’t think. Do it.

      I bring the champagne bottle down on him, but he’s quick—short but quick—a man who once regularly championed a boxing ring in Brooklyn. The glass collides with his shoulder, shattering against his suit, drenching him in the celebratory liquor. And I catch the back of his hand. A slap that knocks any breath I had left in me.

      Senseless, ears ringing, I only vaguely see a white light brighten overhead, feeling cold tile under my feet before he releases me, throwing me toward something. My calves hit the edge of the tub first, failing to catch myself in time. My skull throbs against the tile, the seam of the silk tearing at my thighs. Within seconds, I'm completely blind, numbness spreading through me.

      Shower water sprays the side of my face, a drenching downpour meant to purge my imaginary intoxication. I'm teetering on the edge of consciousness, unable to hear anything but muffled screams. Then shouting. Some high, like a woman. Others, low, like rabid animals.

      Before he hits again, I need to open my eyes. I need to.

      The stifled voices process as I try to grip something firm, blinking repeatedly until the white haze becomes a white haze with blurry bodies. Courtney is suddenly in my face, consuming all of my vision. Her arm stretches out, examining my head. When her hand pulls back, blood coating her trembling fingers, I nearly vomit.

      “Courtney…”

      “You’re okay. You’re gonna be fine,” she says, doing little to conceal the horror in her eyes as she shuts off the shower nozzle over my head. “Grab my hands. I need your arms.”

      Where is he? I half expect her to be hauled away, for more violence to come, but my father isn’t in the bathroom. It’s only me and her—and Xavier fucking Marcello—standing under the door frame, neck bent to accommodate his height. Rage boils within me as I stare around Courtney, finding Xavier regarding me with a hard expression, his chest heaving underneath the flawless tuxedo.

      A glimmer of his father’s famous rage flickers in the glare he casts down at me.

      “Move aside,” he tells Courtney, intending to haul me out of the tub. Even disoriented, the last thing I want is his hands on me. He snaps to a rigid position when I shove his hands away, missing at first when I see two pairs of arms in a room that’s spinning like a kaleidoscope.

      This is what he made sure I experienced. This is the outcome of his voice in his father’s ear, ensuring they stopped us before we could make a fool of him, before his family could be denied their ultimate phase to power. He is the reason Thomas is dead. The reason I am not free.

      His voice is quiet, eerily quiet. “You know he gets like this when he’s…”

      “Don’t pretend to know a goddamn thing about me,” I snarl, dropping whatever façade I had left regarding him. Let him see the hatred. Let him see the disgust.

      Whatever he grasps in my eyes elicits a sharp intake of air from him, and the cool mask wipes into no affect at all—a voiding, lifeless expression. “Likewise.”

      He bounds past Courtney, grabbing onto my wrists, hauling me out of the porcelain bathtub and into his arms with little effort at all. My dress rips further, but he doesn’t care, not about that or my grunts of protest. He carries me to the vanity, dropping me down onto the seat, observing the broken glass all over the ground.

      A war-zone. That’s what this is.

      I can’t even recall how many lamps have been shattered in this room.

      “I will see you tomorrow,” he seethes, turning to leave.

      “Tomorrow?”

      “I'm taking you to lunch.” He grabs the edge of the door, his tuxedo jacket dripping, pulling it closed on me. “We’ll air this shit out then.”
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      My father left before dawn.

      I heard the three Escalades racing down the driveway sometime around five. Spared from his usual half-hearted apologies, I dress for my day easier, avoiding mirrors until Courtney arrives, nearly dropping the steaming towels in her hand after giving me a once-over.

      “That bad, huh?”

      She guides me into a chair, thrusting foundation into my hand. “Start covering with that. I think I have more downstairs in my bag.”

      Pushing past the throbbing in my skull, the tingle I get when I have to rub in the foundation over my sore cheek, I glance into the mirror. Not yet a black eye, but the bruising may reveal itself by lunch time. The injury I can’t cover up is the broken skin at my temple. When Courtney arrives back, I’ve altered my hairstyle to cover the swollen gash.

      “Powder will conceal the rest, I think.”

      The door cracks open, revealing my mother, unusually still robed, her hair woven into curlers. Courtney continues to powder my face as I ignore Camilla’s presence altogether. And then she speaks and that’s impossible.

      “I brought you some pain killers,” she says coolly, depositing a glass of water beside the tablets. Courtney and I blink, stunned by the gesture. Camilla finds a quick way to ruin the gratitude. “Xavier has called your papa and gotten permission to take you into the city. Cover that all up well. He’ll arrive in an hour. Wear something with long-sleeves.”

      If only she were worried about the autumn chill…

      I nod, focusing on Courtney until I hear the door click shut behind her. My housemaid growls to herself, blending with more aggression while my thumbs graze the insides of my wrists, tracing the soft scars there. The flesh healed years ago, but my mind still quakes with remembrance.

      Hopelessness.

      I'm always fighting against that hopelessness.

      “At least you’ll be getting into the city.”

      Always the optimist. “With him. Alone.”

      “Yeah, alone, with  five other guards probably. Your father would never trust them with you alone, even if he did force you to spend summers together.” Wincing as she works around the gash, I notice gears shifting behind her eyes. “He was concerned about you yesterday.” She must see something in my glare that keeps her mouth running. “I hate the guy as much as the next person, but I have to admit it.”

      “I don’t know what it was you saw. He looked ready to bite my head off.”

      “You were barely conscious. I was there. He threw your father out of the room. Literally. I think Vito may have bruising from hitting the damn wall.”

      We grin together like twin Siamese cats, and I know she’s picturing the same image as me. My father sprawled out on the antique carpeting. “He’d never tell.”

      “I think your fiancé knew your father was too drunk to recall it all.” Still, it’s against the code to prevent a head of household from exacting punishment. I’ve watched multiple cousins endure abuses while their fiancés stood by. Even if they wanted to stop it, they couldn’t. The women weren’t theirs to protect. “Or he knew Vito needs this agreement too much to sever the match.”

      “Why would he do any of that?” I grimace. “He can’t stand the sight of me either.”

      Voices move through the hall, which makes Courtney’s mouth close until their footsteps become an echo. The plants are being shifted—watered. Courtney leans, speaking lower. “I ran downstairs to find your mother as soon as Vito made me leave. Xavier and his family were on their way out.”

      “They were leaving?”

      “Yes.” She blends the setting powder into my neck. “I didn’t know what to do. He saw my tears. He knew it had to do with you.”

      “You told him?”

      She nods. “He ran—even with his father forbidding it. I’ve never seen someone move so fast.”

      My rational mind wants to call her a liar, an exaggerator, but Courtney is neither of those things.

      Why? Why do all of that and stare at me with such hatred? Contempt? Disdain? I don’t even know the right word for how he looked, hovering in that doorway like a beast.

      Maybe his anger wasn’t geared toward me?

      I put a damning block on those poisonous thoughts, turning in my seat, taking in the full-effect of Courtney’s impressive work on my complexion. Hardly noticeable. She squeezes the tops of my shoulders, pressing a kiss to my cheek. “All I'm saying is maybe that prison is better than the one you’re living in now.”

      I smile, softly. “Whose side are you on?”

      “Yours. Always.”
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        * * *

      

      My mother is guarding the door like a hound when I emerge from hiding, replaying Courtney’s insistences in my mind.

      Control your temper, darling. Control.

      Listen.

      Maybe he isn’t so bad.

      The unreceptive signora gives me a once-over, noting the black dress with dangling sleeves, the hoop earrings, the stiletto pumps and gives a single nod of approval. Little does she know I have a pair of flats stuffed in the bottom of my purse. As much as I detest her presence, I plant myself beside her to wait for the Phantom’s arrival.

      “You’re lucky your papa needs this marriage to happen. He had half a mind to call the whole thing off this morning.”

      “Lucky?” I scoff. “Do it. It means nothing to me.”

      She bristles. “He laid hands on Vito. Your father was punishing you for your behavior last night. That’s his right.” She shakes her head. “You think I enjoy seeing you like this?”

      My eyes slim, fists clenching. “I'm not responsible for Xavier’s actions, but if they were to help me when no one else would, then I'm not sorry he intervened.”

      “It shames your father! To meet up with Arturo, sore from your fiancés ridiculous rescue attempt?” She continues, despite the fact that I’ve turned toward her. “I don’t care whatever excuse you have. And if it’s about the boy that tried to take you from us—”

      “I suggest you stop now,” I hiss, “before I really give you a reason to—”

      The grand chestnut doors swing open, just as her eyes bulge from her head. A guard enters, leading in Xavier and the two men who were tailing him yesterday. The Phantom’s left the tuxedo at home, donning a three-piece suit, colored to imitate an overcast sky. His dark hair isn’t gelled back in formality, leaving an impressively thick mass of dark waves cascading wildly to his shoulders. Each strand looks about as soft as silk. Each section of the suit is faultless—his tie up against his muscular throat, his silver cuff links at the edge of his tailored sleeves while he checks his watch as if there were far more important places for him to be.

      Every muscle in my body is rigid.

      There’s a shift in the corner of my eye, by the staircase. Courtney, no doubt. Spying.

      My mother scrounges up a pleasant smile in greeting, though by the way Xavier’s eyes dart between us, studying the tension in the room, I'm convinced he can see through it as easily as I can. The twins, even taller than Xavier, survey the room with hawk eyes, as if they can see through the carefully placed ambiance, detecting the malicious black mold that festers within these walls.

      She kisses both of his cheeks, looking almost hesitant to touch him. His torso alone could frighten anyone. “Welcome, Xavier.”

      I wait, wondering if he’s going to apologize or say he was wrong in interfering.

      “Signora, you threw a magnificent party last night. It’s a shame we had to leave so soon.”

      She’s disappointed. She thought he would too. I nearly laugh, lowering my eyes before she can catch the defiant gleam in them. Courtney has to be berating me silently from the steps.

      “Yes, it’s a shame,” she manages. “You missed the fireworks. They were splendid.”

      He seems to have as much trouble in cracking a smile as I do. When his gaze lands on me, so abruptly I'm unnerved, I find nothing in his eyes to suggest last night was anything more than him defending his property, testing out his manhood against my father. His pupils are dead in the water.

      “Shall we?”

      “Sure.”

      He bristles as I act like I have a choice in the matter but I swear, as his hand lands upon my back to guide me out of the hall, removing me from one place of power into another, I begin to wonder if this is what the sick bastard wants.

      A challenge.
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        * * *

      

      Three vehicles waited in the driveway to transport us into the city. The twins slid into the tinted sedan behind ours, my father’s men tailing them. Our driver is silent, only responding to Xavier’s directions, steering us out of the graveled driveway.

      This is the first time, since that night, that I have left these grounds with anyone other than my parents. I watch the estate disappear into the dust storm behind the vehicles.

      Last time I was alone with this man, I was eighteen. He was just barely twenty-one. Six years later, there’s a gap the size of a canyon between his understandings of the world and mine. We couldn’t be more different. He, who lives for the thrill of the underground, and me, a woman desperate to see it all dismantle before my eyes.

      It’s no wonder he looks at me as if he doesn’t trust me.

      My scrutinizing of his backseat offers no insights into his daily life. All leather—easy to clean, I note—a mirrored bar containing various liquids, likely for business meetings. The partition remains open, linking us to the driver in the front seat. There are no guns laying around, no questionable stains in the carpeting. Just elevated automotive luxury.

      A second glance at him, even brief, tells me a lot. His fingers are badly scarred, as if they’d been broken and set more than once. The signet on his family ring carries the seal of a medieval cross. I'm surprised the gold doesn’t melt right through his blasphemous flesh. Despite the bluntness of his fingers, there’s something graceful about the way he moves his hands. I bet that’s convenient when he’s tearing into—

      “Do you have a preference for food?” he asks me in Italian. The use of the language takes me by surprise. My father speaks English everywhere he goes. The only time he uses his native language is when he’s discussing dealings.

      “No.”

      “Are you just saying that?” he counters, again in Italian.

      “No.”

      Now, in aggravated English, “Is that all you’re going to say this whole trip? No?”

      “No.”

      He begins dialing into his phone. “You are… an infuriatingly difficult woman.”

      I shift on the leather, facing him. “What was that last night?”

      “Which part?”

      “You know which part.”

      Up goes the partition, a sign suggesting trouble. He waits until the tinted glass is in place before releasing the button. I think he’s going to answer me when he lifts his phone to his ear. “Clear a table in the back. We’ll be there in thirty.” He hangs up. “I hope you’re good with pasta.”

      I can’t remember the last time my mother let me eat gluten. Part of me deflates, realizing what this outing is really for. “We’re going to one of your clubs then?”

      “Yes,” he confirms. “I figure it’s time you see what you’re getting into. Your father has kept you sheltered for far too long.”

      “Mamma never goes to the clubs. My father likes to pretend he doesn’t hire whores.”

      “Women come of their own volition into our clubs, most wanting something only someone with power can give them. If there are agreements in place, we are not part of that transaction.”

      “Is that the truth?”

      “Why would I lie about that?”

      I don’t know. I don’t know if I trust anything coming out of your mouth.

      I deflect. “Are you going to lie about last night?”

      “What are you expecting?”

      “I'm expecting you’ll say you stopped him because it made you feel good, to undermine him, to show him how badly he needs you. That your intentions were selfish. I'm expecting you’ll tell me what my housemaid saw in you was wrong.”

      “Why? So it’ll be easier to hate me?”

      “That bridge sailed so long ago, Xavier.” I place a hand on the leather between us, leaning close enough to smell his musk aftershave, with hints of something else. “I already hate you.”

      His exotic eyes motion over my face. “That’s a strong word.”

      “I’ve had many years to understand it.”

      There’s that stare again. That infuriatingly frigid look.

      He’s barely answered my questions.

      My eyes flicker to the bourbon decanter on the bar, the dark liquid sloshing as we merge onto the highway. That’s it. Bourbon. Bourbon and… vanilla. That’s what the evader smells like.

      “Who were those men? The twins that were at the party with you yesterday?”

      “My men.”

      “Do they have names?”

      “The one that looks like he just rolled out of bed is Dante. The other is Bo.”

      “I was surprised to see them at the gathering.”

      “They’re not Italian,” he states. He stretches his legs out, totaling the space. “My father insisted on keeping our confidants in the Familia.”

      “And you fought him on it?”

      “Yes, you don’t have to spend an hour with the man to know he’s a racist son-of-a-bitch with one foot stuck in the rat-pack era.” He flexes his fingers, as if they’re aching him. “I trust them with my life. They trust me with theirs… I’ve tried many times to keep them out of this but they are my brothers. Where I go, they go and vice versa.”

      That’s saying a lot in this life. Even I know that.

      While the Familia claims a life based on loyalty, most of the men I know—my father included—would sell out their best man if the loss rewarded them a seat at a major table. There are limits to the code, cracks in the foundation of their guidelines. To my father, only a dumb guy trusts another murderer.

      “How involved has your father allowed you in his dealings?”

      “Why do you ask?” See? I can evade questions too.

      He reaches out, grabbing two overturned glasses. “I ask because you seem to understand a good deal more than most women do about the innerworkings.”

      “If it were up to my father, I wouldn’t know a damn thing.” The curse warrants a brow lift from him. “But I like to know what kind of danger he’s putting me in.”

      He pours bourbon into two glasses. His silence tells me he’s thinking carefully about his next set of words. There’s nothing more dangerous in the Mafia than a hateful wife who listens. “His temper is foul.”

      “I’ve heard the same thing about you.”

      Emerald depths flicker to my face, sinking beneath my skin. A small weak part of me wants to shrink at the unrelenting intrusion. Despite all the makeup, I sense he now sees every bruise and welt perfectly. And by how quickly his eyes shoot to the hidden spots, perhaps he even saw them the second he laid eyes on me earlier. Passing me one of the glasses—another surprise—his index finger singles out my left eye. “That is the work of a coward.”

      “And you think you’re any different?”

      “I am different.” My answering scoff makes him wince with anger. He hasn’t even touched the drink he poured for himself. Neither have I. “I don’t beat women.”

      “That’s exactly what my father told my mother before she married him.”

      He inhales, sucking up all the air in this confined space. “Do not compare me to your father.”

      My reflection in the tinted glass is wicked, my smile not a smile at all. “Does that bother you?”

      A flame of life simmers in his usually stale gaze. “You’d be black and blue all over if I hadn’t stopped him.” His knuckles are white against the crystal glass resting on his knee. “How often does that happen?”

      I don’t like what I see in his eyes now, what he reveals to me. Possessiveness. Maybe a hint of concern. An intense underlying anger. The ferocity in his expression dims each second that I’m quiet, searching for an uncomfortable answer.

      “Sophia.”

      “Sophie,” I hiss to correct him.

      “Answer the question.”

      It aches to form a smile, even one this fake. “Let’s just say you came on one of his good days.”

      The words come out as intended—dripping with contempt, told as an insignificant afterthought, masking the truth. The hideous reality I’ve grown used to. The mile-high walls that I’ve raised to protect myself from a father who sees betrayal in my face, a mother who can watch the abuse without flinching, already desensitized herself and a sister who spends most of her days abroad, pretending she doesn’t have a family. But even as I take a sip of the fiery liquid, his eyes sear through me.

      He doesn’t say a word, doesn’t interrogate me any further. Doesn’t have to—his eyes are doing the work for him. Looking down, my hair conceals my eyes but I'm sure he can see the heat hit my cheeks, possibly hear my heart pumping irregularly in my chest.

      He sets down his glass without having so much as a gulp of the bourbon and I can’t help but wonder if he handed me the drink for the sole purpose of loosening me up. Is this some kind of tactic? Am I falling into his plans?

      “When we reach the restaurant, I have only one thing to ask of you.”

      It’s hard to breathe in here. “What?”

      “That game I was telling you about while we danced? Play it while we’re in public.” He grabs his phone off the leather between us. His brows slump, his words delaying upon arrival. “You can go… right on loathing my existence… in private.”

      He ignores the call, hiding away the device in his suit jacket.

      But I saw the name. A woman’s name.

      Rosa.

      A face appears in my mind, a face I always singled out whenever I saw it at my father’s many soirees, awed by her flaming red hair and doll-like face. A debutante in every sense of the word.

      Bellarosa Barbieri, a woman four-years older than me, still unmarried. Not because men didn’t want her. They all do. She’s avoided like the plague because her father refuses any match that he deems below him, when his own ranking doesn’t warrant an Underboss or Boss’s attention.

      And yet here is her name, lighting up my fiancé’s phone.

      A bachelor of the highest standing in our private but powerful social circle.

      My gaze lingers on the spot where the cell phone disappeared. If he senses the scrutiny, he doesn’t show it.

      Rosa Barbieri.

      Do you love Rosa Barbieri?
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      The End was an Italian dive bar made famous in the seventies by Arturo Marcello, a young man at the time, who had a lot to prove. It was his first assignment by his own father. It grew to be a financial success, mostly because of its location being so near Times Square.

      Now, this place is Xavier’s test. His own assignment to fulfill.

      When Xavier’s driver merges into the No Parking zone, I gaze out at the entrance. What once may have been a dingy dive is now a rustic immersion into Italian culture. Olive trees scattered amongst the guests eating in the enclosed eating area outside, soft guitar strumming wafting through the air, carrying spices from inside. Slipping from the vehicle, only now hit by distant city smells like gasoline and sewer, Xavier guides me through the crowded sidewalk and under a vine-archway leading into the restaurant.

      So many smells. Freshly-squeezed tomatoes. Basil. Aged wine and champagne. It’s the latter of those makes me lurch in place, faltering enough that his hand wraps around my elbow, securing me from stumbling backward into him.

      The walls at the front of the restaurant are murals of the Italian countryside—Tuscany mainly. However, over the bar, lies our origin. Sicily. A bustling street in Sicily. The picture looks dated, which shows it may be an artifact from his grandfather’s days. Eyes follow Xavier Marcello wherever he goes, making me believe the people who eat here know who he is, but are smart enough to keep silent around him.

      The deeper we walk inside, the more familiar the place becomes. Dark wood paneling on the walls, liquor bars, and tattooed men in cheap suits guarding the curtained entrance in the back.

      “You did all of this?” I wish I could sound unimpressed, but I can’t.

      “Yes.”

      Cigars replace the aromatic scents completely.

      Dante, who trails uncomfortably close behind me, catches my second glance back at the diners near the windows, bathed in sunlight.

      “Can we eat out here?”

      A guy hails Xavier from the bar. “Boss, we got what you needed.”

      “Good man,” Xavier replies, either ignoring me completely or the guitar seeping out of the speaker is so loud he didn’t hear my fainthearted request. I take my chances, risking trying again, cringing as I grab his hand to gain his attention, pulling him to stop.

      Play the game. He said to play the game.

      Xavier looks down at our hands, then up at my face, expression unreadable.

      “Would it be okay if we ate out here?” I ask again.

      “We have a table reserved already—”

      I glance at the men, all in hearing distance. “It’s just so nice in the front.”

      The bartender scoffs. “X, Stinger is hanging in the back. Been waiting for a while.”

      Xavier turns, glancing at his men and my father’s men towing the line behind them. Dante and Bo nod once after surveying the setting. Xavier focuses on the man behind the counter. “Tell Viola we’ll we dining in the front of the house today. Tell Stinger I’ll be in when I can.”

      Blinking back shock as he leads me through the crowded tables, standing out like a sore thumb amongst the pristine diners, I notice Dante and Bo ordering my father’s reinforcements to split up until we are surrounded on every side, protected at every angle. Bo has even stationed himself outside the window, standing still on the patio, eying the busy street. He’s positioned in such a way that if bullets were to fly through the glass, he would take the brunt of it.

      “So, that was your best version of playing the game?” Xavier asks quietly, pushing in my chair, tucking me under the table. The tablecloth is soft as silk, as white as snow. The menus are leather-bound and narrow.

      “What? I asked nicely.”

      He narrows his eyes, but there’s none of that terrifying ire I’ve seen before in them. He fans out his cloth napkin, draping it over his leg. He looks almost too large at this small table. “Why did you want to sit out here?”

      “Because I know what’s back behind those curtains. I never get to eat at places like this.”

      “What’s so different?”

      “This feels normal. There’s normal people all around us, eating.”

      His eyes dart to the back of the restaurant, where a slim woman is emerging from behind the velvet drape, balancing a tray. A few diners have noticed Dante’s constant eye from behind the fountain, hiding in plain sight. “We don’t usually dine outside the curtain.”

      “I can’t imagine why.”

      The older woman with the tray deposits a bottle of red wine and two chilled glasses. “Afternoon, Mr. Marcello.”

      “Viola, this is my fidanzata, Sophia Marin.”

      She grins, digging her knuckles into her hips, giving me a thorough inspection. “You’re even prettier than the rumors let on.”

      “Thank you.”

      “And you got this one out in daylight. How about that? Quite a feat.”

      As she smiles at him like she cares, I try to conceal my confusion. He strains to grace her with a returning one, asking me what I’d like from the menu next. Shit, I haven’t even looked. Already hearing my mother’s voice berating me over an extended stomach, I mumble something about a chicken salad.

      Xavier grabs my menu. “I brought you here to get some food in you.”

      “I like what I ordered,” I lie, somewhat convincingly.

      Flashing me a disgusted look, he hands the menus to Viola, ordering Pasta alla Norma for himself. I should know what that is, but I don’t. With a nod, she skirts off, waving to Dante on the way to the back.

      “You are very thin,” Xavier says, interrupting my focus.

      “You know, a gentleman knows it’s impolite to criticize a girl’s weight.”

      “I'm no gentleman,” he counters harshly, “especially when I see your bones through your arms.”

      “You want me fat then?”

      “I want you anything but deprived.”

      I open my mouth to argue, then close it, doing that a couple times before I give up, panning the windows, trying to ignore the drop of kindness in his aggravated tone. He sets his napkin on the table, raising his fingers discreetly to beckon someone over.

      “There’s someone waiting for me in the back. I’ll return in five minutes.”

      For a minuscule moment, I think he’s actually leaving me alone. He’s actually—

      Dante takes his place, dropping into the seat across from me while Xavier strides through the tables, greeting diners briefly before disappearing behind the elusive curtain. As soon as he’s gone, I face Dante, clearing my throat. “I'm Sophie.”

      “Dante.” He points outside to the rigid man on guard. “Bo, my significantly-less-interesting older brother.”

      “You certainly think highly of yourself.”

      He grabs the bottle of wine, lifting his brows to ask me if I want some. After my nod, he answers. “I do. I'm not ashamed of it. I don’t have a humble bone in my body.”

      I chuckle, despite myself. “I see.”

      He may seem lax, but his eyes move around the room, working double while he passes me my glass. I choke on the delicious wine once he pours some for himself into Xavier’s glass, taking a nourishing gulp. He makes a face. “You know I’ve tasted better here. X should step up his game.”

      “Wine is wine for me,” I say. “Actually, liquor is liquor.”

      He grins, clinking his stem with mine. “Whatever does the job.”

      “Are you always this pleasant? I mean, it’s definitely strange to see a smiler in this group. Casanova certainly can’t.”

      “It’s harder for him. Dude’s got the weight of the world on his shoulders.” He sets down the glass. “Besides, as far as I can see, you haven’t smiled once since I’ve laid eyes on you. But then I’d say you don’t have much to smile about, do you?” He points at my forehead, where my hair isn’t concealing the gash anymore. “Do you need something for that? Something stronger?”

      I wince regretfully, fixing my hair. “I was hoping no one could see it.”

      Viola appears, shooting daggers of adoration at Dante, so casually claiming the bosses’ seat. “You better not be flirting with the girl, Dante, or he’ll have your head.”

      She lays down my salad with an apologetic smile, depositing Xavier’s aromatic meal down in front of Dante, swatting his hand away when he tries to steal a piece of pasta. Bo is shaking his head through the glass, only now seeing his brother’s surprisingly hilarious behavior.

      I hold up my salad bowl as he stands up. “You can have some of mine?”

      Somewhere in the distance, I can see my father’s men cringing at the informalities. Dante makes a gagging sound as he departs, and I hear myself laugh, really laugh, for the first time in a long time. It’s only when I see Xavier standing at the bar, his attention solely on me, despite the man talking in his ear, that my smile fades, noting how anger touches every bit of his face.

      I look down, shoving pieces of lettuce into my mouth, regretting listening to my mother’s voice. I'm able to feel when he nears, as he sucks up all the air around him, drawing in the masses with his allure. Not even loathing the guy can refute that he’s been blessed with attractiveness.

      My fork freezes when a plate appears at my side, balanced on a graceful hand. I look at the pasta dish and then at Xavier’s eyes, boring into the emerald depths. I can’t understand how quickly he can alter his moods—or conceal them, at least. “What are you doing?”

      “Shove away the bowl of leaves, woman, and eat the damn pasta,” he says.

      I take the bowl, gazing at him unsurely as he lowers back into his seat, eying his used glass before glaring in Dante’s direction. Still, he has no problem drinking from it before diving into his meal. I mostly stare at him, wary of this tactic.

      Of every tactic he’s used today.

      “You forget I knew you when you were young, Sophia. You always enjoyed a plate then.”

      Part of me doesn’t want to touch the meal that feels like a peace offering. But my mouth is watering, and people are staring, probably wondering why I’m looking so shocked being offered carbs. I push aside the salad, ignoring his huff of triumph, and dig right into the gluten.
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        * * *

      

      Xavier gazes at me over a cup of espresso, his signet ring gleaming in the sunlight. A few reporters have already tried to get pictures of him from the street, but Bo shooed them off. Only a few pieces of rigatoni are left on my plate when I take my last sip of wine.

      The restaurant has cleared out from the lunch rush, leaving the bussers to stare while they clean, observing the boss and his fiancée. God knows how many women they’ve seen him with in here before me.

      “That’s a nice necklace,” Xavier says, speaking for the first time in ten minutes.

      My fingers move to the sentimental robin hanging from my throat, discreetly concealing it from him. I fake a smile of thanks, gazing out of the glossy window. It’s impossible to fight off the guilt.

      I laughed today.

      I swore to myself I’d make this man suffer, rue the day he decided to pursue me for his bride, and here I am, having a quiet lunch with him, laughing with his crew, enjoying a plate of pasta.

      Why is he going through the trouble?

      Why did he postpone his meeting so we could sit out here?

      Why is he complimenting me?

      I can’t keep quiet anymore. “Why are you doing this?”

      He seems to know exactly where my question is coming from. His unnerving stare intensifies, as if he’d been waiting for me to ask that all along. “Because this doesn’t have to be unbearable.” He sets down his cup. “We don’t have to love or even like each other, but we should respect each other.”

      The safe answer would be yes, I think that too. It’s the one my parents would insist upon, the one Courtney would implore me to say, if only to keep out of harm’s way.

      Very rarely do I take the easy way out of things.

      “Respect is earned, Xavier,” I state bluntly. “You of all people should know that.”

      His scarred finger taps against the edge of his espresso saucer. The long dragged-out silence seems to last forever. Finally, he says, “Did he even know who you were? Did he know your family?”

      Whatever the wine had done to calm my nerves evaporates with his questions, the mere mention of Thomas. More wine. I need more. He observes as I pour myself the last of the wine, draining the bottle.

      “Did he ever once attempt to meet your father? Meet with you in front of others?”

      My lips tremble against the rim of the glass. “Don’t.”

      “Do you really think we shouldn’t get this out in the open?”

      “You want to bash him.”

      His lips thin. “I want to understand what you had.”

      “And Bellarosa?” I counter, impressed he doesn’t so much as flinch at the name. “You gonna tell me about her? Why she’s calling your phone?”

      “Does that bother you?”

      “You can fuck the whole of New York for all I care,” I seethe, hating that tears surface when I'm angry. When I want to lash out and can’t. We’re being watched, and despite how badly I want to call him out, I know the game he’s warned me of is factual. So, I stand, setting down my napkin, having trouble in reeling back my emotions. Out of the corner of my eye, I could swear I see Dante shake his head by the door. “Take me home, please.”

      He rises from his chair, pushing off the sides of the table. I wait until he passes me to move, staring at my feet to avoid the curious glances of his staff, his crew, my father’s crew. Once we’re outside, he halts, making me stop too. I won’t look up.

      “Listen, I know this is a bad situation. I know you hate me. I shouldn’t have started this conversation like that.” I hear him huff to himself, probably finding this hard to do. “I ended things with Bellarosa a month ago. It wasn’t what you and this guy had. She knew from the start that it would amount to nothing.”

      “Keep seeing her, Xavier. I'm not going to deny you that.”

      “And that’s the marriage we’re going to have, then?”

      I look up, finding him bristling. “What else do you want from me?”

      He glances behind me, probably at his men that are waiting a good distance away. “Let me take you somewhere.”

      I toy with my sleeves, ensuring they continue concealing my wrists. “Do you honestly think that’s a good idea?”

      “Contrary to what you believe, I have no desire to imprison or control you. You think I'm a monster compared to what you had six years ago and you’re probably right. But I'm trying.” His finger dips under my chin, startling me when he guides my head up, requiring my focus. “I know you’ve been through hell and you’re scared they’re forcing you into another form of it. Let me try to make this better, for both of us.”

      I nod uncomfortably, alarmed by the way his eyes lose all of their hardness for a just a few brief moments, easing the lines of his face. The formidable cover appears seconds later when he tells me to remain, walking back inside to speak to a man hailing him from within.

      I cover my face, rubbing, hating how fast my heart has begun to beat, how confused I feel.

      This can’t be him.

      He’s the Phantom. A monster. A killer.

      “He’s been through hell too,” a voice says. Looking up, I find Bo standing just a few feet away, giving me none of the pleasantness Dante offered. “At least try to get to know him before you judge him.”

      My fingers flex irritably at my sides. “I'm judging him because I once thought I knew him, and then he betrayed me.”

      His dark eyes observe me and my defensive stance, cautious to reveal much. Still, I detect an anger, possibly at me. And I can’t imagine why.

      Hearing Xavier’s voice returning, he backs up a step, looking down.

      “All I'm saying is we wouldn’t protect a monster.”
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        * * *

      

      Central Park at sundown is a rare thing to behold. In autumn, it’s even better. Sugar maple trees are changing color, sponged with red and orange. Fall foliage has littered the walkways in the churning breeze, sprinkling color all around. A rainbow canvas paints the sky over the skyscrapers of Manhattan.

      Sitting on a bench, watching people zoom by in running shoes or stroll the sidewalks with a lover, I let myself feel, for a moment, like I came here on my own. Like I have a job, a run-down studio deep in the city waiting for me.

      He’s been through hell.

      We’ve walked, mostly in silence, for a good portion of the day. He rejected the car, a decision which gave our crew a near heart attack. After a little while walking, overwhelmed by the rush of the city, I began to assume he was letting me take in the place that would be my new home, letting me decipher how different it will be from what I’ve known.

      The differences are daunting.

      He’s been through hell.

      My eyes travel to Xavier’s massive back as he balances a phone on his shoulder while ordering coffee from the mobile espresso cart. What hell has he been through? Especially for Bo to compare it to mine?

      Nearby, a group of girls huddled with their iced coffees ogle him in amazement, all six-foot-three of him. A ray of sunlight paints the side of his face as he turns to inspect the last place he saw me, ensuring I'm still there, as if I didn’t have four guards watching my every move.

      The sun gleams off of the angles of his impressive bone structure, the soft dark waves of his hair highlighted by a honey glow taking over the atmosphere. Although we’ve been walking for hours, he hasn’t removed a single article of clothing, looking as refreshed as he did when he arrived to pick me up this morning. I, however, opted for the flats in my bag minutes after we’d left the restaurant.

      Once, there was a time he’d have hidden himself from the attention. He never dated. Never had friends over whenever I’d be forced to spend the summer in their estate as a teenager. When we were young, too young to know what our opposing parents had laid out for us, we got along quite well. In fact, I looked forward to those summers. He would be waiting on the steps when my father’s men would drive me in.

      Neither of us knew of the agreement two enemies had made in the form of a truce. Our marriage would bring two Outfits together, combining forces. My father always insisted there was no other way. With our marriage, there was a stake for both sides that couldn’t lead to betrayal.

      And then Xavier would become a Boss, and me his wife.

      Our power over the city would be unmatched.

      I was fourteen when I was told I’d already been pledged in marriage. Xavier was seventeen. I never heard his thoughts on the matter. I didn’t care to. After he turned thirteen, something in him had changed. When once he used to rush to greet me, I’d arrive to his parents instead, told he was in his room. By his teenage years, he was a stranger to me.

      The bullying began over his voice, when his father would publicly reprimand him for laughing. It tormented him, how his voice hadn’t hardened. Even I could see it from afar. That was one day I forced myself to approach him, to check on him. He practically shoved me away. Rumors spread that his father made him scream until he permanently wounded his vocal cords. I still don’t know if that was true, but next time I saw him, his voice had deepened—considerably. Still, he was ridiculed, shamed for his boyish appearance.

      Seeing this man, fawned over, idolized, his past erased, it’s indescribable.

      I glance up when his shoulders block out the sun. Still on the phone, he hands me a drink holder with five coffees—four in the slots and one perched in the middle. “Hold on,” he says into the phone. “Could you bring those to the men?”

      He got them coffee?

      While I'm turning, he reaches out, snatching the one in the middle, setting it beside his on the bench. “This is yours,” he explains. “Milk and honey.”

      How in the hell does he know my drink order? How?

      Wholly confused, I walk across the lawn to where Dante stands, choosing him over his intimidating brother who was standing closer to us. He grins, taking the drink holder. “Yes, my guy came through. It’s getting fucking cold.”

      “Can you pass these out to everyone?”

      He nods. “Avoiding your dad’s henchmen?”

      I chuckle, turning. “You have no idea.”

      Xavier’s seated when I return, the phone nowhere in sight. I risk a glance in Bo’s direction before taking a spot beside my intended, trying to remember his friend’s concerns.

      He’s been through hell too.

      Xavier passes over a Styrofoam cup. “Here.”

      “How did you know I liked milk and honey?”

      He speaks into his cup. “Lucky guess.”

      Somewhere in the distance, two genres of music blare. A radio pop song, and jazzy saxophone. The latter is definitely closer and played live, due to the rounds of applause echoing through the park. The sky has become pink, the sun shining through the skyline.

      “I heard only psychopath’s drink espresso straight,” I blurt out, taking a sip of my drink. He chokes on the dark steaming liquid, glancing down at me.

      The corner of his lip actually quivers in amusement. “Your source?”

      “Dunno.” I shrug, feeling my own lips tug upward. “It was credible though.”

      He looks about as amazed as me. A joke?

      “I wouldn’t function without it. I barely ever sleep,” he says, grimacing when he understands what he said.

      I shake my head into my cup. “You’re only digging the hole deeper.”

      Once the sun goes down, the temperature really drops. Throwing out our coffees, I glance back at the men tailing us. “I can’t believe my father has allowed me to be gone for so long with you.”

      “He said you could stay overnight, if you wanted to.”

      I stop in my tracks. “He said what?”

      “You can stay.”

      “Why would he do that?”

      “He gave an excuse about us getting to know each other. My real guess is his pride is still hurt from last night’s ordeal.”

      Typical of Vito Marin. So typical.

      He probably doesn’t give a fuck if Xavier takes me to bed tonight either.

      “When was this decided?”

      “It wasn’t. The choice is up to you. I spoke to him an hour ago.”

      “So that’s who you were talking to…”

      “Mostly, yes.”

      “Who else?”

      With his hair windblown, the tip of his nose pink, he actually manages to look his age. I forget so easily sometimes that he’s not even thirty. “You’re gonna have to say you’ll stay for that.”

      A group of people fork around us and I sense Dante and Bo practically breathing down my throat like hounds, ready to attack at any given moment. Choices aren’t usually mine to make, and not one of this magnitude.

      “You’re not taking my virginity tonight, Xavier.”

      He blanches deep enough that I release the breath I’d been holding, relieved by how offended he becomes. But his silence lingers on, my statement hanging between us in the air. I can hear my heart pounding in my goddamn ears.

      Maybe he did expect—

      “You’re a virgin?” he asks.

      Crickets are the only following sound—and pattering footsteps of the crew distancing themselves completely from our conversation.

      “Your father told me.” I scowl, now the offended one. “He told me you wouldn’t marry me without it.” The fact that he doesn’t immediately respond makes my mouth run. “After I was brought back, he had the Doc perform an examination. Told me you wouldn’t see through with the wedding if I wasn’t… intact,” I hiss, as the rage I felt then hits me now.

      He makes no sound, no movement. Just stands still as a statue.

      And then his eyes slim and the look alone in them pins my feet to the ground.

      I begin to question everything.

      “You… didn’t… say that?”

      His mouth barely parts to reply a gruff, “No.”

      He closes his eyes, and when he opens them, he’s rid his features of anger, of any kind of emotion. He’s just a blank canvas. I want to scream, hating that he can do that, that he wants to do that now, just when I'm getting answers. Answers I couldn’t have imagined.

      “I'm sorry you were put through that,” he says in a stale tone. “I’ll understand if you want to go home tonight.”

      Is he serious? “Why are you doing that?”

      “Doing what?”

      “Shutting down! You’re like a goddamn machine!”

      With a scoff, he walks, leaving me to trail behind him. “You don’t understand.”

      “I don’t understand? I don’t?”

      “No,” he seethes, whirling on me. “You don’t.”

      I glance back, noticing my father’s men stiffer than usual, eying the massive giant towering over me. As angry as he is, right now, I don’t fear him. A glance at Bo, who has his eyes only on his friend, and I'm deflating, finding a way past the pent-up aggression in my body just waiting to get out.

      “Then tell me, Xavier.” His heaving chest is the only proof he’s listening. He doesn’t speak, staring at me with war-filled eyes. “Tell me something.”

      There are so many barriers, as many as I know I have. I don’t know if I’ll ever see past them. And when he tears his eyes away, walking around me, I'm only more convinced I won’t. “Let’s—” He cuts himself off, digging into his pocket, and answers the vibrating cell phone. “Yes?” he asks aggressively. He listens for a while, back turned to me, probably to conceal basic human emotion from a woman who is clearly trying to decipher it. “No, we handle this tonight. I’ll meet you there in twenty.”

      Just one glance in Bo’s direction and the man is at his side, ready to go.

      Certain I'm not invited on this excursion, I ask, “Where are we going?”

      The impatient glower I expected presents itself on his face. “I have three options for you.”

      “Three? How generous.”

      He chuckles, pinching the bridge of his nose, probably cursing his luck that he’s been bestowed a bride like me. “Option one: Dante escorts you home.” He must catch the displeasure of that idea on my face because he continues. “Two: you tell me you’re tired and Dante takes you to the hotel.”

      “I thought you lived here.”

      “I highly doubt your father would appreciate it if I side-step proceedings.”

      “But nothing would happen.” It’s definitely a statement, one that makes the surrounding men lower their heads, failing to disappear from this agonizing situation we’re all stuck in.

      “No one else would believe that.”

      Right. I forgot I'm in the presence of Don Juan here. Resisting rolling my eyes, I urge him on with a hand motion. “And the third option?”

      “The Met.”

      I may have been locked up for most of my life, but The Met… that I know about.

      The Metropolitan Museum of Art.

      Damn, I wonder if I'm glowing right now. He’s looking awfully smug. “At this hour? They’re open?”

      “I arranged for a private viewing—after-hours.”

      “One of your many connections?”

      Elusive as ever, he offers only a cryptic smile, glancing at Dante and my father’s men, who are undoubtedly cringing at the idea of an overnight stay. “Dante, you’ll remain by her?”

      He can’t be seriously letting me go alone.

      For a fleeting moment, the caged bird I’ve become arises. The small girl who has become a woman in the confines of a prison almost asks her captor to remain with her.

      It’s a moment of weakness that sickens me to my core, and I bite down on my tongue as he relays orders to the men, as if he came on this excursion knowing he might be called away. It’s a fear they’ve planted in my mind—my father, his father… Xavier himself, whether he’s aware of it or not.

      “Will you meet us there? Or at the hotel?”

      His reply to Dante is almost—almost—inaudible. “Depends on how many there are.”

      A very deep trench pits in my stomach when I realize what’s implied in that statement, the criminal horrors that are swirling around in that wickedly attractive head right now. The Phantom cocks his head at me, seeing something I'm failing to hide.

      “Are you comfortable going with Dante?”

      “Why wouldn’t I be?” I chuckle darkly. “He’s a lot nicer than you.”

      Not even my insults arrive with the vigor I’d want. The museum has been a lifelong dream of mine to see, ever since I discovered the Grecian treasure trove that’s within. As a child, my source of consolation was books—and something about tragic Greek Mythology drew me in.

      Although, I can’t believe Xavier actually could remember that.

      This must be a coincidence.

      He steps closer to me, amused, and maybe a little accustomed, to my affronts. “And here I was thinking you’d thank me for planning such a thoughtful excursion.”

      His beautifully formed face does nothing to relieve my suspicions. “How did you know I wanted to go there?”

      He smirks, his wild curls dusting the collar of his jacket. “Lucky guess.”

      Second time in a day he’s said that, and it’s no less daunting.

      There’s no telling if the tension forming in the air is something made of hatred or some other distant acknowledgement we share when toe-to-toe. But it’s powerful enough to steal the air from my lungs, to make me forget that there’s a small army of men surrounding us, watching our every move. It makes me bold enough to search his features, all of his perfections and imperfections. There aren’t really any of the latter. Something in his eyes shifts when he realizes what I'm doing, how deeply I'm examining him. I can’t tell if he likes it or hates it.

      “Please stay close to them. No running.” I make a disbelieving sound and his gaze, which had grown startlingly soft, hardens. “I would find you.”

      “Ah, yes. Can’t risk a bruised ego, can you?”

      He smiles blandly, beginning to shed his jacket. “If only I were that vain.”

      Disarming me completely, he slips the warm coat that smells of him over my shoulders. I hadn’t even realized I’d been shivering until his body warmth resonating in the fabric shields me from the wind like a cloak. My jaw unclenches, my eyes shooting down to the ground as my cheeks begin to burn—hot.

      I don’t like this. Not one bit.

      Kindness looks too good on him. He’s perfected the façade perfectly. Because deep down, I know him… right? He’s a coward. A snitch. My tormentor. Right?

      His suit is on full display, and only when he moves, leaving with Bo, do I see the outline of a gun harness beneath his suit jacket. We all watch him until he disappears over the bridge, and then Dante takes my arm.

      “Let’s get out of the dark.”
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        * * *

      

      Bourbon. Vanilla spears. Musk. A faint whiff of spiced espresso.

      An intoxicating culmination of scents I inhale while wrenching in the stiff flaps of Xavier’s coat, staring up at the Cypriot sculpture, glowing under the museum’s frosty lights. Moving on to a marble sarcophagus, dated somewhere in 200 A.D., I spend almost thirty minutes studying this one artifact, ignoring the sighs from my father’s men, who are impatiently sipping on more coffee in the back.

      Dante hasn’t said a word, hanging the closest by me without so much as a peep.

      Etched into the marble foundation is a story. One of a triumph. The Triumph of Dionysos and the Seasons. The detailing is exquisite, not that my brain’s catalog has much to compare it to. Standing here, I'm able to pretend I'm on my own, like I did before in the park.

      I feel a sense of freedom that’s long since been stolen from me. I find it difficult to imagine Xavier could be cruel enough to dangle this in front of my face only to take it away again. Where I couldn’t hope before, I manage to now.

      Is this the freedom that comes with marriage? Or just marriage to him?

      “What do you think of him?” I ask aloud, not looking away from the ancient artifact.

      Dante speaks, not needing an explanation. Like his brother, he seems to read my mind. “I think Bo summarized it well.”

      How in the hell does he spur such loyalty? How? “And that’s the truth?”

      “I'm not the lying sort. Neither is my brother. And thankfully, for you, neither is your fiancé.”

      “He didn’t get that name for nothing.”

      “No,” he plants himself beside me, appraising the relic, “he didn’t. And you are very lucky you never have to see that side of him.”

      “But it’s there.”

      He glances down at me, the blinding lights gleaming against his dark skin. The gentle lines of his face have hardened by some memory I’ve spurred, some insult I’ve unknowingly spoken. “Not by choice.”

      My prying seems to always arrive at this result. With those closest to him judging me for judging the man responsible for all of my pain. Am I supposed to forget that? Forget the horrors I saw? The horrors that quickly followed? Because he releases the reins a little, am I supposed to fall at his feet? Take these strangers at their word, just because they seem noble?

      No.

      I'm no longer wired that way.

      He floats with me to a limestone sculpture of a woman. “I don’t know much about what happened that night to you, other than it’s the reason you’re marrying him now. Are you willing to talk about it?”

      My initial reaction is a knee-jerk, “No.” But then I dare to ask, “Will you tell him?”

      “Not if you don’t want me to.”

      For some reason, I believe him. In this, I believe him. His hazel eyes are too warm, too steady to be lying. “I ran away with someone.”

      “Where did you meet him?”

      “The only time I was ever left alone in public was when my mother would go to the salon. She’d let me go next door as long as the owner watched me, so that I could pick out new books, read. I was homeschooled.” My cold fingers wrap around the edges of the coat sleeves. “He worked next door as a mechanic’s assistant, spotted me in the window a few times. Eventually, he came in and spoke to me.”

      “How did you keep it a secret?”

      The memories are painful. I can still smell the books, remember what the shelves looked like when the morning sun hit them, making the leather binding sparkle like jewels. Thomas’s face has faded considerably, but that hair—those eyes—they cannot be forgotten. “The owner took pity on me. She eventually suffered the consequences of helping me, too.”

      That shop was closed within a month, all of her hard work became nothing.

      My family did that. I did that.

      “They are good at that. At making people suffer.”

      I chuckle through the lump lodged in my throat. “Yeah, they are.”

      “Vito Marin is a sick son of a bitch,” he whispers, too low for the others to hear. Still, I'm shocked to hear him say it. “X would have killed the fucker the other night, had your maid not begged him to stop.”

      The steel in his eyes—so severe and hateful—cast fiercely on me in that doorway. It was so easy to believe he thought I deserved to be in that position, terrified and disoriented out of my mind. Especially with how I’d treated him from the moment he’d arrived.

      I didn’t expect more of the snitch.

      “You seem so shocked that there’s someone who doesn’t want to see you beaten,” he says, anger sharp in his tone. Anger not directed at me.

      I don’t even know how I’ve gotten this far with this conversation. I want it to end—here—before I bring up something that cannot be suppressed. “You’ll be my guard from now on?”

      “Mostly. Zeke, another person in our crew, will take over when me or my brother can’t.”

      “And will it be like this?” I glance at him, unnerved to be so hopeful. “We’ll be friends?”

      “I’d like that very much, lady,” he says with an ear-splitting grin. “But you need to remember, I am guarding you. When there is danger, even if it’s only speculated, you follow my orders, or Zeke’s, or Bo’s. Especially Xavier’s. It’s not to control you. It’s to keep you safe.”

      For the first time, in a long time, I nod, willing to comply—willing to trust, to hope, to pray this isn’t some charade… and that my fiancé may not actually be what he seems.
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      Dante opens the door to the suite for me, revealing an alarmingly large mobster, pacing the room like a nervous wreck. Xavier’s wrath is causing the walls to vibrate. “About damn time you showed. Why didn’t you answer my calls?”

      “Phone died,” Dante grins, as if he’s enjoying the sight of a ruffled Xavier Marcello. “Couldn’t remember your number by heart.”

      Xavier chuckles darkly, offering him a look that should strike instantaneous fear. “I’ll knock it into your skull next time.”

      “You can try.” He completely ignores Bo’s frustrated scowl from the table. “Oh, come on. Do you actually think someone can get past me?”

      When my father’s men appear in the doorway, something in Dante and Bo changes. Their spines stiffen, their mouths shut. All teasing humor evaporates into thin air.

      Xavier addresses them. “Joe, Luigi, your rooms are across the hall.”

      My father’s men exchange looks between him and me, eyes wide. They’re thinking the same thing I am. They aren’t supposed to leave my side. Still, Xavier’s face bears no inkling of compromise, and I think they’re smart enough not to test that.

      “When will we be leavin’?” Luigi asks.

      Xavier glances at Dante, who faces the men. “We’ll meet downstairs at eight. Sharp.” They glance at me again, teetering, undoubtedly nervous of my father’s wrath if they break protocol.

      Xavier bristles. “Dante, am I a brute?”

      “No, Boss.”

      “A masochist? A sadist? A twat that likes to hit on girls?”

      Holy shit.

      Dante stares intently at the goons in the doorway, who are now pale white. “No, Boss.”

      Xavier eyes the watchdogs with distaste. “Then she’s already safer with me than with you lot.”

      “You better not be talkin’ about who I think you are,” Joe growls. “If we told him—”

      “I don’t think you’d like the consequences of that. I know every dealer worth a grain of salt. And I know of your predilection for powder and hookers.” Xavier pours a glass of bourbon from a decanter, and only then do I notice his suit has changed from the one he wore earlier. “I am not an enemy you want to make. I know everything about you. I know your families. Your friends. Your interests. I even know what you keep on the side, and I doubt Vito is aware of it, right?”

      They look ready to vomit. I'm right with them.

      This is Xavier Marcello, the one I’ve heard about. The one claiming his turf, proclaiming himself as the man to fear—fear enough to respect. For merely questioning him and his honor, he’s threatened their very existence.

      This man is the one Dante just told me not to fear.

      “Don’t tell him,” Luigi grumbles. “We’re no snitches. We can keep our mouths shut.”

      Xavier shoots back his drink, eyes only on them. He makes them wait for a response and the silence is maddening. I can’t deny I enjoy watching the fuckers squirm. “I'm glad we understand one another.”

      They nod, shuffling out quickly but Xavier calls them back, reaching into his pocket. He removes a clip securing a wad of cash, extracting a couple rolled bills. He places them into Luigi’s trembling hand. “You’ll be at the curb at what time tomorrow?”

      Luigi’s hands test the weight of the roll. When I notice a white packet in the middle, I understand Luigi’s and Joe’s immediate, “At eight, sir.”

      “I’ll know if you talk.”

      It’s not even a real threat, not the words. It’s what’s in his eyes—the implications he’s showing them in his gaze alone—that makes it a threat. Without having to say much, he’s forced them to imagine what horrors he could inflict in the event of a betrayal. His reputation is an endless stream of gore, and Dante confirmed earlier he’s more than capable of atrocities.

      While some might have to prove their abilities in this organization, Xavier being Arturo Marcellos son is more than enough. Smarter than I realize, they take the succession in silence, leaving with the money and drugs that aided the buying process.

      I'm the only person in the room that releases a gust of breath. Everyone else remaining just slackens, retreating back to normalcy. “Newbies are always so easy to buy,” Bo chuckles.

      Xavier shuts the door, appearing more off-kilter than his crew. He inhales deeply, downing the rest of his drink, and I sense unrest. Maybe a lot of it. Of course that’s gone the second he turns to look at me. “Now you’ve seen me in action.”

      My fingers are still glued to the seat rest. “You just have cocaine on hand? You like it that much?”

      “If you’re asking whether I use, no. Addictions are weaknesses. Every person I invite around me has had a thorough background check. Before they even got in the car to follow us, I had someone combing through their shit. That’s the only way to stay ahead in this.”

      “You need to be able to blackmail at the drop of a hat?”

      He manages a smirk, ignoring the judgement in my tone. “How did you like the museum?”

      I could insult him, downplay the experience, make him work to please me. But I'm exhausted of being on my guard. I don’t have the energy for lies. “I… loved it.”

      Xavier straightens, as if he had also expected a witty remark.

      “We went through one room. She took an hour on one sculpture,” Dante laughs. Heat rises in my cheeks, but I try to play it off with a half-hearted shrug, looking at anyone but the person that could figure out what those artifacts mean to me, how they’ve shaped who I am as a person.

      “I bet those dope fiends loved that,” Bo adds, stretching his tie from this throat.

      Dante pulls out a cigarette pack from his pocket, tossing the crumbled box at his brother. “I thought they’d take to their wrists if we pushed on.”

      My hands shelter my arms, even if the sleeves conceal the evidence sufficiently. To even swallow becomes difficult. One harmless joke and I'm trapped in a porcelain bathtub, feeling the life drain out of my veins. I'm at the very edge of sanity, desperate for a void… desperate to feel absolutely nothing.

      Pulling my gaze from the table, I glance up, unclasping my arms when I find Xavier surveying me, and whatever reaction I just had, peculiarly. Dragging myself out of the chair, bone weary from such an eventful day, I face them, determined to rein in any demons wanting to unleash themselves right now.

      “I'm tired.”

      “I’ll show you to your room.”

      Following the Phantom deeper into the extravagant suite, I flash a weak smile at Bo and Dante, unsure of how this pairing will fare in the long run.

      “There’s something to sleep in on the bed and a few other items I picked up that you may need.”

      “Thank you,” I whisper, hearing more vulnerability in my reply than I’d like.

      I can’t believe I'm thanking him for anything. Gratitude is not in my repertoire.

      He glances over his shoulder at me. Maybe he hears it too.

      “I'm glad you enjoyed the museum.” He stops, opening a door. “You can go whenever you’d like once…”

      Once we’re married. He doesn’t say it, but I understand. “And torment your guys some more? I don’t think they’d appreciate that.”

      “Dante’s just being a hard-ass. He likes art.”

      If that’s true, he didn’t let it on. I glance at the open doorway. “Are they staying here?”

      “No, this suite has two rooms. They’ll return in the morning.”

      Alone. With Xavier Marcello.

      I better get used to this.

      “Where’s yours?”

      He flashes a knowing smirk, pointing down the hall. “All the way on the other side of the suite. I think you’ll be safe.”

      Just like that, the nervousness that’s dominated me since I walked through the threshold vanishes. I'm rolling my eyes at him, striding into the bedroom. “I’ll lock my door—just to be safe,” I sneer, slamming the door closed.

      He laughs. Actually laughs.

      And I lean against the wood, listening to every vibration in the rare sound.

      I haven’t heard him laugh since we were kids… since we were friends.

      As I hear his footsteps recede, my eyes drop to the door handle.

      I don’t know what terrifies me more.

      How easily his laugh lingers in my brain or how little, despite all I’ve seen today, I'm pressed to flip that lock.
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        * * *

      

      The pajamas fit perfectly.

      I expected frill and lace, something gaudy I’ve seen plenty of in bridal parties. Men always love lace. Finding cotton pants with a matching shirt was a surprising discovery. After brushing my teeth and combing my hair with the items he purchased, I re-enter the room, exhausted but parched after such an eventful day. Glancing at the clock, noting it’s nearly midnight, I dare to open the door, tiptoeing for the small kitchen I saw earlier when I walked in.

      And then I hear the voices.

      Dante. He’s whispering. “How serious was it?”

      “Two ran off. X chased ‘em down, but we lost a guy.”

      “Who?”

      “Tosser,” Dante replies.

      “Shit. Did anyone follow you here?”

      “No.”

      “Could someone know you’re not at home tonight? That you’re with her?”

      “There’s no way of knowing.” Xavier’s the one who answered this time. “We’ll be fine here. You two go home. Mimi’s gonna choke you when you walk through the door, Dante.”

      Are we in danger here? I back up, hesitating on whether to lock that door now. But then Dante says, “So this is her?”

      I hear a glass clink against a counter top and then Xavier’s delayed reply. “This is her.”

      “I like her,” Dante says. “She’s a bull. Sharp. Witty. Gorgeous.”

      With bated breath, I anticipate Xavier’s reply, determined to know something, anything inside that brain I cannot penetrate. Nothing comes.

      Instead, Bo chimes in. “I’d be careful though. She’s got serious resentment.”

      I really shouldn’t be risking this. I should retreat… now.

      “Can you blame her?” Dante counters. “Her father’s a goddamn creep. The guy she loved was murdered right in front of her.”

      I close my eyes, winded as that statement sucker punches me in the fucking stomach.

      No. No memories. Not now.

      “She’s been through shit. I get that, but X needs to stay vigilant is all I'm saying.” The chair creaks. “Don’t repeat the past, man. Your father will see it—”

      “He took out that part of me a long time ago,” Xavier says, softer than I’ve ever heard him before. “She isn’t going to break any ground.”

      “X—”

      “She’s nothing to me.”

      Hearing that, the harshness in his tone, I shuffle back, having gotten what I wanted. An answer.

      The one I had expected until today. Until tonight.

      Why am I so surprised?

      “You can lie through your teeth to every poor fuck on the planet, X,” Dante growls. “But not us. Not me. And definitely not her.” I hear the door to the suite open. “I saw you hit her father. I saw how unhinged you were when you left.”

      Bo, a twisted voice of reason, adds, “His father did too, Dante.”

      The door closes without so much as another word out of Xavier. I hear the decanter again and a heavy sigh as liquid pours. Before I can be discovered, I back into the bedroom, shutting the door as gently as I can, trying to process all I just heard.
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        * * *

      

      Blue.

      I'm engulfed by blue.

      The color has a sedating quality, one I can submerge and trust myself into.

      The ocean gleams of it. The sky is made up of various shades of it.

      Thomas’s eyes are like both. I easily give myself over to them.

      “You deserve more than what they have planned for you,” he whispers in the still of the night, protected by the four walls of our abandoned cabin.

      “Maybe. Maybe not.”

      “You don’t see it. Not yet.”

      “See what?”

      “The fire in you.”

      His arms tighten, drawing me closer. The blanket is like ice beneath us. The broken windows cannot keep out the chill. Winter has come. Even under the shadows of night, his eyes are still so blue. I stare into them, suddenly flinching when they transform green.

      Thomas has round eyes. These are slim, threatening, full of desire.

      I gape at Xavier, laid against his chest, confined in his arms.

      No. No, not him.

      Not him.

      I push at him, striving to get away but he captures me, dragging me back to the floor.

      No.

      “This is your duty,” he snaps, pinning my arms to the old wood.

      No.

      His leg lodges between mine, his eyes no longer green.

      They are black.

      I rouse to a cry, gazing blindly into a dark hotel room. Only after a couple of seconds, as my eyes adjust to the room, do I realize I made the sound.

      Thomas is dead.

      Xavier is on the other side of the suite.

      He isn’t in my bed.

      I flick on the lamp on the nightstand, drenched cotton sticking to my skin.

      The hallway outside my door brightens with light. Xavier barges in, dressed down to unbuttoned pants and nothing else. His hand is armed with a gun he managed to get alarmingly fast. Until now, the closest I’d seen an undressed man had been from behind a television screen. Here I am, in my mid-twenties, diverting my eyes from the male physical form… but not before I notice the scars. All of them. Too many to count, marked across his flesh like birthmarks. And tattoos. Multiple tattoos, including a sleeve of black ink over his forearm.

      Look away, Sophie.

      He must see the aftereffects of the dream on my face, or the perspiration coating my skin because he sets down the gun on the table, striding out of the room. He returns with a glass of water, placing it on the tabletop while I throw my legs over the edge of the mattress.

      “Thank you,” I mutter, grabbing the drink, trying not to look into his face. His eyes.

      It’s not water.

      Russian vodka is strong, even for me. I choke on its burn.

      He bends down in front of me. “Nightmares stir the soul.”

      “Do you have them?” I whisper.

      “With the things I’ve seen…done…” He shrugs. “I’d be more concerned with myself if I didn’t.”

      What has he done? It’s written all over him that he’s dangerous. He has power. This overnight fortress is proof of that. Even the staff is under his thumb. Even my parents are under his thumb. Xavier is a prize to them. I wonder the horrors he’s inflicted to manage it all. His body is probably the evidence.

      His emerald gaze drops to the glass trembling in my hand. I shrink back when he reaches to steady me, the weight of the nightmare still fresh.

      She’s nothing to me.

      I don’t want his hands on me. I don’t want his eyes on me. I scoot off the bed, downing the rest of my drink, already moving for the door. The haze of alcohol always makes the memories fade into the background.

      He’s following right behind me. “Sophia.”

      The decanter is heavier than my quaking wrist anticipates. As it slips out of my sweat-slick hands, shattering the other bottles and decanters, glass and liquor projects halfway across the room.

      No. No, no, no.

      My eyes take in the destruction with dread.

      I glance back, strangled when I see my father rounding in on me, his face the shade of a plum. No. My knees slam into the ground, my arms stretching to the mess.

      “I—I'm sorry. I’ll clean it. I’ll clean it all. It was an accident.”

      “Stop!”

      Sticky liquor drips from the ends of my hair as my fingers rake in the disarray, preparing to be caught up in his grip, wailed on, punished. “I didn’t mean to—”

      Vito Marin captures me by the wrists, dragging me out of the damage. His eyes are an orange color, like fire—blazing fire. Full of fury. His lip curls like it usually does seconds before his fist meets my flesh. My stomach drops to the floor, my legs jutting out against him in instinct.

      “Please,” I beg, despite how long it’s been since I’ve pleaded to be spared. “Don’t. Don’t.”

      Hands are on my face. Not in violence. Calloused hands are grasping my skull, shaking me.

      “Look at me, Goddammit!”

      My eyes feel stapled shut, impossible to open.

      If I don’t look, I won’t see the blow coming. I won’t—

      “Guardami!” the distorted voice barks, loud enough to set off a flinch that rattles through me. Loud enough that I tear my eyes apart, holding my breath when I discover where I am, whose hands are on me.

      Xavier. A hotel suite. We’re standing on soaked carpet, standing on glass.

      “Xavier,” I choke out, unable to trust my eyes, my mind.

      My father… He was just here…

      His eyes are wide, probably as wide as mine are. His chest is heaving like he’s just run a marathon. It dawns on me I just fought the hell out of this man. My hands sting something fierce, a sharp pain arising with my coherence.

      “You’re bleeding,” he gasps, releasing my face. He grabs my arms, turning over my hands, and for a moment, I forget who this man is. I'm too focused on the blood coating my paled flesh to realize another type of wound entirely is on display, no longer concealed by the sleeves I kept in place all day.

      It isn’t until I see all remaining color drain from his features that I gather what he’s looking at.

      The scarring.

      The self-inflicted scarring on both of my wrists.

      No.

      Cautious knocks begin to rattle the door to the suite, giving me the strength over him to tear my arms out of his grasp and run. Run into the bathroom and enclose myself inside. I fall down onto the carpet beside the tub, feet cold against the white tile.

      The raps continue for a few seconds and then I hear the door to the suite open, hearing Xavier’s muffled voice address someone. All energy stripped from me by imaginary scenarios, I lay my cheek onto the edge of the tub, trying to downplay the severity of what just happened.

      I couldn’t have done that.

      I couldn’t have.

      He didn’t see the scars. I mean, I knew he would someday, but not now. Not after all that.

      My father’s inhuman eyes trap my mind in that horror, unwilling to let me go.

      Am I going crazy? Is this what it feels like?

      My hands remain limp in my lap, useless and stuffed with glass. I close my eyes, determined to keep them closed, to hold back the tears. In the background noise, I hear the door close and all voices cease. And then knuckles tap on the bathroom door.

      “Sophia?”

      Scrounging up every ounce of energy I have left, I manage to mumble, “Don’t. Don’t come in.”

      “That’s not an option.”

      He walks in, and I imagine I look like a dog shuddering away from its owner. Caged in a corner, unable to free myself from the nightmares of my past. I think I catch him wince at the pathetic sight of me as he lowers onto his knees, stretching out his arm.

      He looks unsure of himself, unsure of the situation, unsure of me. For a fleeting moment, I glimpse a younger version of himself in a time where he regularly looked like he didn’t have it all together. His eyes dart down to my hands in my lap that don’t move despite his outstretched hand. I don’t even bother covering up the scars now.

      There’s nowhere to go, so when his hands gently seize my arms, I don’t fight him. I actually release a breath, and with it, floodgates of repressed fear. Repressed anguish. With one touch from him as he pulls me onto his lap, my walls topple down.

      It doesn’t matter who he is. What he’s done.

      He just becomes a warm body that isn’t charging at me. His hand travels over my spine, slowly. His comfort is stifled and unnatural, like it’s a part of him he’s never thought to explore. But it’s that comfort that crushes my chest, evoking sobs from my throat.

      There’s nothing graceful about a breakdown. I’ve only had a few in my life, but this one is stronger. Scarier. Scary enough that I cling onto the person that aided in my suffering. His heartbeat rages against my cheek as he strokes my hair with more gentility than I’d expect from a gangster.

      There’s a knock on the door. It startles me.

      “Come in,” he says, shocking me even further.

      A woman enters, dressed in a hotel uniform. Her badge states she’s the manager. “I brought the first aid. There’s tweezers and alcohol in there too.”

      He prevents me from sliding off of his legs with an insistent hand on my back. “Thank you, Aida.”

      She looks over my disheveled appearance with a pity. My tears have vanished due to mortification. I lower my face, considering the possibility of this debacle getting around to my parents. “Is there anything else you need, Boss? You sure I can’t get the Doc?”

      “No.”

      She nods, leaving as quickly as she came. I listen to Xavier rifle through the first aid box, still seated on his legs. I would crawl off but I know he’d stop me. And I'm done fighting him tonight. “Were the cops called?” My voice is no more than a pipsqueak.

      “No one would dare.”

      I process that for a second, and then say, “You own this hotel?”

      “Yes.”

      He goes to grab my wrist but hesitates, grabbing my forearm instead, purposely avoiding the areas of most question here. He does a credible job of avoiding the pink gashes all together while using a tiny tweezer to pick out shards of glass lodged in my palm.

      I feel stings here and there when he has to dig in deep but nothing outshines the larger wound that cannot be healed in my chest, wild and unstable like a dying star. I stare at him as he works over me with a clean preciseness—as if he’s done this before, but never this gently. His hair, wild from tossing, fans his haunted features, showing a truth in his words earlier.

      He never sleeps.

      The sun does well to hide that fact but here in the wee hours of the night, his eyes are preoccupied. He looks nothing like the predator from my dream under this light, practically cradling me in his lap.

      She means nothing to me.

      Dante acted as if Xavier were lying when he said that. Believing it was easy. When we were kids, we enjoyed each other’s company. That changed drastically as we grew up, to the point where I was sure he resented me—hated me even.

      Would someone that hates me act this way?

      Would they tend to my wounds?

      Perhaps he’s doing it so I won’t get an infection, so my father won’t know what happened. Even then though, he could have had an employee do this. He doesn’t have to do any of it. And normally, I wouldn’t let him.

      When he’s finished, and my hands look like a crossword puzzle of scrapes, he pours alcohol on them, silent and thorough through the entire process of bandaging. He’s pinning the cloth together when he finally speaks. “What was your dream about?”

      I stare at his hands, his scarred fingers. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

      “I’ll wager I was in it.”

      “Why?”

      “You won’t look in my eyes.”

      He sets my hands onto my thigh with finality. Damn. He tilts his head knowingly once I gather enough courage to face the assailant of my nightmares.

      “Am I the monster you fear?” he asks, with more sharpness than I was expecting.

      I quickly look away again, shamed. He doesn’t prevent me from sliding off of him this time, grimacing as my palms flatten into the tile. Grabbing the kit, he stands, throwing out the bloody rags, washing off the tweezers. I bring myself up, not quite able to walk out on him after all he’s done for me.

      “Thank you… for the bandages.”

      “Listen to me,” he says, resolutely, wiping his hands on a towel. “Gentleness is not in my nature. But whoever you saw out in that living room—whether it was me or your father or some other fucked bastard—I want you to know that once we’re married, that part of your life, the part where you fear physical punishment, ends.”

      I nod, glancing down as he walks out of the small room. Do I follow him out? Should I shower? When I hear him gathering glass outside, I can’t keep still. Before I'm even in the main room, he’s talking, having seen me through invisible eyes on the back of his head.

      “You aren’t helping, so don’t even ask.”

      He’s gruff. Gruffer than before. I fear it’s something he saw in my eyes. Maybe it’s Dante’s words that are still hanging in the air between us. Or Bo’s.

      “I'm not sure why our marriage would make Bo nervous for you.”

      His back stiffens, the thick ridges of muscles stirring underneath his skin. “What makes you say that?”

      “Your father already knows I mean nothing to you.”

      He stands, dropping glass into the waste basket. “You weren’t meant to hear that.”

      “Well, I did. Are you gonna tell me who you are? Or just bribe your friends to convince me of how great you are like today?”

      “If they did that, I'm sorry. I'm going to disappoint you.”

      “Why am I starting not to believe that?”

      At full-height, he’s a pillar in the middle of the suite, a dark thing amongst all of the riches, the fresh flowers and porcelain vases. He stands out like a sore thumb, but is ten times more beautiful than anything in this room. This hotel. Possibly the whole of New York.

      Even bristling, he’s enchanting. And I sense there’s a lot he isn’t saying.

      With Central Park warming against the rising sun outside the windows, he laces his arms over his chest. “I don’t know what you want me to say. I don’t know what you want. One minute you’re condemning me to Hell and the next—”

      “Well, one minute, you’re saying I'm nothing to you,” I snap back, watching his mouth twitch as I meet him the middle of the room, “and the next, running into my room to help me through a goddamn nightmare.”

      I stop only when I'm close enough to glare up at him, wanting to show him that woman he saw crouched in her own blood moments ago isn’t all that I am. She doesn’t define me. He’s rigid, barely breathing. Probably too overcome with rage.

      My eyes slant as I appraise him severely. “I'm trying to figure out which version of you is the fucking lie.”

      His tattooed arm shoots out, but not in retaliation.

      Capturing the back of my neck, he drags me across the carpet to him, right onto his lips.

      His mouth is warm, and firm, and unrelenting, and brutal. And I melt the second he’s taking the breath from me, like an insect weary in a web. His lips are gone before I can truly understand what he’s done or even try to decipher what feelings his mouth has induced through my turbulent body. He shoves himself away, inhaling deeply, eying me with tremendous disdain.

      I gape at him in shock, left with the impression of unbridled passion on my lips.

      “Now you have your answer,” he growls, turning sharply on his heel.

      When his door slams closed, I bring my bandaged fingers to my lips, finding them scalding hot.
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      The hotel’s oval mirror shows the long-lasting effects of the past two days on my face. On top of the damage, I now have a sleepless night to add to the mix. I was worried when I tossed out of the bed that I’d have to endure a morning alone with this man but walking down the hallway, I can hear Dante and Bo in the premises.

      I hesitate to reveal myself, hoping a moment will steady my frantic heart.

      It wasn’t the kiss that stunned me. No, it was the words of contempt that followed.

      Now you have your answer.

      In other words: I don’t mean nothing to him.

      In other words: Xavier was lying and Dante knew it.

      As much as I tried to banish the remembrance of his lips coming down on mine, his fingers splayed against my nape, trapping me to him, I couldn’t. And guilt ate me alive last night for it.

      Dante and Xavier are seated, more than enough breakfast laid out in front of them. Bo is in the small kitchen and due to the fact that he smiles in my direction, I'm pretty sure Xavier hasn’t disclosed anything that happened last night.

      “You look exhausted,” Dante says, grinning over his eggs. Xavier hardly looks over his newspaper as I take a seat beside him, reluctantly.

      “Gee, thanks.”

      “Did you get any sleep last night?”

      Bo points his lathered butter knife at Xavier. “You’re looking like this one. The insomniac.”

      And yet, somehow, Xavier manages to function on reduced energy. I don’t want to even imagine the kind of force he’d become with a good night’s rest.

      Xavier flips a page of his newspaper, searching for something specific. “There’s one of everything here. Pick whatever you’d like.”

      While I'm pretty sure he’s talking to me, I wouldn’t know. His eyes continue scanning the paragraphs. Bo appears at my side, a plate of toast extended toward me. Hesitantly, I take one with thanks, stunned that he claims the seat at the head of the table.

      Never, in my life, have I seen someone even attempt to sit in my father’s chair. He prides the role too much for that. I wait for my fiancé to reprimand him, tell him to move but he’s found whatever he was looking for in the paper and either doesn’t know or doesn’t care what formalities Bo oversteps.

      “So, you’ll be a permanent city resident in how many days?” Dante asks, chewing on a piece of sausage. His dreads are pulled back today, relaxed and out of his face. His rich skin is entirely unblemished, leaving him with a natural glow of warmth. His brother is the opposite. With a short buzz-cut and a thick beard that covers half his face, he looks far more severe, ready for a fight.

      Together though, they are twins, and as far as I’ve seen, they take their cues as such.

      “Two,” I whisper, surveying the vacant space behind Xavier where I quite literally lost my mind last night.

      Xavier passes the paper to Dante, pointing something out to him. “Actually, sixteen, considering the honeymoon.”

      Honeymoon. Sex.

      Oh God.

      “We’re having one of those?”

      “Yes.”

      I reach for the coffee pot, grimacing as metal grazes the cuts across my palm. I tug my sleeve down when I notice a hint of wrist showing, hating that he understands what’s hidden underneath them. Hating that he chooses now to set his eyes on me. “Where?”

      “Greece.”

      Judging my astonished reaction, Dante blows out a whistle, leaning back in his chair. “She definitely wasn’t expecting that.”

      Close your mouth. Act like a mouse and he’ll trap you.

      I focus on pouring my coffee, but I doubt I'm anywhere near convincing.

      He’s talking about Greece. My dream.

      Xavier takes back his paper from Dante. “We’ll spend half the time in Santorini, the other in Athens. I figured you’d appreciate the history.”

      I'm going to pass out. “That will… be nice.”

      “And you’re going alone,” Bo says, failing to sound joyous about it, shooting daggers in Xavier’s direction.

      I freeze, glancing between them. “Wait. What?”

      Dante rolls his eyes, wiping his mouth. “He can handle it.”

      “It’s a dumb power move.”

      Xavier stabs his fork into an omelet. “We’re way past discussing this. My father’s decision was final.”

      Impossible.

      A continent away from traditions, from my family, from endless guards.

      It’s everything I ever wanted… except it’s happening with Xavier Marcello.

      Dante twirls his fork and knife, shooting a wry glance in Xavier’s direction. I sense pandemonium in those eyes. “We could discuss something else?”

      “Please.”

      “Where’s the bar?”

      Fuck.

      Xavier only reacts with his eyes, which burn through his confidante’s skull over the edge of the paper. “You’re in rare form today, aren’t you?”

      Dante grins, proud by that. I think I feel Bo’s foot lodge into his brother’s shin briefly. “I'm just wondering. There’s a pretty large stain on the ground that wasn’t there when we left, and the trash is full of glass. And I even think there’s some blood—”

      It suddenly hits me.

      He’s not joking at all. He’s interrogating him—us.

      This entire time they’ve known something went down here last night. Just as that realization dawns on me, I find Dante’s eyes zone in on my hands. I shove them onto my lap underneath the table.

      The paper is laid down now. For the first time this morning, Xavier isn’t concealing himself behind it. His eyes are piercing Dante’s face, but they reveal more disbelief than anger. “What are you implying?”

      “I'm not implying anything. I'm asking, hoping you’ll give me a decent answer.”

      Bo looks down, shaking his head and it becomes very clear that there are two hot-heads in the room. Dante isn’t afraid to call Xavier out on his bullshit… except Xavier wasn’t the fuck-up here.

      Xavier stiffens. “You think I’d lay a hand on her?”

      I know he doesn’t. Dante and Bo spent a good portion of the day yesterday vouching my future husband’s character, promising his darkness won’t spread into our marriage. Despite how much I should keep quiet, not interject myself into whatever this is, I can’t.

      “I broke it,” I blurt out. “It was me.”

      Bo had already been silent, but Dante’s mouth shuts like a Venus flytrap. My face heats as I feel their scrutiny, these soldiers who are extending their loyalty in my direction, simply for what I'm about to become to their friend. Xavier is dead still, glaring at the tablecloth.

      “I had a nightmare.” My throat closes. “I was pouring a drink and I broke it all. I cut myself trying to pick it up.”

      Dante leans back, regarding us closely. “Oh.”

      “He… helped me through it.”

      The words are so difficult to acknowledge. I want to hate Xavier, scorn him, punish him.

      Something is holding me back.

      Across the table, his eyes meet mine. While recognition passes through them, anger’s grasp has a greater hold. He side-glances his inquisitive friend, who has clearly revealed himself as an interrogator, and shoves out of his chair, tossing his napkin onto the table.

      Once Xavier’s left the room, Dante winces with obvious regret, pushing out of his chair too. He disappears in the same direction. Bo sighs heavily, rubbing his hands over his face as the tension lowers ten levels in their absence.

      “Why did Dante do that?”

      “He’s worried.”

      “About me?”

      “In a way.”

      “Why? He just met me.”

      “Blood runs cold in his family. Every day, they push him deeper into their fucked world. Dante is determined to keep him from becoming his father. X knows that, and even if he doesn’t like it, he’s glad we keep him from falling off the deep end. It could be so easy…”

      I can’t believe what I'm hearing.

      “I went into this thinking he’d fallen off the deep end a long time ago,” I admit.

      “You don’t think that anymore?”

      “Last night…” I close my eyes, confused just remembering it. “Last night, he was gentle, worried. It only lasted a second, but he didn’t seem scary then.”

      He pierces a piece of melon. “We knew him when he could still laugh. When he could cry.”

      “He can’t?”

      “Cry?” He shakes his head. “No.”

      “At all?”

      “At all.” Footsteps bound down the hall. Bo passes me the jug of milk for my coffee. “We’re not members of the organization. We’re there for our boy. Dante’s looking out for you both. So am I.”

      Xavier appears first, his face wiped clean of any and all emotion. Not much of an improvement from irritation but Dante’s relaxed expression shows he made some sliver of progress with him.

      The meal is delicious, even a delicacy of sorts compared to what I'm used to.

      The real delicacy though is the interaction. The laughter. Even if it is mainly coming from only three of us, Xavier’s mouth occasionally twists with amusement… and maybe even, a little bit of relief.

      The staff is clearing the plates when Xavier’s phone rings. With one look at the screen and then at me, I don’t have to guess who is calling. “Vito, ciao.”

      Bo is in the kitchen, tying up the knot to the trash, concealing the broken glass from the staff filing in and out. Dante left fifteen minutes ago to smoke a cigarette outside. My eyes linger on Xavier while he speaks by the window, not really listening to a word he’s telling my father.

      His suit is an impressive forest green today, a color I'm convinced only he can pull off without looking tacky. The material is fine, and like all his other suits, tailored to fit his unusual form. His hair is still drying from a shower, and while my mane expands if I toss it, his wavy curls bounce around, falling exactly where they should. Without the suit jacket on, the harness strapped to his chest is on display. Two guns lodged in the leather, along with a sheathed blade.

      “I’ll relay it to her… See you then.”

      He hangs up the phone, giving me a look. Bo heads into the room I stayed in, for what I'm not sure. “I'm dropping you off at a boutique here in the city. Your mother will be waiting.”

      Dress alterations, I presume.

      Reluctantly, I slide my feet into heels, unnerved when I sense his attention following my movements closely. The kiss that he laid on me last night cannot be ignored, and yet, here we are, all morning pretending it didn’t happen. For everything Dante and Bo unraveled like detectives, they didn’t catch onto that.

      “There’s more,” he says, rubbing the back of his neck, pushing his wild hair around. “My father has arranged an engagement dinner with close family tomorrow.”

      “So, naturally, a full guest list.”

      He actually cracks a smile. “I’d expect so.”

      Another party. Another chance to embarrass the shit out of myself. Great.

      “Formalities come with our position. Extravagance is part of the game.”

      “I'm realizing that.”

      Dante appears under the doorway, knocking as if there could actually be a scene he’d regret walking in on. “We should get going. Traffic looks like it’s gonna be a bitch.”

      Bo reemerges from the room, my bag in hand while Xavier slips into his jacket, checking around for any straggling items. All clear, we leave the suite that holds the secrets of our night inside it’s hollow walls. The sleek lobby is mobbed, filled with prying eyes that watch interestedly as Xavier leads me through the spacious room. His possessive hand against my back singes my flesh through the fabric. Because of that hand, men avert their eyes before they’re caught even glancing my way.

      Our ever-silent driver is waiting with the vehicle door open by the curb, looking particularly uneasy. At first, I think that’s just his face. It isn’t until Dante’s eyes sharpen towards something behind us on the sidewalk, until Xavier’s arm curls around my waist, pulling me into him, that I think different.

      He practically shoves me inside and the second he’s sinking into the leather, his driver slams the door shut, rounding the car. I search Xavier’s unpredictable face for a sign of danger, finding nothing—an infuriatingly clean slate. If it weren’t for how fast he begins dialing someone, there’d be no indication anything was amiss here.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask.

      Whoever he’s calling answers within a single beat. “You saw him?”

      Our nameless driver only tears his eyes from the road to peer through the rearview mirror, expressing the concern Xavier Marcello is incapable of exuding. The Italian heir apparent presses the cell phone to his chest, instructing the chauffer to our destination. A boutique in Brooklyn.

      “Yes, Boss.”

      Oh, so he does speak.

      Xavier’s back to listening to whoever is on the phone, nodding. “It’s probably a warning. It’s to be expected after last night. Keep vigilant.”

      Hanging up, Xavier casts his phone to the leather, ignoring my steady gaze as he leans forward to address the front. “Michael, you don’t leave this car without a piece, you hear?”

      The driver’s head bobs. “I hear you.”

      “Good.”

      “I'm starting to think I'm in danger here,” I muse, failing to sound calm about it.

      “We have many enemies, fidanzata,” he says, catching me off guard with the use of fiancée in his explanation. “Being alert becomes second nature quickly.”

      “Are you going to give me a piece, too?” I ask, eyes trailing down his chest to where I know his guns are stored. Even his driver looks at me in shock before focusing on the turnpike ahead of him.

      Xavier’s eyes are the only part of his body to move, distant and unsure of how much of that question is a joke. “Do you even know how to shoot one?”

      “No.”

      “Then, no.”

      “You could teach me.”

      Michael’s eyes are back. Xavier’s haven’t so much as moved. My absurd sentence would have made my father keel over with laughter. Probably his father too. At least I’d have an answer. Xavier doesn’t answer me. Doesn’t give me a warning or a glare. He just… stares at me. He stares until I have no choice but to look away and try to decipher his silence.

      And then his phone rings and something in the shrill tone makes the atmosphere inside the car shift entirely. Michael bounces in his seat, as if preparing for some invisible fight ahead. Xavier answers with a name, revealing the caller.

      “Bo.” After a few beats, Xavier frigidly asks, “How far back?”

      That makes me shift, glancing nervously out the tinted back window. Xavier’s hand startles me, landing on my thigh. Once I’ve turned, he motions to my unbuckled seat belt, gesturing to his chest.

      Oh shit.

      My hand flies to the seatbelt to strap myself in, realizing what’s happening.

      We’re being followed.

      “I'm calling my father. Inform the two in the back of what’s going on.” Once the line goes dead, he’s moving, removing his sleek suit jacket, extracting a gun from the holster, checking the clip for ammunition. “Mike, there’s two. Flanking us. Forget the shop. My father’s in his city apartment today. Head there.”

      “Hold tight.”

      My fingers grip the door in compliance. Xavier’s gun rests between us on the leather as he balances his phone between his shoulder and ear, hitting a secret compartment under the bar stocked with items that should never be in a vehicle. What I was looking for before was here all along, but hidden. Carefully hidden.

      “Papa, I'm with Sophia. We were headed to Brooklyn. Her mother’s waiting there for her. I need you to call Vito and have her removed.” He listens. “We’re being followed. Two Denali’s. Someone was also scouting outside the hotel when we left.” Whatever his father replies with makes him nod. “We’re already on our way to you… I will.”

      Hanging up, he tucks away the phone for good, glancing at me with a contrite expression. “We’ll be fine.”

      I blink. “What exactly did you do last night?”

      “Gained a few more enemies.”

      It takes everything I have not to roll my eyes at him, to curse him for whatever fucked-up actions have gotten us into this mess.

      “You’re very bad at controlling your facial expressions,” he says calmly, back against the leather.

      “It’s a curse,” I reply distractedly, peering out my window for danger.

      His stubborn answer is gruff. “Blame me all you want.”

      I chuckle, barely able to hear over the vicious pounding in my ears. “Oh, I will.”

      My hands are clammy, sticking to the door like paste. I'm not even standing and I know my knees are locked.

      “Mike, turn up here. Stay speed limit—for now.”

      That unbelievable for now cranks the notches of my stress levels considerably. Michael, a marvel driver, manages to avoid collisions with pedestrians, lucky with the red lights. With one glance back, I find Bo’s bumper is practically riding our tail, with my father’s men directly behind them. And then I see the SUV’s chasing them and my stomach pitfalls.

      It becomes real. Real enough that I can make out the outline of the men openly trying to run Bo’s car right off the road. Michael swerves the car into a side street, a narrow detour that ejects us directly into a crammed four-lane intersection. I listen with dread as Xavier barks out directions, which his driver unfailingly follows without question.

      Tongue swallowing my voice, I'm only able to flinch when bystanders leap out of our way, mere seconds away from an early grave.

      Jesus, the sun only came up an hour ago.

      Within minutes of leaving the hotel, our lives are in danger. Having Vito Marin for a father, I’ve become accustomed to the overhanging risk that follows everything he does and participates in. I'm used to the ever-constant supervision. And as much as I despise it, I understand I’d probably be dead without it.

      But that understanding severs due to the rest I was never allowed to grasp, being a woman wrapped up in the most dangerous organization in the world. I wasn’t raised on the front lines, combing the streets for predators. I can’t recognize friends from enemies.

      I'm not even sure there’s a definitive line between those two.

      So, when Xavier, a man who has dominated the streets since boyhood, blanches at something he sees beyond the tinted windows, I'm quaking, hiccupping back questions, wishing it were possible to sink into leather. “Are— What is—”

      The tinted window by my face cracks into a spiderweb of glass, the blast of a bullet to the surely impenetrable barrier surrounding us, whipping me back into Xavier’s seat, slamming into the side of his body with a scream as I try to unclip myself from the seatbelt. Before the next one can hit, he’s smashing me into his thighs, covering me with his arms.

      They’d been waiting for us—knew we’d return.

      The back roads could be littered with them. His father’s place is probably surrounded.

      As if reading my mind, Xavier says, “The apartment isn’t an option.”

      Even Michael is out of breath. “There’s no witnesses, sir.”

      Cheek pressed into a rock-hard thigh, my eyes widen at the implications coming from his driver.

      Witnesses? Witnesses?

      “Not with Sophia here. The restaurant’s a block away. We’ll drop her off there, lead them away.”

      Not needing the order, Michael’s foot slams on the accelerator, shooting us out of the line of fire. Xavier’s hand is ice-cold against the nape of my neck, gentle but secure. “Stay down.”

      I have no witty remarks to spout out. My terror cannot be masked.

      Car horns are blaring. Our swerving would otherwise slam me throughout the spacious backseat if Xavier wasn’t pinning me down. The rapid fire has all but ceased, the explosive shrill sound replaced by sirens. Many of them—nearing by the second.

      I can’t tell if I should be relieved to hear police presence or very, very concerned.

      Through the chaos, Xavier’s voice booms above my head. At one point, Bo’s answering those orders through the car’s speakers, and then, the door is flying open on my side. Without a chance to process what they’d hastily strategized in the panic, Xavier’s guiding me off of his lap, ushering me into Bo’s insistent hands, until my feet hit pavement. A frantic glance back as the giant’s arms surround me reveals Dante sliding into the car with his boss.

      Joe and Luigi block my view of the car speeding away just as the sirens land upon us.

      “What the hell was that?” Joe snaps, one hand on my back, pushing me through a narrow doorway into a place void of all sunlight.

      Viola spins at our entrance, quickly shutting one of the private areas with a curtain, eyes buggering out of her head. “What was all of that out there?”

      Joe turns with his cell, undoubtedly speaking to my father. Luigi won’t release my arm, despite the blaring fact that the danger is being led away from us by the very owner of this establishment.

      “Trouble,” Bo grumbles to her, phone already to his ear. “Definitely trouble.”
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      Arturo Marcello’s penthouse apartment is even more ostentatious than I expected.

      After living with my father, that’s saying something.

      With six rooms, access to the entire roof and an impressive view of Central Park, a built-in fountain bubbling in the foyer and a member of staff occupying every corner, there’s no mistaking the endless wealth at their disposal. One glance at the countless porcelain vases and mounted family portraits suggests they’re basically throwing away cash at this point.

      It took an hour—and many back doors— to sneak me safely into my future father-in-law’s abode. While the trembling has finally stopped throughout the course of the day, my ability to utter a sound hasn’t returned yet. Bo eventually gave up trying to get words out of me and left me to decompress on my own in Arturo’s library parlor, the only room in the apartment that doesn’t reek of the mob boss’s cologne.

      The book I picked out hasn’t even been opened once.

      My eyes are locked on the setting sun hitting the trees down below the window. The noise of the city is dulled by the ringing in my ears that hasn’t diminished since the first bullet slammed into the glass beside my cheek.

      Is this worry?

      Is this concern?

      A foreign concept to me, this. To imagine that a single bullet to his chest could challenge this new life—this new freedom—I’ve envisioned for myself in the last day. Maybe it’s optimistic to imagine good intentions await me after marriage vows are spoken but no matter how hard I try, I can’t extinguish this hope they’ve planted in me.

      To live with less limits.

      The sky pales with the loss of the setting sun, draping darkness over the city with each passing second. Lights in the high-rises click on one-by-one. My stomach growls without substance but I can’t bring myself away from the window, eyes scanning the street below for that forest green suit.

      Where the hell is he?

      “You’re looking awfully concerned for a man you supposedly hate.”

      The suspicious drawl of Xavier’s right-hand man couldn’t come at a more damning instance—me, with my nose practically pressed into the glass. With one turn, I come to find Bo isn’t alone but has brought along a member of the staff carrying a platter. He directs the woman into the room and she drops off the dish and leaves without a single utterance or glance in my direction.

      A chuckle falls from his lips as he judges my silence, moving stiffly into the room. He reveals the meal—a stew of some kind. “Come on, you’ve gotta be hungry by now. He wouldn’t expect you to starve on his account.”

      Unwilling to let him believe that, or God forbid, run off to tell Xavier, I slip into the lounge chair, grabbing the bowl and a fork. Taking my first bite, I send a nasty glare in my guard’s direction but all it warrants is a hearty rumble of laughter.

      He isn’t frightened of me at all.

      The savory beef fills my hollow stomach quickly, pushing off the nausea that had formed when I was thrust from a vehicle, left with the reminiscent sound of bullets punching holes into glass. Facing death was a lot but what paralyzed me for the remainder of the day was actually how quickly that whizzing sound registered into my brain, pulling on my memories. Memories of that fast bead of death puncturing the chest cavity of the man I loved.

      I’ve spent most of the day blocking out the connection, forcing back any of the easily accessed insanity I’ve programmed to repress within me. I’ve forced myself to think of myself, of Xavier… of what this danger will mean when I marry him in two days.

      Bo sits on the sofa and begins cleaning his guns, content to ignore me entirely. After a few bites, I push the plate back near the tray on the oak coffee table, heaving out a sigh. “Where is everyone?” I finally ask him.

      “Ah, she speaks,” he mumbles, glancing at me with oak-colored eyes. “His father is out patrolling with his men, probably scaring off half of the city right now.”

      “Is that smart?”

      He shrugs. “He’s gotta keep claim on his territory or men will start acting out.”

      “Is Xavier with him?”

      He smirks, making me quickly regret asking at all. Checking his rounds, he explains no one has heard from him since noon. He shows no signs of concern regarding his bosses’ location, a place where his twin is also so I take that as a good sign, sinking into the cushions.

      “I'm glad you’re worrying about him,” Bo says eventually.

      “My concerns are completely selfish, Bo.”

      He clicks his tongue, massaging his fingers one by one. “I’ve watched you two for only a few days and I know that’s at least a little bit of a lie. You even look at him different than you did.”

      I grab the warm glass of wine Bo deposited on the table hours ago to calm my nerves, refusing to let the instigator unfurl me into saying something I don’t mean, something he could go relay to his friend. “You should get your eyes checked.”

      “Life is too short to hate it like you do, Sophia.”

      “What’s the alternative? Letting him in?”

      His answer is resolute. “Yes. No matter what happened, that is your endgame. He is your endgame. You’re gonna have to let him in sometime.”

      How little he understands hatred. Or love. Or loss.

      With a careful flick of my wrist, the red wine ripples in a glass pool. I store all of the horrible things I could reply with in those depths, holding my tongue on the subject of the past.

      “You and your brother have this good cop, bad cop thing down pact.”

      “I'm sure you’re referring to me as the good one?” From my blatant lack of an answer, his smile widens considerably. “I'm just protective of those I care about.”

      “I’ve never heard made-men talk like you all do.”

      “We’re a rare breed.”

      I sip the wine, relaxing slightly. “He lets you sit at the head of the table.”

      He laughs, louder than I expect him to. “I saw your look then. That doe-eyed one.” He shakes his head, puffing his cheeks out while he searches for something else to say. “He doesn’t give a flying fuck about that. About most traditions.”

      I like that. A lot.

      “The Mafia can be so pretentious. Your father’s party?” He blows out air. “What was that?”

      I grin, wider and wider. “I heard he spent half a mil on that one.”

      “I literally saw people hired to spritz the place. With perfume.” He gapes. “They made rounds.”

      Movement in the doorway diverts my rising spirits once Xavier steps into view. He’s changed his suit from this morning, now wearing a v-cut sweater and slacks, but his hair is still disheveled from whatever mess he encountered throughout the day. He overlooks me once and his shoulders deflate, his strained features softening as he steps into the room, followed by a cheerful Dante.

      “Bonding, are you, Bo?” Dante jokes, pushing up his sleeves, looking far more tired than he’s letting on. He pays no mind to Bo’s eyeroll, dropping beside him on the couch. My attention is on Xavier, who looks in sore need for a drink. With one glance at my partially full glass, barely registering what I'm doing, I extend my arm upwards, offering him my wine.

      He noticeably pauses at the gesture, neither of us understanding my effort for a truce tonight, eventually taking the glass off my hands with an outlandish nod of acknowledgement. Bo has his eyes on his boss, reading him in a way I'm incapable of.

      “Should we wait to go?”

      Xavier shakes his head. “No, there are men stationed around. I sent the staff home also. It’s safe. How were things here?”

      “Uneventful. The lady here was pacing by the windows for you for most of the day. Wouldn’t eat a thing.”

      What. The. Hell.

      I swear my cheeks light on fire, especially when Xavier’s eyes dart to my face, unreadable but full of intensity. It’s only his gaze that keeps me from flicking off the guys standing up to leave me here.

      Bo slaps his brother’s leg to depart. “We’ll deal with this tomorrow?”

      Xavier hums his assent. “Thank you for today… for watching out for her.”

      The air in the room has shifted, impossible for any of us to ignore. It’s probably why Dante and Bo hightail themselves out of the situation, offering quick goodbyes before disappearing from the parlor. When I hear the front door click shut behind them, I'm more than aware that we’re alone in this very large, overly extravagant penthouse.

      I point at his grey slacks. “You changed. Why?”

      He smiles secretively, gazing at me over the rim of the glass. “How are you doing?”

      I deflate into the cushions, considering confiding in this secretive man before I come to my senses. He doesn’t need to know how I work, how dark my mind can go. Not yet. I grip the seat rests, tensing. “I'm fine.”

      He seamlessly switches tactics. “And were you? Looking out for me?”

      I shake my head, over and over again but somehow can’t bring myself to say I wasn’t.

      To extreme detriment, lying has never come easy to me.

      I ask instead, “Are you taking me home now?”

      “Your parents are coming to pick you up. My mother is on her way. She wants to make sure you’re fed before you go.”

      Great. A fitting end to this terrible day. “I already ate.”

      “That won’t stop her.” He takes a seat on the sofa, rubbing his face with the back of his forearm. I haven’t seen him so worn down, so out of spirits. He senses my direct gaze and purses his full lips. “I half expected you to be tearing me a new one by now.”

      “I planned to.”

      “What’s changed?”

      “I… don’t know.” I chuckle awkwardly. “I'm sure it’ll pass soon.”

      He winces whenever he shifts his shoulder but never allows whatever the ailing pain is to hinder him. He drags his unruly hair backwards but the coiled dark waves tumble back over his eyes with mind of their own. He pays no mind to the fact that my eyes hardly leave his face, keen on reading him from the inside out if necessary.

      A few days ago, I wouldn’t have cared to know whatever he’s been up to. A couple days ago, I would have been content living only in my mind, pretending Xavier Marcello didn’t even exist. Which is why I don’t understand this pull to speak to him now.

      A pull to hear him out, to know what comes next.

      “Is this what it’s going to be like? Car chases? Shoot outs? Sneaking in and out of back doors?”

      He rocks onto his feet, abandoning the firm cushions to fish out some ice cubes from the bar cooler. “I'm going to try to keep you out of it,” he finally answers.

      “I'm sure you see that’s going to be impossible.”

      He exhales deeply, offering me only his broad back. “I'm not an apologetic man, Sophia.”

      “Right.” I look down, only now noticing that my nails have been carving into my palms. Releasing them, I embrace the stinging pain. “Right. I knew that. It’s been six years and I'm still waiting for one from you.”

      His body stills, the only sound in the room is his swallowing of wine.

      He won’t turn. He won’t face me.

      It’s the change in his tone, the way his words roll out like a growl, that scales goosebumps down my arms. “You want me to apologize for something I had very little to do with.”

      It’s hard to imagine I'm hearing him right. “Little?”

      I hadn’t pegged Xavier to be a man to shy away from his atrocities. I expected he’d claim them with some sort of misplaced pride. Because there’s no denying his part in the massacre six years ago, whether that part was a small or large one—not even his kindness these past days can refute that.

      Once, I might have been unwilling to hear him out but right now I find myself falling just as quiet as him, waiting anxiously for more.

      It dawns on me that I want an excuse… I want his role to have been small.

      I’ve found some sort of hope to cling to in regards to this culpable man.

      “Tell me about that night, Xavier,” I demand calmly, willing to listen.

      I don’t know how I’ll feel tomorrow or ten minutes from now. Maybe my dwindling hate will reignite. Maybe he’ll prove me wrong. After the night I’ve had, I can’t assume anything with this man.

      He sets down the lid to the icebox. The gentle clang of the metal reverberates off of the walls. His mouth is open when he turns, his features caved with distress but all of that truth slips once his father’s voice booms in the foyer, addressing whoever is yelping in pain, screeching their shoes against the polished marble.

      It’s not difficult to understand whoever it is has been brought here against his will.

      Xavier deposits our wine glass on the table in front of me. “Meet my mother in the dining room. I’ll join you there.”

      Even with the future victims’ hollers scraping against my eardrums, I manage to grab his hand tightly enough to keep him beside me. “I don’t want to sweep this under the rug anymore.”

      “I will tell you,” he says, appearing genuine. “Just not with my father a couple doors down.”

      Whatever that means.

      He doesn’t give me the chance to decode it, leaving to follow the sound of the wounded. I have no option but to seek out Giulia and she’s exactly where he said she’d be. In the dining room, rearranging the dinner placings that the staff already laid out.

      She perks up at my entrance, still sporting her winter coat and gloves. “Sophia, perfect timing.”

      “Can I help with anything?” I ask, simply because my mother would expect me to.

      “Yes, you can get the red potatoes from the kitchen. They’re already garnished.”

      I find the dish on the immaculate counter, still too caught up in Xavier’s words to really care about any of the Marcellos lavish surroundings. Giulia grabs the bowl, setting them down beside the two dozen white roses at the center of the table. There are over five vases of roses in just this room. Their scent is magnetizing.

      “I see you have wine already.”

      Awkwardly, I nod, unsure of what I should be doing. “Yes.”

      “You had quite the scare today, I'm told.”

      “I'm doing okay.”

      “Good. To be with my son, you’ll have to keep that kind of mentality.” She points to a seat farthest from her. “I’ll be honest. I think you’re going to be good for him, despite your rough start.”

      The hell do I say to that? “Thank you, signora.”

      “Arturo has had his reservations about this pairing for a long time. You’d do well to be extra courteous to him, respect him. You do that and he’ll warm up to you. I promise.”

      I didn’t expect Giulia Marcello to be an advising woman.

      I’ve barely set down my glass before she’s addressing figures entering the room. Two guards and trailing behind them, my parents. “Ah, it’s about time we had a meal together. Welcome to our home.”

      It’s only one of their homes. And the smallest at that.

      She knows better than to boast about that in front of a boss though. My father greets her first and then my mother, who is as graciously warm as I’ve ever seen her. “Giulia, thank you for having us over on such a strenuous day. I hope Sophia hasn’t been a bother.”

      I really didn’t miss them.

      It’s strange to admit to myself. I knew I was desperate to be free of them but there hasn’t been a single moment I’ve wanted to return since Xavier came to pick me up yesterday. With them around, the walls are thicker, more confining. I find myself hoping more and more that Xavier is the man his friends have told me he is.

      Giulia doesn’t have to direct my father to one of the end seats. As a boss, it’s his right. My mother plants herself right beside him, setting her eyes on me. “I was worried.”

      I don’t believe her. Not in the slightest. “I'm fine,” I reiterate for the millionth time today.

      The last time I saw my father, he was purple and enraged, standing over me with a devilish hatred in his eyes right before my betrothed cast him across the room into a wall. So, when Xavier makes his appearance with Arturo, I'm strangely relieved to see him—especially when he boldly meets my father’s gaze while taking his seat directly across from me.

      “You handled them well today, X,” my father says, making the first move. “They’ve scattered about nicely.”

      “They’re getting bolder,” Xavier replies, glancing stealthily at his father. Without Bo and Dante, the man I'm due to marry finds ease in a cold demeanor. I’ve seen those barriers multiple times in the past two days. But seeing them now, while he’s surrounded by people wanting to take a bite out of him, the light-switch aloofness isn’t so nauseating.

      All night, Giulia is the perfect hostess. She rushes to her feet when Arturo mentions the lack of salt on the table. She serves every plate before her own, boasting excitedly about how they found their new cook. My mother’s the only one interested in her voice.

      I decide to watch more than eat.

      Watch the bosses converse in riddles from across the table.

      Watch the wives doing their best to keep business from the discussions.

      More often, my eyes follow Xavier, mostly when he’s not looking. There are little things I notice, things you can only catch if you’re hardly blinking. Like the way his lips whiten a shade when Arturo jokes about Giulia’s imperfections while my father eye-fucks her from across the table.

      Arturo plays with his wife for sport. While my father can be accused of the same thing, at least he does it in private. Halfway through dinner, a guard brings a note on a silver tray, lowering it beside the lady of the house. Giulia reads with Arturo’s steady gaze on her.

      “Just a confirmation about the flower delivery for the party,” she states, her glowing eyes darting between me and her son. “The wedding is just around the corner. It’s hard to believe, after all this time.”

      “It’s important everyone hears about this,” my father says, waving his fork back and forth, mouth full of steak. “I’ve got a man in every station covering this union.”

      Arturo huffs out a note of acknowledgment. “Imagine when they’ve got a kid in the mix.”

      Xavier’s eyes don’t swerve like mine do to his. He refrains from looking at me altogether, even though I know he’s listening. His jaw is tight as he chews, looking as tired of this pointless gathering as I feel. With his fork and knife down, he cracks his scarred fingers and that’s when I notice a slash of blood framing the side of his hand.

      Whether it’s his or someone else’s, I'm not sure.

      “So, has the honeymoon been chosen, Arturo?” my mother asks conversationally, digging into her slender piece of meat.

      “My son has chosen Greece. Why is beyond me.”

      It’s the look of recognition in my mother’s eyes and her quick glance in my direction that shows me she comprehends the meaning of the place for me. Her gaze find’s an unreadable Xavier and I see her study him just like I did this morning when he told me the news.

      “Not Italy?” my father asks, blinking back shock. “We have family there.”

      “So do we.” Arturo observes his quiet son. “We could make a quick change, X.”

      Xavier pushes aside his plate. “We’re going to Greece.”

      My father scoffs. “Why? What is there in Greece?”

      Xavier shrugs off the question, but his gaze hovers in my direction. Just as quickly as they come, they’re gone and I don’t understand why. Not until I realize his father has stiffened like a board at the base of the table, casting me a scowl of accusation.

      Like his son, he has the extraordinary ability of wiping an expression from his face within seconds. My parents never see the bone-chilling blame but I know Xavier has.

      For the remainder of the dinner, my fiancé converses with everyone but me.

      When the men stand to dismiss themselves for drinks, I open my mouth to ask him to stay but nothing comes out. I have no voice after two hours of silence.

      I should just leave.

      Whatever that look was that his father cast, I don’t want it again.

      When I address the women, my voice cracks. “M-May I be excused?”

      My mother nods in dismissal, having already taken a spot beside Giulia with her coffee. Air returns to me once I'm free of the dining room, finding safe haven in the empty living room. The fireplace is roaring within a stone furnace that whistles from the windy rooftop.

      New York is vast at night, even more so than in the day. The lights just seem to go on forever.

      Earlier I was confined, ushered into a room before I could take in where I’d been sent to hide. Now on my own, I can understand how little this place is used. There aren’t any signs of life in this lengthy penthouse.

      The spatter of blood against the glossy marble just next to the entrance reminds me of what this place is. A place of work. A place for dealings and extractions. My stomach sinks to think of where that screaming man is now… and if he’s still breathing.

      I can’t tell if I begin shivering due to my own morbid thoughts or the artic temperature in here. I venture to find my jacket, chuckling at the pretentiousness of the coat room I discover by the entrance.

      The wallpaper is a color you can blend into.

      When I hear loafers striding down the hall, I consider attempting to camouflage. But the person who passes by the archway isn’t someone unwelcome.

      “I'm here,” I say as I step out of the safe confines of the old flickering light, clutching my coat.

      Xavier continues on as if I hadn’t said anything.

      Too mortified to assume any further, I ease back into the closet. But his shoulders are rigid and when he does stop, it’s followed by a deep exhale. He turns as if he’s made some overwhelming decision and the look he gives me, not trying at all to hide what’s behind it, is goddamn terrifying.

      And word-stealing.

      And beautiful.

      “My father knows what you are to me,” he says, growling out the words. “He’s always known.”

      “I… don’t understand.”

      “You want the truth? The real truth?”

      I'm too scared to answer. Too much of a coward to tell him to stop—or to keep going. But for once, he doesn’t require my egging. Each step he takes closer, the tenser I become, looking up at this man I’ve hated for so long. A man I'm not sure I should still hate.

      When he wants to, his face can say so much without a single word.

      And his feet won’t stop moving. I'm knocking into coats and hats and he still hasn’t stopped.

      I’ve forgotten how to breathe, how to function. He grabs the coat from my hands and throws it over the others, and when my back hits a rack, leaving me nowhere else to retreat, I lift my face, letting myself forget how to think.

      His mouth seals over mine.

      And I do nothing to stop him. I can’t part my lips. I'm shaking too hard to bring myself to. For a man that claims to repel gentility, he cups my face as soft as I’ve ever been held and coaxes my lips back to life with electrifying friction.

      Fear is a strange thing.

      Tears are for sadness. Why do I have them now? Why are they brimming my eyelids?

      “I… I can’t do this,” I breathe against him, fighting against the crushing happening in my chest.

      “You want this too. Admit it. There’s something here—something they didn’t put in us.” His green eyes look black under the flickering light, so closely resembling his frightening father’s gaze. I look away from them but he pulls me back and they’re soft again. They roam down to my mouth, lingering there long enough to make me blush harder. “You were waiting for me tonight.”

      The designer fur would swallow me whole without his hold, his thumbs lightly grazing my cheeks. I didn’t think he could touch something this way. Didn’t know he had it in him.

      “Why did your father look at me like that tonight?”

      “Because he hates weaknesses.”

      I recoil from his touch, blinking back shock. “I'm not weak.”

      “No, you’re not. I am.”

      I shake my head, unable to humor him. “Don’t lie to me.”

      “I'm not lying.”

      “Yes, you are. You rush into danger like it’s fun. You… you spend every day of your life being hunted. You are revered and feared by all made men. Why would he even think th—”

      He shakes me to stop my mouth, grimacing with frustration. He gapes, struggling to confess whatever is inside of him as profusely as I am struggling to hear it. “That night…”

      Oh, Christ.

      The marbles drop in deafening intervals as he utters something that’s impossible to process.

      “I told my father to let you go… with him.”

      Him. Drop.

      Thomas. Drop.

      That night. Drop.

      He may has well have knocked the ground right out from under me. Gravity suspends and I'm sure I’d sink weightless if he didn’t have such a strong hold on me. It’s not true. There’s no way it’s true.

      I'm choking on air, questioning everything that’s made me who I am today. “No—”

      He went to his father. He sent them after me.

      He whitens at my abrupt refusal. “It’s true.”

      “No. Stop.” I push at his chest, but he’s too strong, too unyielding. “You’re lying.”

      “I don’t lie. Why would I fucking lie about this?”

      “I don’t know!” I shout, simply because I can’t accept this. I'm too scared to accept this. “Because you want to make me hate you less! Because having a hateful wife is too dangerous and you… you want to make me believe you’re good or something!”

      “I'm not good. I'm the furthest thing from good there is. And if my father knew I just told you what I did—” He glances to the open entranceway, closing his eyes, reeling back whatever he was going to finish that sentence with. “You asked for the truth and I gave it to you.”

      How the hell could he think this is enough? “You gave me nothing! I still know nothing!”

      He shoots me a lethal glare, lowering his voice into a hiss. “What else do you want? You want details? Alright. We saw you with him near a bookstore. You were wrapped up in the guy and he had his tongue down your throat. The guards demanded I intervene, that I’d look weak if I didn’t grab you. I refused. They made sure my father knew so he could keep tabs on you. You were followed every damn day.” He seems to bristle at the appearance of tears in my eyes, at the gutting fear he’s struck me with like an iron. “They knew about the cottage, about the secret notes by the creek. You were never one step ahead of anyone. They were always going to find you.”

      I shove at him again, harder this time, managing to slip out of his grasp but he doesn’t let me get far, pinning me to the ugly wallpaper. The overhead light flickers wildly above our heads, splitting the confined space in momentary darkness. My pulse rages like that fixture.

      “Do you want the rest?” he asks sharply, as if any second he could take back that courtesy. He releases my arms at my silence, but spares me, continuing. “You ran off and we knew before your own father did. They called me in and ordered me to kill him and bring you back.”

      I drop my face, blocking the sounds of my heart re-breaking from leaving my mouth.

      “I said no. I told him to let you go.” He backs up, scoffing darkly as if he can’t believe he did such a thing. “You can’t imagine how many times he made me wish I had gone, that I had dragged you back here.”

      Every word is a new wound, a festering stab wound that brings physical pain.

      His contempt is plain, a blockage he’d repressed until tonight. “He took care of the rest, called your father, told him your location, ensured this… alliance… wouldn’t be tarnished.”

      “Stop,” I beg desperately, holding up my hand. “Please.”

      I don’t want anymore. I regret even asking. How could I have wanted to know this?

      If this is true, then it would mean the last six years I’ve spent hating a man who did his best to show me mercy. The last six years I went on believing that at least for one moment I was free, that Thomas and I were on our own, on our way to paradise. But I’ve never left this damn prison. I’ve never been alone a day in my life.

      And despite being so far away from the manor’s gates, the feeling of entrapment escalates.

      Xavier doesn’t say a word, doesn’t move to touch me, console me. There’s nothing in his gaze that suggests that is even on his mind and I don’t know why I expect it. Not even shielding my face, my cries—as embarrassing as they are—can spare me from his scrutiny.

      Helpless, knowing this isn’t the place to collapse mentally in, I wipe my face, walking to the rack he threw my coat over. I slide it on, flinching when he tries to help me into it out of politeness. After that, he grants me some distance, enough to collect myself before having to face my parents.

      I could say a million things, things I suspect he’s waiting for.

      I could try to imagine if I like or hate him more for what he’s revealed.

      But Thomas is everywhere and this coat closet is way too small for the three of us.

      Abandoning him in the suffocating room, I find a bathroom and lock myself into it. A splash of cold water from the sink does little to alleviate the frantic flush that’s arisen in the past ten minutes.

      This will be the place I completely lose my shit.

      Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

      The woman in the mirror staring back at me, unable to blink, can barely breathe, replaying every word he said—both the gentle ones and the harsh ones. I leave none out.

      Of course, his purpose for telling me was probably to heal whatever was severed between us and yet, all it did was separate us even further, tugging on memories we both should have kept hidden. How could I have known the reality had been more corrupt than I’d imagined? How could I have known, after everything his father said, that he wasn’t as much to blame as them?

      His friends tried to tell me.

      They told me not to judge him. They told me he’d been through hell.

      You cannot imagine how many times he made me wish I had gone…

      I'm terrified to dissect that further. Part of me wants to forget everything he’s just said, just so I can go on as I have been, hating him, hating this world—his world—that I'm about to enter. But of course, that’s impossible.

      These words can never be taken back. Never forgotten.

      This information doesn’t make him any less of a monster. He’s still a Mafioso, a man who has the ability to kill within him. But it lessens the bond I’d formed between Thomas and him. It complicates things… blurs the lines.

      He isn’t the villain to this story anymore and that is more frightening than anything else.

      There’s a knock at the door and my mother’s voice follows. “Sophia?”

      I splash my face a few more times, hoping the swelling that had begun from crying lessens in the next thirty seconds. “I’ll be out in a minute.”

      “Your father’s already in his coat. Don’t make him wait.”

      Completely unsure if I'm passable to exit, I take the leap, knowing with every step I take, eventually I’ll be out of my fiancé’s presence and able to think all of this through, talk to Courtney about it. I need her more than anything right now.

      Xavier is standing beside his mother when I emerge. We say our goodbyes to everyone but each other. It’s only when I'm out of the door that I see his jaw is set, his scarred hands fisted at his sides.

      The moment his mother glances peculiarly between us, he walks off.
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      Courtney has been swirling her spoon through her jasmine tea for the past hour. The drink has to be frozen by now. She wouldn’t know because she hasn’t taken a single sip of it. She’s been too preoccupied in my ramblings about the trip, the coat room confession.

      Exhausted from panic and familiar pains I thought I’d found a way to block, my head lays against the marble tub, my arm dangling over the side. The water turned icy a while ago. While she usually provides me with advice, sympathy, understanding, she’s been mostly silent, listening.

      I can’t stand the quiet anymore. “Do you have anything to say?”

      She sets the teacup onto the side of the sink. After an inhale, she says, “Do you believe him? The story?”

      He revealed the memories with too much contempt to doubt it was the truth. Each one grew more bitter, seemed harder for him to say. Why that’s the case is something I still don’t know.

      “I don’t think he was lying.”

      “It’s curious to me that he kissed you and then said all of this so harshly. I mean, wasn’t the idea to bring you closer?”

      I shrug my shoulders. “I don’t understand him.”

      “His men seem like genuine people?”

      I nod. “They would do anything for him. He doesn’t live like my father does. There aren’t rules like there are here. They say there’s a lot I don’t know about him.”

      “Then you need to find out these things.”

      “It’s not that easy. The guy’s a brick wall most of the time.”

      She grabs my towel, handing it over to me. “Well, one thing is for certain. He’s not the vicious monster you believed he was two days ago. He tried to help you and it seems he paid for it. If anything, this should help you walk down that aisle a little bit easier in two days.”

      When she’s by the door, I stand, wrapping the towel around myself, stepping out onto the rug.

      My robin necklace is beside her cup of tea. The sight of it brings forth a glimpse of blue eyes, so deep and expressive, so intent on loving. My heart suffocates even further. “Thomas—”

      “—is gone, darling,” she says, “as regrettable as that is. You have taken on the guilt of what happened that night for way too long. If Xavier is offering you a chance for a cordial relationship, you should take it. Not many women in our world get a chance like that.”

      I stare down at my nightgown hung over the side of the sink. Once I turned twenty, my mother insisted on satin and lace for nightwear, as if what I wore to sleep would elevate our status somehow.

      Courtney’s hand settles on my back, earnest sympathy transferring through her touch. “Tuck Thomas back into your heart, Sophie. Lock him away there and focus on living. He’d want that for you.”

      Even I know that’s the best advice she can give me.

      She’s been saying it for years. It was the first thing she said when I opened my eyes in a white room with bandaged wrists. She’s repeated it whenever I’ve been low, whenever I’ve been bruised, whenever I retaliate.

      Leave him behind.

      Move on.

      You have to.

      This time, the words do bring me a little comfort. Probably because something’s changed within my marriage arrangement. That hope that I questioned in the city watching Xavier arose for a reason. She kisses my cheek, stroking my hair once to my ends, and leaves me for the night.

      The rest I'm going to have to figure out by myself.

      Too restless to lay down, I water the lily I was given, my vases of flowers I regularly pluck from the gardens outside and move on to submersing myself in Greek folklore. The book is crutched on my knees when there’s a knock on the door.

      From my reading nook, my eyes dart to the clock.

      12:30am.

      I set down the book, striding to the door. Once it’s open, I freeze, staring.

      Xavier’s lips slim uncomfortably. He’s standing just outside my doorway, still wearing his wool double-breasted overcoat. Our butler is behind him, eying him suspiciously. Of course, when Xavier turns, Lonnie makes sure that directness is wiped from his face completely.

      I wasn’t ready to see him this soon.

      To see his eyes, which a couple hours ago, pierced me with such resentment.

      To see his lips, which coaxed me to submit with unfamiliar passion.

      I thought I knew who this man was. I thought I had him pegged. But I don’t.

      He’s more of a mystery than he’s ever been.

      “What are you doing here?” I ask, glancing nervously between him and the butler who doesn’t seem to want to leave us alone. Does my father know he’s here?

      “I’d like to talk to you—alone.” The last part was a direct order to our audience. Lonny is smart enough to understand it. I watch him walk away, wondering how quickly my father will get here once he’s informed of our visitor. That is until Xavier opens his mouth again. “Your father’s out at the club. He won’t know about this.”

      “My mother’s down the hall,” I whisper, unsure of what to do. Do I invite him in?

      I remember then that I'm wearing nothing but a satin nightgown and my mortification triples.

      “I'm going to be your husband. I think it’s safe to talk to you alone for a couple minutes.”

      I nod, stepping aside to let him through, closing my eyes as the movement carries in his scent. The woodsy bourbon smell is stronger tonight, but vanilla and tobacco is somewhere in that mixture. Once the door is closed, I walk to the bed, snatching up my robe.

      “That’s very different from what I got you the other day,” he observes conversationally.

      This is what he’s come all this way for? Chit-chat?

      I tie the sash tightly. “My mother is a frills woman.”

      When I look up, he’s politely diverting his eyes to the ground. Knowing he was staring, my throat tightens, feeling the air evaporating around me. “You’re far from the city.”

      “I left our club and came here.”

      “I see.”

      He’s noticeably preoccupied. His eyes shift around the room, my bedroom, taking in my belongings. Other than the brief instance when he stormed in the other day, I can’t remember the last time he was in here. We must have been children.

      His eyes linger on the book laying near my window and then finally settle on me. “I can think you can tell by now, especially after tonight, that I'm not great at talking through things… but I wanted to make sure you were alright.”

      “I just needed some time.” I still do.

      He nods, removing his coat, throwing it onto my bed. “I was… harsh. I shouldn’t have been.”

      “You said something that stuck with me,” I say, noticing his chest expands as if he knows what I'm about to drudge up, “about your father.”

      “I'm not here to talk about that.”

      “Xavier.”

      His features have become resolutely stubborn. “No.”

      I look down, shrugging my shoulders, at a loss for what to say. “Well, I'm fine, Xavier. I know what you did now and I'm grateful for it. Is that what you wanted to hear? That I'm sorry? That I was wrong?”

      “Look, I didn’t go in there intending to remind you of that pain,” he snaps. “I went in there to—”

      “To try and make this bearable. Yeah, you’ve worked harder than I have to do that—”

      “I went in there because I needed to touch you.”

      I needed to touch you.

      He did and I let him. I lost myself the second his hands were on me.

      All that escapes me is a scoff. A weak, disbelieving scoff as I stare at him, the distance growing wider and wider as each second passes. He isn’t causing that distance. I am.

      He exhales harshly, grabbing his coat. “This was a mistake.”

      I needed to touch you.

      Now you know.

      Lucky guess.

      He’s opening the door when I flatten my hand next to his, preventing him from leaving. My mind is spinning a million miles per minute. He stares at the door, waiting for me to speak, to say something.

      “How did you know I like Greece?” I slowly gain the courage to stare up into his face. “Milk and honey in my coffee? Wildflowers?”

      He turns his head to me, his mouth sealed shut.

      I never thought a look could electrify me, make my insides combust with awaiting nervousness. It’s only a matter of seconds before the tension builds up, before this all comes crashing down upon us. The fighting, the danger, the waiting. It’s there before I can refuse its presence.

      Desire.

      Dropping his coat, he seizes my neck, dragging me to him, molding me into my bedroom door. Beside us are Courtney’s markings of my height over the years that she drew with permanent marker, recording the gradual growth of my youth.

      He proves, once again, words aren’t always needed to make a point.

      His lips come down upon mine with a bruising force, all gentleness from earlier gone. He pulls apart my lips with his own, slipping his tongue through them, forcing me to remember what it’s like to kiss someone with everything you have. Panic grips me at first, stalling me from responding, but his warmth is beckoning. His hands are stiff against my nape, his thumbs lodged under my jaw to imprison me to him.

      When I drop my bottom lip, gasping as I give into whatever this just became, he groans. He actually groans. My stomach flips at the erotic sound, as his hands lodge into my hair, as he crushes me into the hardwood. Aggression bristles between us and I begin to like the foreign outlet.

      My hands go to his stomach, boldly easing over the thin, expensive fabric of his suit. For days, I’ve found this man to be cold, stale, repressed in emotion. So, I have no clue who he is now.

      He’s like a flame, a passionate flame draining a mound of timber to ash.

      His hands have gone to the sash around my waist. We look at each other, just for a beat of a second, and I see how lost he’s become in this. I never thought he’d ever let me see him that lost. The sash tumbles onto the carpet and his mouth returns to me. Not to my lips—just below it. My chin, then my throat. His hands, which had been holding my waist, slide upwards over the satin.

      My thin straps fall from my shoulders. The material clings loosely to my breasts as his hands cover the round peaks. Chest-heaving, I stare at the small space between our bodies, watching him drag down the pink satin enough to expose them. He cups one in his large hand, his eyes darting up to witness my reaction while his thumb rolls across my stiff nipple.

      He sees every part of me shudder.

      He squeezes my breast, swooping in to take my mouth roughly. The material’s hanging around my ribs, baring me half-naked and he hasn’t shed a single item. I can’t bring myself to touch him, paralyzed by his forcefulness. These feelings have been dormant. If I had them before, I never knew it.

      And yet, as his hands roam further down, he tears himself away, planting them on the wood beside my head. He’s massive, absorbing all of my space and he’s looking off to the side, eyes fixed on our reflection in my vanity mirror.

      “Cazzo,” he curses.

      My lips feel like they are buzzing. “What is it?”

      “Not like this. I won’t do it like this.”

      His cheeks are flushed with wanting as I suppose my own are. As he heaves himself off of the door, the disbelief finally hits. One shameful glance in the mirror and I'm hauling up the nightgown, tugging on my hair, avoiding his direction completely.

      What the fuck just happened?

      “I'm sorry,” he says. “I lost myself.”

      I stare at the wall, wide-eyed. “It’s okay. It’s… okay.”

      “I should go before your father arrives and sees my soldier’s outside.”

      I nod, encouraging his exit. He leaves without another word, a storm come and gone, leaving a total mess in his wake. I turn, sinking down the door we were pinned against, still trembling.

      My arm flattens against my forehead, feeling feverish, touched by a newly-budded craving.

      Oh, no.
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        * * *

      

      My mother sips sweet champagne victoriously from the plush loveseat. The ladies’ parlor is littered with flowers of congratulations. “Thank you for coming out of the city, Dolina. Sophia has to look absolutely perfect tomorrow.”

      The seamstress is too distracted with my hem to lift her head. “Of course, Camilla. I'm happy to do it. Everyone knows how important this day will be.”

      “Yes, well, Sophia hasn’t caught the attention of her fiancé yet, but this dress is ought to do it. Vito couldn’t keep his hands off me when I wore it on my wedding day. The alterations we decided on came out nicely.”

      Sophia hasn’t caught the attention of her fiancé yet.

      Little does she know…

      After a night too restless to sleep, my gaze is dead in the glossy reflection. Not even the luminous vanity lights can rejuvenate my skin. Surely, my mother has assumed the bloodshot eyes are attributed to a night of crying due to the impending wedding. That my swollen lips are from biting back those tears.

      She couldn’t possibly imagine my lips are still sensitive to the touch twelve hours after he practically fled my room. That I tossed and turned all night until my own hands had to relieve the aching desire he left me with; until shame filled my heart as I collapsed into the bedding with his face burned into my mind.

      Courtney assumed my silence this morning was from our conversation last night.

      I couldn’t bring myself to admit to her what really preoccupies my mind today.

      I have to see him in six hours. Six. In front of half the Sicilian Italians in New York.

      “Straighten your shoulders, Sophia,” my mother orders, bringing me back to my unfortunate reality. I’ve been on my feet for over an hour now. It’s unimaginable to think things could get worse… and then Xavier’s mother strides through the door, carting along Bianca and my grandmother.

      “It still needs a lot of work before tomorrow,” my mother quickly says, but their quick to dismiss that, boasting about the stitch work and design. My cousin tugs on my arm with excitement, pulling me down to her level. A hiss comes from the tired seamstress below but Bianca ignores her.

      “I have so much to tell you.”

      I'm not interested. My eyes linger on the open doorway, willing Courtney to enter with silence.

      She doesn’t appear.

      Bianca giggles. “My husband came home last night from the club in the city… Xavier’s club. He said he was there.”

      “I know that.”

      Giulia is too caught up in my mother’s conversation to hear us, but my pulse does flutter nervously to hear my cousin’s gossip pinpoint around her son.

      “Yes, but what you don’t know is his father brought whores in with his men.” Holy shit. My eyes widen as I crush her hand, shaking my head. His mother’s a few damn feet away! Bianca’s too busy blathering to think clearly. “He pawned some off on X, said something about it being good to separate a good fuck and the marriage bed. He clearly cheats. My Ivan’s never strayed, thank Dio.”

      Xavier revealed otherwise about dear Ivan. Poor woman actually thinks she got a good one.

      “Men cheat,” I snap softly, feeling my fingers stiffen, trapped by sudden tension.

      “Obviously not.” She grins. “Marcello left. His father was supposedly pissed as hell for it.”

      I look away from the mirror for the first time since she arrived, momentarily speechless as the gears in my mind shift into place.

      He left… and came to me.

      Yes, he said he came from the club.

      “What are you two talking about so quietly over there?”

      Looking down, I notice Dolina’s mouth has slimmed as if someone stapled her lips shut. She won’t dare mention such a sensitive subject to the mother’s but possibly elsewhere. By tomorrow, Arturo’s whorish escapades will be sifting like wildfire through the grapevine.

      I suspect Xavier’s mother will bear the brunt of the embarrassment.

      “Oh, I'm just asking her all about the wedding details, Zia.”

      My mother huffs, downing the rest of her drink. “You won’t get much out her. She’s been practically mute all morning.”

      “Wedding jitters,” my grandmother chuckles. “I remember those fondly.”

      Her husband was a demon. I wonder how any of her memories are fond.

      “It was bedtime when my jitters came through,” Giulia confesses, taking a seat beside my mother, accepting a flute of champagne from one of the assistant seamstresses. “Arturo’s a rough man.”

      Christ, is she trying to warn me?

      I drop my face, hoping she won’t spot the blush hit my cheeks. My mother, uncouth as hell, outs me without a problem. “Oh, don’t get all red. If you’re lucky, he’ll make it a short thing. Let Xavier do his job and keep quiet.”

      My cousin smirks. “No man likes a crier.”

      “That’s enough, Bianca,” my grandmother says, shooting a warning I'm sure my cousin won’t heed. “Once you have your babies, he’ll leave you alone. Pop them out as soon as possible and you’ll be able to focus on them. He’ll find others to play with.”

      I close my eyes, disgusted by their vulgarity, their complete lack of respect.

      My chest expands with rage.

      The fact that I'm raging at the image of my future husband cheating on me with another should terrify me. A couple of days ago, I would have sent him on his way to their beds happily.

      What is happening to me?

      Dolina straightens, done with pinning. Bianca scurries across the room at my mother’s call, tripping over her feet in stilettos. I'd been too consumed in imaginary circumstances to realize Xavier’s mother now stands beside me, appraising my figure in the standing mirror. “You should get some sleep tonight. You don’t want to look haggard on your wedding day.”

      “I will,” I mumble.

      She glances at my mother, who is consumed in berating my cousin, lowering her voice considerably. “My son won’t hurt you, Sophia. Do not worry about that.”

      I stare down at her. “You don’t think so?”

      She pins me with a very serious look. It’s complicated and just like the one’s her golden child does so well. “I know my son.”
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      “The entire Outfit will be at this garden party, figlia.”

      The Marcello villa stretches acres, painted in soft yellow lights to guide guests through to the party in the back. Although the event is semi-casual, my mother is decked out in jewels, proudly hanging on my father’s arm. He ensures I'm listening to him, pointing a condescending finger in my direction.

      “Behave. Pay attention to your fiancé.”

      My mother made sure I’d stand out, stuffing me into a backless figure-hugging dress. The white color sets me apart from the Italian’s preference for color, making it impossible to remain in my parent’s shadows. Men stare. Women gossip in huddles.

      My father enjoys every minute of the attention.

      “I told you that dress would turn heads,” my mother boasts over her shoulder. She rushes toward Xavier’s parents before she can catch my answering eye-roll. On my neck rests a ruby the size of a grape, dangling into the plunge of my dress.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I spot Bo, already zoned in on my entrance. His friend is nowhere near him and I'm relieved for it. I'm not ready to confront him… not yet. I need to steal a drink first. With a curt nod, Xavier’s friend acknowledges me, covertly enough that no one sees a thing.

      His presence means one thing: Xavier’s arrived first this time.

      The veranda is stuffed with tables and people, decorated tastefully with flowers and dangling overhead lights. There is hardly room to walk, let alone to stop and chat.

      My mother presses an urgent hand to my back, forcing me down the steps into the mess. Congratulations are offered with earnest smiles, as if this union weren’t stemmed from a decades-long business arrangement. I somehow stomach their pleasantries, very glad when Arturo gestures to the families round table.

      Just as I pull out my chair, that relief dissipates because that’s when I get my first glimpse of him. The Italian prodigy stuns in tailored gray slacks, a black polo to match, a chilled scotch in hand. What stops me in my tracks is who is beside him. One flash of her vibrant red hair and I'm stiff as a rock, openly staring in their direction.

      Rosa. Bellarosa Barbieri.

      She’s the first to notice me and proves excellent at hiding the fact on her face, absorbed in what he’s saying to her. Whatever it is, she’s not liking it. My parents are too caught up in congratulators to prevent my escape in the opposite direction. I find the nearest bar, stealthily ordering a dry martini. When the bartender slides it over, I take long sips, sinking inwards into myself.

      The pianist on stage is far too talented to be at a party such as this.

      “Are you alone?”

      I look up, surprised to discover the bartender is the one who asked the question, wiping down glasses. I shake my head. “Unfortunately not.”

      “I get off at eleven? Perhaps I could be your knight-in-shining-armor?”

      “This is my engagement party.” The good-looking man blanches, instantly making sure no one heard his mistake, addressing the untouchable woman. I chuckle, rolling my eyes as I turn, leaning into the cold bar. “Don’t worry. No one heard you.”

      He laughs. “Good, I really don’t want to be found in a ditch in the morning.”

      I watch the Spanish olives swirl in my transparent drink. Xavier’s father has appeared at his son’s side with a chilling glare aimed at the fiery woman currently in tears.

      Turns out, she didn’t understand whatever rules they’d set. Or she’s just desperate enough to fight them, to try and secure his heart.

      She’ll learn the hard way. None of us have any choice in who we end up with.

      Bo is suddenly at Xavier’s side, whispering something in his ear as Bellarosa’s father jerks her away. Xavier’s head snaps up, scanning the room. He finds me relatively fast, but that indifferent gaze has returned. I stare back at him, offering the same.

      Because I really don’t know what to think of him right now. Not after last night.

      “You want another one?” the bartender asks. Abandoning the spectacle across the lawn, I lean into the bar, handing him the empty glass, shaking my head. He would reject another if he had a father like mine too.

      “No, that one was just to help the jitters.”

      Dante appears at my side, stealthy in an all-black suit. His eyes smile instead of his mouth—a smart alternative in such a setting. My popular fiancé is just a couple steps behind him, being bombarded by a rowdy group of men.

      “So, she loves him?” I ask softly, so only Dante can hear it.

      His lips don’t appear to move when he answers, staring ahead at his boss. He knows about which female I'm addressing. “Yes.”

      “And him?”

      “No. I think she was a distraction.”

      “From what?”

      His eyes flicker in my direction, pointedly. “From what he couldn’t have.”

      Maybe I do need that other drink.

      Before I can order it, Xavier strides up to the bar. I hate that his scent can pinpoint a memory now, that it toxifies my blood instantly. His hair is gelled back sleekly, not a wild strand out of place. He’s a vision of unending power, a shockingly attractive man entering the prime of his life.

      Dante has left us to speak alone, but Xavier’s eyes are severely studying the bartender, who stands at a small distance with another member of the hired staff, their eyes glued to my barren back, the missing fabric of my dress. They think he can’t see them behind those fig trees.

      He can.

      “Hello,” Xavier says curtly, forearm flat against the glossy surface.

      I tilt my head condescendingly. “Eventful night?”

      He’s still focused on the staff. “I want to tear out their eyes.”

      The image makes me cringe. “I think there’s been enough altercations for one night.”

      He scoffs, finally looking at me. His eyes do more than wander over the poor excuse of a dress extenuating my curves. “You’re in rare form tonight, aren’t you? Is that dress punishment for yesterday?”

      Here I was, thinking he wouldn’t bring it up. All I can hope is I manage to suppress my blush.

      “My mother’s very proud of it. She likes the attention.”

      “I'm sure she does,” he grumbles, placing his glass down with a thud loud enough to gain their attention. Poking their heads past the branches of the ficus, the one I’d spoken to before goes positively white, abandoning his corner quickly. Xavier’s gaze, when possessive, is damn unnerving. “Scotch,” he orders curtly.

      “Yes, sir.”

      My mind remains undeterred from the unexpected argument I just walked in on. The fact that she’s still in view in the gardens, being berated by her father is difficult to ignore. “You’re just going to let her go off crying?”

      “It’ll end better for her if I do.”

      Curious. “Meaning?”

      “Meaning my father has a short fuse. I told her to keep this private because of that. She’s being reckless.”

      “People get reckless when they’re in love.”

      He takes the scotch and whatever is in his eyes makes the guy rush off to find chores. He then seems to process what I’ve just said and all the anger he’s exuding vanishes, a barrier brought up that I'm not meant to penetrate. I'm thinking of Thomas. Now, so is he.

      Why am I so angry? Why did the sight of him and her leave an effect on me?

      “I was out of line last night,” he suddenly apologizes, rolling his shoulders back uncomfortably. “I'm sorry for it.”

      I look down, embarrassed remembering how roughly we touched, how effortlessly his hands wandered over me, knowing where to caress to arouse pleasure. “I was… shocked.”

      And I liked it. That’s why the act felt so shameful.

      “Whatever you’ve been deprived of, Sophie, I’d like to give it you.”

      It’s the first time he’s said my name the way I want him to. What he’s referring to flies right over my head though. My deprivations have been great. I wonder which one’s on his mind right now. My own headspace could make anyone blush.

      “Xavier!”

      My fiancé turns uninterestedly at the sound of a deep voice. I’ve only seen the man a few times. The eccentrically-dressed woman on his arm is Xavier’s aunt, Arturo’s younger sister. With black curly hair and a gold filling that was a fashion choice rather than a necessity, she strolls up to her nephew. He’s too massive for her to wrap her arms entirely around him and too short to stretch for a peck on the cheek and he’s too stiff to oblige her by bending.

      “Zia.” Xavier extends his hand civilly towards the man. “Alfonso.”

      “Dio, Sophia!” she exclaims, clasping my face between her clammy hands. “You continue to blossom every time I lay eyes on you. My nephew has got to be pinching himself.”

      Oh, God. Save me.

      “A vision,” Alfonso compliments, smiling fondly. He grips Xavier’s shoulder. “The big day is tomorrow, eh? Anyone got cold feet yet?”

      “Oh, I remember holding you as a baby.” She pats Xavier’s arm. “I can hardly believe all this time has passed. It seems like it was just yesterday I watched you two chasing each other through these gardens.”

      Strange to hear it spoken aloud. That once he and I, as children, were inseparable.

      We were friends, not mortal enemies. Not engaged beyond our will.

      “Come. Let us find your father,” Xavier’s aunt says, grabbing the man she replaced her widow with. He seems much nicer than the one she had, if I can recall. Xavier’s shields are up so high I don’t even try to pierce them, choosing to walk in silence back to the table of honor.

      The both of our immediate families have gathered. Although the majority of them distrust one another, the bosses especially, spirits are high with excitement. I'm actually handed wine. My place setting is stuffed between Arturo and Alfonso. I never thought I’d feel my stomach sink so low at the thought of Xavier Marcello leaving my side. He takes his place beside his aunt and my cousin, who is making her husband jealous with her unreserved gawking.

      The music is loud. The conversation is even louder.

      Alfonso is polite enough, conversing with me about ridiculous things like the wedding décor, the dinner list. My frigid mother is practically glowing watching me behave. For the most part, Arturo and my father discuss whatever is important to them quietly, getting along despite all their differences.

      Bianca’s husband sours throughout the five-course meal from lack of attention.

      Xavier answers whatever probing questions my mother directs to him, mostly about where he’s been since we last saw him. He talks briefly about university in Italy and eventually his father jumps in proudly, boasting about how sending him there, Xavier discovered his roots. There’s a lot about my fiancé that remains a mystery—to guess his moods is near impossible—but at this moment, I swear he’s angry. Close enough to hear it all, Bo’s severe expression from where he stands guard confirms my suspicion.

      I'm absorbed in the happenings across the table but I'm pulled quickly back to reality when I feel a hand land on my back, on bare skin. Arturo’s hand. I look at the man and his terrifying black eyes, positive everyone can see I’ve gone rigid.

      “That is quite a dress, Sophia.” Shit. Shit. Shit. I resist grimacing, shifting uncomfortably in my seat. The tables gone quiet, everyone probably stunned he’s so blatantly staring down my dress. “How much did this one cost ya’, Vito?”

      Risking a glance up, I'm relieved to see my fathers smile is absent. My mothers too. When I finally bring myself to look in Xavier’s silent direction, I shoot out of my chair without thinking just by seeing the expression on his face, the white knuckles of his fist against the tablecloth so near the cutlery. “Excuse me.”

      As I'm storming away, I hear my father’s curt reply. “Five thousand,” he says.

      Arturo’s laugh is obnoxious. “That’s way too much for such a small piece of fabric, huh? I think they swindled you, my friend.”

      They aren’t friends. Not in the slightest.

      My father will make my mother regret choosing this frock tonight, that’s for certain.

      I feel utterly naked by the time I reach the bathrooms. Despite being complimented by most who file in and out of the sparkling rooms, I loathe my entire existence on a crimson lounge. Hiding can only last a couple minutes at most. Eventually, I have no choice to return, unable to hide at such a gathering.

      Half way to the seats, my eyes meet Bo’s, who is standing closest to my place setting. When no one’s looking, he musters up a half-hearted smile of pity. I'm grateful for the glance, especially from him, a man who still has his reserves about me.

      I avoid Xavier entirely as I take a reluctant seat beside my future father-in-law. Thankfully, he doesn’t revert from the subject they are currently on—a trip taken by Xavier’s aunt and her beau to Miami—back to my wardrobe. My father is engaging in the conversation, already slurring his words, and I'm actually relieved for my mother. Hopefully, he’ll let this one slide.

      Xavier’s aunt makes a swift transition to a far more complicated topic.

      Children.

      More specifically, Xavier’s and mine.

      “I can just imagine. Her black hair, his eyes…” she drones on and naturally, every woman at the table jumps on the opportunity to talk about their sole purpose in life. I lower my face, digging into my palms with my fingertips, suppressing the urge to destroy their hopes.

      “They’ll be exquisite, for sure,” my mother says.

      “How many do you think you’ll have?” Bianca asks aloud. Only after a nudge from Alfonso do I understand the question was for me.

      “I'm not sure,” I get out, barely stomaching the thought. “We’ll have to see what happens.”

      “At least two or three,” my mother insists.

      Vito chuckles as a server passes him a bottle of chilled champagne. “As long as the majority are boys.”

      His words are a proverbial slap in the face to every woman at this table, the daughter of some Mafia lord who was burdened with a child they didn’t want. My father has always been disappointed by the number of women in his family.

      I look up, offering him a very direct gaze. “I actually hope they’re boys.”

      My mother visibly flinches, eyes widening in disbelief that I’d choose now to open my mouth. She’d rather I agree with him like they all do, diminish myself to nothing more than a breeder with a mind only for my husband.

      My father is more careful with his reaction. “I always figured you’d want girls,” he says calmly.

      “Why?”

      “Because you are sentimental that way. Boys grow to love their fathers more.”

      “And girls are only there to build families, right?”

      Our stubbornness goes both ways, a trait embedded in my genetics.

      A reproach, a beating cannot silence me. He will try both courses.

      Vito Marins finger suddenly digs into the tablecloth, losing color. “A mother raises her children. That is her purpose.”

      “And if I didn’t want children at all?” My mother makes a noise of disapproval, unable to fathom the notion. My father whips back as if I’d just threatened him. “Would I serve no purpose in the world? The female surgeons, the accountants, the women who have careers but never become pregnant. Do they have no purpose?”

      Xavier’s mother has gotten emotional, dotting her eyes with the cloth napkin. Bianca seems to be enjoying every moment of this, though she’s smart enough to keep her mouth out of it.

      My father has paled. “You will have children.”

      “And if I don’t want to?”

      “Then Xavier will make sure it damn well happens—by whatever means necessary!” my father growls, slamming his hand down on the table. His threat ignites an unstoppable flame of defiance in my chest. I'm opening my mouth to counter when I spot a cynical smile out of the corner of my eye.

      Xavier’s.

      “You’re out of fucking line, Vito.”

      Any guests within earshot freeze. Dante’s hand covertly lowers to his belt, an inch from the gun strapped under his waistcoat. I suspect his brother is doing the same thing.

      I didn’t expect to hear his voice. I don’t think anyone else did either. Arturo flashes his son a lethal look, finally joining the conversation. “Xavier.”

      My father regards my fiancé critically. “There’s no point trying to be the hero, Marcello. She won’t reward you for it anyway.”

      “Let’s get past this, please?” Camilla beckons everyone to grab their flutes. “This is a celebration. Let’s toast.”

      My enraged father snatches his glass, signaling an end to the unpleasantness. Everyone can breathe a sigh of relief, grab their drinks for a toast, pretend we live in a free world. Xavier’s father, a sick bastard, smiles towards his lap, enjoying every moment of the discord. I hold the stem of my flute, trying to fight past the pain lodged in my throat.

      My father pushes back his chair, raising a glass in the air. “To Xavier and Sophia. May your children abundantly inherit their mother’s looks but by God, the father’s brains.”

      Why I expected anything different is beyond me.

      Of course, he needs to feel he’s won.

      Heaving out a disgusted scoff, Xavier discards his glass on the table. Mine is still raised in toast, eyes locked on the monster who brought me into this world. My hand trembles in my rage but I manage a smile, tilting the flute towards him. I raise it to my lips, downing the entire glass while they watch. I slam it empty onto the table, standing up.

      I walk away.
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        * * *

      

      The only place I can find with some sort of solitude is the gardens. More particularly, the maze of shrubs and fountains that Xavier’s father had designed long before his son was even born. I once heard my father’s men muttering behind closed doors about the games Arturo enjoys playing within these mazes to anyone whose fucked him over and how no one’s said to have managed to escape them.

      Still, these grounds are more welcoming than the one’s my father occupies right now.

      My mouth has always been sharp, much to my detriment. I will pay the consequences for my disobedience, as I always do. As I’ve come to expect. The autumn wind howls against the shrubbery, rattling the immense branches. The chill prickles my skin like the branches themselves as I coax through them, desperate to be alone. Desperate to distance myself from the nightmare so irrevocably in my path. My fingertips graze Giulia’s bloomed roses, the pink petals swaying as freely as the bottom of my dress.

      “I’ve never heard a girl speak back so hatefully to a man with that much power,” I hear someone say behind me. A woman’s voice. With a turn, I find Xavier’s aunt standing under the lilac-covered arch, purse hanging on her arm, coat on her back. I stare at her, unable to detect if she’s disgusted or intrigued by that fact. “You’re not scared about what he’ll do to you for a display like the one you just pulled?”

      “I’d be stupid if I wasn’t.”

      “Then why do it? When you know the outcome will lead to nothing?”

      “Because I won’t be driven to the ground!” I seethe. “I won’t let him treat me like he treats my mother! I won’t.”

      She steps in further. If she were pissed about my rise in temper, she doesn’t show it, calmly circling me, scrutinizing me from head to toe. “You act like you have some choice in the matter. You do realize you’re marrying the son of my brother, who I can tell you is far worse than your father could ever be. What’s to say you’re going to be getting any better with Xavier?”

      I hiss what immediately springs to my mind, baring myself as a fool in front of a complete stranger. “He isn’t his father.”

      “He isn’t? You know this how?” she chuckles covertly. “He’s as dangerous as they come. He’s a Marcello, through and through.”

      Infuriated. That’s how I feel.

      Not only at her presence. But at her judgment… of him. A man until yesterday I’d judged just as severely. A man I cannot wrap my mind around. I can only shake my head, refusing to even acknowledge her suspicions regarding him.

      She grabs a lock of my hair, caressing the spiral softly. “We don’t get happy endings, Sophia. Don’t fool yourself into believing that’s reachable. It will only hurt you more.” She releases me, backing up a step. “Take it from someone with experience.”

      I scoff, amazed she traveled into this darkness to warn me about fairytales she knows I gave up on a long time ago. “Is that all?”

      She straightens, not so impressed with my sharpness when it is cast in her own direction. Her mouth is opening to reply when there’s a rustle against the branches, and it’s in that direction that my fiancé reveals himself under the low light.

      “Am I interrupting something?” he asks her, a fearsome creature under the crescent moon.

      “No, we were just chatting—”

      His cutoff is gruff. “Then I’d like a moment with her, Zia. Give us some space.”

      She may be bold in coming out here, in her bold suspicions but she’s programmed enough that with the right tone, she disappears with an order, escapes these deadly gardens before he can reveal how much he actually heard between us right now.

      His speculating gaze in my direction suggests he heard plenty.

      “You shouldn’t be out here alone.”

      I stare him, at his locked jaw that looks to be suppressing so much. “I'm not.”

      “It’s not safe.”

      “In your own house?”

      He glances down the path his aunt took. “Let’s head back.” That’s the last thing I want to do. He must spot that because he immediately follows with, “I’ll take slow strides.”

      Part of me suspects, as we begin to retrace our steps back to the party, that he’s doing this to ensure there is no one lurking, hoping to hear us. His aunt, for starters. The number of roses in full bloom around us are intoxicating, along with the freshly-cut grass that had to have been sliced down this afternoon.

      “Tell me what you’re thinking,” he says, hands tucked behind his back.

      “I'm thinking that everyone and their mother tried to tell me what you’re like today, what you’re not like.”

      He lowers his head, contemplating. “I’d rather you figure that out for yourself.”

      “Would you?”

      “Yes.”

      “Because I definitely have my ideas.” We take opposite sides of the bubbling fountain, eying each other as we separate like rushing river around a stone. “That is suggesting that what you told me last night is actually the truth.”

      “You know it is.”

      I meet him at the base of the marble fountain, gazing up at him, finding him even more unnervingly handsome under nothing but moonlight and stars. “I think you are just as much of a rebel as me.” I step close enough to feel the buttons of his suit against my thin fabric. “I think the Phantom is an impressive charade.”

      “You know what I think? I think everyone I’ve ever met is capable of wearing a mask but you.”

      “Is that why you want me? Because you think I'm a challenge?”

      “A challenge? I’ve never understood the allure of that word,” he scoffs. “A challenge suggests this is a game.”

      “No, you’re right. It’s a business agreement.”

      We’ve reached the edge of the gardens. The band are a mere few feet away, jamming in full swing. The atmosphere of the lively soiree carries into these expansive gardens, sending tension that prickles my flesh.

      His cool fingertips lightly brush my hip. “By now you should know you’re neither of those things for me.”

      It’s only after his hand slides along my side that I understand how badly I’ve wanted him to do that all night. It’s a testament to how far I’ve fallen down this rabbit hole. More. I still want more.

      He loses a step when I move towards him, his gaze dropping in shock when my grip on his hand strengthens. His scars are jagged and rough, his palm calloused from use.

      “Xavier… I—”

      Dead leaves crush and crumble under someone’s heavy foot.

      “I’ll find that girl and drag her out if I have to!”

      The sound of my father’s voice, so close to where we are, strikes unshakeable terror in my bones. Xavier’s hand leaves mine, pointing towards the hedges. His demand is shrill enough to make my legs work. “Go.”

      Concealed, I close my eyes, ashamed to be hiding. Ashamed because I know I'm only delaying the inevitable. My father was insulted in more than one way tonight. And while I reveled every second of the humiliation, the consequences will hurt.

      It speaks volumes that when my father does finally cut a corner, stumbling right onto my fiancé, he bounces back until he’s molded himself into the pretty roses. My view is not good, but I’m at least able to spot that. Also, the sight of my mother at her usual place beside her husband, looking picturesquely stunned by whatever she sees in Xavier’s face.

      While I can only see his heaving back, I have to imagine its bone-chilling.

      “Where is she?” my father spits out.

      “You should rejoin the party.”

      “Boy—”

      Xavier’s hand stops my father from cutting around him. “I am not a boy. I'm not your friend. Nor is my father. Remember what this arrangement is.”

      “I should be reminding you of that,” Vito snarls. “You dare prevent me from punishing my child? I could end this—all of this—with a fucking word.”

      Xavier chuckles, taking one glance at my mother, who has retreated from the tension. “Come now, Vito. You’re smart enough to know better. Your finances couldn’t take the hit. Your men are no match for mine.”

      “You mean your father’s.”

      “I mean mine,” Xavier seethes, taking up all his airspace. “You think my father combs the streets at night? You think my father can rip out teeth without instruments? Pluck eyes from sockets? Reassemble organs in a man and not kill him? You have no idea what I'm capable of, and what I’d do to you if you continue to get on my bad side.”

      My mother looks like she’s ready to gag up whatever she’s eaten so far. I understand the vertigo. Jesus, I hope he’s bluffing.

      My father’s sudden paleness does nothing to stop his mouth from running. “So, the trials weren’t rumors then… were they?”

      There’s a shift in the air. It’s frigid, stale.

      Somehow, that accusation lands an incredible blow on Xavier Marcello. He doesn’t concede but his shoulders slacken, his breath leaving him in furious heaves.

      My father enjoys the sight, leaning closer. “The grapevine is very wide, very revealing… even all the way in Russia. Christ, I thought I was a cruel son of a bitch but Arturo has me beat by a longshot. It’s damn right inhumane. That’s where you’ve been… all this time?”

      Xavier’s fist curls into my father’s jacket, damn near pulling him off his feet. “You hit her again and I’ll show what I’ve learned, you understand?”

      “You were soft before. I'm pleased to see that’s changed.”

      “I want a yes.”

      “She is an ornament at best, Marcello. A girl like my daughter cannot be given reigns. She’ll use them. And you wouldn’t want to look like a fool again, would you? Wouldn’t want a repeat of the past?”

      “Get the fuck out before I throw you out,” Xavier says through his teeth, shoving my father right into the arms of my mother. “If she comes to me bruised tomorrow, family or not, I will make you regret it.”

      Camilla holds up her arms pleadingly to Xavier but is unable to get a word out. Not when my father’s so heated. “Words as harsh as yours start wars, boy!” Vito threatens.

      Xavier’s hand flies to his waist at the exact moment Dante reveals himself behind my mother. “Both of us know who’d win—”

      War. At the mere mention of it, I leap out of the concealing darkness, seeing flames in my father’s eyes from my entrance. “Let’s go, papa.”

      Xavier, now stiff as a board, follows my exit with wide eyes as I meet my parents near the roses.

      War is not an option… not when I'm this close to freedom. I can handle anything my father dishes out for another night. More of this fighting and there may not be a wedding, simply because of my father’s pride.

      Xavier moves fast for such a large man, bringing a storm at his heels as he follows us out of the maze. “You lay one finger on her, Marin—”

      Dante cuts in front of his boss, grabbing his arms, grunting in effort to keep him still.

      My father clears the area fast, leaving my mother behind to scurry after him in her stilettos. My steps are slow, my attentions occupied on the situation still happening behind me.

      “I’ll be okay,” I say, knowing he can hear me even at this distance. Dante is whispering to him hurriedly, but Xavier’s eyes are on me… and they are burning.

      “Sophia, now!” my mother orders.

      Turning the corner, we’re both able to hear it. Branches breaking, tearing out of the ground.
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      “Don’t test him. Apologize. That’s your only possible way out of this.” Camilla is frantic, directing me to the parlor, as if I weren’t familiar of the place my father regularly inhabits. “He hasn’t stopped drinking since your fiancé’s horrible stunt. You need to repent for what you’ve done.”

      A strange calm has fallen over me, an expectancy that I’ve learned to cope with for years. My mother hasn’t found that kind of disregard yet. “I said nothing that wasn’t the truth.”

      “You disobeyed him!”

      Judging by what awaits me behind my father’s soundproof doors, I should ignore her ramblings. Her frantic orders are driven by a deep understanding of the terrible blow she’s been dealt in life, marrying a monster. And yet, the memories of beatings where she stood by and watched, when she blamed her mistakes on us children to avoid punishment, cause me to whirl on her, stopping her in her tracks.

      “What the hell is wrong with you?” She recoils, wide-eyed to hear such a tone from her churlish daughter. “How can you do this? The man beats you, he beats your daughters, and you just run around after him, defending him?”

      “He is your father. He is my husband.” She’ll see no understanding from me. She exhales when I fail to find merit in her excuses. “He is good to us, Sophia… most of the time.”

      My mother, still beautiful, is a programmed machine. Vito handles her controls.

      “I truly pity you,” I say, stepping into my father’s parlor without a knock. The drunk is pouring himself another glass of oblivion but his eyes are locked on mine, surprisingly steady considering how much liquor he’s consumed.

      That’s not a good sign.

      My mother closes the door behind me. When his punishments first started, I imagined she’d always close the door because she didn’t want the staff to hear how the head of the Marin household treated his family. After so much time, I find my mother is much more conscious of her actions. She closes the door to ensure I don’t leave this room until I’ve been properly dealt with, until my father isn’t blind with rage.

      She locks me in here to ensure, later, she isn’t the victim of his anger.

      “I swear, every time I think I’ve actually taught you a lesson…” He wags his finger at me, downing his drink in one large gulp. “You would have thought that black eye would have made you think.”

      It’s important to look elsewhere, anywhere but at him when he’s like this. He once told me my eyes carried a defiance that shouldn’t be within a woman. He laughs. It’s not a normal laugh. It’s one you hear in movies, right before someone loses their mind.

      “That prick got free with his words because you made him believe he could. Your little show at dinner undermined me in front of God and the world tonight. He did that because he no longer respected me. That child thinks he can threaten me… that he has more power over you than I do.”

      Keep your mouth shut, Marin.

      You only have one night here. One.

      My mother makes a peep on the other side of the room, a sound that is immediately silenced with a wave of his pudgy hand. He walks closer to me, empty glass in his hand.

      “You’re lucky you serve a purpose to me, girl, or I’d throw you out into the streets where you’d be forced to whore around for cash.”

      His face is inches from mine, his breath reeking of liquor. Something in the drink makes him vulgar, ignites an evil within him none of us can navigate.

      “Papa…”

      “Stai zitta!” he shouts, slamming his glass to the ground. The shards reproduce, landing all around my feet. I’ve stopped breathing altogether. “I should cancel the wedding. I should force you to remain in this goddamn house for the rest of your life!”

      My mother senses him projecting but her words are drowned out by his voice.

      “Maybe I’ll bring your lovers bones into your room.” The threat lands like a million ice pricks to my skin. “I’ll make you sleep beside the man you killed, watching as he fucking rots!”

      My heart skips like falling pebbles in a mighty avalanche.

      I could kill him. Literally kill him.

      As bile burns my esophagus, my eyes defiantly pierce his.

      “Oh, I’ve pissed you off now, haven’t I? You actually thought we’d bury the fucker?” He snickers. “We keep him as a goddamn trophy!”

      I see red. Blood red.

      My hands clench at my sides at the image his words produce. The horrifying image my imagination conjures up. “Where is he?”

      My mother, recognizing where this is headed, orders silence from me. “Tacere, Sophia.”

      Vito pays her no mind, focused on painting horrors to me. “He’s not here, if that’s what you’re imagining. No, I’d never keep him within reach of you, figlia.”

      Seized by a powerful hatred, stronger than I’ve ever felt, I glare at this madman, immune to sense. This wound strikes deep. I have to brace myself on something sturdy. A chair, trying to breathe past the terror he’s managed to strike in me.

      He went for my unhealed wound. Far worse than any beating. He went for my heart.

      “You always underestimated my influence, my power over your life. I OWN you, child!”

      “NO, YOU DON’T!” I screech, jumping at him hard enough that he stumbles, having to catch himself on the desk. “You never will! Keep drinking your drink! Keep spouting your threats! I won’t bow at your fucking feet!”

      Everything blurs. By the time I'm able to process what’s happening, my back is against the floor and my nails are scratching into my father’s hands, which gave seized my throat.

      “You will learn!” he howls, veins bulging from his crimson throat. A terrifying sight. I lose oxygen quickly. His father’s strength is deceiving. No one would imagine such a man his age could harness such might, especially sloshed. I kick, I pull, I bite. His grip doesn’t loosen.

      I hear my mother screaming.

      “Stop, Vito! Stop!”

      He’s going to crush my neck. Fuck, this is actually happening.

      My nails snag him but it only makes him double down harder.

      I fall in and out of the dark, almost grateful for the blindness. The pain disappears in the void, only to return in a surge when I regain consciousness. I just want to go under. I want to go under and never come back.

      Eventually, my wish is granted.

      Everything goes silent.
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        * * *

      

      “Get her into bed, Courtney. Give her ice for her neck.”

      Courtney is speaking through tears. “Yes, signora.”

      “Do not let her leave this room for anything. Her father has gone to bed. He will be better in the morning.”

      “Of course.” Courtney’s cold hands examine my face and neck. A coughing fit comes with consciousness. I whimper through the discomfort, trying to regain my memory, to understand what just happened.

      My father strangled me. That’s what happened.

      I startle Courtney by sitting up.

      “Sophie…”

      “Leave,” I plead, wincing when my request barely registers in the air. My voice is gone. She stands from the bed, holding up her hands cautiously.

      “Darling, let me help you—”

      I shake my head, dropping out of bed like a stone. “Leave!”

      “You need ice! I’m going to get you some and I won’t hear anything else!” She’s rarely stern with me, never when she’s scared. It shows we are in uncharted territory here. She flees the room, carefully quiet. There are two guards I catch a glimpse of, hovering outside of my door.

      I’m confused. I’m angry. But most of all, I’m fucking scared.

      Once I'm in front of a mirror, I untie the knot holding the halter straps together, grimacing through the soreness while staring at the bareness of my throat and shoulders. I'm swollen, left with red welts that shape the outlines of my father’s fingers. My chest swells, my mind and body struck by agony.

      Courtney returns, pulling me to cushions in my reading nook. The ice, after a while, numbs the area it’s on. It’s my thoughts that cannot be dulled. Maybe it’s the silence—the dead calm, excruciating silence between us that makes her disappear from the room, returning with a glass sloshing with dark liquid. She hands it to me, saying nothing when I down the hard liquor in one gulp.

      It hurts to even do that.

      She’s crying more than I am, reacting more than I feel I can.

      My father’s wickedness soared to new heights tonight. The strangling should be the only thing on my mind but Thomas’s rotting corpse hanging like a prize for all to see is an image burned into my brain. I squeeze my eyes shut but it does nothing.

      Thomas is unburied. Rotting day by day before his murderers. He has been for years.

      A new kind of heartbreak pierces me in the chest.

      “What happened tonight, Sophie? Why did he attack you like this?”

      I can’t bring myself to say it. Not even to her.

      She pulls me in, crushing me in her grip, kissing my hair. “There’s a special place in Hell for a man like that. He will pay for this. He will.” She lets me soak her shirt with tears, shaking as badly as I am. “Tomorrow you will be free of this mess. You’ll be married and your husband will take care of you.”

      Take care of me.

      The thought is so foreign, the notion seems like a fantasy. Like I'm expecting too much. But after tonight, after he threatened my father, turned away his previous lover, bared himself to me in the garden… I'm willing to believe in his intentions.

      “He fought Vito tonight,” I reveal to her in an unrecognizable voice. “Threatened him.”

      “The worse your father gets, the more I seem to like this man.”

      I lay my head on my knees. “Me too.”

      “I'm going to make you a soup downstairs. You need to eat something and it’ll be better if it’s soft. I’ll be right back.”

      I catch her hand while she turns. “It’s late. Mama will be expecting you to get me ready tomorrow. You should sleep.”

      She walks to me, bending until she’s level with my face, staring into my eyes. “If you think I'm leaving you alone at all tonight, you’re out of your mind. I’ll kill that man myself if he so much as comes near you before he’s meant to walk you down that aisle.”

      “Courtney…”

      “This is my last night with you, darling. Before you’re a married woman. I’ve raised you up and I want to protect you for one more night, okay?”

      There’s no fighting her on that. She leaves after she receives my nod, closing the doors before Luigi and Joe can peer into the room and spot the damage he left on my body. It hurts too much to lay down, to relax into the pillows. My mind won’t allow me any sleep, so I lean against the wall instead, staring out into the night until rain starts to fall.

      Headlights appear in the driveway. Normally I’d pay no mind since the made-men come and go from these grounds at all hours of the night, but this isn’t one of our vehicles. My eyes widen, an unusual hope flaring in my heart. I hop out the bed, rushing to the door. My guards aren’t there. I hear their voices in the corridor—and another’s.

      He couldn’t have come. His father never would have allowed it.

      “My boss has tried the house all night, wanting to speak to his fiancée,” a voice snaps impatiently. A smile forms on my lips. Bo. He sent Bo?

      “And we told you everyone’s sleeping.”

      “Her lights on, dumbass.”

      “She’s not available.”

      Bo’s gaze sharpens in the doorway. “What did he do to her?”

      Luigi begins to shut the door on him. “We’ll have to ask you to leave.”

      The bounce-back startles both of the men as Bo rams his polished shoe in the door, easily shoving them both out of the way. “You really don’t fucking want that. Imagine I go and tell him I wasn’t allowed to see her. He’ll be here within the hour with our entire forces.”

      “You speak like you’re even one of us.”

      “I'm damn glad not to be, that’s for certain,” Bo scoffs. “Bring her to the porch or Xavier will give his father another reason to call this wedding off.”

      “You forget… you’re on our grounds—”

      “Send her out!” Bo shouts. Despite my disheveled state, I walk out onto the top of the stairs. All their eyes flash to the unexpected movement. Only Bo’s mouth parts with a disbelieving breath.

      “Come here,” he says calmly, despite the glares from my father’s men. I take each step cautiously, still recovering from lack of oxygen.

      “Sophie?”

      I turn, finding Courtney holding the door to the kitchen ajar, eying the three men in the corridor. I hold up my hand, offering her a reassuring nod, holding my dress up as I walk to Bo. Luigi tries to grab me but I pull back my arm, hissing at them both. “You should remember what Xavier said to you that night in New York, what he could reveal to Vito about you if you mess with him. I'm going outside and you’re not going to follow me. You’re not going to tell anyone who is here, you get me?”

      If looks could kill, I’d be dead ten times over.

      Bo places a hand on my back, guiding me onto the darkened porch, shutting the door behind him. I'm sure the men will find some way to spy on us despite the barrier.

      “This is worse than I imagined,” Bo says, ushering me into the swinging bench even though I don’t need the help. “I didn’t think he’d do this on the eve of your…”

      I pat the spot beside me but he’s too busy pacing to notice. “Bo—”

      “He’ll become the goddamn devil if I tell him what’s happened here. He’ll break down the gate, slaughter him himself if he knew…”

      Xavier. He’s talking about Xavier.

      “You’re not going to tell him you saw me tonight.”

      His eyes widen. “You can’t be serious.”

      How I wish I wasn’t. “If he shows up and starts a war between the outfits, I'm never getting out of here.”

      “Your neck is twice it’s goddamn size, Sophia!”

      “It looks worse than it feels!” He isn’t convinced in the slightest. My unrecognizable voice probably complicates that. “Look, the worst is over. I can cover it up, make it to the aisle. Once Xavier and I are married, my father won’t have power anymore. Before then, the agreement can still be dissolved.”

      “I can’t believe you’re asking me to lie to him right now.”

      “It keeps him safe. Isn’t that your goal?”

      “The man can keep himself safe. What about you?”

      “I have a pretty mean right hook,” I joke, although he doesn’t find any humor in it. “My father’s too drunk to do anything else tonight. I'm telling you I'm fine. Just go before anyone else sees you.”

      “He won’t believe I didn’t insist on seeing you. He’ll come anyway.”

      “I'm sure you’ll come up with something to keep him away.”

      He chuckles, rubbing at his face. I have no idea what time it is but by indication of the circles around his eyes, it’s late. “Fine. I’ll go.”

      “Thank you for coming.”

      “He was ready to take the chopper here before I volunteered.” The moment I'm on my feet, the door is thrown open, my guards ready to imprison me once again. Bo shakes his head, grimacing at the sight of my neck. “Put some ice on that. You’re going to need a lot of makeup to cover that up. He sees everything.”

      I nod, walking into Courtney’s outstretched arm. She has a bowl of clear soup in her other hand.

      “This is what you call protection?” Bo scoffs at the idiots watching him from the doorway on his way back to the Escalade. “Hm?”

      To everyone’s surprise, my mother is standing at the top of the stairs. Bo is gone and the door is closed, but we are all momentarily still, waiting for some invisible pin to drop.

      “He sent someone to check on you?” she asks frigidly.

      I nod, feeling Courtney’s grip on my arm tighten.

      My mother glances at the doors, turning back the way she came. “The sooner you’re gone, the better.”
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      It’s an inconvenience that the collar of my mother’s outdated gown has been torn off in the modern reconstruction by the seamstress. The new strapless fit will leave my throat bared for scrutiny.

      Courtney’s dabs have begun to hurt more, now that this is her third layer of concealer. “We need to find something to cover you up. A shawl or something.”

      She nods, disappearing into my closet but reappears with a disappointed scowl, as exhausted as I am. Neither of us slept at all. “Perhaps your mother has something.”

      She rushes out the room, leaving the door open. The bridal party is having the time of their lives next door, probably on their third round of booze by now. There is no such glee in this room but there also isn’t sorrow. As much as I imagined I’d rue this day, after last night, I'm ready for it to come.

      The reimagined wedding dress hanging from the closet door is a crisp white color with a skirt that alone weighs twenty pounds. The veil, carefully formed into my up-do, is designed to trail behind me, requiring the assistance of at least four girls. They’ve rounded up my younger first cousins for the job.

      When Courtney reappears, it’s with a solution.

      A white mink stole that will pin at my throat, hanging just below my shoulders. My mother, nor the seamstress in attendance today, will be happy about it but we’ve run out of options.

      Courtney’s pinning a lily into my up-do when the door widens. My mother is there, dressed in a coral evening dress with a matching overzealous hat. She side-steps, revealing my little sister, who trails in behind her.  I’ve forgotten the last time we were in a room together. Victoria Marin is the spitting image of my father when he was younger, having inherited his short mane of curls and is nearly a foot shorter than I am. She’s in a conservative black gown, no jewelry, and appears to be yearning for a location anywhere but here.

      “Go to your sister, Victoria,” my mother orders, knowing neither of us will make the first move. As my sister embraces me, my mother’s eyes intensely observe my throat and the bruises which cannot be concealed. They leap to the end table, where the mink stole is lying in wait and her features ease a bit.

      Due to the fact that it’s been years since we’ve actually spent time together, my sister’s embrace is stiff. “Sophie, you look amazing, as usual.”

      “So do you, Vickie.”

      “Your papa wants a word with you before we head to the church, Sophia. Get your dress on,” my mother insists on her way out, pointing at the stole instead. I’ll be glad to be away from both my parents, even if this thing with Xavier does eventually go south.

      As Courtney unhooks the gown from the hanger, I glance at my sister, fighting off nerves. “So, where have you been? Please tell me somewhere far, far away from all this.”

      She drops on the edge of my mattress. “Sicily.”

      “Very far then. I bet papa was overjoyed to hear that.”

      “Is that his handiwork there or your future husbands?” she asks, pointing to my neck.

      Courtney nearly has a heart attack. “You can see it?”

      Despite our differences, her gaze is so like mine when the subject shifts to our dear papa. “Strangling’s usually father’s forte, no?”

      I nod, tilting my head back so Courtney can provide more foundation to the area.

      “He’s always been a bastard,” she hisses.

      “Something we can both agree on.”

      Vickie falls quiet while Courtney helps me into lace lingerie, attaching white, frilly garters—one to be removed during the reception and the other saved for the wedding night. The procedures of the gown are much more complicated. The skirt is fastened first, each layer aired to build the size and width of the lower half. After comes a snug corset, designed to make my waist thinner and my breasts higher.  The last piece is the torso portion of the gown, which fastens over the corset, and is designed intricately with handsewn flowers.

      Vickie hums, disrupting the silence. “You’ve always been the pretty one.”

      I frown at her own insult. “You are beautiful, Vic.”

      “I’m cute, I suppose. I’m okay with that. You may be the beautiful daughter but I’m the lucky one. It’s your beauty that got you into this.”

      I focus on slipping my feet into delicate heels. “I'm the oldest… that’s what got me into this.”

      “Do you really think they would have pushed this so hard if you’d been ugly, Soph? Do you think Xavier would have pushed this? You should give yourself more credit.”

      “Don’t be a bitch, Vic,” I snap, already nervous as it is. “And don’t fucking gloat.”

      She stands, walking to scoop my cover-up from the table. Thrusting the fur into my hands, she finally looks at me like I'm her sister. For so long, I’ve believed she’s eased away to forget. Forget the abuse, forget all the times I’d volunteer for her punishments. Forget she’s even a Marin.

      I don’t blame her for leaving, like everyone else’s seems to think I should.

      At least one of us can find some semblance of freedom.

      “You keep your guard up around the fucker,” she says, squeezing my hands over the fur. “Don’t ever trust him. He’s only getting more powerful.”

      “Vickie—”

      “I’ve heard stories about what he’s capable of doing, Sophia. Terrifying stories.”

      He listed plenty examples for my father last night. Only a few words and our father’s bronzed face paled white. Made-men are notorious for their threats, even if they cannot follow through on them but Xavier’s landed in the form of a blow—and they landed because we could all imagine the havoc the notorious Phantom could unleash if provoked enough.

      Still, the life here compared to the one he’s offered is a more tangible punishment.

      Vickie leaves me with her concerns, disappearing into the sea of squeals coming from my bridal party as they file manically through the tight hallway to load into the cars. It’s nearly time. My chest contracts as Courtney appears in front of me, hastily shoving satin gloves up my forearms.

      “If you cry and mess up how perfect I’ve made you look today, I’ll scream, woman,” she says thickly, refusing to meet my gaze. A mother. That’s what she’s been to me. My only ray of light in all of this bleakness… and today, I leave her.

      “I’ll be moving back in with my brother,” she says. “The Marins don’t need me anymore now that you’re gone and your sister is all over the place.”

      The elephant foot on my chest eases only a smidge. “So, I’ll be able to visit you? He lives in the city, right?”

      She nods. “Yes. You can come whenever you’d like. I’ll be finding my own apartment soon. I’ve saved up most of my salary over the years.” She clears her throat, loudly. “My home is always open to you, darling, whenever you may need it… although I pray you will be content with this man, despite what Victoria says.”

      “Will you be at the reception?”

      She smiles softly, fixing the lily in my hair. “You know I couldn’t. Your mother will not lose her shine today. I’ve already got my bags packed. I’ll leave while everyone is celebrating.”

      I nod, more terrified at the aspect of leaving her than walking down the damn aisle in the attendance of hundreds. She takes the mink from my trembling hands, draping the piece over my shoulders, finishing the final touches. She wipes a tear that escapes down her cheek with a roll of her shoulder, thinking I haven’t seen it but I did. As soon as she’s pinned the fur in place, I'm wrapping my arms around her tightly, dropping my face into her neck.

      “I don’t know how to be a wife,” I gasp, overwhelmed by the sudden realization that after tonight, that’s precisely what I’ll be. The wife of a future boss.

      Pulling back, she waits until my eyes are focused and on her before she smiles.

      “Give him hell, darling.”
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        * * *

      

      My father is waiting in the corridor when I manage the steps, holding my combination bouquet of white peonies and garden roses. Judging by the dark circles overtaking his pebbly eyes, the man in a fitted tuxedo is thoroughly hung-over. He still hasn’t cracked a smile by the time I reach the last step. He’s noting the damage, the expensive stole covering his inflictions.

      My throat is dry. “Papa.”

      He won’t hurt me in front of them. He reaches into his pocket, removing a velvet box, thin enough to fit in his jacket. “I went too far last night.”

      He’s practically choking on the apology. We both know he doesn’t mean it. He’s just as pissed with me as I am with him. Falling into our routine, where he implodes and rectifies the horror with jewels, I have no choice but to accept the token.

      “Thank you.”

      “Open it,” he says calmly.

      I click open the clasp, discovering a diamond Cartier necklace that’s so luminous, I’m nearly blinded by it. He doesn’t expect a thank you, nor will he get one from me. Luigi takes the box from his boss, nodding at my father’s order to tuck them safe into my luggage.

      “Vito, that is the most beautiful piece of jewelry I’ve ever seen!” my mother exclaims with obvious envy. I don’t want his pity jewels.

      “They’ve only been worn once, by the great Vivienne Dunney, an Italian actress back in my day. It cost me a couple mil to acquire it. I have been waiting to give it to you for this day.”

      I glance to my sister, who is staring at the ground, smirking to herself. I can’t say I blame her. This is laughable. I look back to my father, mustering a smile. “Thank you, Papa.”

      “You will make us proud today, right?”

      I nod, going through the motions, determined to avoid another repeat of yesterday. My willingness pleases him. He orders everyone to file for the waiting transports. As I slide into the limousine, hearing the butlers closing in my belongings into the trunk, a spark of excitement moves through me.

      I’ll never live here again.
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        * * *

      

      By noon, hundreds of guests have begun to file into the historic cathedral. The stairs outside are lined with Stephanotis bouquets, the ceremonious flower of marriage. There’s a cloudless sky overhead, a sign of good luck to the superstitious. A day long awaited, guests are buzzing with laughter and excitement, eager to see the future capo di tutti capi marry his chosen bride.

      “Is he here?” I ask, peering out the window, searching for a glimpse of the man I'm going to be bound to for all eternity. This stole is stifling.

      “Not yet. He’ll likely be pulling up any minute,” my mother says, pulling me back into the limo. “We need to be inside before then. He cannot see you yet.”

      With impressive speed, my family ushers me from the limousine discreetly and through the side of the cathedral. I'm placed in a small room, furnished with a sofa, some chairs, and old coffee table. Chaos reigns but it’s all a blur to me until I'm left alone to collect my thoughts.

      I lean against the windowsill, watching the full trees sway in the autumn breeze. The fat bees drift from flower to flower, enjoying the warm day. I never made it a point to think of my wedding. I always thought it would be wrong after what happened to Thomas. I promised myself I’d only go through the motions, never become hysterical or excited… and I didn’t.

      I kept that promise.

      My mother has planned every single fragment of this wedding. Even the dress was formerly hers, altered to fit my body. Now that the day has come, undoubtedly the most important day of my life, whether I want it to be or not, a regret blooms in me for not being in charge of it.

      The door opens behind me. I expect it to be my mother, but it’s not.

      It’s the groom. My groom.

      Moving past the initial shock of seeing him minutes before we’re due to walk down the aisle, my eyes appraise Xavier slowly. The weight of this moment is palpable. Decades in the making. The man is impeccable in a vintage tuxedo, most likely his fathers. It’s tailored, conforming wonderfully in all the right places. His unruly hair is slicked back neatly for the occasion, and there is no denying his power. A white rose is pinned to his jacket. He’s a goddamn vision. There will be tearful noises from the audience, for sure.

      My eyes drift over him and by the time I reach his face, I realize he’s been observing me just as intimately. He takes another step into the room.

      My eyes dart nervously for the door. “You aren’t supposed to be in here.”

      “Your father is smoking a cigar with mine outside and your mother is greeting people in the pews, so I figured I had time.”

      “Time for what?”

      “To see for myself that you were okay.”

      Fuck. I nod, resisting touching the fur to ensure he remains ignorant to what’s underneath it. “I am.”

      “Bo came by last night. They wouldn’t let him in.”

      I’ve never been a good liar. I divert my eyes to keep the truth from his detection. “Thank him for going through the trouble.”

      “What happened?”

      “Nothing. He fell asleep.” It’s a lie I’ll have to answer for later, but I'm okay with that as long as it gets us down this aisle without any problems. God knows what he’d actually do if I told him the truth. Bo’s assumptions are probably correct. The devil in Xavier Marcello would come out. “You should go… before we’re caught.”

      “I came for something else, too.”

      “What?”

      He reveals a ring between his thumb and index finger. It has one oval-shaped diamond perched on the center of a white-gold band. The diamond is a generous-size and expertly cut. I fail to say anything coherent for a few beats, which he openly enjoys. “Although this wasn’t an engagement I could propose in, I thought you should have one. It isn’t an heirloom or anything. It’s just from me.”

      Unlike my father’s pity jewels, as he slips the substantial ring onto my finger, I'm grateful for the personal gesture, this piece of him that isn’t at all connected to who we are or why we’re here.

      “If it’s not to your liking—”

      “It’s beautiful.” I'm surprised how much I like it, how close it is to my taste. “Thank you.”

      There’s no hint of liquor on him today, only vanilla and the faintest whiff of cedarwood. The sigil ring that usually exists on his smallest finger has been moved to his other hand—to make room for a wedding ring. His thumb drifts down my knuckles, as if by holding me still, he could somehow make the tremors I'm experiencing disappear. He’s freshly shaved, alight with a natural glow everywhere but in the eyes. He doesn’t look like he’s slept at all. I’d suspect that’s my fault.

      In my distraction, admiring his face, I didn’t notice his eyes had been at work. Having removed my gloves to preserve their fine color while fixing the makeup I’d botched with my tears, Xavier stepped in here. With them off, the jagged, swollen edges of my nails are hard to miss. I tore off most of them last night, prying my father’s hands from my—

      I tear my hand from him, forcing a smile. “Bad habit.”

      He says absolutely nothing, which is so much worse than a reaction. Any reaction. I rush to pull on the satin, relieved that in the window, the bosses are stubbing out their cigars to enter the premises. My fiancé is eerily calm, making not a sound behind me. I feel myself unraveling.

      “They’re on their way in, Xavier,” I snap. “Go.”

      I release the breath I’d been holding when the door shuts and he takes all of his tension with him. Perhaps he knows. It’s more than likely. Bo did say his boss sees everything. Not even a minute passes when a knock rattles the door. Papa invites himself in, reeking of tobacco.

      “It’s time,” he says.

      I grab the bouquet from the table, exiting my last room as a single woman decisively enough that my father’s surprise shows on his face. He takes my arm, winding it with his, ignoring my reluctance since we’re mostly alone, everyone of consequence already seated in the pews.

      “You will understand,” he says as we start to file forward, one step at a time. “One day, you will. You’ll be glad we gave you to such a man. He will hold more power than you can possibly imagine.”

      The entire audience rises with our entrance and I'm daunted by the grandeur of the room. The high ceilings, the impressive stained glass, the white silk connecting every aisle together. Even the melodramatic floral arrangements covering the stage. I manage to make it to the end of the aisle without tripping on the veil gratefully in the hands of my chaotic cousins. I pass my bouquet to my sister, my disinclined maid-of-honor, who smiles passively for appearances.

      My father chaperons me to the top of the steps where Xavier is waiting with an outstretched hand. Once my father guides my hand into Xavier’s, the earth seems to shake under my feet.

      There’s no turning back now.

      “Who gives this woman to this man?” the ancient priest drones.

      “I do, Father,” Vito proclaims proudly. My father turns, headed back to my mother. The first half of the ceremony is a blur. My focus returns when Xavier captures my hand, facing me at the priest’s orders.

      “Do you, Xavier Gian Marcello, take Sophia Marin as your lawfully wedded bride, to love, protect, and cherish until the end of your days?”

      He doesn’t miss a beat. “I do.”

      The priest sets his sight on me. “And you, Sophia Marin, do you take Xavier Gian Marcello to be your lawfully wedded husband, to love, protect, and cherish until the end of your days?”

      Xavier’s face reveals nothing to our onlookers that could suggest he’s anticipating my response, but his fingers do tighten on mine just a fraction. Sniffles scatter through the room like harmonies.

      My answer is undeniably weak, only heard by the priest and Xavier. “I do.”

      Satisfied with our answers, the priest continues the ceremony. The rings are presented. I now wear two objects given to me by Xavier Marcello, objects I will carry even in death.

      “If anyone here has any objections to this young couple getting married, let them speak now or forever hold your peace—”

      “I object!”

      A collective gasp rings through the chapel, pews creaking as attendees’ whirl around to discover where the small voice came from. Xavier’s eyes have slimmed, intensely focused on the red-head on her feet nine rows back, being furiously tugged down by her father.

      My father surges from his seat, and with one unmistakable glance of warning, the girl is pulled out of the aisle, purposely knocking down flower arrangements in the struggle.

      Bellarosa flails around desperately. “Xavier, please! Don’t do this!”

      “Father, continue with the ceremony,” Vito insists over the woman’s ravings.

      The priest lowers his voice, bound by the rules of religion. “I must know what her grounds for objection were.”

      If this were any other man denying him, Vito Marin wouldn’t accept such an answer but this is a Man of God. Xavier finally speaks, preventing anymore chaos. “She is someone from my past, Father. La prego, continui.”

      My desire to flee has resurfaced. The embarrassment of this is unavoidable. Once the woman is gone and the chatter dies down from the guests, the priest clears his throat, no doubt deciding that continuing is in his best interest. “In that case, since there are no more objections, I pronounce you husband and wife. You may kiss your bride, signore.”

      Bristling, it takes me a few seconds to wonder why he doesn’t immediately lay claim to my mouth. To my disbelief, he’s waiting for my eyes. Once he has them, he bends, placing a chaste kiss upon my lips while the applause explodes.

      Man and wife. What a fucking notion.

      We greet the autumn day as new people, bound by vows. The red robins are soaring. The sky is still cloudless but the optimism I felt going in is not here going out. A cold stab of jealousy has formed in my chest, intensifying when I spot the red-head beauty under the flower arch, arguing with her father. When the man notices the bridal party exiting, he disappears around the corner with her. “You should go to her.”

      Xavier’s jaw flexes. “Sophie.”

      “Go to her.”

      “Get in the car.”

      He slides into the limousine behind me, raising the partition, blocking us from the driver. My focus is still on the poor woman in hysterics, who was reckless enough to provoke such a scene. I know the feeling—the dread she must feel—losing the man she loves for good. I feel sick to be the person causing her that pain, even if I had no choice in the matter either.

      “Still going to tell me you didn’t love her?” I ask, ashamed by how petty the words sound dripping from my painted lips. I'm jealous, embarrassed… disappointed.

      “Take off that thing around your neck.”

      Not this.

      Aggravation topples my good senses as the car surges forward, distancing us from the guests waving enthusiastically on the sidewalk. “You don’t do something like that unless you’re in love, Xavier.”

      “She is. Doesn’t mean I am. She fucked herself royally, pulling that stunt.”

      “Stunt?” I can’t believe this. “Stunt?”

      “Yes, stunt! She knew exactly what she was getting into with me. She’s about to be engaged to some dick and has tried to the best of her ability to get this wedding called off. That—in there—was a stunt. Now show me your goddamn neck.”

      “Or what?”

      His eyes are liquid fire. “You lied to me.”

      “With good reason,” I snap back and I swear, the blood drains from his face.

      His chest doesn’t move at all when he finally speaks. “Remove it or I will.”

      My teeth grit as I undo the clasp, imagining the battle I'm about to enter with this unveiling. I gather the fur in my hands, setting the stole onto my lap, letting him observe Courtney’s ill-fated cover-up. He shifts, removing his handkerchief from his coat pocket, dipping it into the basin of water on the bar. I focus on the whizzing cars outside of the vehicle while he runs the wet part of the cloth over my throat, no doubt removing the makeup Courtney carefully applied.

      Last thing I feel is the urge to do is cry, even when the slightest pressure of that cloth triggers pain throughout my entire body. The fury I forced myself not to feel resurfaces under his scrutiny. I can’t bring myself to look at him, to reveal anything about the horrors of last night. I don’t think I could manage without screaming loud enough to cause a goddamn accident.

      He removes his hand, ending his observing.

      “I thought he’d be smart enough to heed my warnings,” he says, in a tone that can only be described as apologetic. “This is my fault.”

      “It’s not.” He sits back into his seat, strangely calm. I’d expected World War III right about now. I'm relieved. I close my eyes, finally letting my guard down. “It’s in the past, Xavier. I'm out of that house. That’s all I care about.”

      His fist suddenly pounds into the roof, a signal that has our driver screeching to a halt. Blinking in shock, I watch him open his door, exiting onto the sidewalk. Within seconds, Bo and Dante are guarding the darkened corner he entered, now on the phone.

      I stare out the window, heart pounding in my chest.

      What the hell is he doing?

      I leap across the leather, thrusting open the door, tripping over my gown on the way out. The cold breeze hits my shoulders as I gather my veil, eying my new husband suspiciously. The driver is begging me to get back into the car. Unlike his brother, Dante’s seeing the bruises for the first time. His jaw hangs as I rush into the alley to confront the hothead.

      “If this is about—”

      He stuffs his phone into his pocket, cutting me off. “We’re making an appearance at the reception but we’ll be leaving for Greece tonight instead of tomorrow. I’ve just arranged it.”

      I shake my head at the impossible notion. “My parents will never go for it. They expect a blood ceremony.”

      “You’re old enough you might not even bleed,” he says bluntly, stunning me. “And I don’t care what they want. The tickets are being exchanged and we’re going. I assume you’re okay with that?”

      I don’t even know what to say. I’ve been prepped with details for what I should expect for my wedding night, what will happen behind closed doors. “So, we wouldn’t, you know, tonight?”

      “Not until we land.”

      I can’t say I'm not relieved. I close my eyes. “Please don’t cause a scene.”

      I stretch out my arm before he can stride by, stopping him from leaving. Instead of looking at me, he looks down. Time rolls by without a single sound from either of us and then he finally says something. “How terrified you must have been.”

      I let him go, watching him walk back to the limousine.
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        * * *

      

      The cheers are deafening when we enter the decorated gardens as man and wife.

      Multiple outfits are in attendance today, making the body count in the hundreds. The sun has just set. The Marcellos mansion is practically unrecognizable, plastered with over-the-top décor, clusters of chairs and tables, three stages, a wooden dancefloor, and every flower imaginable. The evening brings with it a chill that sweeps under the fur I put back on myself before we entered the premises.

      Our parents are waiting to claim us in front of the crowds, announce proudly that the day has finally come. I am finally a Marcello. All of their efforts have not been in vain, no matter how hard I tried to sway them. In a way, I lost. And in a way, I won.

      I'm still not sure what is happening, who I’ve married.

      What I do know is his anger usually simmers beneath his skin, concealed carefully from those that could use it against him. Tonight, he has trouble concealing it. When my father moves to embrace me, he tugs my arm, strapping me to his side. To avoid embarrassment, Vito doesn’t call him out on it, although the passing glare they give each other speaks volumes.

      With one look, Xavier makes it known he’s insulted. Livid. Vengeful.

      My father takes my mother away before she can catch onto the exchange. He disappears into the crowd with her, surrounded on all sides by his men. I realize then that he knows what he’s done, and that he’s still thinking on what Xavier said last night, the threats he swore he’d carry out if provoked.

      I'm caught up in a brief stronghold. Xavier’s mother’s embrace. “Sophia, make him happy.” It’s the “please” she whispers while turning that makes my returning words lodge in my throat.

      Arturo is shaking his son’s shoulder, looking overwhelmed with pride. His glorious, shining son. My eyes scan the crowd for my sister but she isn’t anywhere in sight. Bianca skips up the stairs, tugging me out of my husband’s grasp to kiss my cheeks. He makes a sound of reluctance. It’s more of a growl than anything.

      “Can you believe her?”

      My mind is spinning. “Who?”

      “Bellarosa! She’s insane for doing that on your day! Everyone’s talking about it!”

      To be honest, I’d forgotten all about the poor woman. I follow Bianca to a table, shaking my head at the offer of wine. I down a whole glass of water before she’s even stopped her gossiping to take a breath. I'm grateful when Bo drops another glass in front of me without a word, setting down a pill beside it when my cousin isn’t looking, wrapped up in the other ladies’ gabbing. I take it without a second thought, hoping it will ease the pain that’s intensified considerably over the day.

      “Vito has an army around him,” Xavier’s aunt chuckles to me. “Is there talk of danger tonight? He’s making everyone uneasy.”

      Oh, if they only knew. He’s scared of the damn groom.

      She takes my silence as nerves. “Don’t worry, dear girl. Tonight won’t be so bad. It’ll be over before you know it.”

      “We’re leaving for Greece immediately after this,” I announce.

      My mother spins, having heard even while papa gargles his speeches with liquor. She’s practically hovering over me within seconds. “What did you say?” she says, her tone clipped.

      “I said Xavier made new arrangements.”

      She seizes my arm, pulling me from the bridal group, huffing back furious laughter. “Over my dead body.”

      “That can be arranged.”

      We both look up, shrinking to find Xavier standing directly behind me. His eyes are on my mother, his threat still hanging in the air between the three of us. He holds out his hand, to my disbelief. He rarely touches me in front of people. I take his hand without a second thought, stunned that he’s the only person in this party I want at my side.

      Camilla’s mouth opens and closes multiple times before she utters a single sound. “Vito and Arturo agreed to a bedding ceremony. I'm showing them the sheets in the morning with the rest of the ladies.”

      “I'm aware of how the process works, signora.”

      “He will be insulted—”

      “He is lucky I didn’t cap him the moment I laid eyes on him.” His glare deepens. “Did you stand by while he did this to her? Did you try and stop him?”

      Her naturally severe eyes are rimmed with unusual water. Tears of fear, more than regret. “What did you expect me to do?”

      Half of the ladies have caught on to our tension, to Xavier’s disgusted scrutiny of my mother. He takes a breath, softening the hard lines of his face. “Her throat is purple. I’ve seen corpses with lighter marks on them.”

      My mother’s chest puffs. “Arturo will never allow you to leave before the consummation.”

      “He already has. All I had to do was tell him I was ready to fuck up your husband and he agreed right away. You see, he understands what I am. He’s made me into what I am.” Dante’s eyes sharpen on his friend, listening like I am to the words pouring so easily, so hatefully out of his shapely mouth. “This isn’t up for discussion. We’re leaving the moment the dinner’s done. You’ll have to imagine she’s stained the sheets.”

      He pulls me away from her, guiding me to a table where his father is watching us closely. He was probably watching the whole argument from the start. I avoid Arturo Marcellos gaze altogether, staring at my placing.

      “I thought I said we wouldn’t start a scene,” I get out, forcing a smile as the others take their seats around us, inspecting the newlyweds.

      He drapes his arm over the back of my seat. “This is me not causing a scene.”

      “You chewed her head off.”

      “I think she deserved it.”

      As if on cue, my mother appears, stone-faced, looking ready to vomit all over the finery. My father is too caught up in his drinks to notice, probably getting pissed to keep Xavier from exacting his fury on him. It’s brilliant. Xavier won’t interrogate him when there’s a possibility he won’t remember it.

      This is my wedding. The outcome. I’d expected my whole life that it would be a depressing affair and Lord, was I right. I manage through the meals with little to add to the conversation, aching to be alone. Knowing I won’t be going home to Courtney has been a strangling realization.

      I'm on my own.

      There’s sudden clapping. My eyes dart up to the stage, where Arturo is standing at the microphone. He’s obviously been talking for a while. Xavier’s voice echoes in my ear. “Come with me.”

      It isn’t until we reach the dancefloor that I understand he’s leading us into our first dance. I never paid much mind to traditions. This is always the part when I watched weddings on TV that I thought could be the best part of the night, the real deal. The thing that seals the entire day. It’s been a long time since I let myself dream I’d ever be as happy as those actors were in those moments.

      It isn’t Thomas leading me onto the dancefloor. It isn’t Thomas pulling me close.

      But in some way, what I imagined proves true.

      This is the happiest I’ve been all day. And this sliver—I want to grab onto it for dear life. It doesn’t matter if it’s not who I expected. It’s enough. My hands grasp onto the back of his tuxedo jacket, pulling him closer. Damn whoever is watching. Damn my own shame.

      I don’t know how I’ve managed this entire day without a smile, without a single moment to myself. It feels like all that weight comes crashing down on me and I need to cling to him to remain standing, to fend off the vultures that would love to see me unravel before them like putty.

      The song, a cheesy love ballad from the eighties, chosen by my mother, brings other guests to their feet, joining us on the dance floor. I stare into Xavier’s lapel, trying to understand how any of this happened. How a few days ago I could hate him so fiercely. How he could somehow convince me in this short amount of time that he is completely different from what I thought—a monster who’s concealing a raw, searing heart.

      “We’ll leave now, if that’s alright with you,” he says. He squeezes my fingers. “Okay?”

      “Yes.” I lift my face, finding my words, a brief flash of courage. “I'm ready.”

      Ready for whatever lies ahead.

      Ready for this—whatever this may be.

      He gets the meaning. His eyes, a deep rich emerald hue, peruse my face, my hair, my lips. When the dance slows, when he takes my hand and pulls me back towards the table to say our goodbyes, I see the recognition on my cousin’s face. On my mother’s. Even my father’s.

      Whatever this arrangement was supposed to be has shifted while we all waited in the wings.

      They saw the uncertainty in my gaze—the decision in his. They saw the way his eyes lingered, the way my fingers instinctively curled into his, refusing to let go even as the song came to a close. Even now, as my mother draws me in for appearances, he is a shadow hovering at my back.

      It would be shocking to the masses if Vito didn’t reach out to wish his new son-in-law well on his travels. Even sloshed out of his mind, Vito Marin is composed enough to do that—the bare minimum. It happens so quickly, how Xavier jerks him closer with a deceptive smile, squeezing his shoulder. How he leans close to his ear, close enough that my father’s right-hand reaches for their gun.

      “You will never touch her again,” he hisses soullessly. “Not a hug, not a peck on the cheek, not to guide her into a fucking chair. I will break the hand that tries.” Xavier’s smile disappears as he urges me towards his parents, our hosts, people I still expect to forbid us to leave, leaving me amazed the orders never come. That Arturo, big boss of New York, doesn’t enforce his might to keep his son under his confining wing. By leaving so abruptly, Xavier has exerted power not usually within reach to most made-men. To undermine a boss is normally a serious crime. “We’ll see you in two weeks.”

      Arturo nods, unpleased but stoic. Giulia is in tears, begging her son to remain safe.

      We move through bodies, through a parade of falling rice and flower pedals. There’s no garter tearing, no bouquet throwing, no cutting of the cake. Dante holds open the door to one of Xavier’s vehicles, grinning at me from ear-to-ear. “Let’s get on the road, Marcello.”
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      “I still don’t like this.”

      Ever the optimist, Bo shakes his head, eying the wet tarmac with contempt. The airport at this time of night is practically empty in this area, most already departed to the gates. Dante’s leaning against a pillar, chewing casually on a pretzel.

      “I'm good with Stavros,” Xavier repeats for the second time, readjusting the strap on his shoulder. “The Greeks are allies.”

      “You have no weapons. None of your own until you land.”

      I smile at Dante’s eyerolling, but am warmed by how reluctant Bo is to see his friend head into dangerous territory without him. While Xavier runs through the procedures once again, to ensure Bo there’s nothing suspicious at hand, Dante creeps up next to me, nudging me with his elbow.

      “Just think, I have to spend a whole two weeks with that basket case.”

      “I think they’re alike in a lot of ways.”

      “You’re right about that. I'm the odd man out.”

      I grin slowly. “Because you’re fun?”

      “I heard that,” Xavier scoffs, casting me a knowing glance, proving his hearing is as primal as a wolf’s. Dante straightens, perking up as someone approaches us. I'm surprised to see Xavier’s face light up equally as bright towards the man jogging towards us.

      “I missed your wedding,” the guy says, beaming from ear-to-ear.

      “You missed my wedding,” Xavier echoes, embracing the man warmly, pounding his back as he turns him to face me. “This is Zeke. Zeke, my wife, Sophia. Sophie.”

      Wife. It’s difficult to hear the formality, hard to believe it’s true. Wife.

      Zeke is also noticeably not Italian, to my interest. Xavier’s abhorrence for the customs and traditions of his predecessors is more than refreshing, to say the least. This man has a surfer’s look about him—shaggy bleached curls, sun-damaged skin, a thin physique. He isn’t dressed sharply like Dante or Bo, comfortable in cargo shorts and a Hawaiian shirt. I realize by the name that this is the person Dante said would guard me when they were unavailable. I smile at the possibility. “Hello.”

      “Hey girl.”

      He grabs me, pulling me into a bear hug. It’s impossible to mask the shooting pain that happens when he does that but thankfully, he sets me down pretty quickly, gesturing apologetically to his wardrobe. “I may not look like much, but I can kick it with the rest of them just fine, don’t worry.”

      “Never doubted it.”

      “You two enjoy yourselves, alright? This is the first day of the rest of your lives.”

      Dante scoffs. “Yeah, no pressure or anything.”

      “Marriage is the best thing that ever happened to me. You’d learn a thing or two if you settled down with Mimi. How long have you been stringing that girl along?”

      “Well, we’re not talking about me.”

      Bo smiles. “He’s got a point.”

      Xavier glances at me and I think he’s gaging my reaction to this. Everyone. Everything. All of it. In truth, with every square foot we grew in distance to our families on the ride here, I felt most of my burdens steadily slipping from my shoulders. I refuse to fear my husband, fear the marriage bed and whatever will happen inside it.

      Looking over him, changed from his tuxedo into one of his usual dashing suits, I study his inherited beauty. It feels ridiculous to imagine he’s so physically perfect—no one is. But I can’t find any faults in his imperfections either. They just enhance who he is, who he’s presenting to me.

      Right now, I'm seeing what he wants me to see.

      I hope this trip will allow me to slip under that impenetrable surface, reveal to me who it is that I’ve actually married.

      “Let’s go,” he says.

      Zeke chokes on the stale air. “But I just got here!”

      Xavier examines his watch, his dimples exemplified. “You’re about three hours late, my friend.”

      It’s surprising, even to me, how easy I walk into his arm, even knowing what awaits me the closer we get to that plane, this trip and eventually wherever we are staying in Santorini. I’ve surpassed fear at this point, I think, because for some reason, excitement is bubbling within my breast as he leads me towards the woman stamping passports.

      Tonight, my world changes.

      I’ve been told of the terrors of this night for some, and the disappointment of others. But I’ve read plenty, seen more than my fair share of movies, even if my collections have been limited in my strict confinement. What excites me is how he charged at me before, how I went limp in his arms.

      I didn’t anticipate he’d be different. Hope may be a detriment, but at least I have it. I didn’t before. Xavier waves off his friends one more time before we board the tram—entirely on our own.

      No bodyguards.

      No parental figures with agendas, moseying over our shoulders.

      We are alone. Man and wife. Acquaintances, at best.

      The plane is massive and our seats are stationed to the front of it. My hands linger on the entranceway as the noise of the contraption groans in my brain. The stewardess inspecting boarding passes checks me out warily.

      “You alright?” Xavier asks.

      First time on a plane. First time going overseas. It’s just hit me. Right now.

      “Miss?”

      I practically thrust myself forward, so I'm forced to admit there’s no going back. This is my honeymoon. I move through the aisles, suddenly haunted by that reminder. Haunted by the soft face of a man who could have been following me to this very seat. A man who is dead and gone… and not my husband.

      I see his face in every chair.

      “We’re over there.”

      I follow where he points, handing him my bag so he can stuff them into the overhead bins. Squeezing my own purse, an heirloom of my grandmothers, I stare at him, quite at a loss for what to say, how to act.

      I gesture between our assigned spots. “Do you… want the window seat?”

      God, I wish my voice wasn’t a damn squeak.

      “Pick whatever you like. It doesn’t matter to me.”

      A short man clears his throat behind him, impatiently wanting to get by. Xavier heard him, for sure, but waits unmoving for my answer. Cheeks flaming, I drop into the window seat, hoping the view might take the edge off of my nerves.

      Xavier lowers into the spot beside me, unbuttoning his jacket. For once, there isn’t a gun harness underneath. “Don’t tell me this is your first time flying.”

      “My father preferred me indoors.”

      “Not surprising.” He gives me a thorough once-over. “How’s your neck?”

      “Fine. I took something earlier.”

      “Took what?”

      “I don’t know. Dante gave to me on the way here.”

      He chuckles, rolling his eyes. “For all we know, he gave you a damn sedative.”

      “I wouldn’t be angry about it.”

      He scoffs, clicking his seatbelt. “Well, if it’s something he had left over from his mother’s illness, you’re not going to feel anything.”

      From his lips to God’s ears.

      The stewardess ensures everyone is buckled before beginning her safety demonstrations. I'm listening intently when he interrupts my lesson. “I can’t believe you didn’t bring a pack of pain killers in that enormous bag. You always carried everything you owned in one when you were younger.”

      A whopping reminder that I usually forget. This man knows quite a bit about me.

      “I'm surprised you remember that.”

      He straightens his watch, looking ahead. “Well, it saved my life once.”

      It takes a minute, but the instance he’s referring to comes rushing back, even after all these years. “That’s right. The bee-hive. You were allergic.”

      “I would have died if you didn’t have such quick skills.”

      “Your dad was so mad at me,” I say. “He made sure we were watched by a dozen men every time we went outside after that.”

      “You teased me about it quite mercilessly.”

      “Wait, I don’t remember that.”

      He finally glances at me, a rare wry smile on his face. “You left me a get-well note near the hospital bed. You drew me with blue tears spilling from my face. A damn stick-figure.”

      I smile back, comforted by the reminder that we are not total strangers to this. There was once a time we teased each other, laughed with each other—trusted each other. As far as that may be to comprehend from where we are sitting now. “I had some fire back then.”

      “You’re worse now.”

      “No way.”

      “Absolutely,” he counters bluntly. “Unequivocally. I have never met a more stubborn, infuriating woman in my life.”

      I like that he says that. I really like that.

      I’ve missed the flight attendant’s entire speech. I should pray we don’t crash.

      The cabin quiets down as the pilot gears for departure, the lights dimming above our heads. Dante’s mystery drug may be working because I'm losing feeling in my lips. That could also be a result of impending terror though.

      The cabin shakes as the wheel’s undertow begin to catapult us down the runway.

      I’d always been afraid for this part… and I was right to have been wary of the experience.

      My eyes close, my heart pounding through my chest.

      I consider counting pennies in my brain—sheep, cows, anything to distract myself.

      One penny. Two pennies. Three—

      Teeth chattering, my eyes open to gauge how far we are from take-off. The lights zoom by, a haze in the wet darkness. I'm shocked we feel the tires lift, feel the monstrosity soaring into the air. I hadn’t expected that, although I’d seen it plenty of times in movies.

      My body relaxes eventually when we’re high enough over the tumulus clouds. It’s then that I see my hand gripping the hell out of his on the armrest. His fingers have gone white. He says nothing as I pry them away, too embarrassed to apologize.

      I think I hear him chuckle but I'm too nervous to check.

      When the attendant comes to get our drinks, Xavier orders bourbon. I'm too preoccupied on the weather outside the window to say anything but, “Same.”

      If he had any qualms about my order, he doesn’t voice them, handing over the strong drink the moment it arrives. I take a sip, now sure the drugs Dante gave me were to spare me any nerves or pain for any part of tonight.

      “Do you want me to get your bag? A book?” he asks as I take a longer sip, and then another.

      I shake my head. “I'm going to sleep. I didn’t get any last night.”

      He nods, holding a drink he isn’t drinking. Such an odd man. “I’ll get you a pillow.”

      “That’s not necessary.”

      He ignores me completely, summoning the attendant over, ordering both a pillow and a blanket, as well as some headphones for himself. He removes his tie, a process of dishevelment my eyes linger on and whether it’s the drink or the drugs, I feel no shame in looking. He’s stunning. Undoing a few buttons, baring his throat, I have to close my eyes, reminded of his actions the other night. He was beautifully unstable, fire catching flame on a wick. I appreciated the unusual change in him, and imagine it happening now, staring at him. My cheeks catch fire.

      The woman returns with our items. Xavier places the pillow on my lap. My eyes become glued on the flight attendant still beside Xavier, who has the audacity to lay her hand on his arm.

      For some reason, I hate it. I don’t want to delve into why that’s the case, but I do.

      She mewls, like a fucking cat. “Is there anything else I can get you?”

      He’s wearing a ring. It’s glimmering against the light. How can she not see it?

      He’s not taken aback by it. He looks at her as if he’s used to the attention, as if he already knew someone would be bold enough to take an interest. There’s nothing behind that gaze though, nothing that worries me. Still, I don’t even know why I'm worried. This is ridiculous. I'm being ridiculous.

      Accepting that fact doesn’t stop my mouth from running. “You know, my husband could use a pillow too.” I raise my arm, brushing my fingers through his tousled hair, stunned by how easy it is to claim him as mine. “We had a rather long wedding night, if you know what I mean.”

      She retracts her arm instantly. “Congratulations.”

      “Thank you.”

      “I’ll get you that pillow. Let me know if you need anything else.”

      “Will do.” My answer is a dismissal, and she reacts promptly, easing down the aisle to the next guest. I lower my hand, neurotically glancing sideways just in time to catch Xavier’s expression falter, his tongue wetting his lips as he tries to maintain the smirk easing across his face. “What?”

      He peers discreetly into his liquor. “Didn’t say anything.”

      “You want to.”

      He nods, raising the glass to his lips. “I do.”

      “Then just say it.”

      “I like you jealous, is all.”

      “That wasn’t jealousy.”

      “Possessiveness, jealousy, stubbornness… doesn’t matter what it was. I liked it.”

      His eyes roam my face, my body, and he does it slow, wanting me to see it. He looks at me like he did the other night, when he had to stop us from going any further.

      I really wish I couldn’t blush. That would leave me with a little dignity.

      Mortified once the reality of what I just did hits me, I decide it’s best to nurse my drink.
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        * * *

      

      My eyes peel open, blinded by a flashing beam of light seeping through the visor. Massive hands are digging at my hips. I realize a few things fast. My head is on Xavier’s shoulder and he’s trying to find my seatbelt straps without waking me. The pillow against the window is cold and so far, unneeded. I straighten, rubbing my hands over my face. “I’m sorry.”

      He rolls his eyes. “The pilot has ordered seatbelts on. There’s gonna be turbulence. Yours is stuck.”

      Still dazed, I dig the straps out of the crooks and he chuckles.

      “Small hands will do the trick, it seems.”

      He tugs on the belt, showcasing the gold band on his ring finger and the sigil pinky ring he inherited from his father on his other hand.

      “How long have I been sleeping?” I croak.

      A glance out the window to check on the shade of the atmosphere amplifies my concern. Dense clouds are everywhere. The plane’s wings dive through frothed darkness.

      I raise the visor so he can see our airborne surroundings, noticing other passengers in first class are also detecting the distressing sight. “Xavier, this looks bad.”

      “They know what they’re doing,” he says. “Close it or you’ll worry yourself. We have five more hours. You haven’t stopped squirming since we boarded.”

      “Well, can you blame me?” I scoff. “I'm with man I don’t know, who happens to also be my husband, who will also be taking my virginity when we land. I think I have a little cause to be nervous.”

      “I'm sure your mother has convinced you it’s something to repel at all costs, huh?”

      “Yeah, something like that.”

      His smile widens. I actually lose my breath. Just like that—poof—it’s gone. “This should be interesting then.”

      Before I can pressure him for more after such a cryptic statement, we face a sudden drop in gravity, a bout of turbulence that makes us freeze with alertness. Another drop and both of our hands are on the arm rests.

      The intercom crackles to life. “Sit tight, folks. We are going to have to power through this storm.”

      The plane practically vibrates, charging through clouds the size of hills. Passenger’s begin to panic, securing their belongings from scattering down the aisles. Xavier’s watching the flight attendants hurrying to their seats behind the curtains, clutching onto the overhead bins when they have to. One moment we’re bumping out of our seats and then the ride smooths out. The adrenaline eases. Nervous guests resume their chatter.

      It’s impossible to unlock my jaw.

      Xavier exhales with a chuckle. “Well, that was—”

      The plane nosedives, throwing us forward in our seats. Something solid slams into my chest, molding me to the leather. It’s Xavier’s arm. My fingers dig into the seat rests, my mind spinning to a dark place. We’re traveling over ocean. The Atlantic Ocean. The overhead bins fly open and our bags rain down. That’s when the screaming begins.

      “Dio,” I gasp, closing my eyes. “Oh my God.”

      “It’s going to level out any minute,” Xavier says, immobilized against his seat. I'm not sure who he’s trying to convince. His arm no longer pins me back. With a swooshing noise, oxygen masks descend from the overhead controls. We snatch them together. I place mine over my face, checking on him. He is trying to get the attention of the businesswoman across from us who has been seized with panic and hasn’t seen the masks dangling in front of her.

      “Lady! Hey!” he shouts, eventually having to give up. The plane has leveled out, even risen, but the shaking doesn’t stop. With my eyes closed, I lose track of the time it takes for the terror to end. At first, when the stillness comes, I think my mind is playing tricks on me. I think maybe we’ve hit the water and I'm dead. There isn’t a single voice to dispute my ravings… until the speaker screeches.

      “I'm sorry about that, folks. We’ve passed the worst of it. It looks to be clear skies from here.”

      I hear cries of relief; prayers repeated throughout the first-class cabin and beyond. My teeth chatter from the trembling. I'm paralyzed, frozen as Xavier shifts, already maskless and removes mine. “You okay?” His finger nestles underneath my chin, tilting my head upward. “I shoved you back pretty hard. Your neck… does it hurt?”

      I shake my head, following his movements.

      “Can you speak?” I shake my head again, and his brows furrow with concern. “Try.”

      I clear my throat, fighting past the lump there.

      “I… I almost died a virgin,” I stutter.

      Xavier’s head drops down, his hand covering his face as laughter builds in him. True amusement. I manage a wary smile, enjoying the rare accomplishment.

      “Alright, you’re fine.”
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        * * *

      

      We’re greeted just steps off of the Blue Star Ferry by a small army of men. Just past midnight, there aren’t many witnesses to question the meeting. Xavier isn’t fazed by their numbers. In fact, within seconds of introductions, they’re passing him weapons to conceal.

      It becomes clear they’re friends of the outfit, and here at Xavier’s request.

      Wasn’t this going to be a private getaway?

      Santorini stuns from the sedan’s tinted windows. Xavier converses mostly in Greek, impressing the made men of Koupako’s gang. So well versed with the language from my readings, I'm able to understand bits and pieces of their conversations. Apart from the fact that they’re all strapped, you’d never suspect behind their smiles and laughter lingers an ability to kill without a thought. At night, the cobalt blue roofs shine against the strength of the moon, a clustered island of beauty and culture.

      I’ve dreamed of seeing this all of my life.

      Once we reach the villa, a fortress perched on a cliff, Xavier hops out of the vehicle with the others, telling me to stay where I am. Only the burly driver remains with me and I'm less than comforted by his searing gaze in the rearview mirror.

      To him, I'm a piece of damn meat. He won’t touch me though. Not now.

      I'm Xavier Marcellos bride.

      “What are they doing?” I ask. I'm surprised the driver answers me.

      “Sweeping the place.”

      Oh. I fiddle with my belongings on my lap until Xavier returns, opening my door. He takes my purse, helping me out of this tank of a vehicle. Our bags are already inside. With a few parting words to the gentlemen in the sedan, he shuts the door and they back out of the lot.

      Within seconds, we’re completely alone. That’s painstakingly obvious.

      The loss of headlights darkens the area, which is only visible by torches meant to drive away insects. The water can be heard from this distance, crashing against the rocks littering the shore below. Wild flowers are abundantly scattered throughout the grounds, even some fruit trees. The white cement building has an opulence of windows surrounding the entire structure, designed to showcase Santorini’s beauty come rain or shine, at all hours of the day.

      It’s much more than we need. A room with a bed would have sufficed.

      I hadn’t even noticed I’d been left to gaze alone. My eyes move over the lawn, freezing on the porch. Xavier is there, against a pillar, his arms crossed over his torso, his eyes on me.

      Come on, Marin.

      Marcello.

      Fuck.

      The importance of this place cannot be avoided. In his eyes, I sense a desire for completion. We aren’t truly married… not until he’s within me. I shuffle on the bottom step, chewing on my inner lip.

      He straightens off the beam, much more intimidating than I think he knows. “Tired?”

      This shocks me. Is this him asking? Asking if I'm ready?

      Even if I wanted to say no, which I don’t, I couldn’t. Tonight is inevitable.

      “How about a drink?” he offers at my continued silence. Following my more-than-eager nod, he turns, holding the door ajar for me. The atmosphere shifts once I'm inside, once he locks us in. We’ve never been this alone. Never.

      He sets my purse in the kitchen, letting me take in the splendor. For once, I feel like a woman. Not a child. Here I stand, in a foreign place, with a man I hardly know… but at least it’s not home. At least my father is far away from here.

      “Wine?” Xavier asks, bent over the cooler.

      “Sure.” By the sliding doors leading to the terrace, I smile, noticing the pool that extends the length of the property, gleaming to the edge of the cliff. Wow. “This is unreal.”

      “The travel agent was very helpful.”

      Excitement pools in my chest. “You organized this?”

      “And a few activities to do while we’re here.”

      “Such as?” Rejoining me, he hands me a glass of red wine. I snatch it quicker than I probably should, blushing when he gives me a half-smile, aware of my displacement. “Thanks.”

      He nods. “Tours of ruins, dinner reservations overlooking the Caldera, a stop at the Red Sand Sea. We’ll be here for four days.”

      “Four?”

      “Yes, we will travel to Athens for the rest of the time.” He stares deeply at the night. “I figured you’d like to see some of the places you read about.”

      “That was particularly nice of you.”

      “I do have my moments.”

      The air is thick with tension of my own creating as I swallow the surprisingly sweet wine. “I would like to shower first… before we, um… I smell like plane.”

      He points to the swirling staircase leading to a top floor. “Your bags are by the arch.”

      “Thanks.”

      He reaches for my glass. “Do you want me to hold that for you?”

      I shake my head, pulling the alcohol towards me. “No.”

      The man fights back laughter. “As you wish.”

      Tonight alone, I’ve seen him laugh more than I have this entire week combined.

      Terrified, my eyes dart back to him as I scale the metal stairs. As soon as our eyes meet, he shifts, directing his gaze towards the window. There is no door to our bedroom. The loft is massive, joined with a balcony overlooking the sea. The four-poster bed is draped with sheer canopy sheets on three sides. Roses have been prepared on the bed, an intimate touch I'm sure wasn’t Xavier’s doing.

      Lacking sufficient oxygen, I thrust open the French balcony doors as wide as they can go. The warm breeze washes over my flushed features and it helps me breathe.

      You can do this. You can.

      I lift the glass to my lips, downing all of the wine in one gulp before approaching the luggage’s. Setting down the empty flute by my feet, I rummage, pulling out the nightgown my mother packed for this moment and my toothbrush. The creamy satin material is like water under my fingers, almost as sheer as the canopies.

      I remain in the shower long enough to relieve the soreness of the flight and ferry ride it took to reach this distant corner of the world. In my nervousness, time is lost on me.

      After I’ve slipped on the lingerie, I sneak out of the bathroom. The bedroom is thankfully still empty so I take the time to get my hair brush from the luggage, combing through my knots until my waves are semi-dry, frizzed from the humidity.

      I don’t even hear him appear. I look to the stairs and he’s there, one hand rested on the railing. His hair is relaxed and tousled, slackened curls framing his face, still damp from a shower. He’s shirtless, making it impossible to overlook who he is, covered in scars and tattoos, more than I can count from this distance.  Under the dark hair dusted across his pecs, there’s a healed stab wound. By his hip, a small circle of healed flesh. A bullet made that damn hole.

      His body is a constellation of similar defects, attempts on his life that he didn’t succumb to. He remains where he is, letting me observe him from a distance like this. His shoulders gleam like a sun, broad, rested above deep collarbones. I’ve seen his arms plenty of times but they are no less impressive in his nakedness.  My eyes descend over the hills on his abdomen, ripples of muscle leading to the dips of his hips. Black pajama pants hang from them, clinging to his undeniable virility. The man isn’t lacking at all in that area.

      After discarding the brush on the night table, I stand, resisting covering myself as he moves further into the room. I don’t want to cower from him, from this.

      My fists clench at my sides as he drinks me in openly. I can’t remember how to breathe. The heat in his gaze is transparent while he takes in my nakedness. So, when his eyes slim with sudden fury, I'm completely caught off guard. Following his attention, my hands move to my throat and I still, covering the bruises. Without the presence of concealer, they are a startlingly ugly sight. I’d meant to cover them before he could see the extent of the damage.

      “We can’t do this tonight.”

      I nearly pass out. “What?”

      “I’ll hurt you, even if I’m gentle.”

      I struggle, stuttering through my fears. “I-I need to do this tonight. I’m only mentally prepared for this now.”

      “I don’t want your first time to be any more painful than it has to be.”

      I stare at him. “So, you’ve been with a virgin before?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then you know what to expect.”

      At one time, I would have leaped for this opportunity to delay the inevitable. That’s what’s mind-boggling to me. I want this just as much as he does. Not because I want it to be over, but because I want to know what pleasure can come from this. I want to know what my mother is so afraid of.

      “I don’t want you to treat me like a Mafia wife.”

      He chuckles oddly at the simplification. “A Mafia wife?”

      “My mother said husbands usually go to whores for pleasure. She told me to lie flat and let you get it over with.”

      With an unamused scoff, he lifts my chin, seeking my utmost attention. “I want you every way I can get you, on every surface of this villa if you’ll have me.”

      Any way I can get you? On every surface?

      My gaze shifts to the bed, lingering on the indigo pillows, the silky rose pedals.

      “You’ll tell me if it’s too much?” he asks, his voice oddly soft. He reaches out to touch me, resting his hand against the small of my back. At his insistence, I inch closer to him until both of my hands are on his chest. His heart is racing, probably faster than my own.

      His lips hover against mine, caressing and brief, meant to drive me insane. He dips his tongue into my mouth, humming with abandon, giving me just enough before pulling away. I'm not used to games. I'm not versed in coyness. To stop the maddening cycle, I lift onto my toes, encircling him with my arms, crushing his lips with an eager moan. With a knowing smile, his hand scales my back until he’s gripping my backside, ridding even an inch of space between us.

      His mouth tastes like mine—spearmint—a cool, inviting freshness. His soap is different. The oceanic scent of his mixed with the citrusy tinge of my own overpowers our humid room.

      I'm surprised by how quickly we’re pawing at each other, melting into a new familiarity. With every graze, his touch leaves a burn, a mark of possession on my skin that wasn’t there before. It speaks volumes without a sound.

      It says no other man will touch me like this as long as he lives.

      With one hand gripping my waist and the other gripping my backside, he guides us towards the bed. Hypnotized by the skill of his tongue, my eyes peel open when he pulls back.

      “Get on the bed,” he orders breathlessly. “Lie back.”

      Sliding to the middle of the mattress, I lay down flat while the cushioning caves under the weight of his knee. He moves over me, stretching to place something on the nightstand. The flash of silver stuns me. A condom?

      He half-smiles at my bewilderment. “We can only prolong a child a few months.”

      “You don’t want one?”

      “Oh, I do.” He glances at the foil, then at me. “We’re still strangers and the last thing I want is for this to feel like a transaction.” With one arm propping himself above me, his other slides over my hip, curving under my thigh. “For tonight, pleasuring you is my only concern.”

      With a slow roll of his hips, his arm raises me to meet the erection straining his pants. That thin fabric is a measly barrier. His presence in them is unmistakably hard and when the man settles himself between my legs, right up against me, every bit of my lower half tightens with awareness. Oh, Dio. This is happening.

      “You can stop me at any point,” he says. “You hear?”

      I can’t imagine stopping now but I appreciate his restraint. I hadn’t expected this is how it would be. “Yes.”

      His mouth settles over mine, his hand descending over my breast, kneading the peak through my sheer fabric. He fists the material over my stomach, stretching it so it flattens against my skin, extenuating my curves to his hungry gaze. Lowering his head, he seals his mouth over my nipple through the satin.

      His tongue thrashes my flesh, wet and warm, and when he tugs, sinking his teeth into me with a bite, my back unconsciously arches into his attention, a sharp pang appearing between my thighs. When he’s felt me relax, his hand drifts across my thigh, pushing up my nightgown.

      His hand disappears between us, easing my legs apart.

      “Wider,” he commands. He presses his hand to my heat, palm flat against it. “You’re much shyer today than you were before.”

      “Can you blame me?” I chuckle, my voice nearly unrecognizable.

      “No.” The pad of his thumb begins to stroke my center in circles and he smiles, hearing the moan that falls from my lips. As difficult as this night was to comprehend, there’s no mistaking that we are both surprisingly in this. Fondling me, he plants a hand beside my head, leaning down to press his mouth to mine. “Do you like that?” he whispers in a low voice.

      I nod, combing my hands through his tumbling hair, which is now almost dry. Angling his thumb, he teases my entrance with his middle finger, inserting the tip, and then the whole finger. “And this?”

      Trapping him to me with his hair bunched in my hands, we breathe roughly against one another while his finger stimulates my insides, coaxing my tender walls. His pupils dilate every time he eases himself from me, hearing the amount of arousal he’s enthused in this short amount of time. I want him, and he knows it.

      “X.”

      His gaze is steady, stunningly intimate. “What?”

      “Please,” I gasp, hoping he’ll read between the lines.

      He smiles. “We’re not rushing this.”

      My breath catches as he eases a second finger into me, gritting his teeth when my body struggles to accept him. He curves his fingers in a massaging motion while his thumb rubs my clit, never faltering. Not once.

      Our gasps, the liquid easing from my legs, coating his fingers are echoes through the room as he thrusts his fingers in and out of my sex, a shocking testament of what he can do to me. Perhaps I should be embarrassed. It’s probably expected of a demure wife of my standing but here I am, rocking my hips into his hand, panting with excitement.

      “You’re trembling,” he says, looking down at his fingers deep inside of me. “And clenching so tight.”

      My hands drop from his hair onto the comforter, needing to claw at something. It’s Xavier’s gaze, his unwavering gaze that makes my insides begin to quiver. I like his impassioned eyes drinking in my reactions. I groan, pitching my hips into his hand. “Fuck.”

      “I could watch this all night,” he admits as I squirm in his grasp. “The way your nipples harden from a look.” He licks a peak, eyes on me, proving a point. “Watch you suck on your bottom lip while your cunt throbs against my fingers. I can’t get enough of it.”

      There’s a rawness in his voice that ignites a deep buzzing between my legs and throughout my stomach. “I want to make you scream. Scream as you succumb to whatever this is between us. This crazy, fucked-up, undeniable attraction we clearly have for each other.”

      My toes dig into the bedding. “Xavier.”

      “Tell me.”

      The air is disappearing. “I’m going to…”

      “Come for me,” he whispers, pushing my wet hair from my face, seeking full view of my pleasure. “Come, Sophie.”

      I topple straight over an unknown ledge with a new understanding of insanity. There’s no masking my cries. Used to constant supervision, I fight the urge of losing myself but his fingers are relentless, stretching out the explosion of my nerves. Sounds erupt from somewhere deep inside, a secret fortress, bouncing off the walls and between us, tensions multiplying until his touch creates an ache. Slackening, I blink wildly, releasing the comforter.

      Xavier’s eyes look nearly black, his jaw tight with restraint. While I'm watching him, he extracts his fingers from my heat, bringing them immediately to his mouth. His fingers slip between his smooth lips. Tasting my need, his eyes close tightly.

      Holy fuck.

      He groans, a deep gutted sound before he turns, hovering over me, planting both hands beside my body. “Touch me.”

      Without hesitation, I push past his abdomen, pressing my hand to the intimidating bulge in his pants. His answering groan is probably the hottest sound I’ve ever heard.

      “Do you want this still?” he asks. I nod, gripping the waistband of his pants, boldly pushing down the material. He discards them on the floor, returning to me.

      “Lift your arms.”

      Xavier eases the nightgown over my curves. The Grecian humidity and his excellent hands have made the satin melt into the dampness of my skin. My nightgown joins his pants on the floor. He moves to his knees, grabbing the condom from the nightstand.

      Fear increases as I intake a complete view of him in all his gloriousness.

      “You’re bigger than I thought,” I whisper worriedly, transfixed on the erect cock between his legs. He smirks, tearing the foil.

      “I can’t tell if that’s supposed to be a compliment or insult.”

      “I felt it before. I knew it was…” I shake my head, and he grins wider as my face heats. I’ve only had access to movies, stories. I’ve never found any of them very stimulating. Maybe it’s because he’s in the flesh, his cock so close, that makes every part of him beautiful. I'm aching to touch him there, especially as I watch him roll on the condom with ease.

      “We’ll take it slow.”

      His dark eyes land on mine, descending over my bare body sprawled open for him, the first time he’s seen me without clothes on. He stares at every part of me—every single part—his massive chest rising and falling deeply.

      My mouth is dry, completely dry.

      “You’re fucking beautiful,” he says suddenly, to my surprise. I smile, wider than I have before to him, giving into what I feel right now.

      “So are you.”

      He shakes his head, lowering over me, hands against the mattress as his lips push mine apart, sliding his tongue in. “No. You don’t understand.” I look anywhere but at him, and he calls me out on it. “Look at me.”

      “I can’t,” I whisper, smiling.

      “Soph, look at me.” He is all intensity, impatient to command my eyes. “I can fuck you or I can make love to you. For the latter, I need your eyes.”

      He clasps my face, running his thumb gently over my swollen lips.

      “I’m going to enter fast and stop to wait for you to adjust.”

      I nod, gulping. “Okay.”

      He lines his cock with my entrance, coating himself with my arousal. My chest inflates with terror. Within seconds I’m close to hyperventilation.

      “Xavier.”

      “Yes?”

      “How bad is it going to be?”

      He rests his hand on the mattress beside my head, leaning over me. “I’ve heard it varies. I think it will hurt, at first, and then ease up. You probably won’t come.”

      I chuckle neurotically, pushing my floppy hair back with an exhale. “Okay. Okay.”

      He entwines our fingers together, his lips caressing me unhurriedly. “Ready?”

      I nod with about as much courage as I can muster. I stop breathing all together, preparing for impact. His fingers tighten around mine as he drives himself in with one swift thrust. We grunt loudly in unison, and all breath bursts from my lungs as an overwhelming sting follows the intrusion. My eyes remain closed, trying to cope with the pain of it.

      I hear his teeth grind with restraint. “Sophie.”

      “I’m alright,” I choke out. The tip of his nose nuzzles mine with surprising tenderness. I wish I could focus on that, but the pain can be felt even in my legs. “Go again.”

      The man obliges, easing out slower than he entered. My eyes flutter at the sharp, uncomfortable rawness of the tear. “Oh.”

      “We can stop,” he whispers.

      “No. Go again,” I insist, digging my nails into his back, refusing to let him stop. He’s cautious, only feeding in half of himself. It’s easier that way. I nod, encouraging more.

      “Again.” He moans softly, and I want this even more. “Again.”

      Before long, we’re rocking together, in sync. I had thought I’d be all over the place but as he lets go of my hand, clasping my face, careful of my bruises, I understand what intimacy is and how revolutionarily changing it is to have someone inside of you, driving into you as if they were personally destined to end up there.

      As Xavier’s warm fingers slide to hold the back of my head, I find that I don’t want to look away from him. Both of us are gasping, immersed, unable to tear our eyes off of each other. When he kisses me, he tugs on my bottom lip enough to make me gasp.

      “Ti piace cosi?”

      Do you like that?

      Yes. Yes, I do. I like everything about this.

      The pain has only slightly eased and despite what he predicted in the beginning, I'm shaking, felling a build. He must be feeling it too.

      “I didn’t know it could feel like this,” I confess against his throat. The fluttering has begun again in my belly, but it’s different. This time, I feel my chest expanding even though I’m not inhaling. I feel my hands stiffen even though I’m not rigid.

      With him inside of me, the impossible seems possible.

      He’s drenched from restraining himself. He already told me once. Gentleness doesn’t come easy to him. He nods, gasping. “I know.”

      Losing all concept of time, I'm distracted by the squareness of his jaw, the thick muscles in his neck. I kiss his throat, running my tongue along the smoothness and he literally shivers, gathering my hair into his hand tightly, holding my mouth to him. “Fuck, Sophie.”

      When my kisses spur into bites, his restraint vanishes. Suddenly, his hips are pumping faster, deeper than before. My hands leave his neck, dropping to his ass, urging him on.

      I don’t care about the pain. I don’t care about anything else. Not our pasts, not our present, our future. I find myself contently in the moment here with him.

      “Yes,” I breathe against his lips as he shoves deeper, much deeper than before. Tears are wet on my cheeks but I feel like a woman possessed, finding solace in the pain. He knocks my breath from my lungs each time he takes me. “God, yes!”

      “Sto per venire,” he grunts, his voice so low it’s unrecognizable. He’s close.

      Already trembling, I nearly give out when one of his hands slides between our sweaty bodies, gliding between my folds, rubbing my clit in fast circles. I see stars.

      “Oh… my…”

      I lose all sense of speech. I lose all sense, period, unable to keep still. His hands free me, slamming into the mattress for support. His eyes squeeze shut. A gutted groan falls from his lips as he stiffens, losing himself in his own release.

      Minutes are lost in suspension.

      I reach up, pressing my trembling fingers to his cheek. His eyes reopen. I’m stunned by the overwhelming vulnerability etched into his flushed features.

      He’s never looked at me like this.

      Almost as if he realizes he’s dropped his sensible shields, he turns over, chest heaving, dropping onto the bed beside me. “Fuck.”

      I nod, wide-eyed. “Yeah… fuck.”
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      My hand is still pressed to my wild heart.

      I stare at the ceiling of the bedroom, trying to recover, decipher what I’m feeling. We’re both quiet, side-by-side. My heart falters as I glance over at him, eying his herculean form. We’re surrounded by sheer canopies which keep the insects out, so neither of us have covered up. He’s all muscle, especially in the torso and legs. The number of scars grooved into his skin chinks the armor I’ve carefully constructed since his cock left me. He’s probably done the same thing by now. He finally turns his head, smirking softly when he finds me studying him.

      “What’s the verdict?”

      The throbbing pain has intensified now that my adrenaline has slowed. He wasn’t gentle, and I'm still not sorry. I grin, exhaling. “I’ll live.”

      He chuckles, nodding. “You will.”

      “I didn’t expect to feel different.”

      “Different?”

      He shifts, brow raised, seeking more of an explanation. I don’t have one to give. I'm not sure how to process any of this. I’d always promised myself I’d hate this moment, for the sake of a man I am doing my best not to think about while lying next to my naked husband.

      I didn’t hate this. I far from hated it.

      My eyes travel down Xavier’s body, unable to count the slabs of muscle laid across his abdomen like a washboard. He doesn’t move, watching me watch him. When I reach his thighs, my face heats, discovering he’s still semi-hard.

      I rest the tips of my fingers against his thigh, sparse with dark hair. He has far less up there than the rest of him. His body reacts instantly to my touch. He’s anything but embarrassed by it. I, however, am sure I'm the shade of a plum. “Is that… usual?”

      He smirks and I feel the impact in my ovaries. “I don’t think I’ll ever be able to look at you naked and not be hard.” He sits up slightly, running a hand over my chest before he takes my mouth, deeply enough that I feel how swollen my lips are from his attention. Too soon, he pulls back, sitting up to remove the condom, tossing it into the trash. My mother’s words are suddenly an echo in my mind. I lift myself off the mattress, on fire when I notice the red stain where my body was. Oh God.

      I did bleed.

      “I’ll wash these,” he says, starting to gather the bedding, crinkled rose pedals and all.

      I hold up my hands, mortified. “No! I can do it!”

      “I'm sure you’re sore. Go wash off,” he says, rolling the sheets into a ball. As he walks toward the door, he bends, picking up his pants. I watch him leave and lightheaded, I press my hand to my forehead, eyes buggered.

      Well, that just happened.

      I walk to the bathroom mirror, finding a stranger staring back at me. My usually calculated stare is almost animalistic—my pupils dilated, the blue darker than I’ve ever seen it before. My cheekbones are painted red, heated with excitement still. My lips, usually rosy are almost a deep crimson color, swollen by the sweet, tortuous tugging.

      Once I'm out of the shower, wincing as my thighs rub together, I realize I left my nightgown in the room. Xavier is there when I open the door, dressed in the pants, standing on the balcony. He turns as I bend down for the slip. His phone is against his ear and without having to ask, I know he’s called the family. “Stephano insisted on surveillance,” Xavier says gruffly. “Of course I checked for bugs. The guns they gave weren’t tampered with.”

      He doesn’t trust the Greeks?

      I throw the material over my head, draping my towel over the chair, feeling incredibly naked in this lingerie. I'm even considering riffling through my bags when Xavier ends the call, sighing as he turns to me. Any excitement he had seems gone after a conversation with his father.

      “Are you hungry?” he asks.

      “No, no… I’m fine.”

      “And how are you? You know, after this?”

      I sit on the bed, resisting covering myself up with the fresh sheets he’s laid down. “I'm okay. A little sore.”

      He nods, rubbing the back of his neck. “I wasn’t gentle.”

      “I didn’t want you to be.”

      This is the closest I’ve ever seen Xavier Marcello embarrassed. Of course, he doesn’t linger on that emotion for long, designed to hide his desires, his wants and needs. Most men in the Mafia are like him in that aspect.

      “I have to make a few calls. I’ll go downstairs so you can get some sleep.”

      That shocks me. He’s not staying here with me? Calls? At two in the morning?

      “Oh.” I feel like this is the worst time to separate right now but I can’t push him. Ironically, I don’t know him well enough. “Okay.”

      He walks around the bed and my stomach pitfalls when he presses his lips to my cheek. “Goodnight.” The minute he’s gone, I fall onto the pillows.

      The cheek. The goddamn cheek.
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        * * *

      

      Something wakes me up somewhere around five.

      Maybe it’s the ache between my thighs, which has quadrupled overnight.

      Maybe it’s the fact that I'm still alone in bed.

      I squint in the dark, checking to see if he’s on the balcony, in a chair, anything, but he’s not here. I pull myself out of the sheets, pushing aside the sheer canopy drapes, exiting the loft. I'm halfway down the winding steps when I spot him on the couch, sleeping.

      It stops me in my tracks. Why didn’t he come to bed?

      A moonbeam lights my way into the open living room. My eyes flicker to the door, relieved when I see the alarm system is still on, the door is still locked, and Xavier appears to be unharmed. In this life, if you hold any type of power, any day could be your last.

      He’s facing the cushions. I can’t see his face due to his tumbling waves, dark hair that gleams against the moon. I bend down, touching his arm. “X—”

      Within a mere second, I'm staring into the end of a pistol, frozen, my hands raised in surrender. He pulled it from the cushions. A hiding place. His unhinged gaze slackens as he comes to complete consciousness. Securing the safety, he drops the weapon on the table beside the lounge, rubbing his face.

      I take a few steps back, eyes wide. “I'm… I'm sorry.”

      This is the second time he’s woken and reached for that thing.

      He shakes his head and when he looks at me again, it’s with apology. “No, I am.”

      Tension builds as he stands and as I take another step back from him. My husband just pulled a fucking gun on me right out of sleep. What if he touched the trigger? I’d probably be dead right now. I shake my head as he nears me, hiding my hands behind my back because I'm sure they’re shaking. “I shouldn’t have woken you like that. It’s okay. I'm sorry.”

      I have no idea why I'm apologizing. I don’t wait for an answer from him. I don’t even look into his face, afraid I’ll find the unhinged murderer he’s trying to suppress. I get back into the loft as quickly as possible.

      I’ve been around guns my entire life. Every man in my presence usually wore one, apart from my father. He had goons for that. I'm used to their importance. What I'm not used to is having one turned on me by my own husband.

      There was no hesitance in his eyes. If it had been a little bit darker… maybe he would have pulled. Maybe instinct would have ruled him.

      There’s a soft creak on the floorboards. “Sophie.”

      I immediately unload. “Are we in danger here?”

      “There’s never a guarantee we aren’t.”

      “The Greeks?”

      “Sophie.”

      “I heard you on the phone. Can they be trusted?”

      “Look at me.”

      There’s no avoiding him. His presence is too overpowering. I offer him carefully shielded eyes while fumbling with pillows. He won’t apologize again. That message is written clearly on his face but I sense an explanation.

      “My guard is never down, Sophie. I trust no one. I’ve spent most of my life coming to the understanding that if I wasn’t good enough for my father, if I didn’t live up to his expectations of me, he’d get rid of me, one way or another.”

      He doesn’t have to question if I understand. He knows I’ve grown the same way.

      “I'm your wife,” I whisper.

      “And I'm your husband. That doesn’t mean you trust me.”

      I just entrusted this man with my body. How can he not see that? I rack my brain, trying to find the stem of this problem… and then it hits me. “You can’t really believe I’d betray you now, Xavier.”

      He just pins me with his gaze. With one look, I'm immobile, transfixed by the storm raging behind his eyes. “Up until a week ago, you hated me. You hated me for what I represented, for what you thought was my involvement in Thomas’s murder.”

      My stomach sinks at the mention of Thomas, knowing he’s been absent from my mind since we arrived. Xavier has occupied all of my time. I sit on the edge of the bed, shaking my head. “Is this your father talking… or you?”

      His lips disappear. He didn’t like that statement. Probably because he knows I’ve nailed it. From everything Dante and Bo have said, from what he’s shown me so far, he’s been internally fighting his father’s teachings for years.

      Arturo would deem him weak to trust me. My father would too.

      They want him to use me as a breeding vessel and nothing else. I'm disappointed at his silence, growing infuriated at how deeply I let him in tonight. He bared me, made me vulnerable, and then left me alone to absorb the enormity of changes that unfolded from falling into bed with each other.

      It could have been a transaction. A lifeless duty. It wasn’t.

      “Is this why you slept down there? Is this because you’ve finally fucked me?” I smirk, becoming livid at the notion. His entire body stiffens at the accusation. “This is what you wanted, isn’t it? You pretend to be a knight in shining armor, swoop in and profess pretty things and then once you’ve got me, you trap me at arm’s length?”

      He’s visibly vibrating, white in the face, pale with rage. My defiance is flamed by shame, an impenetrable cloak weighing down my shoulders. I stand, feeling bared, in more ways than one. I throw off the baby doll, snatching his shirt off a hanger, which he draped over the edge of the closet door. It’s the nearest thing to me, long enough to hit my thighs.

      It’s halfway buttoned when he finally moves. I back into the closet, eyes warily on him, but he’s not coming for me. He bends down into his bag, retrieving his wallet. Digging his fingers inside, knowing exactly where to look, he extracts a folded paper, throwing it down on the table beside me. The edges are broken, the crisp white color now faded and crumbled.

      “What is that?”

      “Look and find out.”

      I'm not sure I want to but I have no choice. He’s waiting. I unravel the fragile sheet, feeling the color drain from my face due to what I find. A picture—a get-well card—hand drawn by a little girl. Hand drawn by me.

      I remember it now.

      He kept it? He’s had it all these years? In his wallet?

      I’ve barely gotten his name out of my mouth before I'm caught up in his hands, my back molded to the wardrobe. He suspends me there, one hand on the back of my head, the other secured at my hip. His nose nearly touches mine. The drawing molds to the floor. I'm stripped of the ability to speak, staring into his fiery gaze.

      “This isn’t a game, Sophia,” he snaps. “And I am no prince in armor. I am a monster. A killer. A man who sleeps armed. If you’re expecting anything else, you’ll be sorely disappointed.” His impassioned eyes fall to my mouth. “Yes, I kept that drawing and I think it speaks for me. I have wanted you since I was a boy playing in the dirt and I have fought those feelings for as long as I can remember.”

      His eyes drift lower as my legs wrap around him for security.

      “Tonight washed away those years of uncertainty. Tonight, I buried into the dream… and nothing changed. You were no less perfect than my imagination.”

      The air becomes hard to swallow when he leans in, pressing his lips to the bridge between my collarbones. His warm breath sends shivers ricocheting throughout my body. Something in his words, in the gentleness of his touch, possesses the strength to unravel me. His barriers have come down, if only momentarily, and so do mine. My fingertips graze his jaw, heart-rendered instantly by the way his eyes flicker to mine, seeking more. Desperate for more.

      I bend, practically falling into his mouth. Not in the heat of passion. Not to prove a point.

      Because I want to.

      Unrushed, unashamed, I give into my confusion, choosing to believe him. Nothing he’s said isn’t true. I'm married to a killer. A man desensitized to all but his wife. I'm daunted by his passion, the way he worships my lips as if they were his only salvation. He clings to my body like a sinner clutching a rosary, so close to damnation.

      When he kisses me, my identity vanishes. His too.

      We are nothing more than two fucked up creatures searching for a reason to live.

      He kisses me with that skilled mouth—a declaration, apology, and action all rolled into one mind-numbing union. I expect him to take me, to claim his pleasure but his hands have surrounded me and he won’t let go.

      As dawn breaks over the horizon, he follows me to bed.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I'm not surprised I wake alone.

      Nor am I surprised that I find my new husband in front of the window facing the driveway, already showered and dressed for the beach. Our first day of a proper honeymoon. Xavier sips a coffee, eyes intent on something outside.

      “Morning.”

      He glances over his shoulder and I'm relieved the darkness that consumed him yesterday has all but vanished. He half-smiles, taking in my wet hair and bikini cover-up. “Buongiorno.”

      The weight of our argument last night, and the aftermath that occurred, cannot be ignored. The man broke through some barriers in me yesterday. It’s clear I'm compromised simply by accepting how good it is to see him like this, to wake in a foreign place far from what I’ve known. I'm aching to touch him and despite my reservations, I walk up behind him, wrapping my arm around his waist. Neither of us are used to initiating affection. When he doesn’t immediately respond, I consider retreating but he grabs my hand against his shirt and bends his head to kiss my palm.

      “Breakfast is in the kitchen.”

      A man? Making breakfast? For his wife? “Thank you. What are you looking at?”

      “A coupe. It’s passed the driveway twice since I’ve been standing here.”

      We’re thousands of miles away from home and still he’s convinced we’re due to be ambushed at any moment in time. Distractions will be in order today. “I'm sure it’s nothing.”

      He encourages me to eat the food while it’s warm. I sit in the dining room while he texts his father from the kitchen counter. There’s an open archway that connects the two rooms. Once I’ve filled my plate with eggs and fresh fruit already supplied before we arrived, I notice the furrowed point of his brows. “Are they aching to have you back yet?”

      He chuckles, distracted. “No, I left the house at for the city when I was still young. They’re used to having to track me down.”

      I sip some coffee, a strong brew designed to defeat jet lag. I'm still shocked Xavier’s made all of this. Most wives either cook themselves or are powerful enough to employ a live-in cook. I am a nightmare in the kitchen, so the second option may be our best choice.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I catch Xavier’s gaze lingering on my throat. Right out of the shower, I spent a good portion of time covering up my father’s inflictions. They shouldn’t be noticeable but his eyes fall to the area anyway. “How are you feeling? After last night?”

      Last night. Engulfed in his warmth, trapped beneath his weight. I can’t close my eyes without seeing his hair tumbling over both sides of his face, the mist of sweat that formed over his skin as he moved deep enough to make me wince—and enjoy the pain.

      My answer is bold. Wordlessly, my legs slide apart, gaining his attention when I lift the knitted fabric to expose the insides of my thighs. These kinds of bruises are not unwelcomed. Only after I’ve done it do I begin to burn, wondering what the hell has gotten into me.

      The presence of him is tattooed between my legs, proof that I'm a different woman than I was a day before. He unabashedly stares as if he were able to see beneath the material, as if I’d just bared myself to him. I close them and he gives me his eyes, which have darkened at least three shades in seconds.

      “Apri le gambe,” he orders gruffly.

      Oh, fuck.

      I could pretend the beach is more important, that anything outside this room is more alluring, but that would be lie. A bold-faced lie.

      I spread my legs again, complying to his demand.

      “Take off the dress.”

      The cover-up slides over my head with ease. My bikini is anything but conservative, a ploy of my mother’s in case I had trouble keeping Xavier’s attention in the bedroom. Since that wasn’t the case, this two-piece just seems tiny. His eyes sharpen.

      “My mother picked it,” I divulge, sensing an argument. He stares at me, saying nothing. It’s goddamn unnerving. He still hasn’t moved an inch.

      “The top next.”

      Am I really going to do this? With a quick glance to the windows, even though the driveway is a trek from the main road, I unravel the string around the back of my throat, and then the string on the middle of my back. All boldness has dissipated in this tense environment he’s created, but he doesn’t stop there. He commands the removal of the rest, wanting me stripped down right beside our breakfast.

      I slip out of my bottoms, somewhere between mortification and excitement. Arousal has pooled between my legs, I'm sure of it, and the man is still ten feet away. Knowing what comes next, I lean back, giving him the indiscreet view he desires.

      His intake of breath is heard, even from where I'm sitting. He discards his phone on the counter. “Toccati.”

      I pale. “What?”

      “Touch yourself, Sophie.”

      “I’ve never done that in front of someone before.”

      His eyes hold frightening promises. “You’ve never licked a cock either but you’re about to.”

      My hand practically falls between my legs. My belly flutters with uncertainty, unsure if the way I'm used to doing this is correct. When you’re always watched, there aren’t many opportunities to practice. Dipping into the soft tissues, my fingers are instantly sleek. Before I let the embarrassment consume me, I'm transfixed by his undressing. The t-shirt struggles to clear his massive shoulders. Distraction, the sight of him, makes this easier.

      His eyes haven’t left me once, his gaze constantly trailing from my eyes to my active hands. He removes the rest of his clothes, baring himself in the light of day.

      He is uncomfortably beautiful. It’s almost too much. He fists his cock, pumping from the base to the dark head, giving me lessons no man has taught me before.

      “The sun is catching your wetness.” My legs quiver as I nudge my clit with the tips of my fingers. He pleasures himself, watching me, guiding me to a faster orgasm. “Use one finger now. Target one side of your clit, stay there.”

      I nod, over and over again, once I'm doing what he says. I'm worried the chair is going to give way from my shaking until he steadies it, bending his knees until he’s just inches away, right between my legs.

      “X,” I breathe warily, flinching when his hands slide over my skin. He shifts to his knees, his lips dousing the insides of my thighs, possessed with a primal need I didn’t know existed.

      “Don’t stop,” he insists, urging me on. I nod, squeezing my breast, gasping. Before I know it, I'm tumbling, crying out, unable to continue. It’s that precise moment his lips replace my hands, his tongue driving through my tissues like a cock. He grips my hips, that force keeping the legs of the seat firmly on the ground and disappears between my thighs, licking me deep, focusing on my clit. His tongue is better than his hands. I didn’t think it could be possible.

      He spreads me open with two fingers, staring at my intimacy with raw desire. His thrashing tongue builds me back up again, faster than my body is ready for. I grip the edge of the table, one hand also buried in his hair, tensing to the tips of my toes.

      Fuck.

      If we had neighbor’s, they’d surely hear.

      I can’t keep my head up, not at first. His warm lips travel over my skin, over my breasts, on my throat, until he’s grabbed the back of my neck to have my lips. He senses how I tense from the pain and releases me, kissing my cheek.

      “I want to fuck you, but I think you’ll be too sore.”

      “I can handle it.”

      “No, Sophie.”

      I grab his hair, commanding his eyes. “I said I want it.”

      I'm in the place of my dreams, all of my desires imagined in this Grecian oasis, and I don’t want to leave this house. Whatever is happening in this room deserves much more attention.

      He smiles, slowly, eyes on fire. “As you say.”

      When my hand encloses around his virility, he hisses, closing his eyes. Mesmerized by how my touch affects him, I drop to my knees, anxious to see how he unravels with my mouth. Like he did with me, I drift my lips over his trimmed hair, the base of him, intimidated by how his cock springs in my grasp.

      I have no idea what I'm doing, no idea how to do this right. He senses that, instructing me through his teeth. “Lick me… Yes. Like that.” He tastes of salt and soap, a far cry from the horror stories my mother relayed. She told me to avoid this part above all else. I eat him like I'm starved, dipping into his tip, tonguing the slit, slipping my lips around his thick girth, carefully, as he coaches. He has a fistful of my hair in his hand, but he doesn’t force me like I was afraid of.

      “Is this right?”

      He moans something unintelligible. I'm pretty sure it’s in Italian.

      I grin, feeling a power I’ve never been granted before. It’s addicting.

      “I want you,” he growls, releasing my hair, grabbing me with rough hands. Next thing, there’s a loud crash as he shoves plates aside. Drinks topple over. Glass shatters in pieces on the ground. He heaves me off my feet, laying me flat against the table, spread out for him.

      He lifts my leg, rigid with desire. “I’ll pull out.”

      It wasn’t a reassurance he needed an answer to. He feeds his cock bare into me, holding me by the hips, slowing when I wince. The sting isn’t as strong as yesterday, but it’s there. I have to adjust to it, and he gives me the time to do so, bent over me, sucking my nipples, circling the sensitive part between my legs with his thumb.

      He turns pain to pleasure.

      I can’t breathe, desperate for more of him. “Go. Go.”

      Inhibitions be damned. We’re loud. So loud.

      He pulls me up, so my legs dangle over the edge, crushing his mouth to mine. I have to wrap them around him in order to remain in place, taking every thrust whether it hurts. He tries to stop himself when he loses his ability to be gentle, but I won’t let him.

      I tug him closer, nails digging into his back, his behind, refusing to allow an inch.

      “Fuck me!” I cry into his chest. “Yes!”

      I doubt I’ll be able to move. He may have to carry me to the room, but it’ll be worth it. I'm trembling again, lapping his chest with my warm tongue, loving every moan that leaves his mouth. He drops his head into my hair, shuddering as he nears his release.

      “Rub yourself,” he insists breathlessly. There’s no shame in it this time. I moan the moment I make contact with the sensitized area, kneading through the ache. His mouth curves against mine as my massaging spurs on another orgasm, and with an inhale, he pulls himself from me. Hot cream hits my belly in thick spurts, dripping down between my thighs.

      Still gasping, he grabs one of the cloth napkins hanging from the edge of the dining table and wipes my stomach, throwing the napkin to the side when he’s done. He chuckles, bending over me, kissing the underside of my breast. “Fuck, my thighs are numb. I think I hit to the bone against the table.”

      I still can’t catch my breath, pushing my hair away from my face. It’s wet and smells of orange juice. His lips are at my damp throat. “Oh my God.”

      He places his hands on either side of me against the sleek wood. “Talk to me.”

      “Oh my God.”

      He chuckles. “Something other than that.”

      I flash him a bewildered look, mouth agape. “My mother doesn’t know shit.”
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        * * *

      

      I didn’t know I’d love waves so much.

      The break of them against the shoreline—I could listen to the sound for hours, I'm certain.

      The cobalt waters are warm this time of year, a striking change from the state we just abandoned. My fingers are long-since wrinkled, my brain battered from the onslaught of the water but I can’t bring myself to leave.

      I float against the surface, staring up at the cloudless sky, weightless in more than one way.

      I can’t remember a time my heart felt this unburdened, this light.

      Although we’re secluded in a VIP portion of the beach, the ocean is crowded with people. People who are having the time of their lives. Friends, lovers, children. No one is here against their will; no one seems to be plotting an imminent disaster. It’s a normalcy I envy, unable to help staring at them while I choke on saltwater, noticing that every time I go under, Xavier’s eyes are no longer glued to his phone.

      I wonder who is calling him on his honeymoon.

      His father? I wouldn’t put it past him. But I can’t shake off the feeling it’s someone else. Someone who was desperate for his time before we left and never got it. Bellarosa.

      With his scent still clinging to me, I find it hard to distract myself from that. The insides of my thighs are sore from his attention. My mind is haunted by how good it felt to be under him, to see his emerald eyes ignite from their usual stale countenance.

      I thought when this day came that I’d be grateful to be left alone to enjoy Grecian wonders but I keep checking our chairs, anticipating to find them empty and him trudging into the shore. The man I shunned for years is suddenly the subject of my thoughts, whether I want it or not.

      I just don’t want him to know it.

      He’s wearing a shirt, hung open but concealing his shoulders and back. At first, I was confused, then it dawned on me. His scars. The incision’s, the wildly varying sizes, would turn anyone’s head. From afar, I see a waiter dropping off drinks at our reserved umbrella, disappearing quickly since Xavier’s head doesn’t perk up from his cell.

      It takes him a few moments to realize someone’s even dropped by, spotting the drinks. His head cocks to search for me and he waves me in. I shake my head, submerged happily, refusing to abandon my new sanctuary. He waves again and I see his smile from here when I refuse him again.

      That smile slowly fades when I raise my arm, encouraging him in my direction. He sits back, holding up his phone. Frustrated, I sink into the sea with a huff and when my eyes close, Thomas’s face unwillingly flashes through my mind. His golden hair, his eyes that would match this water I'm in. His smile that showed he’d never endured a single trauma in his life before he met me.

      The pressure of the water blocks all outside distractions. Down here, I face hard questions.

      Would he be happy for me? Would he want me to seek a start somewhere else, even if it’s with the person I was always trying to escape? Is he even still here to judge?

      I lift to the surface to gulp air before surrendering myself back into the void, but a voice stops me. I push my soaked hair aside, smiling nervously once I find Xavier waist-deep in water, shirtless, the sun gleaming off of his dark skin. Under the sky’s scrutiny, his scars glow even brighter than usual, most twisted and mangled.

      He squints under the direct sunlight. “I'm never going to get you out of here, am I?”

      “Finally, you came in.”

      His laugh, rare as can be, could be compared to a rumbling growl but ease lifts the sound, transforming it into something wholly enchanting. “Ah, so this was a strike then?”

      “Something like that.” I sink my toes into the quicksand under my feet. “You’ve been glued to that phone all day.”

      “Well, I devoted my time to something else for the better part of the morning,” he says, smirking widely enough to set my cheeks on fire, now only a couple feet away. “So, I had to make up for lost time. My father isn’t a patient man.”

      “So, it was your father?”

      Caught off-guard, his eyes slant suspiciously. “Who did you think it was?”

      “I could think of a couple people,” I say. “Maybe someone in particular.”

      “I assume you’re talking about Rosie.”

      “Rosie?” A damn nickname?

      His smile grows. “One day into marriage and you’re already—”

      “I'm not jealous.”

      “I'm not a man with a wandering eye.”

      “I highly doubt that,” I chuckle. “I’ve heard the rumors, you know.”

      He stares at me, seriously for a couple of moments, his smile suddenly gone. “I became a made-man at thirteen, Sophie. I'm not sure if you know what that means.”

      I do. Suddenly, I wish I didn’t.

      Because it means he killed his first soul at the age of thirteen. My heart lurches in my chest.

      Thirteen. Time reveals itself to me through memories.

      All those summers, he’d been perfectly fine. And then he changed… so suddenly… withdrew.

      “I know,” I whisper, planting myself still to listen to him.

      “I fucked my first woman that night, as well. She was a whore. I still had the blood of the man I killed on me.” He’s said all of this without a single expression on his face, void of emotion, but for him to be telling me this, they have to be within him somewhere. “There are some rumors about me that are true. Most aren’t. I rarely fuck with leisure.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “It’s always been a mechanism. A way to deflect reality, even for a little while, when I need to.”

      When I need to… “Is that what you felt last night?”

      He wets his hands, pushing them through his bouncy timber waves. “Last night was different.”

      “How?”

      He scoffs. “You really are endless with the questions.”

      “Well, you hardly ever tell me anything.”

      “Well, you already know more than most.”

      I want to push him for more, but I hold my tongue. Maybe it’s the lingering echo of his laughter from a moment ago that makes me rethink pushing him so soon. I didn’t expect I’d want to know this much.

      The waves follow him like admirers, dousing him under the warm sun. “How do you know how to swim?” he asks.

      “Courtney taught me when we’d use my cousin’s pool.”

      “She seems like a good woman,” he muses. “Cares about you.”

      I’ve never been away from her this long. The realization stings. “She raised me.”

      “I’d like to meet her, then. Formally, this time.”

      Hope is a powerful thing. It’s hard to surrender myself over to it. “Really?”

      “Yes.”

      “She lives in the city now.”

      He plants his feet into the sand, pulling himself out of the depths. The bottom of his trunks have risen, baring a good portion of his thighs. He rubs his face, garnering the attention of half the beach and a dozen reporters parked against the railings overhead.

      He shifts in the water, holding out his hand to me. When I don’t immediately move for it, he lowers back in, grabbing it, pulling my arm toward him. We’re face-to-face before I know it and I'm holding my breath while he stares at my lips.

      “We’ve drifted,” he says, walking us back against the strong current.

      Right now, we look like these other couples. Like we’re happy to be here.

      And for a second, I think I might actually be feeling that.

      Happiness. Relief. The freedom of exploration. A newfound sexuality I didn’t even know I had.

      Our legs brush against each other until mine circle his waist. His eyes darken so deep, his fingertips tracing up my spine, sliding under the string of my bikini.

      “When we get back to the city, I'm gonna go to that museum with you.”

      I smile slowly, stunned. “Oh?”

      “Yeah, I didn’t think I’d be saying that either.”

      His fingers have reached the back of my neck, his eyes dropping down to the spot he’s caressed. By now, the water has probably washed off a good deal of the concealer I applied this morning.

      I don’t want to linger on anything from home. Not while we’re here.

      He blinks when I push a dripping strand of hair away from his eyes, nudging my chin to our left. “Race you to that cliff?”

      He gapes at me like I'm insane. “Um, I don’t think so.”

      Those words don’t do much for me.

      Catching him off guard, I drop out of his arms like a stone, diving into the depths despite any aches, any second-guesses. And instead of being alone in the void, I'm joined by another who seems just as eager to escape old ghosts as me.
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        * * *

      

      The horizon’s a deep orange just beyond the measureless sea. The light from the sunset seeps over the waves, the glittering sand, entering the terrace of the restaurant, bathing customers in dry warmth. Xavier, sitting across from me with his messy sun-dried hair, his darkened skin and swollen lips, looks ethereal against Greece’s views.

      I’ve never seen him look so at ease. He’s actually had a few drinks, a couple laughs. Our conversations never drift far from what’s happening around us, but that’s fine. Good, even. Without the presence of his status, our families, the pain from so long ago, I'm able to see him slowly unwind in front of me. It’s our second day in Santorini. We spent most of the day at the beach again, despite all of the excursions he booked in advance.

      We eat comfortably, scoping in silence, still getting used to seeing each other at opposite sides of the table. Xavier’s Greek friends must control a good deal of the island because he’s treated differently from normal customers, even here. The staff are overly accommodating, even desperate to please him. Us.

      “I like your smile,” he says bluntly once dessert is served. The rest of the restaurant cleared out once the air thickened with moisture. Another storm tonight.

      My cheeks hurt as I fail to suppress emotions that seem to be just pouring out of me now. “I thought I forgot how.”

      “I'm glad you’re enjoying yourself,” he says, setting down his fork, looking thoroughly pleased at the notion. “I planned so many things for us to do because I thought we’d… struggle more at this.”

      “Believe me, I'm just as surprised as you are.”

      “Bo and Dante made a bet on how long we’d last before booking an early flight.”

      It sounds like them. “How long did they guess?”

      “Bo said three days. Dante was a little more optimistic.” Also, not surprising.

      “Under the circumstances,” I say, rubbing my neck, “I was ready to jump into anything if it meant getting out of there.”

      “Even enjoying the company of a gangster?”

      “Even that.”

      He smiles softly, his gaze stretching out to the sea. The wind has picked up with exquisite force, blowing his hair back like twisted streamers in the air. He looks so unmade here, so natural—a regular man. Back home, he can only be found in suits and tuxedos, always designed to look his best—not because he wants to, but because he needs to. He has to stun them all. Men and women alike.

      Made-men must want to be him. Their wives should want to sleep with him.

      Xavier Marcello in Greece is different altogether. His skin picked up the sun’s rays within minutes, darkening him three shades by the time we left the sand. The shade of his green eyes has a glow that rivals a jewel when turned against light. His smile grows more common by the day. He isn’t cruel. He isn’t sidetracked. Since the beach, he’s hardly glanced at his phone. I find myself wanting to touch him randomly—when he’s eating, when he’s not looking, when he’s doing something kind for me.

      When he stands up, asking for my hand in an otherwise empty restaurant, I surrender into his embrace like I never have before, shuffling to the music that’s drifting up from the first floor. A woman polishing silver regards us warmly from behind the bar. I recognize the peculiar emotion on her face instantly.

      Envy.

      She envies us. The two most ill-fated people to ever marry.

      And yet, here we are. His fingers are disappearing into my hair, provoking shivers throughout my entire body. “I want to take you home.”

      If only this place were that. Still, I know what he means, what he desires.

      It’s what I’ve been missing all day. To disappear behind closed doors and learn more about him, more than anyone else has ever known. My feet stop moving before his do.

      “Take me then.”
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      “Don’t say anything. Don’t. You’re gonna be okay.”

      Blood. There’s so much blood. It won’t stop coming.

      “Soph… Soph—”

      It’s all over me. Every time he talks, it escapes him faster.

      “Don’t talk. Don’t try.” Grandfather’s coming. His steps are shaking the chairs bolted into the aisles. “Thomas, please.”

      His blue eyes are so full of fear, so petrified. If he didn’t know who Sophia Marin was before, he does now.

      Grandfather’s voice powers over the drumming in my ears. “Sophia!”

      Thomas’s grip is still tight, squeezing down on my fingers as my grandfather rounds the aisle, snatching onto my clothes. I try, over and over, to keep my hands on him. If I do that, I can be the last thing he sees. He won’t die alone.

      My fingers slip out of his, sleek from the blood I tried to prevent from coming out of him.

      I feel my world catapult into darkness, into utter chaos. My body slams into dead corpses as I fight to remain, screaming so he will continue to hear me.

      This can’t be happening. It can’t be real.

      I hear Thomas choking on his blood, trying to get out my name. He’s still here, still fighting. “So-Soph—”

      Oh God.

      “Thomas!”

      I jerk awake, still wincing from the sheer volume of my shrieks, my cheek molded into Xavier’s chest. The floor is ice cold, even with a blanket under me. My arm is draped across him, as if I were clinging for warmth. My eyes drift up to his chin, feeling the full, gut-wrenching reality of what that nightmare was. The past.

      We’re in the middle of the living room, the furthest we made it into the villa before we were all lips and hands, seized by what I could imagine was desperation. Suffocating desperation. His chest bares the marks of my fingers, my nails which dug into him as I moved over him for the first time, appreciating him from above.

      I wish I could battle the shame that comes over me so easily.

      This is my husband. I didn’t think that would mean anything to me, but it does. Is that so bad?

      I look away from his peaceful form, disturbed by how icy my blood seems to run. Sitting up, I take some of the covers to conceal myself as I kneel by the fireplace, grabbing the electric burner. It takes a few minutes to ignite, flames sweeping across the logs like a disease.

      Letting the blazes heat me, I stare out the window, watching the storm winds blow rain into the sliding doors. Confusion splits me. I’m somewhere between absence and existence, imaging what life could be with two different men—or neither. What it would have been like to be born with an immunity towards love.

      “You’re cold?”

      I wasn’t ready for him to wake up.

      After a glance over my shoulder, I find him propped up on his elbow. His hair is a complete mess and he’s smiling as if he’s never done a bad thing in his life. It’s as warm and inviting as this fire in front of me. But he’s a perceptive man. That smile loses its ease at whatever he finds on my face.

      Xavier Marcello. Xavier “The Phantom” Marcello. The more I contemplate the name, the more shocking these feelings stirring within me become. I feel a vacancy where hatred once festered. It motivated me, brought me out of bed in the morning. But this morning, I didn’t wake up ruing the earth. I woke up curled in a man’s embrace, calmed and reassured and excited for his eyes to open. How is that fair? How is whatever this is—happiness, release, trust—how is any of it allowed when I have caused so much pain to someone else?

      “Tell me how you’re feeling.” Before I can name an excuse, he adds, “The truth.”

      Exhaustion weighs on me at the mere thought of trying analyze this fucked-up brain of mine. “I… don’t know where I’d start.”

      “You can talk about him,” he says. Startled, I shift to look at him, holding my breath, afraid a single move will give me away. Will reveal me as the weakling I see myself to be. “I’ve been trying to figure out how you’re feeling about all of this.”

      It takes me a bit to decide on a word. “Confused.”

      “Confused?”

      “Mm.”

      “Because?”

      “Because…” He sits up, draping the blanket across his legs. My eyes redirect to the fire. “Because I was content in the past. I was content living without this… this want.”

      “You’ve always been a loyal person. I know that.”

      “He died, Xavier,” I breathe, closing my eyes, plagued by flashes of my own personal nightmare. “He never got to find his purpose, a job, a family. His parents will never know what happened to their son. He wasn’t like us. He was good. He was loved by them.”

      “Then he was lucky.”

      “Lucky?”

      “To be loved from birth? To make a mistake and not think of being discarded, shunned, killed for it?” He looks over me with a shockingly steady gaze for someone right out of sleep. “He was loved by you, a woman who would escape imprisonment to be with him. Not everyone gets that and I'm positive he knew the risks.”

      “If he knew the risks, really, he wouldn’t have ever tried.”

      “Yes, he would have,” he says absolutely. “He had you.”

      The storm outside finds its way into the villa in the absence of our voices. We stare at each other, both hanging on those words. He doesn’t take them back, doesn’t attach them to some other string of words to make them less meaningful. To get directness from him—not a vague answer but directness— it’s grounding.

      “Any man in his right mind would have done it, Sophie. Any man.”

      My heart is raging in my chest. “Stop.”

      “What?”

      “Saying these things.”

      His eyes slim. “Would you rather I keep quiet, pretend? Keep away?”

      All of those options are my furthest desires. I want him to talk more. Even now, I want him to drag me back to him, make me forget everything, even my own name. As much as I want to live in my memories, I want to be here just as badly—with him. And that realization hurts.

      I scoot across the floor until I'm pressed up against his side. I hide my face in his chest, my hands grazing the scars on his back under the muscle. “I don’t want that.”

      “I have spent every moment since I got back, since I saw you again, trying to do the right thing.”

      My lips graze the spot over his heart, where his tattoo lies. “What is the right thing?”

      “To forget you ever meant anything to me.”

      “Is that why you looked at me like that at our engagement party, when you walked in?” Disappointment etched over his entire face while he scrutinized me. I remember it clearly.

      He runs his hand over my hair, eventually resting his chin on it. “I thought I was stronger.”

      I move into his lap, tucking my nose into the crook between his neck and shoulder. “I'm glad you aren’t. I'm glad you are different.”

      “It makes this dangerous.”

      “Then we play the game, like you said.” I lift my head, gazing into his eyes, finding comfort in them I couldn’t a few minutes ago. I run the tips of my fingers against his growing stubble. “You’ll teach it to me.”

      He pulls me down next to him, draping the covers over us both. “I will.”
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        * * *

      

      Alec already has a table set aside for us when we enter the club. We’re just sitting when drinks are deposited on a very large tray, small drinks that look and smell very potent. The owner takes pride of place beside my husband, complimenting him on his fine suit.

      It’s a thin material to suit the weather here, tan in color. The equally thin white shirt he’s wearing underneath hangs open to reveal a glimpse of his tattoo, a glimpse of dark hair. Xavier lays a hand on my bare thigh as he engages the man over the boom of music. The dress I chose was one I spotted in one of the stores near the beach. It wraps behind the neck and around the waist. It’s a far more casual look than most here, but I like it. It isn’t something my mother would have picked and that’s what I wanted.

      “So, what did you both do today?”

      I rejoin the conversation, grabbing onto Xavier’s hand for reassurance. He gives me a rare smile, one he usually reserves for when he’s out of the public eye. “We saw the volcano today,” I say.

      “Ah, a must. And how are you liking our island?”

      “I’ve always wanted to come, ever since I was a girl. It’s… it’s been, um, a dream.”

      A blush hits my cheeks, leaving me transparent enough for the stranger to smirk, looking between us. Xavier says nothing, thankfully, but his pleased smile hits me even harder.

      “There’s nothing quite like the honeymoon. I am glad you are enjoying each other while you’re here. This is the place for romance.”

      The brothels upstairs suggest otherwise but I keep my mouth shut, nodding along to this man’s fantasies. He introduces us to his son, Claus, who he had to tear away from a horde of women, all wanting a piece of the Bosses’ son.

      “I heard about Big Joe—”

      Alec’s elbow slams into his son’s stomach, hard enough to make him gag. Xavier’s eyes haven’t so much as twitched. He’s in possession of a prize-winning poker face. It isn’t until Alec’s wife, Rhea, slides into the open space beside me that they begin to talk business amongst themselves. Distracted, I try to answer her while listening to what’s going on next to me that seems far more important but have little luck. Rhea is too excited to have a new woman to talk to. Young like me, even though her husband must be twice her age, she energetically pulls me out of the booth to dance.

      That’s when Xavier’s body goes rigid, but he doesn’t tell me to stop or order me to stay.

      “Dance!” she laughs, not realizing that this is the first time I’ve ever been in a place like this. Dancing like this I have only seen in movies. I glance back to where I know the men are sitting, but she grabs my shoulders, dragging me in further. “Just move your hips!”

      The rhythm is easy to find. It’s the bodies of other’s around me that keep taking me out of the music. Rhea turns as someone taps on her shoulder, so drunk they’re splashing everyone with vodka. A back molds to mine due to the confined dancefloor and I feel my heart leap unsteadily. It feels strange to be scared of this, something so normal for others.

      A man dressed in black starts towards me and I freeze, uncertain of what I should do.

      Go back? Show him my ring? Talk to him?

      But he turns another way and I quickly realize why when I feel hands slide around my waist from behind while the scent of vanilla and cedarwood and brandy evade my senses. I lean my head back onto his chest, glancing up as he pushes aside my hair to speak into my ear.

      “Five minutes and we’re gone,” he promises.

      Music to my ears. I smile wider, encouraging his hands to my hips. Being two people who spent the greater part of this trip testing out how well we sync together, our bodies run like water. He drags his hands over my hips, dipping into my waist, and around my chest, molding me to his front, stiffening with every roll of my hips, every jut of my back. As the next song rolls on, and our clothing begins to stick to our bodies, our exploring has taken its toll.

      Alec insists we return before our flight to Athens when Xavier announces our departure. Eyes follow us as we leave the club as swiftly as we arrived. At this hour, the streets are practically empty apart from the occasional huddle of drunk tourists. I take Xavier’s hand, knowing my mother would chastise me for impertinence. He laces his fingers through mine and I'm swift to look away before he can catch my relief, my heart pumping with a rush that should scare me.

      I’m really beginning to feel something for this man, which is a terrifying thought.

      After a few blocks, Xavier’s entire expression shifts. Someone’s crossing the street, and he follows their route all the way to the ATM. He’s scanning the area, not here at all.

      A group of men hovering by the entrance holler drunkenly over each other to get Xavier’s attention. “Marcello!”

      “Lyon.”

      He grips Xavier’s hand, pulling him in with a slap on the back. “I heard you’re leaving tomorrow for Athens.”

      “Tomorrow night.”

      “We should catch some lunch tomorrow. My boat’s ready to go.”

      “Next time, definitely. I have some business to deal with before I leave.”

      “You’re watching your back, right? I heard your father has been battling them for a while. Big Joe’s goons are not taking this loss easy.”

      Xavier hand moves over my back, but he doesn’t so much as look in my direction. “It’s unfortunate… what happened to him. Whoever did it got him out of my way, thankfully.”

      The man throws his head back, cackling. “You’re saying it wasn’t? They all think it was you.”

      “I'm usually pinned for these things,” Xavier chuckles, glancing down at me.

      “They know where you are, man. I’d be careful.”

      “It was good seeing you, Lyon.” Xavier nods at the other men, though many of them are too drunk to notice it. “Kali nichta.”

      Something changes the moment he’s turned his back on them. A hardness that develops in his features. We walk for a few minutes in silence before the tension is impossible to bear. “I'm guessing that was the game you were playing just then?”

      “Let’s just say it’s better if you don’t know what we were talking about.”

      “Big Joe. I heard papa talking about his death… fire, was it?”

      “Or maybe you do.” His side-eye becomes direct. “You’re very observant… I’ll have to remember that.”

      Two more blocks and a few head turns are enough to unease me. “Why do you keep looking around?”

      He speaks with sharp eyes on the street. “He was giving me a warning.”

      “I thought you were good with them?”

      “We are. He wouldn’t go through the effort if he didn’t want me alert.”

      Suddenly, his scanning stops. His hand slips out of mine to grab his phone from within his suit jacket. Then he ushers me in close, wrapping his arm around me completely—shielding me. “Put your face in my jacket,” he says calmly. Stomach sinking, sensing imminent danger in his tone, I listen. When he talks again, it’s into his phone. “We’re being followed.”

      Fuck.

      I don’t know how my feet continue to move.

      His tone is frigid. “Five blocks. Three men, from what I can see.”

      Xavier’s eyes are ahead but the look I witnessed a few nights ago has returned with vengeance.

      It’s hard to remain calm. “Xavier…”

      He thrusts the keys into my hand. “Get in the car and drive to a public place. Call your father immediately, you hear me?”

      I don’t even know how to drive, let alone drive halfway across the world. Before I can get anything out, he’s released my hand. In panic, my step quickens as I spot the car on the other side of the road. I can’t help looking back, watching Xavier cut into a darkened alley.

      The armed man exits the car and follows him in, one hand on the trigger of a gun.

      No.

      My strides crawl to a slow stop, a frozen stare on the dark space. Mere seconds are torture. When Xavier doesn’t emerge from the alley and I hear no gunshot, I riffle through my purse manically, grabbing a pocket knife I stole from my father’s desk years ago.

      The car is the safer choice but I can’t leave him. I won’t leave him.

      There’s a shift, a movement behind a tinted Range Rover and no time to run.

      A hand clamps over my mouth, an arm winding around my stomach, forcing my feet forward. I freeze, too petrified to even breathe. I heard a story once, about a girl held for ransom by the Guillot brothers. She screamed when told not to, waking three houses. She was dead and disposed of before the police could even investigate the area.

      No. Screaming would do me no good right now.

      We enter the alley, finding Xavier standing over two dead men like the Grim Reaper, wiping a blade in his hand with the bottom of his shirt. But he isn’t cleaning anymore. In fact, his back has stiffened, making it obvious that the man has eyes in the back of his head.

      He knows what he’s about to see.

      “X, I’ve got something here that might make you regret doing that.”

      The sharpness of the blade makes this real. I swallow, gripping the knife in my hand tightly as a million scenarios toy with my brain.

      Xavier’s eyes are black holes in the shadows of the backstreet. “She’s not in this.”

      “She’s your new wife, isn’t she? The Marin bitch?”

      “I’ve got twenty men speeding down the street,” Xavier rages without raising his voice. “Twenty. I suggest you fucking run.”

      The blade presses deeper and Xavier physically flinches with me.

      “For your sake, Lou, let her go or I will kill you—slowly.”

      “You won’t make it to me before I kill her. One move and she bleeds out all over this shithole.” Xavier’s steel-like demeanor has cracked and I'm not the only witness. Our gazes meet and he’s moving, provoking my assailant into a desperate frenzy. Wet liquid trickles down my throat. I hiss, realizing how badly this could end. “You must really not want to be married.”

      I'm on my tiptoes, trying to keep myself from falling into the blade.

      Xavier’s glowering with hate that burns the cool air in this alley. With skilled fingers, he turns his knife over to strike from afar. For the second time in a week, I'm facing death.

      First, my father. Now, a stranger with a vendetta.

      An overwhelming feeling seizes my chest, strangling the life out of my heart. I regain my breath, heaving in gulps of air to give me strength. When I shove the knife into the man’s stomach, I feel a release. A white-hot release, the shedding of a thousand shackles. Without a thought, as the man stumbles from the surprise, I pull the length out, shoving it back into another part of him, closing my eyes as it plunges deep.

      I stab him over and over. I think of my father. His long caresses, his beatings, the apology gifts, his pudgy hands around my neck. Even as this man falls on the ground, already drained of life, I get on top of him, blinded by tears, puncturing any place that’s soft.

      Hand’s seize my arms to stop me, excruciatingly tight. Xavier’s.

      “Soph, stop. Stop. He’s dead,” he whispers, bringing me back to reality. The darkness recedes. I observe the body under me, finally focusing on the damage of my inflictions. His eye color is indistinguishable now. Broken capillaries have swarmed the white sclera’s. The man’s warmed blood coasts down my face. It’s all over my clothes.

      “Oh, God.” My hands tremble harder, coated in crimson. “Oh, God. Oh my God.”

      “Sophie.”

      The knife falls from my hand into the puddle of blood by my feet as Xavier crushes me to his chest. I fall into him, unable to breathe. “Xavier.”

      Murderer.

      “I will take care of everything. Don’t worry,” he says, stroking my hair. “Don’t worry. You did good. You’re safe.”

      I'm a murderer.

      All I can see are the three corpses laying in our wake, a crime scene of an expert and amateur. Two, a stealthy execution. The other, a personal punishment. Xavier cannot comfort me in this, as hard as he tries. Wide-eyed, I can only stare at the corpses.

      It’s not your fault.

      I was careless.

      I should have known.

      None of this is your fault, baby.

      He repeats the apologies over and over, but I know better.

      I murdered that man… and it felt good.
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      Everything’s blurred. My whole world.

      My hands rest limply in my lap as I stare out the window of the car, still flinching from reflex. Xavier’s a machine, as this is clearly anything but his first rodeo. After checking with the Greeks to make sure the house was safe, damage control began. They carried the bodies to tarps he found on the way back. He stripped them of their clothes and placed the bundle into the fire pit outside, setting the flames. Once the bodies were wrapped, a group disappeared around the side of the house. God knows what they planned to do with them.

      I didn’t want to think of that.

      The small clearing between the house is always in my sight. Any foreign noise stirs panic within me, despite having a soldier guarding the vehicle. Xavier told me not to move any more than I have to and I'm following his orders. I'm too disoriented to move anyway. After about five minutes, Xavier returns the same way, minus two large bodies. He’s talking to the other’s, relaying something and with a wave from their Underboss, they’re leaving the property, though I'm sure not for good. Xavier unbuttons his shirt and tosses it into the blaze before doing the same with his slacks and shoes.

      He opens the passenger door in briefs, taking my hand. “Step out, carefully.”

      Dropping onto broken heels, I'm led toward the fire pit.

      “Take off the shoes.” He tugs down the zipper of my dress, sliding it over my head. The storm last night brought a slight chill with it. This night isn’t a warm one. Against my bare skin, the wind chills me to the bone. Maybe it’s just the shock. Time seems to be passing without my knowledge because next I know, Xavier’s bent, removing my broken heels.

      “I-I’m sorry,” I stutter. “I don’t k-know…”

      “You’re in shock,” he says mechanically. “The shaking is normal.”

      Ushering me inside the house, everything he does, every move he makes is calculated. Precise. When we’re in the bathroom, he starts the shower, testing out the temperature with his fingers. His hands are cold when they clasp my face, demanding my attention.

      “I’m going to clean the car. Take a shower. It will stop the shaking.”

      When I nod, he heads for the door, disappearing like an apparition. I move under the downfall of water, surveying my hands. So much blood. I have to scrub them with force to get the stains to actually disappear. Not even soap can erase what I’ve done.

      Nothing can erase how I felt when I killed that man. I’m tainted now.

      Murderer. Murderer. Murderer.

      I scrub until my skin hurts, hyperventilating. The evidence of the fear exists in the form of a gash across my neck. The bleeding has stopped but I wince when soap makes contact. Pressing my hands to the wall of the shower, paralyzed, unable to move further, I let my head hang, watching the water pool red at my feet. Tears arise and pour out of me.

      “Sophie.”

      I look up hearing his voice, finding Xavier placing a towel on the sink next to a large container of bleach.

      “I killed someone,” is all I can seem to get out, even though my brain has been spinning in circles with all of the things I feel the need to say. A torrent of questions I'm repressing. The door to the shower swooshes as Xavier enters. As soon as he’s near enough, I turn, moving against him, shielding my eyes.

      “You didn’t do anything wrong. You were forced into an impossible situation.”

      “I pictured my father,” I whisper, fearing for my soul. “I wanted to kill him. I liked how it felt.”

      “Your father is a piece of shit, Sophie, who deserves to die after what he’s done to you. You were in danger and you did something about it. For once in your life, you were able to take matters into your own hands. It’s not surprising that you took advantage of that.”

      In our world, murder is inevitable. A vital piece of our lifestyle. I have no idea how many people Xavier’s taken out, but his disregard for the lives we’ve taken gives me a hint that the number is high. Almost thirty-years-old, most men his age have killed a couple people.

      I wouldn’t be surprised if his number startled me.

      “Does it make me a bad person? To want to hurt someone like that?”

      I finally dare to look at him. He’s staring down at me, completely serious. I don’t think anyone’s ever taken my words so serious in my life. “Depends on who you ask.”

      “I’m asking you.”

      “Then I’d say it makes you dangerous.”

      His heart beats steadily underneath my palm. While I'm moments away from cardiac arrest, the criminal who recently disposed of two bodies shows no visible signs of any type of distress. This is his normal. “I wish it had been my father,” I admit.

      His tactical side surfaces. “You can’t let this consume you. You’ve tasted revenge but you need to know where to draw the line or you’ll lose yourself.” He caresses my cheek. “Vito won’t touch you again. Not while I'm here.”

      His urge to protect me is profound.

      And I believe him.

      His chest expands when my fingers brush over his pecs, tracing the places the droplets cling to. Something changed here tonight. An altogether different type of initiation. We’re both capable of murder, and worse, able to exist with the guilt of stripping away life.

      This won’t break me. It won’t break him.

      All this has done is seal a bond over this marriage. I am no longer the girl in that cabin, praying for decades of peace, and kids, and normalcy with a man wholly separated from everything I’ve ever known. Thomas would hate who I’ve become.

      A woman aroused, choking with need to be seen by a man with darkness in his heart.

      The air disappears in this small cylinder. Fog curls around his face, clouding the glass. His thunderous eyes bore deeply into mine. I'm sure he’s speaking to me, not needing conversation. Not needing reassurances.

      I want him to bring me back from the brink of death.

      We move simultaneously, crashing together without restraint. Our mouths meet with a desperation that sucks everything out of my body. Oxygen is suddenly too hard to breathe without his help. He slams me into the blue tile, lifting me off my feet, pinning me to the wall with his hips. The downpour threatens to drown us, but there’s no stopping.

      “Do it,” I whisper darkly, needing him. “I’m ready. Do it.”

      He’s as shamelessly hard as I am wet. I guide his cock into me and the suffocating blockage in my chest finally releases. I'm free. In an effort not to slip out of his grasp, I wrap myself around him entirely, rocking into his hard thrusts. His arms do most of the work, building a steady rhythm. My hands slide over him, memorizing every permanent scar etched into his flesh.

      He groans, lowering his head to suck on my nipple. His silky hair fills my fists.

      I need his eyes.

      He complies when I urge him back to me, baring himself. Lost in his pleasure, his smile nearly knocks me out. Curved on one side, slightly parted, it could break anyone. It could reform even the most resistant soul. It could diffuse hate. It has. Here.

      I can’t keep my hands off him. I can’t stop kissing him. After everything that’s happened, all the fucked-up chaos, we’re throwing ourselves into this inevitable doom, head-first. There is no knowing what lies in wait down the line, but maybe—just maybe—we can face it together.

      “Xavier,” I gasp, teeth chattering.

      “Baby.”

      We fuck until the water loses heat, until our bodies ache. I’m trembling, coming down from my orgasm when he pulls out. The water washes away his seed. Gasping, he presses his face into my chest while icy water pours over our overheated bodies.

      “Oh, Sophie.” He leans in, kissing my lips. My heart leaps when his nose lightly nuzzles mine. Such strange, tender care from such a dangerous person.

      “Come to bed with me,” I whisper.

      In other words, trust me.

      Trust me and I’ll trust you.
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        * * *

      

      Xavier’s chest is warm, his heart beat slow underneath my cheek. There’s a loud storm raging outside. If I were a superstitious woman, I’d note the number of near-death experiences we’ve faced since our wedding and fear fate is acting against us. My husband has been silent since laying down beside me, probably because we cannot sleep without the presence of a firearm tonight. One rests right under his pillow.

      “What’s going through your mind?”

      I’ve never met anyone so hesitant to close his eyes. He’s staring up at the ceiling. “I’m going through a checklist. Making sure I covered everything.”

      I blink. “Are you always conscious of those things?”

      “Yes,” he says.

      “That must be exhausting.”

      “I’m used to it.”

      I lower my voice as if there were someone else here to hear us. “Are we safe? Do you think they’ll try again?”

      His silence seems to last ages. I can’t tell if he’s thinking of a way to answer me or if he’s completely missed my questions altogether. His gaze is contemplative, even unfocused. Eventually, he tears his eyes from the ceiling, pulling me closer.

      In true Marcello fashion, a brooding scowl is effortlessly masked, replaced with a grin. “You know, I feel a lot safer with you here to protect me.”

      How he has the nerve to joke about any of this has to be some result of programmed desensitization. I feel like my heart’s about to burst from my chest.

      He won’t turn off the overhead light, for some unknown reason beyond my comprehension. I'm actually surprised we’re not already on a plane bound for New York by now. His father must be up in arms.

      “Xavier?”

      He hums tiredly against my hair. “Hm?”

      “I can’t help feeling like the cops are about to come for me.”

      “They’re not.”

      “But what if they did? We’d go to jail. For a very long time.”

      With the edge of his finger, he lifts my chin. The planes of his face are set hard, sharpened with determination. “Never worry about that.”

      “But—”

      “I’d tell them it was me.”

      One sentence. A million implications.

      The depth of those words strike me to my core, flaying my insides on ripe display. It’s not hard to recall when I watched him stride frigidly into our household a little more than a week ago, effectively turning my world upside down. The hatred I harbored all of my life pales in comparison to now. Now, as I cling to him in bed, relying on this man to protect me.

      Too shocked to speak, to even attempt to form a response, I remain silent, blood racing as he caresses the small of my back. I’m still wide awake long after his hand stops moving, trying to find a way to control the swelling emotions inhabiting my chest. Emotions Xavier has awakened that have been dormant for a very long time. Also, the gut feeling that what’s happening between us will far surpass anything I’ve ever experienced… that Xavier could become everything to me.
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        * * *

      

      First thing I see when I open my eyes is his back by the window. His arms are at work, stuffing his belongings into his travel bag. The sight of that bag feels like a bucket of ice dropping over my head.

      “X?”

      I sit up as he turns around, groggily glancing down at my hands. That’s when it all comes back. The night before. The dancing. The stroll. The ambush… My hands pounding a three-inch blade into a made-man until he was hardly recognizable.

      “Morning,” he says softly.

      “What’s happened?”

      “My father was also targeted last night. He’s planning retaliation.” He goes back to packing. “He needs me there when that happens. He’s ordered for our return.”

      No warmth. None at all. Monotonal sentences strung together, an order itself.

      “He has an army, Xavier. Hundreds of men.”

      He zips the bag, placing it beside mine, which is already open, mostly packed. “This is too serious to ignore. We need to be gone in twenty minutes. Alec is waiting outside.”

      My mouth hangs as he grabs his suit jacket, leaving the room without another word. The gun tucked in his waistband tells me we aren’t safe, not in the slightest. My limbs protest as I climb out of the covers. A glance at the clock reveals I’ve only had three hours of sleep.

      I pack with time to spare, hair spiraled on top of my head, meeting him at the bottom of the steps. He takes my luggage, handing it off to a man waiting in the wings. There are at least ten women cleaning already, erasing our existence from this place.

      The experiences I had in this villa are diminished by our quick departure, but even more so by my husband’s lack of warmth. For days, I’ve been spoiled to have seen another side of him.

      A private jet is waiting, fueled and ready to go by the end of our short ride to a private hanger. Without a doubt, his father’s doing. As boss of a New York Outfit, with ties around the globe, his father can get pretty much anything he wants.

      Like loyalty.

      The Greeks meet us at the airport. I’ve washed and changed inside the cabin by the time Xavier joins me inside, having finished his conversation with the others. To appease his family, driven by the incessant voice of my mother, I slipped into a sundress and flats.

      We’re silent, even once we’re thousands of feet in the air, barreling away from Greece. The stewardess assigned to this jet has stopped by twice to inquire about drinks. After the second no, I think she got the picture. She hasn’t dared to come back.

      He’s out of his seat as soon as he’s cleared to, disappearing into the back, leaving me to sit on my own and contemplate where the man I went to sleep beside last night went to. And whether I'm willing to fight to get him back.

      It’s times like these when, like it or not, Bo’s voice is banging around in my brain.

      In X’s family, their blood runs cold. Every day, they push him deeper into their fucked world.

      I have two choices. Ignore him, let him simmer and juggle the odds or get out of this seat and face the beast—pulling myself deeper into the abyss with him.

      In the end, it’s really not a hard choice.

      I find him removing the leather gun holster strapped to his chest, standing in a dark room.

      “After everything that happened last night, I think it’s safe to confide in me, X.” Part of me knows he needs to be alone, that he counts on moments like this, where no one is expecting anything of him. Where he can sit and contemplate his next move… which is exactly why I walk right in, obliterating any distance. Even after my arms have circled around his waist, his back doesn’t lose any of its rigidness under my cheek. “Talk to me.”

      “I don’t talk. Not about these things.”

      “And what good does that do?”

      “Don’t ask questions you don’t want answers to.”

      “Don’t presume to know what I want, Xavier.” I hold onto his clothing when he tries to move, forcing him to remain near me. “Talk to me.”

      With a sigh, he tosses the guns onto the bed. “I'm not used to this.”

      “What?”

      “I feel like I’m out of my skin.” He inhales deeply, releasing his concerns like sordid confessions. “Like I'm fighting to be two people.”

      “Because you are. The man I’ve been with these past three days wasn’t the one I left New York with.” I nuzzle my face between his shoulder blades. “I liked how you were.”

      “You know I can’t be him when we step off this plane.” He slips out of my grasp, taking a seat on the edge of the bed, offering his eyes to me for the first time since this morning. “There are expectations… People expect things of me.”

      The words sound wholly intimate coming from his lips, mostly because I know how difficult they are for him to say. “It’s why you keep your crew so close, isn’t it? They ground you.”

      His eyes are absolutely baring, half-hidden underneath dark lashes. “I was pissed this morning… when my father ordered our return. I didn’t want…” He stops himself, now dropping his eyes completely, hands bracing the corner of the mattress.

      “You didn’t want to leave…”

      “I didn’t want to make you leave. Especially after everything that happened last night. I wanted you to enjoy your honeymoon.”

      I lean back, gripping the doorframe, staring at the way the light filters in through the door, hitting his face. Nothing about this trip has been easy, but understanding my emotions has been damn near impossible. “Do you have any idea of how relieved I am? I spent years thinking my wedding would be the worst moment of my life, that my wedding night would traumatize me…” I step inside, invading his airspace to take the spot beside him. “I had the best three days of my life with you. I wasn’t belittled or scared or angry.” I close my eyes, picturing the last six years in my father’s house—my own personal prison. “I’ve spent so long being angry.”

      His fingers graze my wrist, over the place he knows my unspoken scars lie. My heart stills. “I wish I could always be the man that gave you those days.”

      His crew has told me more than enough of their friend’s resentment, but I had a hard time believing it until this moment. The way he looks at me—first into my eyes, then over rest of my face— he looks like he’s anything but what he is. What they’ve made him to be.

      For the first time, I truly believe he would give up this life if he were given the chance.

      “Be that person for me when we’re alone and we’ll make it. It’s the hiding that I can’t take.”

      “It’s not easy for me,” he says, gazing at our hands against his lap. “But I’ll try.”

      A pact made in secret. It seems we have a few of those now.

      Maybe it’s the near-death experience last night, the bond that forms when you are part of a triple-murder together, but I feel like I’ve installed a trust in him, a belief in who he is.

      Not who he portrays. Not who his father has primed him to be so well, but who I think he is… under all of that trauma, under all of that menace.

      “Come here,” he says, grabbing my hips, tugging me onto his lap. He leans his head against mine, opening his lips to receive my kiss. It isn’t like the others—this kiss. It isn’t driven by passion or aggression. It’s soft, gentle—unpredictable.

      It’s something different. A new layer to this marriage.

      And I think that’s a good thing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: Chapter 15]
        

      

      Unsurprisingly, when we land, Bo is pacing just beyond the roped-off area of the gate. Behind him are at least ten other made men. I can tell due to the way they all check themselves the minute Xavier’s stepped into the room. Bo’s eyes fall to our entwined hands and questions can be read all over his face.

      “You won your bet,” Xavier says, alleviating the tension in the room considerably.

      “I could give a damn about that. I'm just glad you’re breathing.” Bo glances my way, as well. “That goes for you too.”

      I smile, genuinely glad to see him. “Thanks.”

      “Where’s Dante?” Xavier asks as we head for the exit. “With Mimi?”

      “No, visiting Mama.” His smile isn’t a happy one. “It’s the anniversary today.”

      Xavier releases my hand, placing it on Bo’s shoulder. “We’ll meet him there, pay our respects.”

      Our small army stampedes behind us once we reach the revolving doors. Bo shakes his head, glancing back to ensure none of the soldiers are within earshot. “Your dad isn’t playing with this. These men are here to bring you to him, to the estate.”

      “I have a home. In the city,” Xavier emphasizes, unamused.

      “He’s realized his mistake… realized how close it really could have gotten. It was damn stupid to have you fly alone.”

      “We’re alive,” Xavier says. “That says more than anything.”

      Alive.

      Three others are dead to be able to say that.

      My mind imagines Courtney, wondering how she’d react knowing that the girl she’s raised not only takes life, but can pulverize it out of someone. Fear or not being the starting factor, I carved into him with another person in mind… a person I know I’ll have to face soon.

      Climbing into the tinted SUV waiting, reality really sets in. Xavier’s phone begins to ring incessantly; Michael relays the drama we’ve missed while in our short-lived oasis. The further we drive upstate, the more I'm focusing on the blur of traffic outside of the windows rather than the conversation.

      What I wouldn’t give to be folded in by waves right now.

      Reaching the estate, we discover not much has changed since we left. Even some wedding decorations are still hanging. The driveway is a winding road, with lanterns on either side. What’s even more surprising is the sight of Xavier’s mother, waiting on the steps for our arrival.

      She flings herself into her sons arms the first chance she gets. His father isn’t far behind her. It isn’t possible to ignore the presence of guards on either side of the entrance, a presence that isn’t usually needed.

      “I knew you shouldn’t have gone on your own!” Giulia yelps, checking her son for injuries. I'm surprised when she surveys me too.

      Arturo isn’t so remorseful. “He’s a grown man, Giulia. He makes his own decisions.”

      She flushes, gaping. “I know that but—”

      He embraces Xavier. I receive a distrustful nod, which is to be expected. “The word has gotten around quickly. This was good for our name.”

      “I want to hear all about your trip,” Giulia says, hidden intentions clear behind her gaze. “We’ll have coffee tonight and you can relay the details.”

      Tonight?

      We’re staying here?

      Luckily, Xavier is as unaware of their desires as I am. He shifts, looking directly at his father. “I’m taking Sophie to the city tonight. She hasn’t seen our home yet.”

      “Hey, this is your home too.” Arturo squeezes Xavier’s shoulder, no ounce of understanding plaguing his frigid features. “You will remain here for a few days. Big Joe’s men are on a rampage. We’ll let the trouble dissipate a bit before sending you back in.”

      Xavier’s frustration shows. “They will think I'm hiding.”

      “No one questions your confidence.”

      “Except you?”

      Capturing Xavier’s nape, Arturo’s eyes widen. “Least of all me, X. You are everything I wished I could have been. You will better this family name. If that means I have to hide you myself, I fuckin’ will, and I won’t apologize for it.”

      One could see his declaration as love. But everyone in this room knows better, even Xavier. His father is guarding his trophy, the only strip in his lineage. Giulia, sensing a resolution to the newly tense atmosphere, begins ushering me away from my husband, insisting on showing me the guest room.

      Obviously, the men need to talk.
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        * * *

      

      Xavier’s childhood bedroom has changed very little over the years. Xavier spent more time in here than he did outside, buried in books and experiments. Even now, a periodic table poster hangs over his desk. Everything here resembles very little of the man I know now.

      An aggressively vibrant creature of darkness, lust, power. It comes as no surprise his mother has cherished this living memory of her teenage son. This was when he was more hers than he would ever be. The moment he left home, he would never return.

      Overpowered by navy wallpaper and closed drapes, no light has graced this area in quite some time. The second she’s gone to check on dinner, my first decision is pulling aside the curtains to let in some of the twilight.

      The grounds are endless, magnificent gardens that stretch acres. Not a shrub or weed in sight. There are landscapers on the premises almost every day. Like my father, Arturo takes pride in his home. It’s why he moved out of the city. He wanted the grandeur.

      Xavier’s bedside consists of a lamp and a worn copy of On the Road. It’s exactly the kind of novel I could imagine him pouring over while I ran around outside, doing my best to avoid him at all costs. Flipping open the first couple pages, I tease the wrinkled corners, imagining Xavier’s eyes upon these exact letters, all those years ago. In the flipping, the pages fall open with gravity, revealing a spot in the middle where a foreign object disturbs the order.

      A picture.

      Who gave this to him? My father? His?

      The photo was taken when I was seventeen. I was on my father’s sailboat, wrapped in an oversized cardigan. My father always thought I’d stolen it out of his closet. He couldn’t have known then it had been given to me by a man he would later have murdered in cold blood. I still don’t think he knows where that cardigan really came from. I'm able to spot the secrets in my face through the photograph, the happiness I was forced to conceal.

      My cheeks were flushed from the wind, my mouth pulled into a wide grin. I haven’t smiled like that since then, I think. Face surrounded by billowing black hair, I glowed under the sun, ignorant to the damage that happiness would eventually reap on those I loved most.

      Xavier kept this on his nightstand. I don’t know whether to be overjoyed or infuriated. Unable to decide, I place the book and photo exactly where I found them, taking a seat on his bed. He enters almost an hour later, closing the door behind him and instantly, the room is three times smaller. Xavier sheds his jacket, throwing it over the edge of his desk chair, removing his chest harness next.

      “Is everything okay?” I ask.

      “Fine. Dinner’s ready.”

      Damn it. I rub my face, tormented by the sudden reappearance of Thomas in my mind. I stand, seeing that damn cardigan while I fix my dress, slipping my feet back into shoes, stilling when he presses up against me, wrapping his arm around my shoulder. “I told her we had a long trip and that they should eat without us.”

      The way those words comfort me. I deflate into his embrace, closing my eyes.

      “Thank you.”

      Within seconds, he dispels any contempt that was building rapidly in my small body. Impatient to cement over my guilt, I accept any affection he’s willing to bestow in our privacy. The difference is astounding.

      He sighs against my hair. “I’ll be leaving tonight for the city. I’ll return late.”

      Nothing is comforting about that sentence.

      “I thought you were laying low?”

      “Someone tried to kill you, Sophie. In front of me.” He grabs my arms, turning me to him. “A war is brewing. Chicago must know I'm ready for it.”

      Bullshit. He wants the fight. “It’s dangerous.”

      Amused, he releases me, disappearing into the closet. “I'll be fine. I’ll spend some time overseeing the clubs and return.”

      “They’ll be watching.”

      “Yes. They won’t move against me, not while my men are near.” He exits bare-chested, freeing the buttons to a white dress shirt. The planes of his torso twist as he slips on the stiff fabric, adjusting the collar.

      “Xavier, I think you should stay. Your father might be right about this.”

      His eyes flash to where I'm standing, fighting to conceal how nervous I am to see him go. I round the large bed, surprising him when I take hold of his shirt, preventing him from buttoning anymore. His mouth tilts. “Sophie Marcello, dare I say you’re concerned for me?”

      He chuckles when I scowl, pushing him aside. “You wish.”

      Arrogant bastard.

      He catches my hand, tugging me back into his chest, staring down at me with enough intensity to trigger an atom bomb. “Admit it.”

      “No.”

      “You didn’t go to the car when I told you to. You were holding that weapon before he captured you. Were you coming to check on me?”

      My chin juts out defiantly, concealing the truth. “No. I was protecting myself.”

      “I see. When you flew into my arms in the shower? That wasn’t relief I saw?”

      “Relief I wasn’t going to have to marry some other arrogant bastard.”

      He throws his head back, genuinely amused. “Oh? Is that it?”

      “Yes, it is.”

      He hums, tucking a thick strand of my inky hair behind my ear. “Pity. I thought we were getting somewhere here.”

      “An easy mistake.”

      He won’t free my wrist. I look between his paled fingers and his scorching gaze, struck speechless by the silence that clouds between us like smoke, fogging anything but the painstaking truth. He enters my airspace, ridding all distance.

      He stands over me, blocking everything else. Right now, my world is only him. His fingers brush lightly over the inside of my wrist. “Your pulse is racing.”

      “You’re making me nervous.”

      “Good.”

      “Good?”

      “Mm. You don’t fool me, woman. I know how you give out under me.” I actually feel the blood drain from my face as he traces my cheekbone, slowly. How has he turned the tables on me so fast? A second ago, we were smiling.

      “I told you the truth on the plane,” I whisper reluctantly.

      “Then why fight against it now?”

      Because we’re back to reality. Because you are so close to the edge of reason, flying headfirst into your inevitable demise. I close my eyes, admitting the obvious. “Because I refuse to rely on you. I won’t let myself. I think you crave the fight more than you’ll ever crave me.”

      His eyes slim. “Is this your way of getting me to stay? Manipulation? Trying to make me choose?”

      “Is it working?”

      He grabs my chin, eyes flaming. I can’t tell if he wants to kiss me or really scream at me.

      “This game is dangerous. Accept I must crave both. If I craved one more than the other, we’d be in very serious trouble.”

      He snatches his gun harness on his way out.
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        * * *

      

      Three A.M.

      That’s when the hallway light rouses me from sleep. The blinding beam disappears when Xavier closes the door quietly. I stayed up as long as I could, fuming, but eventually my eyes won the fight. Facing the window, I wait silently for the bed to sink.

      He’s surprisingly stealthy for such a large man.

      I lose track of his movements, burdened by the pull of my eyelids. When they reopen, the clock reads 3:32. Shifting, I check the space beside me, frowning when I find it empty. Xavier’s seated at his desk, a towel wrapped around his hips, flipping through something that looks like blueprints.

      I can’t help but remember Greece. His reluctance to sleep beside me.

      The man pushed every one of my buttons earlier, and somehow, I still want him beside me, sleeping. This house, and all the horrors it’s seen, frightens me. The fact that he’s here, unharmed after a night in the city’s depths is a relief I cannot ignore.

      “X?”

      He glances over his shoulder. Like me, his anger seems to have dissipated over the course of the night. “Did I wake you?” He directs the lamp light away from the bed. “I'm sorry.”

      “Why aren’t you in bed?”

      “I'm inspecting the docks tomorrow. I'm looking over the layout.”

      “Why?”

      “One must be conscious of the exits, the advantages and disadvantages. I never go into something unpremeditated.”

      Shifting to gaze easier at him, I watch him flip through the sheets for some time, fighting sleep for one reason or another. Whether it’s because he’s not comfortable beside me or stuck on whatever demons he’s carrying, I don’t intend to stand for it.

      “You need to sleep.”

      “I can sleep when I'm dead.”

      “Which may very well be tomorrow, at the rate you’re going. So, why don’t you come lay with your new wife while you have the chance?”

      He has his back to me but I sense an eyeroll. Still, I got him. He flicks off the lamp, slipping into the sheets beside me. I heard the towel hit the floor. Knowing he’s sleeping naked impairs my already questionable sanity. The comforter is rolled at the end of the mattress, out of the way. When my eyes finally adjust to the darkness, I grip the pillow tighter, staring into his eyes. “How was the city?”

      “Crowded.”

      “Any problems?”

      I doubt he’d even tell me if there were, but the flash of surprise his features reveal suggests he’s just as inexperienced with bedside manner as me. I’ve never had a confidant… maybe he hasn’t either.

      “Nothing that can’t be fixed.”

      “Such as?”

      The corners of his eyes tense. “It’s nothing to worry yourself about. You’re safe here.”

      “Are you purposely being obtuse?”

      He cracks a rare smile. “Who uses the word obtuse?”

      He laughs when I swat his chest, rolling onto his back. It’s a relief to see a glimpse of the man I started to care for in Greece. “You know what I mean.”

      “Yes… I do.” He sighs. “I'm not comfortable talking to you about this.”

      “Yet, you mean?”

      “No, at all. My father doesn’t talk to my mother about these things.”

      “And you want to model our relationship off of theirs, do you?”

      He immediately shakes his head, and looks a little caught off guard by his own reaction. Pushing a hand through his hair, he blinks at the coffered ceiling. “A week into this and you’re probing my brain every chance you get. How am I supposed to react? I don’t know.”

      “Well, you could trust me. I thought we had already agreed to that.”

      He eyes me with tired contempt and a bit of something else—something that makes my stomach somersault. “Why do you want to know so much?” he asks, his voice suddenly a cautious whisper.

      He’s right to be wary. Of course he is. We’ve both been raised by men that rely on other men for council, but there are other cases. There are men who entrust their women with their lives.

      “You’re all I’ve got now, Xavier,” I say, reluctantly. “If I can’t trust you, then who?”

      The wounds that cover his body gleam against the rays of white light painting through the open drapes. Scars, attempts on his life—some that must have been made by people he once may have trusted. I reach out, touching one of them. It’s small, right under his collarbone. It’s one of the palest scars he has, clearly an older wound.

      He hasn’t commented on what I said and I'm not even sure I want him to, but I feel his eyes on me. “How did you get this one?” I ask.

      “Knife fight.”

      My hand trails to another, a long dash that’s still pink. “And this?”

      “I was ambushed in my father’s club. I didn’t feel it when I got that one, so I don’t know what made it.”

      My fingertips settle on a bumpy area, unperturbed by it’s rough, glossy nature. “This?”

      Prolonged silence makes me look up. What I see on my husband’s face prompts me to recant my searching. It’s subtle, barely noticeable, especially in this darkness. It’s what’s in his eyes, in whatever memories he’s hiding in there that assures me I couldn’t dream up the horrors he’s been marked from.

      I squeeze my fingers, punishing them for being so bold.

      “Torture,” he finally says, so softly I barely hear it.

      The word creates an impossible draft in the room. The window is closed.

      Once again, I'm stunned by my own ability to feel for him. To wish I hadn’t heard the confession.

      I never thought I’d wish to take on Xavier Marcellos pain, but the mere thought makes me sick. Like punch-to-the gut, keel-to-my-knees sick. I’ve known abuse, so much I can’t even remember all the instances. My father has always been an impulsive man, known for his violent outbursts.

      As far as I know, it was never scheduled.

      Some of these scars I'm looking at, they were calculated. Deliberate. Planned.

      I don’t know which is worse. To be hurt without expecting it or to know it’s coming. What I do know is that my father isn’t covered with these kinds of marks, nor any other man I’ve seen walking the street. Not even the lower ranked made-men.

      To know places I’ve touched so sweetly have such residual hatred stored into them is hard to fathom. And yet, I'm glad he has someone to tenderize those afflictions with care. With understanding.

      Only his gaze moves as I scoot towards him, lifting the sheets until our bodies are touching. Until my face is against his chest and I'm inhaling the scent of his body wash, coaxed in by the traces of vanilla in his shampoo. “I'm sorry that happened… to you.”

      His hand rests on my hip and I feel his fingers flex a few times before fully gripping me.

      My eyes eventually droop, after trying so hard to resist sleep to see him return home safely. Exhaustion and the warmth radiating off of his body are a swift sedative… until his voice interrupts the silence.

      “The club was packed. Tensions were high. My father thinks we’re rotten from the inside.”

      I stifle the urge to smile, to rejoice in his honesty in order to tempt out more of his struggles.

      “How deep does he think it goes?”

      “He’s even suspecting family. It’s not good.”

      “Your relatives. Do you think your own family would try to kill you?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe, if they thought they could get away with it.”

      “Why?”

      “Because getting me out of the way could open up positions. I’ve been chosen to become Boss when my father decides he’s done. That’s something a lot of people would kill for. Someone within the Familia has the best chance if something were to happen to me.”

      “What did the guys say? Bo? Dante?”

      “I wasn’t with them. I went with Zeke. He suggested I limit my security detail to only those I trust, for the both of us, but I’ve already done what I can with the men. Other than that, sleep with one eye open and a gun under the pillow.”

      Fuck. “You didn’t answer me when I asked if I could learn to shoot,” I remind him.

      I close my eyes, expecting an uncomplicated answer, a simple refusal.

      It’s not done.

      My father wouldn’t let my mother touch a weapon.

      I don’t want you to hurt yourself.

      “I’ll buy you one tomorrow,” he whispers against my hair.
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      “Sophia!”

      My spoon clangs onto the plate cradling a steaming bowl of minestrone, hearing my mother’s unmistakable call. She glides through the attentive lunch rush, enjoying the eyes feasting on the sparkling jewels coating her neck and wrists. We’re dining at one of my father’s restaurant’s, mostly because these walls are free protection against the sleepless city.

      I woke in an empty bed with Xavier’s mother hovering over me, insisting we fill out acknowledgement cards for every guest that attended the wedding.

      Every. Single. Guest.

      Hundreds of them.

      While the task was boring, it gave me an excuse to immerse myself in the work and ignore her probes about the honeymoon. When she revealed our lunch would include my mother, that’s when my mood significantly dropped.

      Giulia stands to greet Camilla, two women well accustomed to the wealth and power their marriages afford them. As a newly-married woman, out of some form of silent protest, I left the jewels at home.

      Camilla doesn’t embrace me half as warmly as she does with her new relation, prying me to speak with an enquiring smile. “You look well.”

      “I am.”

      It isn’t lost on either of us the circumstances on which we left our relationship almost a week ago. Giulia shifts while the waiter places another seat setting, flashing the girl an impatient scowl. “The kids seemed happy returning from their vacation, despite the scare. Xavier was reluctant to leave with his papa this morning, but I promised I’d take good care of you.”

      Camilla takes a seat across from me, draping her purse on her chair. “Your father said something about a problem arising in Greece. Were you truly in danger?”

      She’d know if she made it a point to even call once.

      “We were fine,” I grumble, sparing her the details. She wouldn’t understand them anyway.

      “Your father and I were worried, of course.” Yeah, of course. She glances at her cell. “Vito will be here in a few minutes. He was finishing up a meeting when I called.”

      The minestrone becomes tasteless in my mouth. “He’s coming?”

      My mother’s expression hardens as if she’s expecting a scene. “He missed you. We’re so used to having you nearby.”

      Holding my tongue is a struggle. I force soup down my throat, hating how fast my blood races at the mere mention of my father. The bruises are still there, under makeup, painting my pale throat yellow. My mother’s hazel eyes linger on the noticeable traces, but she doesn’t comment further in front of such esteemed company.

      “So, everything went well?”

      “With what?”

      “The honeymoon, of course.”

      “It was fine.” I shrug, barring them from any real truth. “Santorini was beautiful.”

      She laughs, glancing at Giulia, who already looks like a woman who has failed miserably to get anything out of me for hours. “And intimately?”

      “That’s private.”

      “I’m your mother. She’s his mother. It’s not like we’re strangers.” At my refusal to gossip, her irritation develops. Her true nature arises. “You better not have convinced him to wait, Sophia.”

      I crack something resembling a smile. “We know what we have to do.”

      Giulia inserts herself into the conversation, flicking her cigarette against a crystal ashtray. “It’s not supposed to be a burden. A baby will give you something to do. A baby will ease you into your role.”

      “And I understand that.”

      “Your attitude suggests otherwise,” my mother snaps.

      “No, my attitude suggests that this timeline you’ve been driving into my brain from birth cannot possibly be forgotten. Your constant reminding of it is a waste of not only your time, but mine. We will let you know when I'm pregnant.”

      Giulia frowns. I swear there are sparks of concern suddenly in her eyes. “He wasn’t harsh with you, right?” Her phone lights up, vibrating against the table. She takes one look at it, sighs heavily, and answers, excusing herself with it pressed against her ear.

      The second she’s gone, my mother swoops in with a growl. “I hope you haven’t been this much of a pain to your new family as you’re being right now. Your temper has been so terrible lately.”

      “Why should I be kind?” I toss my napkin on the half-eaten soup. “My father strangled me and you watched. That is the last memory I will ever have from that house, from my life with you.”

      “I tried to get him to stop,” she argues, lacking emphasis. “I told you not to test him!”

      My head shakes with disgust. “While he said vulgar things about my body? While he threatened me? While he boasted about Thomas’s decomposing corpse lying around like a trophy?”

      “Will you just give this crap a rest, Sophia? Jesus, it’s been how many years?”

      “Six. Six years.”

      “He wasn’t suitable.”

      “Suitable? He died.”

      “He encouraged you to leave our home at seventeen. He posed a threat your father handled. Xavier has always been prepared to marry you. He’s never given us problems about it.”

      “The reason I’m so angry with you isn’t about Xavier. It actually has nothing to do with him. It’s the fact that you’re an awful mother who thinks I’m going to roll over and crawl into submission. Your weak attempts at intimidation are pathetic, Camilla.” I press my hands into the expensive table cloth, trembling with anger. “If I never saw you again for the rest of my life, it really would be too soon.”

      She looks seconds away from bruising me like my father did for those words. “I have tried. I have tried to raise a good daughter! I have tried to be a good mother!”

      A smart woman wouldn’t be bated. A smart woman would understand she doesn’t possess certain human qualities and do away with her prejudices. But deep under my scales, she’s wounded me. For years. So many years.

      “Were you a good mother when you told me and Vickie at that we ruined your future? I was nine. You talk of a mother’s role… What about when you went to an audition after papa said no? When you got caught and blamed the trip on Victoria? I took the brunt of the punishment so she wouldn’t have to while you had cocktails with your friends in the next room.” Recounting her failings makes my blood boil. Seeing the way my words finally spoken aloud affect her makes me unable to stop. “You were supposed to protect me, protect us from him. Instead, you fed into his ego and urged him to become more powerful. For what? For money? For status?”

      Her face distorts with rage. “I am your goddamn mother and you will show me more respect than this.”

      “Respect?” I laugh, leaning close to goad her more. “Respect? Respect is earned.”

      Giulia emerges from the back room, fixing the bowtie of a waiter. He shrinks from her touch. One wrong look at the Bosses’ wife and he’ll be sent for. My mother has fallen silent, visibly shaking as she lights a cigarette. At this angle, she’s not a glamorous debutante.

      Her imperfections show.

      I don’t think I’ve ever punctured shame in her like this. I take advantage of the moment, stretching out to grab her hand while she reaches for a spoon. She blanches, unsure of my motivation to lay a hand on her. Mercy or insult. Those are my choices.

      I lower my voice, controlling any flare of emotion this woman can produce from me. “Despite not wanting children, mama, I will fucking protect them. I will love them. I will care for them. I will make sure I am around for them and hope they never feel a shred of what I feel when I look at you.”

      Xavier’s mother arrives just as I pull my hand away. “So, have we ordered yet?”

      My mother’s gaze falters, stunned into silence.

      I look to Giulia, smiling wide in triumph. “The filet looks great.”

      “I don’t think I could have something so fatty this early. Am I right, Camilla?” My mother’s dazed expression touches the vicious parts of my making, the unforgiving parts that stem from my father’s cruel bloodline. I gloat openly as Giulia suggests a healthier option. “Why don’t we all get this? Healthy and delicious?”

      Vito Marin makes his appearance, killing my buzz, striding into the restaurant with a horde of men that scatter once they’re safe in their own territory. My father appraises us with a smile that suggests he’s cracked open the liquor cabinet well before noon. “Look at his table of beauties!”

      The waiter appears at his side before he even sits, pulling out the chair next to me. He lifts his hand, making the waiter hang with anticipation.

      “Champagne. Two bottles.”

      I didn’t think my mother could pale any whiter. “Champagne?”

      “Yes!” He plants a hand on my leg, squeezing encouragingly. “My baby girl has arrived back from her honeymoon. That is cause for celebration.”

      Xavier’s warning, hissed as we left the wedding reception, plagues my mind.

      Perhaps that’s the exact reason Vito lays a hand on me—to show he can.

      He reeks of booze and cigars and lavender. The scent, and the memories that burden me with each inhale, remind me of what it feels to be suffocated.

      Giulia coughs on her cigarette smoke, gaining my father’s attention. “I was telling Camilla how happy and tan the kid’s looked coming in.”

      He speaks directly to me. “Did you enjoy yourselves?”

      “Yes,” I whisper, deflating when he removes his hand to accept the champagne flute the waiter extends to him. “Greece is beautiful.”

      “Yes, I’ve been there once back in my bachelor days.” He waits until we’ve all been given glasses before raising his into the air. “We should toast—”

      “Without the groom?”

      My heart. Jesus. It fucking bursts.

      I look up at the familiar voice, finding Xavier approaching the table, his father trailing in behind him. He commands a tan suit, the white dress shirt parted to reveal a sliver of his bronze chest, making everyone in the room study his route.

      The Phantom rounds the table, following dutiful traditions. He kisses his mother, then mine as his father drags a chair from another table, sitting beside his wife.

      My father’s brows soar higher and higher as another boss dares enter his building without forewarning. “Arturo, I didn’t know you were coming.”

      “It was a busy morning but when X heard that everyone was getting together, he insisted on joining… probably couldn’t wait to see his new bride.”

      “That is precisely it,” Xavier purrs, grasping the back of my chair with both hands.

      My father frowns when Xavier doesn’t move. I look up too, finding Xavier watching him, his features cool and expressionless.

      Vito gestures to the seat on the other side of him. “Well, take a seat.”

      “I’d like to sit beside my wife.”

      I still, stunned, my eyes wandering between my father and Xavier, trying to process what’s happening. He’s keeping his promise, is what’s happening.

      He’s driving himself between my old life and my new one, testing my father’s boundaries. Vito’s chest puffs but to my surprise, the old man concedes with a bitter chuckle, shuffling into the seat beside Arturo, who doesn’t look at all surprised that his son usurped his station.

      Xavier lowers into the throne, muttering a curt “thank you” to ease the blow. Arturo has questions written on his face for his son, but he doesn’t voice any of them. Such a show of dominance is unusual between family members.

      There are ranks. Steps one must take to bark orders.

      Xavier’s boldly asserted just some of the power he’ll reign in a few months. And while maybe my father overjoyed at the thought a week ago, right now, factoring in everything that rests between him and his new son-in-law, he looks sick at the notion.

      Arturo lifts his flute. “Let’s toast the kids, then.”

      As they raise their glasses, each person at the table unnerved apart from us, Xavier’s hand falls into my lap. I take it without a thought.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        meet me in the range

        X

      

      

      Carrying the folded note in my hand, the one I found on my pillow when I returned back with the women, I cross the garden, eying the cement building twenty feet away. His motorcycle is propped near the entrance. I’ve never been allowed near this part of the estate, which is why I'm stunned when a soldier steps aside, letting me enter.

      The walls are bare, a glossy gray shade to match the sitting room. One is entirely made of steel, locked under code. My eyes flash to the security camera, wondering why one is necessary in their own home.

      I try not to jump when the guard reaches around me, punching numbers into the wall, which slides open with a whooshing sound. The temperature drops several degrees once I'm in, definitely jumping when I'm sealed inside this steel dungeon alone.

      Then I hear him, and the smile in his voice.

      “Don’t look so scared.”

      “I'm not.”

      I am. Being in this room, I understand the cameras.

      Guns. Tons of guns. And ammo. An arsenal, really.

      There’s a television propped up near the ceiling with two split views: one of the sitting room and one of the entrance. He’s watched me this whole time. Xavier reveals himself by the glass. He’s without his suit jacket, his white shirt strapped down by a leather gun harness. He’s mouthwatering, the kind of man most mothers would fear for their daughters.

      I'm breathless, still hung up on what happened at lunch. “What am I doing here?”

      “I paid off the guard. We have less than an hour before we’re discovered.”

      He stretches his arm toward me. At first, I think he seeks my hand. With closer inspection, I spot the gun. A small one.

      “We’re doing this now?”

      He flashes me an impatient, I'm-breaking-all-the-rules-for-you look. “I'm sorry. Is there a better time for you?”

      “Your father would wring your neck if he knew we were doing this here, on his grounds.”

      He thrusts the weapon into my grasp. “What my father doesn’t know won’t kill him. Come with me.”

      “Xavier.”

      He turns, expecting no gratitude. His features are impassive, unreadable. Earlier, in the restaurant, I held his hand the entire meal. I don’t think he realized the extent of my amazement. He kept his promise. He protected me against a tyrant.

      He didn’t have to do that.

      “We don’t have a lot of time,” he says, due to my silence.

      When I stride over to him, taking him in my hands, stretching high to plant my lips on his, he isn’t expecting it. He isn’t ready or prepared, like he usually is when around his mercurial wife. His reaction is delayed, only at first.

      With a deep moan, he seizes my face, exhaling as he grasps me harder.

      Less than a few hours apart and we’re pawing at each other like lovers who’ve endured an insurmountable distance. When I’ve completely stolen his air, his lips move to my cheek. “What was that for?”

      “You came.”

      His thumb traces my cheekbone. There’s a glimmer of something in his eyes I cannot place. “I told you I would.”

      “I'm not used to it.”

      His dense brows furrow. “Used to what?”

      “Feeling safe.”

      The weight of my confession isn’t an easy one to say, nor, I suspect, is it easy to hear. He has enough to concern himself with, much less dealing with an emotionally-vulnerable wife. His wounds are visible. Mine have sunken beneath the skin.

      Nevertheless, they are there.

      He clears his throat, glancing down at the gun in my hand. “Keep your finger off the trigger and point it downrange.”

      “Downrange?”

      “Towards the ground.”

      “Oh,” I say, chuckling under my breath, following him to the shooting range made up of two lanes. He’s placed goggles and ear plugs on the counter beside the ammunition.

      I’m not sure why I'm so nervous to do this. Could be that I’m going against the very fabric that holds my family together or that I'm most definitely about to look very foolish in front of an experienced shooter. In the end, I think I'm nervous because once I start this, I know I won’t stop until I can defend myself.

      Xavier walks up next to me, rolling his sleeves up his tatted forearms. He takes the gun from my hand, pointing at the body of it. “This is a semi-automatic, which means you pre-load the bullets into it. The slide up here,” he shows me, “is used to bring the first shell into this chamber.”

      “Okay.”

      He holds up the firearm with both hands, pointing it at the wood target, shaped like a figure. “When you have time to shoot at your opponent, as in you’re doing a sneak attack or flagging them, you hold your gun out in front of you, arms stretched completely. No bent elbows. Your arms won’t be used to the force of the release. If you don’t have a firm grip, you won’t hit your target.”

      I nod, observing his arms.

      “But you also need to be loose enough to move fluidly, in case the attacker moves. You need to be ready to follow them.”

      He passes the gun to me, grabbing the protection.

      “Eventually, you’ll shoot without these but to protect you—and ease my mind—we’ll wear them.” He takes the ear plugs, pushing my hair back to stick them into my ears before resting the glasses on the bridge of my nose. The room gets considerably darker.

      I smile anxiously, watching as he repeats the motions on himself before handing him the gun again. He stretches into position—arms planed in front of him, eyes open, aimed at the target. He shoots, and the sound, even muffled by the ear plugs, tickles my spine. The bullet pierces the gut of the outlined human twice, taking three more to the head, right between the eyes.

      The deafening silence that follows induces shivers throughout my body. “It’s so intimidating.”

      “It takes practice.” He lowers his arm. “We’ll get there.”
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        * * *

      

      Courtney was paid handsomely for her years of service in my father’s home. In part, that was due to her raising his children since he knew my mother was incapable. Mostly, he paid her so well because he knew she’d one day know a few of his secrets and he wanted to ensure she’d take them to her grave.

      Still, even with all that money accrued over the years, I find her living in her brother’s two-bedroom apartment in Queens. I knock, bracing myself for her presence, hoping this past week hasn’t altogether made me a different person than the one she raised and loved.

      A man I’ve never met before answers, wearing a dirt-stained muscle tee. After one quick glance in my direction, he looks prepared to slam the door shut. With wary eyes, he asks, “You a Marin?”

      “She’s a Marcello,” Xavier gripes behind me. “Now open up and let her see her friend.”

      Damn it, Xavier.

      I told him to be courteous. Friendly, even. Clearly, he isn’t going to listen.

      Even Bo hangs his head in repentance, especially when the owner, most likely Courtney’s brother, glares at my husband. I shake my head. “I'm Sophie. She would want to see me.”

      “She’s done with that life. You better not be here to ask her to go back.”

      “I would never do that.”

      Thankfully, the door opens wider with force, revealing my former housemaid and friend. Not even a week free from the high gates of the estate and she looks ten years younger. Her dark skin is a rich color, her eyes unclouded as she takes me in under the harsh hallway lighting.

      I toss my hair onto my shoulder, nervously. “I hope this is okay.”

      She backhands the man blocking the entrance and with an exaggerated eyeroll, he departs his aggressive stance and returns to the television set and lounger. Now it’s just her. She takes me in first, then shifts her sight to the man beside me. She’s already met Xavier, briefly, when he dragged my father out of my room on the night of our engagement party. She’s been for him since that night.

      “I didn’t expect to see you so soon.” With an unsure smile, she nods to Xavier. “Good evening, Signore.”

      “Call me Xavier, please.”

      Okay, nicer. This is good.

      She extends her arm to me and I'm only too eager to rush into her embrace. She smells of oranges and coffee, a scent I knew I’d miss more than anything else since leaving home. She kisses my cheek a few times and invites us in without releasing me.

      I glance back at Xavier and without thinking a good deal about it, I offer my hand to him, as if he somehow needs it in order to enter. I melt from my own embarrassment after realizing what I did, retracting my hand while he smiles slowly. Bo looks similarly amused.

      Courtney leads us to the table. “I’ll make some coffee. Make yourself at home.”

      Xavier and I sit beside each other on the squeaky chair. He convinces Bo to take the spot beside him. The man has his eyes on the sitcom, but his body is tense against the recliner. He won’t be at home until the armed men are out of this apartment.

      Xavier nudges me softly. “Go with her. We’re fine here.”

      Relieved, I squeeze his hand, standing. “I’ll be right back.”

      She’s gaping when I enter the kitchenette area, eyes darting to the men waiting patiently at the table. “So, why are you back? I thought you were on a honeymoon?”

      “Complications.”

      “I can’t believe he’s in this apartment. How did you get him to come?”

      I fish out the milk from the fridge. “He wanted to meet you. This was his idea.”

      “Xavier? Xavier Marcello?” She places the espresso maker onto the stove and sighs, leaning her hip into the cabinet. Her eyes wander over my face, my body. “Look at you. Tan. Smiling…”

      “It was sunny.”

      “No, it’s not just that.” I busy myself in her kitchen, gathering mugs while her eyes pierce holes through my skull. “He’s been good to you?”

      I tell the truth. “Yes… he has.”

      She chuckles, throwing up her arms. “I can’t believe you’re even here. I thought I’d have to bust down some doors to get to see you.”

      “I know.”

      She rubs my back, letting me pour and stir. “So, you’re happy?”

      Happy. Such a foreign concept to me.

      Is this what I'm feeling? Happiness?

      My gaze shifts to the dining room in search for the person who has stirred this odd feeling in me, but he isn’t sitting anymore. He’s standing by the recliner, arms crossed, eyes on the television and he’s talking to the taciturn man who just minutes ago was unwilling to let us in. A few laughs waft into the kitchen, stunning the both of us.

      “I'm getting there,” I whisper, grabbing a couple mugs. The one without milk I hand over to Xavier and the other to Bo. Courtney passes me the mug she has in her hands, gesturing us to take seats in their living room.

      “Everyone, this is my brother, Tony.”

      The man looks far more comfortable with Bo than Xavier. He’s nervous to even glance my way and I can guess why. Italian men are notoriously possessive.

      Xavier places a hand on his friend’s shoulder. “This is Bo.”

      “I’d have cleaned if I knew you were coming,” Courtney says, eyes on Xavier. He’s high-ranked. It’s instilled in her as it’s instilled in me. One must be on one’s toes to be around someone with so much power.

      “Sophie spoke mostly of you on our trip. She basically claimed you as her mother.”

      My cheeks flame. Hers don’t. She nods, accepting the claim. “I certainly see myself that way. I hope you’ll let me see her once in a while, because of that.”

      If it were anyone else she were saying that to, I’d think she was out of her mind for even asking. I'm barely a week married and I'm already believing in his leniency, in his trust. And he doesn’t disappoint me.

      “She can see you whenever she likes. I'm not her keeper. We’re going to be living in the city, so whenever she wants.” He offers me a glance of his face, which is impressively softer than normal. The usual lines of distress are nowhere to be found. The smile he gives me is small, private even though he’s in front of strangers. I hope it’s because he feels at ease here.

      Courtney’s beaming from ear-to-ear. “I'm so happy to hear that. You have no idea. Tony, you must have some liquor in this place. We need to toast!” She rushes up, plopping down beside Xavier, taking hold of his hands. “Oh, you both look so healthy. How was the honeymoon? How was Greece? I want to know everything.”

      Bo’s face says it all.

      It’s really that easy. He’s won her over already.
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        * * *

      

      Inebriation is the best ice-breaker.

      The apartment smells of marinara, courtesy of Courtney’s infamous casserole recipe on the stove. After her third glass of wine, she relocated into the kitchen and started cooking, despite knowing that we ate before we arrived. She’s never drank in my presence, let alone gotten drunk.

      Bo’s already left for the night, convinced by Courtney’s hospitality and speedy acceptance of my new husband that Xavier will be safe with me. Tony is sloshed, nearly passed out on the couch and from one of the rooms, the radio is on.

      Courtney bangs away in the kitchen. “You had to be no more than eight or nine.”

      “No way,” Xavier chuckles, seated at the countertop, knife in hand.

      “I'm serious.” She deposits a few grape-sized tomatoes onto the cutting board in front of him. “Your parents vowed to never bring you back because of that incident. Said the security was too lax. I don’t think you two were found until it was almost dawn.”

      Xavier blinks in my direction. “Do you remember this?”

      I shake my head, pouring the rest of the wine bottle equally into our three glasses, pretending to be clueless. Pretending.

      There’s no way I could actually forget it. It was years before we knew we were betrothed. We were close then, maybe even best friends. In the middle of winter, getting lost in the woods behind the family manor, watching the sun disappear under the horizon.

      We slept against a tree trunk until we were found by guards. Xavier had draped his coat over me sometime in the night. When we were discovered, he was a pale blue color. The dark circles around his eyes told me and everyone fawning over him that he’d gotten no sleep, guarding me like a watchdog.

      His parents did swear to keep him away, but my begging culled their anger. I didn’t know then why their anger dissipated so easily. Now, I do. They were glad I wanted him around. We were playing right into their plan.

      Maybe hypothermia is the reason he can’t remember that night.

      “Oh, honey. Not like that,” Courtney says, taking the knife from Xavier’s hands, stopping him mid-cut. She hands it to me, nudging her head toward the cutting board. “Show him how I taught you.”

      With an exaggerated roll of my eyes, I slice on cue and Xavier smiles teasingly. “Is that the extent of your culinary knowledge?”

      “Shut up,” I grumble, suppressing my grin.

      Courtney nudges my hip with hers. “She’s always been a hopeless cook. Tried forever to teach her but she’s prone to burn every meal she touches.”

      “I can make breakfast,” Xavier says. “That’s about all I know.”

      “He’d eat my burnt cooking,” I quip, raised brows and all. “Isn’t that right?”

      Courtney’s eyes widen, shifting to Xavier, whose mouth softens into a tipsy smile. He’s used to my directness by now. His warm reply confirms that. “Gladly.”

      The wine, which he’s usually so careful to avoid in my presence, has shed his stiff exterior. It’s daunting how likeable he can be when he lets his guard down. I'm pleased Courtney’s able to witness it, and due to the way she’s gazing at the both of us, I suspect she may be falling under his spell too.

      “I'm glad you are getting along. I want you to take care of her,” Courtney says, running a hand over my hair. I can’t get over how right this feels. This place… and him in it with us.

      I didn’t know when I decided to bring him that I’d like it so much.

      Xavier grabs the wine glass Courtney hands him. “I will—”

      A loud crash sounds behind us. It’s terrifying how quickly Xavier turns, his hand now armed. My eyes drift from the gun to Tony, heaving himself off of the floor. “You—you think you can take care of her? Huh? You think you can?”

      “Tony, you’re drunk. Go to bed,” Courtney hisses beside me.

      The drunk man stumbles around the couch. Xavier’s shoulders have not eased. He wags his finger at my husband. “You people all say that, high on yourselves. It’s all talk. You should have let the poor girl get away. She had someone, someone who would have given her a good life, who really would have kept her safe. Not—”

      Xavier’s next words are tensely clipped. “You don’t know a thing about me.”

      Courtney reaches over the counter. “Don’t listen to him—”

      “I don’t have to know much. You’re a killer, like all of them. A hound. A bloodsucker. You’ll drain her dry before she’s thirty. All this life in her now will be gone, just like my sister. They turned her into a damn housemaid. She had dreams, man. People who cared for her—”

      Courtney whirls out of the kitchen like a storm, grabbing a fistful of her brother’s dirty tee. “Ya! That’s enough!”

      “Run.” When the man’s eyes meet mine, bloodshot and desperate, Xavier’s chest expands. Tony’s not talking to him anymore. He’s talking to me. “Run the first chance you get, girl. Be smart. You’re not dumb—”

      Per Courtney’s insistence, he disappears into another room in the house and the radio that had been blaring stops. Courtney’s voice, although lowered, reverberates through the thin walls. Xavier sheathes his gun back under his blazer and turns, snatching up his wine glass.

      “He’s… he’s drunk,” I manage to get out, even though my throat is constricting like a broken conveyor belt.

      “Yeah,” he scoffs, painting on a dismissive smile. “Yeah, he is.”
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        * * *

      

      The hour-long ride back to Arturo Marcellos country estate lacked the relief of Bo’s presence, and the anticipation of enjoyment we expected this trip would give us. The only noise made was from the driver in the front seat, offering tid-bits of information he’d been told to disclose as soon as Xavier’s time was made available.

      We’re not even home and they’re hovering over him.

      Maybe that’s why he’s still got a drink in his hand, why his eyes are glued to the window.

      “Boss wants you to take Leo in the morning and—”

      I can’t take it anymore. I reach across the seat, pressing on a button and the window between the front and back begins to close. “Give us a minute, will you?”

      I don’t hear his reply. We’re alone now, spared from anymore droning. I stare at the brooding man beside me, waiting for him to look at me. He doesn’t. He doesn’t react when I snatch the glass from his hand. “You gonna get drunk now?”

      “I'm already drunk,” he says softly. “I get quiet when I drink.”

      “Sounds boring.”

      He lays his head back. “Mm. Now you know why I barely do it.”

      “I’ve been listening to a robot relay orders for almost an hour now. Entertain me. Drunk people are supposed to be entertaining.”

      He points at the leftovers Courtney packed up for us. “There’s food right there. Eat something.”

      “I'm not hungry.”

      He closes his eyes. “Sophia.”

      “Sophie.”

      He reopens one, testily. “Sophia.”

      I poke his side—hard. “Sophie.”

      He winces, protecting the sore spot from my next attack. “Damn, woman! Quit it!” Slowly, but surely, the corners of his mouth begin to lift as I puncture spots around his waist. “Okay! Sophie! I said it!”

      I grin wider. “Who would have known? You’re ticklish.”

      Before I can continue to torture him, he captures my hands, dragging me across the leather. Kicking off my heels, I climb clumsily onto his lap, gazing down into his surprised expression. It’s still new for us. It feels even newer after the events of tonight.

      “What are you doing?” he asks softly.

      “What do you think?”

      His rare smile broadens once my hands are raking through his hair, pushing back the soft, dark strands. “You do know you cut Michael off a bit ago? He’s probably cursing you out up front.”

      “I said entertain me.”

      His arms wrap around my waist, drawing me to him. He lifts his face to receive my kiss, a kiss I bestow due to the copious amounts of alcohol that are also in my own system making me bold. His hands disappear under the fabric of my shirt, cold against my back, drifting over my skin. His mouth, usually a dominating force, allows me to take the reins.

      He receives the warmth of my lips, my tongue, my hands which move through his hair, down the nape of his neck, onto his chest and back up. I'm trying to take his mind off of the harmful words thrown at him earlier and the longer I kiss him, I think the more he understands that.

      “You don’t have to do this.”

      “I didn’t say you could talk,” I whisper, smiling wickedly. The car rolls to a stop and Xavier’s mouth shapes into an ‘o’.

      “Michael’s definitely going to be pissed at you now. We’re back.”

      Just then, the door opens, revealing our very agitated driver. He turns away so I can climb off of Xavier’s lap and out of the car. Xavier follows, holding our leftovers. He thrusts them into Michael’s hands. “Knock yourself out. The marinara is particularly good.”

      “Boss?”

      Xavier wraps his arm around my shoulder, pulling me close, walking me into the house. I suspect it’s to keep him from stumbling in front of the men, not that I’d be able to keep this massive man from falling on his face. Still, I fight back a smile, enjoying being the protector for once. It’s usually the other way around.

      Thankfully it’s late enough that his mother is sleeping and his father is probably still at the club, so there aren’t many to see him in this state. I push him through the door of our bedroom and he begins shedding his clothes. First, the coat, then the blazer, then his shirt. He plops down on the edge of the bed, falling onto his back abruptly.

      “The room’s spinning a bit.”

      “I’ll be back.”

      “No, come lay down next to me.”

      “I think I should get you some water.”

      “I'm fine. Come here.”

      Ignoring him, I walk into the bathroom, grabbing the cup that’s beside the sink, filling it with tap water. After placing it on the nightstand, I join him at the end of the bed, laying on my back like him.

      “I like seeing you drunk.”

      “Savor it now, then. This is a one-time thing. I’ll be miserable tomorrow.”

      I shift onto my side, so I can look over him. “I’ll take care of you.” He looks at me, those mysterious eyes so cloudy. He stares at me long enough that I want to turn away, nervous to what he’s thinking about. “What? Why are you looking at me like that?”

      “That fucker… he was right. I hate that he was right.”

      I'm not used to him being forthcoming. It startles me for a bit.

      “He’s a drunk who doesn’t know anything about us or our history. Not really,” I say.

      “It’s a fucked-up history.”

      “Yeah, it is. A lot of what we go through is messed up.” There are a couple lifetimes of trauma between the both of us, easy.

      “There’s no way to escape it.”

      His eyes are closed. I don’t even know if he understands what he’s saying. I scoot closer, perching onto my elbow. “Is that… something you’ve thought of?”

      “More times… than I’d like to admit.” He glances at me, eyes bloodshot from exhaustion. “You think you were the only one?”

      I stare at him long after his eyelids have closed, hardly breathing.

      You think you were the only one?

      Yes… I did.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: Chapter 17]
        

      

      A drop in the bedding wakes me. Warm lips against my forehead force me to peel my eyelids open. The room is still dark but Xavier is sitting up, dressed to impress in the makings of a suit, his wet curls pushed back from his forehead.

      My mouth doesn’t want to open. “Where are you going?”

      He shakes his head silently, grazing my skin with another kiss. The tenderness in the way he lingers against me, shying my unruly mass of hair away from my eyes, makes the need for an answer secondary for the moment.

      I spent most of the night watching over him while he tossed and turned in slumber, restless even in sleep. Despite how badly I wanted to push out Tony’s eerie warnings, being in Arturo Marcello’s country abode made that impossible.

      “I want you to go out today, if you feel up to it,” he whispers. “Michael will take you wherever you want to go.”

      “Why?”

      “Your father has a meeting with mine today. Here.” He glances toward the lightened hallway. “I have business in the city, so I won’t be around to—”

      “To protect me?” I smile half-heartedly. “You can’t hide me from him forever.”

      There’s a special dark kind of gleam in his eyes as he presses a hand into the pillow beside my head. “Just tell me you won’t be here.”

      I have no desire to spend time with Vito today. It isn’t hard to quell his worries. “I won’t.”

      “I don’t want you near that man from last night either. If you want to see Courtney, go for lunch or something.”

      “It’s you he doesn’t like, not me.”

      His jaw sets as I stretch my arms languorously over my head. “He told you to leave me last night.”

      “And yet here I am, about to ask you to get back into bed with me.”

      He stares down at me and even though his eyes are still intense with disapproval, his lips are tugging upwards into a smirk. “I have appointments.”

      “You know, I found out that you’re ticklish last night.”

      He rolls his eyes, not amused by my lack of seriousness. “Alright, I'm leaving.”

      He winces as I capture his solid waist, sitting up to torment him, basking in the sound of his laughter so early in the morning. That deep, cracked, broken laugh that I’ve begun to crave like an addict helplessly craves narcotics.

      “Stop… Stop it,” he demands, pushing my hands away. I wrestle my legs around his waist, forcing him to remain with an evil grin. He tosses onto his side, laughing through the pain. My eyes catch onto a housekeeper who peers into the room while passing, a swarm of linens in her arms. Eyes wide, she skirts past quickly, gaping as though she’d just caught us in the nude.

      Laughter isn’t a staple in this household. Or mine, for that matter. Happiness isn’t common.

      He manages to escape me, standing, hurdling for the exit.

      “Oh, come on,” I chuckle annoyingly, falling back into the jumbled sheets. “Just come back. Sleep next to me.”

      Out of breath, he grabs onto the door and shuts it with him still inside.

      It’s dark again. I'm holding my breath.

      “We won’t be sleeping,” he vows, returning to me instead of duty.
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        * * *

      

      An entire day’s worth of city life and I’ve returned home with one item. The only thing that caught my eye in the decorated storefront windows. A stupid tie. It’s wrinkled already in my hands, having crumbled it so much while waiting on the porch swing for him to return.

      It’s satin, black with indigo scroll design patterns. I don’t know why I got it. I doubt it’s even his style. The air is suffocating with humidity, worsened by the setting sun. I'm considering throwing it into a nearby bush when a tinted car zooms through the gates into the driveway.

      I’ve only ever seen him driven into the city but this time, Xavier’s climbing out of the driver’s seat. His shirt sleeves are rolled up his forearms and his curls are windblown from the journey. His eyes catch onto me once he’s rounded the hood and one of his brows shoots up.

      “What are you doing?”

      I tuck the tie under my leg, realizing now that he’s in front of me that I'm out of my damn mind. I'm not a person who gifts. “Not waiting for you, if that’s what you’re thinking.”

      “Is that so?” He looks entirely unconvinced. “Sad to hear it.”

      “Everyone’s inside. They want to have dinner.”

      He smiles, softly. “What’s under your leg?”

      “Jesus, do you have x-ray vision or something?”

      “Something like that.” He tosses his suit jacket and tie onto the bench railing without much care. His head suddenly tilts, a ghost of a smile appearing on his dark lips. “You’re blushing?”

      Reluctantly, I present the hidden gift, avoiding his gaze completely. “Bo was the one who picked it out. He twisted my leg,” I lie, arm stretched until he takes it out of my hand.

      “Bo would never choose this one.”

      I gape, finding him examining the material. “Are you saying it’s ugly?”

      “It’s… interesting.”

      Oh, Sophie Marin. You ridiculous, idiotically sentimental woman.

      Jumping up, I force a difficult smile, passing by him. “Then it’s good he got it without any thought—”

      He catches my wrist, showcasing a broad grin. “Sophie, I love it.”

      Before I can protest, he bends, falling onto my lips, which spread apart, inviting him in like the starved woman I am. He has the back of my neck caught in his grip, and lays kisses on me that would normally be reserved for behind closed doors.

      It could be my imagination, but he seems just as deprived as I am. He was late to all his appointments this morning, but when he left, I was still insatiable. I stumble back a few steps until my back is molding into the pillar, tilting my head up to consume the desire he bestows on me.

      “I don’t even recognize myself anymore,” he groans against me. “I couldn’t focus on anything today. I just wanted to get back here.”

      I exhale, gripping fistfuls of his shirt. “I'm glad I wasn’t the only one.”

      The steel gate by the garden groans, and catching movement out of the corner of my eye, I slip out of Xavier’s grasp, paling when my father appears under the roses, his phone to his ear.

      “He’s still here?” Xavier hisses, glancing at me.

      “I didn’t think so. I hadn’t seen him,” I say truthfully. By the time he reaches the porch, Xavier and I are feet apart.

      “Come on,” Vito grunts, wincing as his knees protest the steps. “Sophia, go to the ladies. They’re on the veranda, setting for dinner. Xavier’s father needs a word with him in the parlor.”

      Something’s wrong. I can see it in my father’s eyes. No doubt, Xavier can see it too.

      “Go on,” Xavier says once Vito’s inside the doors, rubbing my back. “I’ll meet you in a bit.”

      “Okay.”

      He sets my gift over his suit jacket and follows my father towards the parlor. I grab the pile and head inside, taking the stairs to the bedroom.

      Laying down his things on the bed, I kick off my shoes, shedding my clothes, picking out a dress from the closet. Walking into the dark bathroom, I turn on the sink, splashing my face with water, not sure if I'm this hot due to his attention or the autumn heat.

      A deep voice suddenly drifts into the room. “Xavier, listen to me. They have entrusted their good faith in a friend and it’s fuckin’ backfired. They’re in debt and desperate—”

      “No, you’re out of your goddamn mind!” Xavier snarls, as if possessed by something wholly dark and vicious. I hear the closet door slam shut and jump back purely out of fear of being caught in the midst of a dealing.

      “You’re bold for even denying me this much, boy!”

      “What you’re asking is…” Xavier makes a strange sound, one I’ve never heard. Like an animal being strangled by prey. “Why didn’t you help them? Try to change their mind?”

      It’s common knowledge that a bosses’ decision is final. That’s what scares me… that Xavier is clearly fighting him. “I have! I have, Xavier! And how do they repay me? They trade information across the way. You know we cannot accept that… even if—”

      “Even if they’re family?!”

      My heart stops. I have to grip something to remain upright.

      “She and that lowlife are traitors,” Arturo says. “They could fuck up our whole organization with this. I’ve already sent men to get the fuckers they spoke to, but she’s too protected. It has to be you. You’re the only one she’ll let in.”

      “She’s my blood. She’s my Zia,” Xavier says. “She brought me up.”

      Zia. His aunt. They want him to…

      God, no.

      I don’t know how I keep the bile at bay. I shake my own head fervently, refusing to accept it either.

      “Xavier, you have an obligation… a duty to this family—”

      “No.”

      His father continues as if he hadn’t said anything. “Get your guys and end this! I’ve taught you to be a fucking man. If you are going to take over the outfit, you need to prove to us that you can do whatever it takes to remain on top.”

      “If? If I'm going to take over?” Xavier scoffs hatefully, a sound that resonates deeply within me. He sounds like I do, a child burdened with a vile parent. “Don’t fuck with me. Not on this. You know what I'm capable of, what you’ve made me into. You know what I can do!”

      My father ridiculously chimes into the dispute. I didn’t even know he had followed them. “We can’t trust either of our gangs to handle this properly. She’ll only let someone she knows in.” It’s silent for a long time. I worry they’ve left the room but then my father continues. “You care for my daughter, don’t you?”

      Xavier’s tone sours. “Careful.”

      “Son,” Arturo reproaches.

      I hear a door click shut and then my father speaks again. “You’ll go to jail. I’ll go to jail. Your father too if the pipes get out. Who do you think will be here to take care of her?”

      “She’s capable of handling herself.”

      “She’d be fucked with the first night you’re gone, and she’s a very pretty girl.  I’m sure they wouldn’t kill her right away. They’d make sure to get a piece—”

      My husband’s damaged vocal cords, that tormented honeyed rasp, drops ten octaves in blind rage. “You shut your goddamn mouth!”

      My skin’s coated in sweat. I consider, against my own better judgment, barging in with an excuse, but even I know I have no say here. No say in sparing my husband’s already broken soul.

      “I’ve had about enough of your disrespect, boy, family or not.”

      Frigid. My father’s reply is absolutely frigid.

      “We don’t have time for this,” Arturo snaps. “Enough of this. Xavier, you will go tonight and you will do exactly what I’ve told you to do, and you will do it on your own. If you don’t, I will treat you no different than anyone else when they disappoint me. Do you understand what I'm saying?”

      Hatred swells in my shrunken heart. I can only imagine his own feelings.

      It goes silent, shadowy energy drinking in all of the oxygen, hovering like squall clouds in the room over. They are gone.

      He can’t do this. He can’t.

      My fingers are the same shade as the marble sink. There’s a rustle, one that makes me look up. Reaching for his suit jacket, Xavier’s eyes lock with mine. Neither of us move, frozen. He’s probably processing the fact that I’ve just heard every bit of incriminating evidence that his father spewed out, but his gaze reveals no panic. Like so many times before, it shows me nothing.

      He’s an expert at that.

      It’s only because I’ve been learning his heart that I know what this has to be doing to him.

      “Xavier,” I whisper.

      He doesn’t even give me time to beg, to convince him otherwise or brew up another plan. As if he never saw me, he snatches his jacket and leaves.
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        * * *

      

      My legs won’t stop moving.

      By now, my feet could have formed a track by how many times I’ve paced his childhood bedroom. Dinner was hours ago, not that I had any of it. My mother came to retrieve me but I hid in the bathroom, pretending to be too sick to bear a heavy meal. She didn’t push.

      The steel gates haven’t opened since dusk, lacking the usual flow of traffic from Arturo’s men. If I hadn’t already known the outfit was at risk, the heavily guarded grounds would easily give it away. In a few hours, it will be dawn.

      I hover by the window, fighting drowsiness, terrified for what comes next.
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        * * *

      

      The only evidence of him when I open my eyes, realizing I dozed off somewhere around 2 A.M., is a bloodied shirt. In the dark, I can make out the crimson stains, feeling my insides churning.

      That’s the first sign something’s wrong.

      Xavier would never leave contaminated evidence lying around.

      I don’t know why I do it, why I grab the white fabric, why I exit the room and saunter to the kitchen, finding an inflammable bowl, stuffing the shirt into it.

      My scruples are gone. I'm the wife of a mobster.

      I burn the evidence, already thinking of how far I'm going to chuck this bowl and all of its contents into a ravine or weigh it down and dump it into a lake. Doesn’t matter what I do with it, so long as it’s gone, erasing the incriminating evidence.

      When the contents are ash, I search the mansion for my husband.

      Library? No.

      Pool Room? No.

      Parlor? Damn it.

      Peering out of the windows, searching the shadowed gardens, there’s no sign of him. I'm trudging back up the stairs when I hear a creak. A chime of a windpipe. My eyes shift to the drapes, and I freeze when I spot a rigid back seated against the window.

      He’s on the porch.

      And suddenly, I'm nervous. I'm very nervous.

      He doesn’t move when the door opens. He doesn’t crane his head to watch me approach when I know he probably sensed me inside. Our connection has grown that much, that I could believe such a thing. I can spot him in a crowded room. He can single me out without a word.

      Clutching the tin bowl, I inch toward him every second or so, mouth gaping to speak and closing when I'm sure I have nothing to say that will ease him.

      He’s in a black t-shirt and jeans, no shoes. An incredibly casual look for a man always needing to impress. His long hair has been tied back, and I wonder if he did that to prevent the police from getting a hair sample. A tumbler of something dark is in his large hand, half-empty.

      What strips me to the marrow is the splatter of red under his eye. And over his left brow. And on his neck. Blood. I fight the urge to run in for a dish cloth, pinned to the floor in silence. Mourning. Mourning for him, for his aunt and uncle, all betrayed by family.

      Any attempt to speak arises as a stutter. “I—”

      “Leave.”

      His eyes are pinned on one of his mother’s rose bushes. The pedals have begun wilting in this weather. Even now, as I stand in only a thin nightgown, barefoot like him, goosebumps cover the entire length of me. He doesn’t look at me, not even after he says the command.

      There’s no way. Not while he’s like this.

      I take another risky step. “I know I can’t say anything to change what’s happened but… I want to be here for you.”

      “I don’t want you here,” he says, callously. “I want you to leave me alone. Tomorrow will be different. Everything will go back to the way it was. Don’t worry.”

      “You think I care about that? About any of that? You think I only care when it’s good?”

      He takes a long sip, sucking against his teeth. “I don’t need my wounds licked. I don’t need pity. I don’t need you for this.” He finally looks at me, and what I see terrifies me. “I don’t need you, Sophie.”

      His anger sears me, even at this distance. I know loss when I see it.

      But even more, hatred.

      His eyes are swelling with it. He hardly looks himself.

      “Xavier, please—”

      “You’ve been my wife less than a month. When I say I want you to leave me alone, it is because that is the way I handle things. When I say I don’t need you for this, it is because I mean it.”

      Even knowing his words are triggered from a deeper pain than I can imagine, they sting. I’ve never seen him like this. When we were attacked in Greece, he was so consumed with my safety, he didn’t pay half a mind to the bodies that laid in his wake.

      But this was his family. These were orders placed on him by his father.

      This was cold-blooded murder.

      I know there is nothing I can do. He’s lashing out, and I understand it. I’ve lashed out plenty when cornered. Trapped. I grip the bowl, hearing him take another swing once I’ve turned, heading for the door.

      There’s an invisible barrier preventing me from entering. My conscience.

      My feet are glued to the planks of wood of the wrap-around porch. Wrestling with a growing pain in my chest, I set down the bowl, walking back to him. This time, his eyes do settle on me in the shaded covering, radiating irritation.

      He has some more words to throw out, to wound me with.

      I don’t give him the chance to.

      “I only want to sit here with you. I won’t say a word. Just let me be here.”

      He doesn’t reply, and I take that as answer enough. It’s clear he thinks I'm going to take a seat right down on the ground, because when I slide under his arms, easing myself onto his lap, he’s not breathing, his hands knuckle-white on the decanter.

      I fit perfectly on him, taking comfort in the warmth of his body against the autumn chill. His demeanor, I'm convinced, could initiate an early winter. When the skies open, releasing a downpour of rain, I'm not surprised. It seems only fitting. We sit in silence, listening to the droplets splattering onto the rocky driveway.

      He’s bone-rigid for minutes, refusing to lower his arms completely. He doesn’t want to touch me. I close my eyes, cheek against his chest, listening to the rushing patter happening inside him. He’s completely still, and his heart is beating like a drum.

      As desperate as I am for details, I keep my word, offering only solidarity in silence. If I know Xavier at all, I'm pretty sure I’ll never hear the details of this night. He’ll keep those horrors locked tight to him.

      Thunder rolls over the vast acres of plush green land, followed by a crash of lightning that sets my instincts off, causing me to flinch, burying my face deeper into the cotton of his t-shirt to block out the flashes of light. That’s when his arm winds around my back, a limb of protection against the storm that doesn’t faze him. I exhale a sigh of relief when his chin rests against my skull, some of the tight tendons within him slackening as he comforts me while I'm trying to comfort him.

      “I feel sick even holding you right now.” I shake my head, fearing the vital contempt pulsating through his harshly-spoken words. His cheek molds to my hair, his grip tightening. “You are pure. So pure and innocent compared to me.”

      “No one is pure. Most especially not me.”

      I have blood on my hands too. Every soul on that bus was taken from this world by my actions. Thomas. A Mafia soldier I can hardly remember the face of. All I see is a caved-in corpse, seeping blood and guts onto dirty pavement.

      “If you’re impure, then I'm the devil.”

      The rain washes over the earth, bringing with it colder temperatures. Shivering, I nuzzle into this devil, unafraid of his wrath. There are countless things to say in this moment.

      You are a prisoner to this life, same as me.

      You were forced, without other options.

      You aren’t them. Not by a longshot.

      You weren’t made for this world either.

      He speaks before I get the chance. “You know my father sent me away when I was eighteen? He said I went to—”

      “University,” I finish for him.

      “He said that to avoid questions arising. He heard from one of his connections about a trial… a test, of sorts. He wanted to shape me into a soldier, since I showed no signs of following him in his footsteps.”

      A trial…

      My father’s words in the Marcellos rose garden start to make sense. Vito mentioned Russia too.

      I crane my neck, seeking his eyes. “You didn’t want to be a boss?”

      He smiles, half-heartedly. “No sane fucker wants to be a boss. If you want to live, you don’t become a boss. Most either get taken down by the cops or capped. Most are at war their entire time in power. Who would want that?”

      I place my hand on his chest, willing his heart to slow. “What did he do to you? Your father?”

      “He wrecked me,” he says, pain emanating from every word. My skin prickles. “Said one day I’d thank him, acted like I should be grateful having the Russians beat me senseless. They’d do it until I could stand it, anticipate it… like it, even. They’d let my wounds heal and begin again. He traveled there once every year until I was deemed a success.”

      I could be sick. Physically sick. “Why?”

      “By the end, I could take any punishment. I could withhold information until I passed out. My tear ducts ran out.”

      Bo’s words, now back in Technicolor, bring me pain. It dawns on me that this is what they were referring to. This is the hell he’s known, the abuse he’s endured. “I'm sick just thinking about it.”

      “It was a trial meant to break me. He was reassured when it didn’t and began to teach me our ways, knowing he had an advantage from the other men. He had a son without a soul.”

      “But you do have one.”

      His eyes settle on mine. “You made me realize that.”

      The atmosphere warps around us. I'm falling into the depths of his sorrow and gratitude. He wraps his finger around a coil of my hair.

      “It’s why he tried so hard, I think.” He wets his lips. “Because he knew you meant more. I was a boy when I discovered it, a teenager when I ached for it, and a man when I grew to hate it. Those feelings for you.

      “When I arrived, I was so intent on treating you like you meant nothing. I was sure I’d gotten rid of you. And then I saw you in that shower, bleeding from the goddamn head, your father standing over you, and I swear, I could have killed him. I wanted to.”

      Shame encompasses me. I can’t meet his eyes, recalling the disentanglement of events of our engagement party. “I was so cruel to you that night.”

      “I deserved it.”

      “No, you didn’t. I thought you’d gotten Thomas killed. I thought you sent my family to stop us.” It’s hard to dig this deep in places I only wish to forget. “I thought…”

      “It cut me when they told me, but I knew you’d never felt for me. I knew what you thought of me and I…” He blows out an uncertain, vulnerable breath. The next sentence dies on his lips. He shakes his head, choosing another direction. “I didn’t mean what I said before. I think you know I need you, even if I don’t want to need anyone.”

      Breeze blows brown leaves onto the porch, scattering over the pristine white wood. Around us the trees rattle before a bolt of lightning pierces the ground with a deafening crack. Every light on the property extinguishes, encasing the grounds in darkness. The moon is the only guide. In the distance, voices of the guards are overheard, moving through the forest cover.

      My eyes drink in the moonlight against his face, content in the obscurity. Stretching out my arm, the rain pours over the gutter onto the tips of my fingers. Xavier is still staring at me when I bring my hand to his face, gliding my fingers over the dried blood. He doesn’t breathe, doesn’t speak as I wash away the horrors from his body.

      He presses his skull to mine. “I wish it could be different.”

      The light over the porch flickers on, stripping away our ability to speak. The door cracks open and Giulia sticks her head out, already puffing on a cigarette. She’s noticeably startled to find us wrapped in each other, insufficiently dressed for the weather.

      “What are you doing up?” She looks between us as if she’s never seen two people nestle before. She glances down at the bowl of ash by her feet, frowning even further. “What’s this?”

      “Nothing, mamma,” Xavier says, easing me onto my feet so he can stand before his father makes his entrance.

      Arturo falters at the sight of his son, failing to conceal his shock. “You’re already back?”

      Giulia leans into the doorframe, wrapped in a robe. “Where did he go?”

      “He was overseeing the clubs tonight,” Arturo lies. “Is everything… handled?”

      Before I know it, I'm being ushered inside with a hand against my back, squeezing past his parents. Xavier bends to grab the bowl, flashing penetrating eyes at his father.

      “It’s handled.”
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      I didn’t say a word when Xavier instructed me to pack the next morning. His eyes were shadowed by purple circles from lack of sleep. He stared at the ceiling for the remainder of the night and I stared at him. My eyes are equally bloodshot.

      Arturo and Giulia are conversing low when Xavier strides into the dining room, having already placed our bags in the vehicle. Breakfast is laid out before them, a combination of vibrant colors. One look at his son’s resilient features and Arturo is scowling.

      “We’re leaving for the city.”

      “Son.”

      “I wasn’t asking,” Xavier growls. Giulia is crumbling a tissue, having only just heard the news of her dear sister moments ago. It’s easy to pity her ignorance right now.

      “Xavier, it’s not safe. Their killer is still out there,” his mother pleads, reaching out for his hand. He doesn’t give her what she wants.

      “Mamma, we’ll be fine. I’ll call you to get the details on the funeral.”

      His father is staring at him with wide eyes as Xavier turns without another word, a storm of a man that can tilt even the boss himself on his side.

      When Xavier grasps my hand, removing me from his childhood estate, I can’t help it.

      I smile.
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        * * *

      

      My new home couldn’t be more different than my last.

      Fifty stories up over the bustling city, our loft isn’t decorated in gold. There aren’t random baroque paintings on every other wall. This was very much his home before it was ours. The place is teeming with oak and dark marble. Windows surround the entire place, drapes pulled aside to showcase the extraordinary view of New York City.

      A security system is a presence throughout the entire space. Cameras in almost every corner. A touch screen locking system by the front door that requires fingerprints with entry. My first observation, walking through the rooms, is that there’s no evidence of him living here.

      No pictures. No random sweatshirts thrown over furniture.

      It’s an immaculate multi-million-dollar home, fit for a prince.

      And that’s precisely what he is. Prince of the Underground.

      Lost in his mind, he lets me search on my own, watching me from afar despite the fact that his cell phone is blasting in his pocket. I smile at the sight of a room with training equipment, a personal gym of sorts.

      “I'm going to be training you in there.”

      My smile widens. “Train?”

      “You want to learn how to defend yourself. I think that’s necessary, now more than ever.”

      “And you’re seriously going to train me? Yourself? For real?”

      “I figure it would be a good bonding experience,” he says, wryly.

      I close the door. “I’m gonna be able to knock you on your ass a bit, too. Win-win.”

      “Alright, don’t get ahead of yourself now.”

      He joins me when I reach the next door, and I don’t have to ask where I am.

      It’s the bedroom.

      “Our bedroom.”

      He nods, his smile weaker than it usually is. He’s an expert at making everything seem like it’s going to be okay, when in reality, our lives are thoroughly going to shit. Now, more than ever, our parents are looking over our heads, trying to regain some of the control they lost when we married.

      The master bed is enormous and facing double-paned floor-to-ceiling windows. Like the rest of the apartment, the headboard and most of the furniture is oak wood, contrasted by rich blues. There’s a box on the bed, wrapped with ribbon.

      “Do you like the apartment? Whatever you don’t, we can change.”

      “It’s beautiful. Just needs a few touches of us.”

      “I thought of that.” He grabs the box from the bed, placing it into my hands.

      “What’s this?”

      “Nothing special. Just open it.”

      Under the wrapping is a polaroid camera. I grin.

      He shrugs, clearly uncomfortable. “To bring some of us into this place.”

      I fumble, trying to turn it on. “Is it loaded? Come over here.”

      “I didn’t mean now.”

      “What better time? We’re starting our lives in this place today.”

      He moves behind me, wrapping his arms around my waist, bringing his head down so he can fit into the picture. I turn the front towards us, hoping we’re both in this shot.

      His soft lips graze my cheek. “Do you think you could be happy here? With me?”

      My stomach flips. Heat rises in my cheeks. I say the first thing that comes to mind.

      My first instinct.

      “We’ll be happy here.”

      I snap the picture then and hear the concealed printer doing it’s work. We wait, his lips pressing to my shoulder as I remove the small photograph, waiting for it to lighten. When it does, revealing that I’ve cut off portions of our heads, we burst into laughter.

      Our smiles couldn’t be more different. My cheeky one entirely contrasts the gentle one he’s tucked into my neck where the photo starts, leading down to his hands around my waist.

      “Oh well,” I groan. “I’ve gotten part of us at least?”

      “We’ve got plenty of time to get it right.”
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        * * *

      

      New York City becomes a convincing glimpse into the fast-approaching future. Arturo releasing the reigns could only mean one thing. More security. More public events. Less time to spend learning about each other.

      The longer Xavier’s free of his father’s supervision, the more men flock to his side. Never publicly, of course. Late night’s in the apartment, in the clubs and restaurants. Publicity has soared, equally embracing and condemning him as a son to one of the most dangerous men in the world.

      His allure is, undoubtedly, his looks.

      That dark, dangerous predatory flicker in his eyes that the newspapers and magazines know how to capture so well. For the camera’s, he’s fitted in designer garments, suave outfits that catch the eye, molded to his fit physique so well.  In private, he lounges in jeans or nothing at all, content to spend the day with no other soul but mine.

      Dante’s presence in my uneventful life is almost always regular. When it’s not him, it’s Bo or Zeke. And when it’s anyone but them, some Italian soldier, their loyalty is plain on their face as they try to avoid contact with me. They’re stricken with fear and part of me can’t help wondering what has bought their trust… and if it’s something truly sinister.

      Deaths are an everyday occurrence. I’ve learned how to spot the cracks in Xavier’s distant expressions when he’s had some part in them.

      He’s let me in too much. He can’t hide anymore.

      Tonight is a rare night, one he spends acting his age. Our billiard room is littered with beers. His phone won’t desist, every ring souring the mood until he’s forced to pick it up, excusing himself from the small party.

      All of the functions we attend make nights like this special.

      His family always tries to ruin it.

      “Don’t worry,” Zeke says, twisting chalk onto the end of his pool stick. “X can handle anything they throw at him.”

      “I’m not worried.” A bold-faced lie.

      “My lady hates whenever Xavier calls. Fucking hates it.”

      “And you still do it?”

      “This is my life. I wasn’t forced into this like X was. I chose it.”

      “To… kill people?”

      Bo, seated on a chair across the room, glances up from his phone. Zeke and Dante fall silent, not concealing the fact that they know more about the Underground than I do. I hate the fact that Xavier’s trapped in this. I hate the fact that they have a choice and wish to do this. More so, I hate that they are waist-deep in the wars of old men, risking their lives. For what?

      Money? Power? Recognition? Comradery?

      Dante takes a deep swig of his beer, clearing his throat once he’s found a sufficient answer for me. “We kill when we have to, Soph. We have many other jobs, ones you don’t know about. I mean, you have yet to see X leave for months at a time.”

      My heart skids a beat. “Months?”

      “I’m not doing those trips anymore.”

      We all turn to watch Xavier reemerge from the hallway, fresh beer in hand. He slides it into my hand, pressing his lips to my forehead. In front of these guys, we don’t have to hide our new closeness. They won’t use it against him.

      Bo’s brows soar with interest. “This is news. No Mexico? New Orleans? No Rome?”

      “Nope.”

      “Why?”

      “I’m needed here,” Xavier answers simply, resting his hand comfortably on my hair.

      “And your father?”

      “He’s anticipating a son from us. He’ll want me local until that happens.”

      Oh. My face heats considerably. We haven’t touched on the topic of children since the start of our marriage. I’d gotten used to the lack of pressure. His words remind me that the hassle has been there all along—I just haven’t been hearing it.

      Dante’s grin broadens, his finger singling me out. “Man, her face when you said that…”

      Zeke makes him pay for the bold remark, no doubt catching the deeper blush that hits my cheeks. Xavier’s lips hover on my temple, focused on no one but me.

      He’s altering his life to fit me into it. He’s changing… for me.

      Dante throws a pool rod. Xavier catches it but shakes his head. “X, come on man, it’s your turn.”

      “I’m good. I’ll stay back here with Sophie.”

      With a smirk, I ease out of his grasp, stealing the rod from his hand. “And who says I’m staying back here?”

      Very rarely are my husband’s eyes clear, free of the burden of crime and blood.

      Right now, they are completely and utterly transparent.
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        * * *

      

      “And if someone were to come up behind you…”

      Xavier’s arms encircle my chest, his body dripping sweat, same as me. Going through the procedures he’s embedded in my memory, my arm swings back, piercing his stomach with my elbow. His arms barely weaken, but I'm granted a small window of opportunity to try and jam my hand into his throat.

      He swerves before my blow can land, capturing me, growling out, “He won’t stop at that. What’s next? What do you do next?”

      I'm not fast enough, and he definitely isn’t going easy on me. He nails me to the mat, seizing my ankles as I try to wriggle out of his grasp. My spine prickles from the impact, instincts taking over when my considerations blur in frustration. Heaving myself up, arms flailing to secure a grip on the elliptical, I manage to kick enough to slip out of his grasp, throwing myself across the room. He’s right behind me, dragging me back… until my knee drives upward into his groin, insinuating a move that would potentially knock him flat to the ground.

      I don’t have enough oxygen to feel the triumph when he smiles, conceding.

      Shaggy hair frames his face, damp from the roots down. “Good girl.”

      “I’d like to keep those parts intact,” I pant, thoroughly enjoying the sight of him disheveled and out of breath. He jerks me to him, crushing his mouth to mine.

      When he starts to pull back, I won’t let go. “No. Don’t stop.”

      “I was supposed to be on the road an hour ago,” he exhales against my lips, stiffening when my nails pour over his back. He grimaces, sucking in air. “I… still need to… shower.”

      “Good thing you’re a fantastic multitasker.”

      He heaves me off my feet, warm breath against my damp skin as he whisks me out of the gym. “Goddamn, you’ll be the death of me, woman.”
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        * * *

      

      “It’s taking everything I have to leave you while you’re in there,” Xavier states, gazing at me through the glass of the shower door. Xavier decked out in black is a thing to behold. Leaning against the frame of the door, he works on his cufflinks.

      “Then don’t go,” I reply, massaging suds of shampoo out of my hair.

      He plants himself at the sink, adjusting his tie as well he can with a fogged mirror. “If I don’t go there, they’ll come to us.”

      “What is so important? I mean, your phone hasn’t stopped buzzing today.”

      His guarded side-glance tells me more than I probably want to know. “They’ve uncovered a defector. They’re in-house.”

      “The guy who was feeding info to your aunt?”

      “He’s involved, I’m sure. But no. They’ve hinted it’s someone with access to your father’s home, someone who has totally blindsided them.”

      “You think it’s really bad?”

      “If they’re pressuring me to come, yes.”

      “Who do you think it could be?”

      “Security. Maybe someone on the staff. Whoever it is should be running for their lives. It won’t be pretty when they’re found.”

      I wipe the glass, needing to see him, look into his eyes. “You don’t have to get involved right? I mean, they have other people to punish them and you’ve done what they asked for. You could push them in another direction.”

      Xavier tucks his tie under his suit, quiet long enough that I have my answer.

      “This is all I’ve ever known, Sophie.”

      Christ, the next fifty years are a terrifying thought. I can’t imagine what he’ll be then. “X, they’ve killed enough this month, haven’t they?”

      His eyes flicker to mine in the mirror—all storm, no compassion. We haven’t spoken of his Zia since the funeral, which he was forced to endure with a straight face. The news station gave me the only details of the actual horrors he’s harboring, since he won’t dare speak them aloud. Three bullets for her, three for her beau. Execution-style. Quick, but bloody.

      An ambush. They were completely unaware, murdered in their nightclothes.

      Murdered by my husband.

      His eyes—portals into his deep dark soul—bore into mine as if he were trying to tell me something and force me to look away simultaneously. Heaving out a steadying breath, his hands grip the sink tighter, going knuckle-white.

      And then, just like that, the tension washes away entirely from his form.

      “Open that and kiss me,” he demands brusquely, turning.

      The door is still swinging open when his hand curls around the nape of my neck, unbothered by the water soaking his new suit, dragging me to his waiting mouth.
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        * * *

      

      It’s twenty minutes past midnight.

      Five hours he’s been gone. Five.

      My heart has found a home in my gut over the past hour. My scalp is sore from tugging. “Something’s wrong, Dante.”

      Seated on the couch, a gun casually on the cushion beside him, he flips another page of his magazine. “You know his father. The man’s a fuckin’ pill. He’s probably just plotting.”

      “He would have called.”

      “He calls when he’s running late?”

      I blink. “Yes?”

      He cracks his attractive megawatt smile. “Damn, the man is whipped. Unbelievable.”

      “I'm his wife,” I snap defensively. “I worry.”

      “I'm glad he has someone to worry about him. His family sure doesn’t.”

      “He isn’t like them, Dante.”

      “I'm glad you’re convinced of that now.” Those deep hazel eyes settle on my face, frustratingly impassive. “He’s going to be a boss. A boss in New York. That’s a big thing.”

      “It shouldn’t be this way. He should have a goddamn choice over—”

      Dante shuts the magazine, closing his eyes. “You know what happens when you dream here. You know it first-hand. Accept he’s doing what he needs to do, that life can’t be perfect. Only hard times lie ahead. You’re going to have to fight like hell for some good.”

      The key turning in the lock startles us both. When Xavier strides through the foyer, the new lines of tension crafting his face reassure me my concerns haven’t been for nothing.

      Whatever he has to relay is bad news.

      That’s probably why Dante scoops up his gun, leaving us with a cautious “goodnight”, closing the front door gently behind him. Xavier’s suit jacket is in his hand, along with his tie. His sleeves have been rolled up, his calloused hands dusted with black powder.

      “What’s happened?”

      He gestures to the sofa. “I need you to sit down.”

      “Why?”

      “Sit down… please.”

      He still hasn’t looked me in the eyes.

      “You’re scaring me.” As soon as I sit, he throws his jacket on the cushion beside me and bends down, taking both of my hands in his. I'm light-headed when he kisses each of my palms tenderly. “X, talk to me. Whatever it is, we can work through it.”

      He’s so pale. Blood-drained pale.

      “You must promise this will stay between us. Only us.”

      “You can trust me.”

      He closes his eyes when my fingers graze his lifeless cheek, as if relishing the feeling. “If I were a smart man, I’d lie… I’d lie to keep this from you. But I can’t live like that. Not with you. I feel like we’re finally… I feel like we’re happy.”

      Now I'm petrified. “Xavier, what is it?”

      He rubs his lips against my knuckles, his gaze far from this room. “It’s your sister.”

      “Vickie? What about her?”

      “Victoria is the informant. She’s involved.”

      “Involved how?”

      “She’s gone against the outfit. She’s running with Chicago. She’s the one. The one who got to my aunt, who—”

      “Wait.” I stare at him, unable to comprehend this information. “My little sister? The one who doesn’t even visit unless she has to? Xavier, she’s always traveling. She’s harmless…”

      His grip tightens around my fingers, pleading with me to understand. “She stole information from your father on the day of our wedding. Documents he’s been scouring for regarding the oil pipelines in Mexico, shipments of narcotics. Two shipments were snatched before anyone even knew it. My father is fucking livid. If it were a man on the inside, that would be bad enough. But a woman…”

      This can’t be real. There has to be a mistake, an explanation.

      “How the hell does he know it was her?” I ask.

      “He only suspected until last night. She landed at LaGuardia a couple nights ago, spouting some lie to your mother saying she was in London for some exhibit. They followed her. She met up with Nicky DeAngelo and a detail of men in a warehouse in Brooklyn. Your father raided it but she escaped with them.”

      “So, she met with this Nick guy but that doesn’t mean she was the one to steal—”

      “The papers were found in the warehouse, Sophie,” he states resolutely. “Your sister is working with a man who wants to destroy us.”

      The late hours aren’t a help. I rub at my eyes, trying to remain calm. Trying to calm my breaths. My sister hates this life as much as I do. This isn’t her. It can’t be her. All practiced composure flies out the window when Xavier’s entering words resound within me again.

      I need you to sit.

      I feel like we’re finally happy.

      If I were a smart man, I’d lie to keep this from you.

      When my eyes shoot to his and I see a newfound reluctance in them, my nostrils flare. “What have they asked you to do about it?”

      He shakes his head while I stand, very slowly, eyes on him. Not because he doesn’t have an answer. I know he does. He shakes his head because he can’t get the words out.

      His silence strips the earth out from under me. “Oh my God.”

      “Sophie—”

      Moving to his feet, he stumbles back as I tear my hands out of his grasp, shoving around him. My eyes water, my esophagus constricting in hysterics. “Oh my God.”

      “Please, listen. Just listen to me.”

      “Please. Please tell me you didn’t.”

      “I haven’t,” he says quickly, reaching for me. I slide out of his grip, backing up into the wall. “I haven’t!”

      “But you’re going to?”

      He gapes slightly, trying to breathe. “Sophie, I—”

      My eyes widen in horror.

      “Sophie.”

      “I trusted you.” I hit myself rather than him, right in the chest. Somehow, he’s the one that flinches. “I trusted you!”

      “Do you think I actually want to do this? Do you think I have the power to say no?”

      “You have a choice!”

      “Yes, and if I choose to deny them, I’ve gone back on family. I’ve turned my back on the outfit and you and I are both hunted at first light.”

      “Your father would never kill you. Come on!”

      “But they’d kill you!” he snarls, stunning me into silence. “They have no problems threatening your life! You are a vessel to them, Sophie. In a crisis that may potentially destroy your family, your father is only looking for a way to save his own ass!” He follows me closely as I try to get away from him, from his rambling words. “You have been a bargaining chip from the moment you opened your eyes to him. The moment you don’t serve a purpose, the moment you’d be better dead than alive to him, he will find a way to get rid of you. That is WHAT THEY DO!”

      “I don’t—”

      He flings me back to him, gripping my forearms. “I fought them, goddammit! I pleaded for them to figure out another way to punish her! When that didn’t work, I pleaded that they find someone else to do it! And when that didn’t work, they threatened me with the only thing that could possibly give me incentive! You!”

      Closeness has nothing to do with this.

      The thought of my baby sister bleeding out at the hands of the man I sleep beside every night, the man who has become the driving force of my life…

      I grip the table, trying to keep upright on buckling legs. “She’s my sister, Xavier! For fuck’s sake, she’s younger than I am! You cannot do this!”

      His chuckle, radiating condescension, irks my soul. “So, what? You’re telling me to just go to my father and say fuck off? Let them and their dogs barge through these doors and off you?”

      My fingers hurt from gripping them so tight. “That’s exactly what I’m telling you to do.”

      His eyes widen in a way I’ve never seen, so primitively unwound. “You know damn well that would never happen! I have promised to protect you, even from yourself! You have no say in what happens to your sister. She is dead, whether or not I do it!”

      His admirable concern for me makes me reach for him, makes me swallow the lump that’s lodged in my throat to beg. I will fall to my fucking knees if I have to. As soon as my hands are on him—not to hit him but implore him with tenderness—he looks as if he could be sick, right here in the middle of our living room. “You are my husband, Xavier. She is your family now too.”

      He grasps my wrists but doesn’t pull them away. “You know family has nothing to do with it. It doesn’t change anything.”

      Hurry. Don’t stop. Keep begging. Don’t let him leave.

      “Remember what you said to me? That chips of your soul leave you every time they order you to do this?” His eyes are an endless, haunting abyss of confliction. “I cannot imagine how many pieces chipped away when you killed your own family but please tell me it wasn’t so many that you feel you could actually do this?”

      “Are you not understanding me?” He pushes off my hands, looking around us frantically. “I. Have. No. Choice! This is my life, Sophie. It’s been my life for some time now! I’ve never denied them anything, not one job and suddenly, the moment I marry you, I’m fighting them. I’m defying them. I’m distancing myself from them!”

      I drop my face into my hands, knowing he speaks only truth. He’s completely right and that doesn’t make this any less horrifying. Unfathomable. Disgusting. Disgust creeps into my veins like bacteria, ruining all the boundless beauty this man has brought into my life. It’s pure darkness, washing over him as he seethes, trying to justify more murder.

      “They know it’s you! This is all a goddamn test! I’m under a goddamn microscope,” he points his finger at me, “and you have no idea how that feels. How any of this feels or works, so don’t fucking pretend to know my soul!”

      My blood feels like ice. I'm shivering, clasping onto myself. “You hurt my sister and we are through. You won’t touch me again.”

      His cheeks flame. His words seep out through his teeth. “I am your husband.”

      “You say that like it’s supposed to mean something.”

      He recoils as if I’d slapped him and something inside me—all that happiness I thought I knew—dissipates into a haze. His eyes slim in disbelief. “You can’t just understand, can you? You can’t realize what kind of life we lead? How all of this operates? No one ever leaves the Mafia, Sophie. Not alive. I AM TRYING to keep us alive!”

      “To live out the kind of life where we slaughter our own family?” It will only get worse from here. With each kill, family or not, murder will get a little easier to live with. “Xavier, tell me how I’d be able to trust you? How could I ever want to have a child with a man that could follow these kinds of orders?”

      He hisses in a breath, tugging at his hair, whirling toward me. “Don’t you think I wish I could run away? Don’t you think I’ve thought of it? You couldn’t possibly imagine how many times I have. But you’ve seen what comes from trying to run. Your precious Thomas is rotting because he made that mistake.” He rubs his face, growling to himself. “I will not fight about this any longer. I wasn’t even supposed to tell you. I have orders, a wife to protect, and I intend to do that. Your sister chose this fate.”

      “Xavier!” He grabs onto the doorknob behind me, opening the door wider, pushing me out of the way. I hang onto him, gasping. “Xavier, please! I’m begging you!”

      My gaze sears the side of his skull but he refuses to look at me fully.

      “I’m sorry,” he whispers, shrugging me off.

      This time I don’t fight to hold onto him. My arms fall to my sides. My legs become too numb to stand on them. I fall to my knees, pressing my hands to my face, trying not to scream.

      This is a nightmare. It’s a terrible nightmare. I need to wake up.

      Wake up, Sophie.

      I scramble up, running through the house to get to the front door. When I'm in the hallway, looking upon my husband, relaying orders to a guard I don’t know, I go rigid—seeing static. He’s locking me here like a prisoner, ensuring I can’t bribe my way out.

      “You fucking asshole.”

      My husband’s voice is frostily maddened. “Get inside. Right now, Sophie.”

      I storm towards Xavier and slam my hands into his chest as hard as I can.

      “I trusted you! I trusted you! You fucking bastard!”

      His security moves to interfere but Xavier holds up his hands, letting me push him. I hate that. He doesn’t think I can do damage. “Sophie, go—”

      My hand stings as it meets his cheek and the impact is something neither of us expect. I freeze despite the fact that he’s got both of my forearms gripped. Despair drips from me like blood. I can’t move, can’t fight.

      “I hate you.” I close my eyes, seeing nothing but images that affirm how little those words carry weight but I keep saying them. “I hate you. I hate you.”

      He’s ripping me open. Breaking me. Tears finally burn a course down my cheeks as he pulls me inside, away from the nervous guard burdened with this particular post. I sink down where he releases me, shifting until he only has a view of my back.

      I don’t want him to see this. Heartbreak. Chattered hope.

      How could I have been so stupid? So blind? So wrong?

      How could I have let him in?

      “Try to leave this apartment again and he will tie you up until I return.”

      I keep hoping he’ll leave, walk out like he claims he needs to. But he doesn’t. He stands behind me like an apparition, sent to torture me.

      I don’t know how I can get words out. “I thought you had a heart. You don’t.”

      “And that, cuore mio, is where you are wrong,” he replies. “You will see that one day.”

      My heart. A joke. A final nail in the coffin of this night.

      He leaves me in our apartment of false assurances. I can hear our laughter, our arguments, our charged moans echoing through the narrow halls. The memories feel like betrayals. I’ve watched him sink further and further into the darkness his father thrusted upon him, stupidly convincing myself that there would be a limit to his descent when it mattered.

      That moment just passed. The disappointment is jarring.

      Vision blurred, bones aching, I drag myself onto my feet, convulsing from fear, from unstoppable anger. I hit him. I can’t believe I hit him. I glance at the dining table and the spread of food I’d spent hours in the kitchen making for him. I’d burned it miserably but I hoped he would be impressed. I’d hoped he would have eaten every last bite and hauled me off to bed.

      Instead, I'm left staring at an expensive prison cell.

      This is the first time since my wedding that I feel like I’m back in my father’s home, watched and helpless… and completely on my own.

      I can’t just let him do this.

      I can’t just sit here while he hunts her down. But how would I get to her? My head swivels towards my bedroom, where my phone is.

      I take a few seconds, trying to think. Think of a way to outsmart him. Avoiding a glance in the direction of the cameras that are stationed all around this house, positive I'm being watched, I walk calmly to the room despite how badly my legs wish to run. The bedroom is a safe zone. No cameras. Grabbing my phone from the bed, I hide myself in the bathroom, locking the door.

      I dial Vickie’s number. I have to search through my contacts to find it, growling when it goes to voicemail. I wipe my tears, trying to get ahold of myself as I listen to her voice.  “Vic, Vickie, you’re in trouble. Vito knows what you’ve been doing and he’s sent people after you. Please, I need you to call me back. Please. I love you.”

      The last time I told her I loved her was over ten years ago. As much as I don’t trust it, I call my mother. She’s my only chance of finding out where Vickie is, where Xavier is headed.

      I don’t even know what will happen then, if I get that far.

      Do I go after him?

      How do I get past security?

      How do I stop him? I’m not a fucking assassin. He’ll sense me coming a mile away.

      “Sophia?”

      I blink, coming back to this bleak reality. “I need to talk to you.”

      She pauses, no doubt shocked to hear my voice on the other line. “What is it?”

      “Are you alone?”

      “Yes, I’m having a bath.”

      “Do you know about Vickie?”

      “Victoria? No. I haven’t heard from her since she landed in London.”

      They’re lying to everyone. “She’s not in London. She’s here in New York and she’s in danger.”

      “Danger? Danger from who?”

      I close my eyes, trying to reign in my temper at the way her husky voice raises an octave, already suspicious of me. “From your goddamn husband. He’s sent Xavier to off her for working with some Chicago guy!”

      “What the hell are you talking about?” I hear the water slosh in the tub. “Your father would never. You must have your information wrong.”

      “Xavier just locked me in our apartment. He has someone posted outside of my door because I tried to stop him. This is real. Victoria is in danger.”

      She doesn’t immediately reply. It infuriates me that I know she’s contemplating. “I need to speak with your father.”

      “No!” I snap. “No, this stays between us. I am going to find a way out of here. I'm going to follow him, but I need you to get me her location. I know Vito has it somewhere in there.”

      “You can’t even drive. How do you intend to get to—”

      “I don’t know! I can’t think about that right now. I just need you to find her location.”

      “Sophia, I can’t—”

      “This is your goddamn daughter! Her life is at stake! For once in your life, do the right thing!” I have difficulty breathing when the line remains silent. “Camilla!”

      “I will try,” she whispers. “I will. Keep the phone by you.”

      I hang up, raising the volume on the side before throwing the device onto the bed. Having no clue where to start and only a distant plan that I haven’t quite figured out, I choose the easiest task first. I get dressed. I change into dark clothes, tying the laces of my boots tight. I begin to pack a bag, trying not to think about what happens to me if I’m caught, which is a huge possibility. Already inside my pack is a first aid kit, my passport, wallet. I never take them out. Choking on memories, I open my jewelry box, dumping all the contents into the bag.

      I never thought I’d be this stupid again. For years, I’ve remained prisoner. That kept me alive. The last time I packed a bag like this, people died. Life became a nightmare.

      What would Courtney say? She’d tell me to lie low, to think.

      But I can’t think.

      All I can see is the sister I took beatings for, a girl I shared everything with, a girl I was glad to see spared of the bullshit I know. She was free—I don’t understand how she could have gotten into this mess. Fighting past sobs, I search for a wadded roll of cash, throwing everything around frantically. When I open his underwear drawer, I pause, gasping for air, coming upon a small picture of us. I’m sleeping in it, curled against his chest, damp from lovemaking. His gaze is directed to the camera, breathtakingly serene.

      He looks happy… truly happy.

      Scalding tears well up in my eyes at the sight of it. Damn you, Xavier. Damn you.

      I grab the picture and open the box beneath it, where a wad of cash lies. Not much. A couple hundred. I suspect the big money is better hidden. Stuffing the picture and money into my wallet, I force myself to think of bigger things. I will not dwell on Xavier. He’s going to kill my family. I cannot be sentimental.

      When the phone blares on my bed, I leap across the mattress to answer it. “Yes?”

      “Write this down, quickly. No questions.”

      I fumble, finding a pen on the desk. “Go.”

      “1550 Sliding Rock Road, Wilmington. From what it looks like, Xavier is going alone and seeking out only your sister, but there’s no way to be sure. There is a cabin she is seeking refuge in that belongs to this DeAngelo guy.”

      I nod to myself, completely clueless as to how I’m going to get there. “Thank you.” I'm hesitant to confide in her, to trust this woman who has disappointed me my entire life, but I can’t help it. “I don’t know if there’s going to be a way to turn around from this.”

      The line is quiet for a moment, a pause that seems to stretch hours.

      “Then keep running,” she whispers. Her voice is as soft as I’ve ever heard it. “You’ll do no better coming back.”

      When I realize there’s nothing else to say, no grand goodbyes that will suit us, I gear up every ounce of courage I have. “Bye, Camilla. Bye… Mama.”

      All of my fear is gathering into my hands as I insert the address into my phone, relieved to know the destination is still in New York. A five-hour drive, right into the mountains. Knowing my phone can be tracked, I leave the device on the bed, grabbing a jacket from the closet.

      On the way out of the room, my eyes catch onto something dark on the nightstand. Xavier’s gun. I don’t stop to look around. Remembering will do me no good. Focusing on my fear won’t either. It will just get me killed, or worse—caught.

      I have to get to her. I have to… by doing whatever means necessary.

      By the time I’ve entered the living room, the door is opening, solid proof Xavier’s orders also included keeping an eye on the security cameras. The middle-aged man falters at my attire, charging though the apartment to prevent me from getting any further.

      “Where the fuck you going?”

      The door swings shut behind him, masking the single bullet I fire at him from our neighbors. I aimed for his knee, but shot his thigh. It doesn’t matter either way. He goes down, hitting the floor at the full-force. His screams make me wince, make me think of what my punishment will be once I'm caught.

      Cazzo, he’s loud. I wag the gun in his face, tempted to finish the job. “Shut up!”

      He’s Mafia. He’s one of Xavier’s fathers men.

      I could kill him. After dreaming and dreaming of sweet payback, I can’t bring myself to fire. Not point-blank. The gun trembles in my grasp. My lips pull back behind my teeth as I growl in frustration, shifting before he can grab my leg. “I’ll shoot you dead! Don’t fuck with me!

      “Fucking bitch! Your husband is going to wreck you for this!”

      Maybe. That’s a very good possibility.

      He’s losing a good deal of blood. My eyes dart to the end table, remembering the hand-cuffs that are inside. That and a gag should give me some time.

      Enough time.

      My finger covers the trigger. “One move and you’re done. One.”
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      Horns blare behind me.

      “Asshole!”

      “Learn to drive, princess!”

      Cars zoom past, arms extended out of the window to shout profanities in my direction. Xavier’s vintage Mustang has reached 50 mph. I'm too terrified to press any more on the accelerator, trying to keep the wheel steady.

      I’ve already lost too much time trying to figure out how to start this machine. Every time a semi-truck zooms past, I scream, anticipating sudden death as the car shakes against the concrete highway. Even in the dead of the night, there are more cars than I hoped for.

      My eyes, swollen from lack of sleep, flicker to the GPS detailing the rest of my route. With three hours to go, Xavier consumes my mind. I need to make it right behind him. I need to make it before it’s too late. I can’t stop checking my mirrors, searching for cars following me.

      I wonder if he’s tried to call? I know he hasn’t called the security because I broke his phone before leaving him hand-cuffed to the toilet pipe. He’ll be rescued in the morning, if he hasn’t bled out by then. I push my hair back, blinking through the burning sensation, directing my attention to the road, refusing to scare myself.

      Vickie. I have to get to Vickie.
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        * * *

      

      Sliding Rock Road is nothing but a wooded dirt path surrounded by mountains. At 5am, even the animals are asleep. The forests are eerily quiet, blankets covering the moonlight as I park without headlights. For a few seconds, mostly out of fear, I marvel at the fact that I made it.

      Somehow, I made it.

      Slipping out the car, I shut the door gently, scanning the tree line nervously, unsure of where to go from here. Forward, I guess. Forward is the only way.

      Gripping my husband’s gun, only partially sure on how to use it, I tread the road, searching my unfamiliar surroundings, hardly able to make out anything… until I spot his motorcycle, wedged between two trees. My heart leaps into my throat. This is the stupidest thing I’ve ever done. But I can’t go back.

      I won’t go back… not until I’ve stopped him from doing this.

      My feet race forward as I shift through thick hedges, masked by dense fog. I feel safer in the whispering woods, dreading the first glimmer of sunlight that is undoubtedly coming. I have to find him. A screech of machinery paralyzes my legs. My arms drag me behind a tree as the rumble continues. I don’t know what it is, but it’s not gunfire.

      My chest heaves. Oh fuck, oh fuck.

      The dangers I’ve known have been the kind you can see, expect. Even the massacre on that Greyhound bus… I should have expected that. What lies before me in the forest is a whole other kind of menace. My violent husband understands it, but me? I'm heading into a war—blind.

      Out of sheer will and the flash of my estranged sisters face in my mind, I force myself to continue trudging the mud, tripping over boulders under the obscure canopy of branches.

      I slow when I begin to see light ahead. Man-made light.

      Victoria.

      I aim the gun out in front of me, using the training offered to me by the man I'm hunting. Even the slightest noise might make me shoot. The hair on my arm’s stand on edge as I contemplate what I'm doing, what I may have to do when I reach him. Voice’s begin to echo through the trees, showing how short of a distance I have left.

      I barrel myself faster toward the sounds, toward the light.

      And then I see him. On the edge of a cliff. Xavier Marcello bent on a knee, a sniper in the shadows. The aim of his gun directed below, having found a target.

      Holy fuck.

      I stare at him wordlessly, unsure of what to do. The fact that he didn’t hear me approach is actually a miracle. Concealing myself behind the trunk of a large pine tree, I watch him, my finger hovering over the trigger of the gun. I can’t seem to raise it.

      There’s more noise down below, too much noise for one person to make.

      Vickie isn’t alone.

      Maybe that’s why he’s hesitating. A hopeful, stupid part of me dares to imagine it’s because he can’t bring himself to do it. But that’s ridiculous. This is the Mafia’s golden boy.

      The killer.

      A memory, one that wounds me greatly to recall, reminds me of the ‘X’ on the inside of his thigh. Prior to our marriage, I was made to believe he got the nickname from bedding woman after woman, leaving them babbling fools. I can still remember lying in bed with him, staring at his bent leg and the birthmark that was no secret.

      He had looked at me funnily when I told him how I’d learnt of it. “They call me X because once I have a target, I never miss.”

      This was worse than the sex-crazed girl’s gossip. “Like X marks the spot?”

      His smile held some weight of shame, but confirmed it. “The organization like their names.”

      I could have held it against him. I could have slipped out of his grasp, really understood the man that had just made love to me so tenderly could slit someone’s throat seconds later but I didn’t. Instead I slid closer, choosing to imagine the good outweighed the bad in him.

      “Witty fuckers,” I whispered at his throat, closing my eyes as his arms wound around me tighter, so tight they didn’t slacken once he’d fallen asleep.

      Now I stand, armed, both furious and calmed at the sight of him.

      The gun drops to my side when I hear a sigh of frustration, catching the way his arms slacken their tight formation, the way his shoulders slump before aiming again.

      No, don’t shoot. Don’t shoot.

      I grip my gun tighter, tasting blood on my tongue.

      I begin to step forward, terrified when his finger curls around the trigger with finality—freezing entirely when he lowers the gun, lifting his gaze toward the starlight. I'm holding back sobs when he sets the gun onto the ground with a clang, rubbing at his face with both hands, growling at himself.

      He can’t do it.

      He can’t—.

      I move out from behind the tree. Screaming has hoarsened my voice almost unrecognizably. “Xavier.”

      His entire body snaps to attention and I swear I see the hairs rise on his arms. He seems to triple in size as he whirls his head around to me, eyes wide. “What the fuck are you doing here?”

      “I—”

      He stands in a rush, his attention shifting to the lethal gun in my hand. The way hurt flashes obviously across his feature’s sears through my chest, making me want to throw the weapon deep into the woods, far from him. He bares his teeth. “You gonna kill me? Is that it?”

      No, I can’t do it.

      He sours at my lack of answer. “Want to tell me where the hell Raoul is?”

      “He’s alive… for now.”

      His gaze had been steady until now. It falters. Part of me wonders if it’s because he hadn’t thought I’d been capable of such atrocities without provocation. “I underestimated you.”

      “I’ve broken out of enough prisons, Xavier. You should have known.”

      Prison. He falters again, seething toward me. “Do you know what I’ll have to do, how I’ll have to grovel to my father to keep him from punishing you? Do you think this is a fucking game?”

      His eyes don’t intimidate me. There isn’t enough real anger in them. “You know I don’t.”

      “It would have been better if you’d killed him. At least then I could have blamed it on someone else.” He shakes his head, eyes slimming with contempt. “But you couldn’t do it, could you? Couldn’t find the courage? Because that’s what it takes to live this way. You fight, scrap by scrap. You bleed and you rot inside to survive.”

      He’s right. I couldn’t pull the trigger. The very reason being that I've come all this way to stop death.

      The wind is so strong this high, it has the power to throw me right over the edge. His hardening glare has that power too. With my feet glued to the uneven rock formation, my chest expands, dams breaking within me. Disappointment bleeds out from him, agony replacing the ice due to the appearance of my falling tears.

      “She’s my sister, Xavier,” I breathe, pointing at the intimating gun on the ground. “You know it’s wrong. You know you will always be their puppet.”

      His fingers flex at his side, as if trying to keep from reaching out. “You’re right.”

      Such resign when he says that. Such exhaustion. Exhaustion I hope I can push through. “I may not know anything about who you are or what it means to be a soldier but I know there has to be another way to do this. There has to be.”

      Only when the words are out do I understand how naïve they sound.

      The voices still chatter, far below us. He casts a glance down, mouth set. “I’ve been sitting on this rock for the past hour trying to think of a way out of this, Sophie. Your father will see straight through me.”

      “We’re here, Xavier. Both of us. She’s right down there. Maybe she’ll listen to me. We could tell her to leave the country. You could say she got away.”

      “That would be a clear giveaway. I would never give up that easy. I told you I’ve never failed a mission, never missed a target.” X marks the spot. “She’s keeping company with armed men… I think she’s intimate with DeAngelo. She’s heavily protected.”

      “There’s too many?”

      He shakes his head. “No, but I highly doubt they’ll just let us walk up and warn her.”

      He scans the area, counting the men. He’s trying to come up with a solution—trying to find a way out for me. Suddenly, staring at the back of his head and that inky mass of waves, I cannot keep my mouth shut.

      “I was scared… in the apartment… and upset. I said a lot of things I never—”

      He growls. Growls. Then he shakes his head, bounding over to where I am. Taking advantage of my sobs that have turned incoherent, his lips brutalize mine. His arms seize up once he has my face in his hands, my mouth pliant to his need.

      Devil take me, but I can’t deny him.

      He drinks in my tears that fall between our lips, groaning with relief when my hands land on his chest. It becomes clear… how far I’ve fallen for a prince in beasts clothing. “I could never hate you,” I get out against him, breathlessly while he shakes his head. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

      He’s so gentle as he wipes away my tears. “I never wanted any of this. I-I can’t hurt you.” He presses his forehead to mine. “You’ve changed me… changed everything.”

      “Then come with me. Let’s go back and tell them she wasn’t here,” I plead, wide-eyed.

      He opens his eyes. They are so fucking lost. “And what? They’ll send me back out the next day. This is never going to stop. It’ll be your sister tomorrow and an enemy the next month and my cousin a year from now. I’ll never be able to stop.”

      No. No, this can’t be it. This can’t be what we deserve.

      His hand curls around my nape and I feel a transference of energy seeping from him, a silent plea. Look at me. When I won’t—can’t—he makes me, using his other hand to crane my chin up. “You tried once and failed. If there were any chance to try again, it would be right now.”

      I’d considered it but hearing it from his lips—his lips that have told me over and over again that there is no way to escape the Mafia—I shrink at the notion. The nightmares I’ve lived through for seeking freedom bash over my head, making it difficult to breathe.

      I even begin to think I’ve imagined it. “What?”

      “If we don’t, I have to do this. I will have to do many more evil things to keep us alive.”

      He’s actually talking about running. Escaping prison.

      I think all the blood drains from my face. It certainly has in his.

      “Xavier, n…no. Last time—”

      “Last time, you fled with someone who had no idea what he was doing, who would be hunting you. We have a better chance, you and I.”

      A future Boss. An Underboss—throwing away his position, a crown forged by crime and blood—for a woman. I can hear my father’s sneers echoing through my mind, see the disbelief in my mother’s eyes if she ever heard such a thing.

      The Familia is the way. Cosa Nostra. That’s just how it is.

      I never thought I’d meet another person struggling to be free of the cage as much as me. But I can see it plainly on him now. The suffocation. The determination. He actually wants this.

      The image of Thomas’s dying form bludgeons the walls of my brain, a plea for sense. The blood all over my hands, his blood. The reek of guts and blood that coated the cushioned seats, the narrow aisle. The way he slumped in his seat, clutching his wound, unable to watch me leave.

      My mind changes the man.

      Suddenly, it’s Xavier in that seat, bleeding out and I'm without oxygen, shaking my head fervently in his grasp. “No, we can’t. I can’t see… I can’t see you die too.” I gather his shirt into my hands, needing to cling to something. “I wouldn’t survive that.”

      That much I know. I never thought I’d feel this way again, experience this kind of heartbeat while staring into someone else’s eyes—let alone have it be my own husband. This may be something he wants, but I know he’s doing it for me.

      He’s risking all for me.

      “We don’t have another choice,” he breathes softly. Feather-like, he kisses my cold cheeks, my lashes. “I don’t care about any of it. The money. The homes. The parties. Run with me and we can make a life together—a real one. With jobs, and minivans, a-and babies.”

      He pulls back, heart overflowing right before me. It nearly knocks me on my ass—and he’s holding me tight. He appraises my face longingly, seeing something that I clearly don’t.

      “Do you have any idea how much I love you, Sophie?”

      The world stops shifting. The wind dies. The voices down below continue on but I soon drown them out, needing silence to understand what he said.

      He loves me. He’s saying he loves me.

      Why it’s such a shock, I'm not sure. He’s told me many times without words. He’s said it deep within me. He’s said it every night when he surrounds me, never letting me close my eyes without the reassurance of his protection, even when we’re fighting. He’s definitely said it in his defiance against our parents, bravery that makes this leap—this dream—seem accessible.

      I feel myself smile, slowly, and definitely with caution. My God, this is real.

      I blink, over and over, finally repeating, “You love me?”

      He nods, glancing at the tree-line, checking our foreign surrounding’s. “What I need to know is if you feel the same way.”

      He loves me. He—

      His eyes beseech me, his knuckles caressingly imploring an answer. “Do you love me?”

      It doesn’t even take me a beat. I utter, “Yes,” before I even know I’m opening my mouth. And he looks winded, as if he expected something else entirely. As if he expected I’d destroy all his hopes, all his faith in the world.

      I stare up at him, wondering how I couldn’t have known for sure until now. “I don’t care how it happened, when it happened. I can’t deny it… that I love you. That I tried my hardest to hate you and couldn’t.”

      I thought I’d despise myself for this. I thought guilt would destroy me.

      Maybe it’s Thomas’s spirit, a sign from whatever lies beyond, that I don’t. I'm able to smile at my husband, offering him all the parts of my heart that I have left. Xavier’s lips ease into mine, so slow and gentle, despite the danger that surrounds us.

      We kiss as we should have kissed at the altar.

      He doesn’t even pull back an inch from my lips when he says, “You’ll do it? You’ll leave with me… right here and now?”

      God help us.

      My arms slide around him, propped on the tips of my boots to assume his height. “I’m saying yes.”

      “It’ll be dangerous,” he says, because he has to. Because we have to go into this knowing the consequences. “There’s always a chance we’ll be caught, and God knows what’ll happen to us then.”

      Terror lingers underneath euphoria.

      Uncertainty under decision.

      We’ve already made one.

      When his eyes settle on mine, that much is clear.

      He takes hold of my hand. “Let’s go warn your sister.”
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      “Move behind me and tuck the gun under your waistband,” Xavier says, helping me down onto flat land. Only dense tree cover conceals us now from the decrepit shack of a retreat. “But for the love of God, make sure the safety is on.”

      I hold it up, showing him the safety is secure before I tuck it back into my jeans, concealing it under my shirt. That elicits a half-hearted scoff from him. “Well, that’s comforting. At least I know you weren’t actually going to kill me.”

      My cheeks flame, even in this cold, still coming down from our heated confessions at the top of the mountain. If I weren’t so scared nearing their camp, I’d pull out the jacket from my bag to ward off the chill. Xavier, dressed in the suit he stormed out of our apartment in, takes my hand as we walk forward towards the light of the cabin. He’s got to be freezing.

      When Xavier’s legs come to a stop, his back rigid, my breath catches.

      “You can come out,” Xavier says calmly, turning his head to his left. A man exits behind brush, a pistol raised in our direction. Shit, how did he know he was there?

      “Step closer,” the giant snaps. With every nearing step my husband makes, the man’s face pales a lighter shade—until he’s ghostly. “Marcello. You’re Xavier Marcello.”

      “And you?”

      The way this guy has tensed up says enough about Xavier’s reputation and how even the Chicago outfit identifies it. “Like hell I’m gonna tell you.”

      Xavier doesn’t look surprised the guard won’t give up his identity. Monotonously, he says, “I’m with Victoria’s sister, Sophia. We need to speak with her.”

      “Why?”

      “We’ll speak to her directly. We’re not here to harm her.”

      “Why the hell would I trust you when you won’t even tell me why you’re here?”

      Xavier grins slowly. “Are you going to make this difficult?”

      With one more step from Xavier, the guy wags his gun. “I’ll wreck you right here! Take another step! I dare you, asshole!”

      “Sophie?”

      My sister is standing at the edge of the porch, two men flanking her sides. She leaps off the steps, crossing the patchy grassland to reach us.

      “Vickie.”

      Stopping a foot away from us, she stares between Xavier and I, undoubtedly noting our entwined hands before she turns to the man aiming his pistol at my face, mostly to piss off Xavier. I can tell it’s working. “My sister would never harm me. Get that thing out of her face.”

      “But Nicky won’t—”

      “He’s not here, is he? Let her pass.”

      Once the man has obeyed, lowering his weapon, he avoids the severe glare my husband is casting at all costs. “Hand over any weapons you have on you,” he mumbles. The other men are notably stunned to have been eclipsed by a woman.

      Maybe Vickie holds more weight here than I imagined. Unnerved, I consider shaking my head, telling Xavier to avoid the order. But if he did, we still wouldn’t be able to go back without proof of her demise.

      There has to be some explanation. She’s had freedom, a chance to live in a way I never did. Why she would willingly attach herself to another Outfit makes no sense. None.

      Xavier contemplates for a moment, and each person here, deflates a little more when he removes the gun tucked into his jeans. My little sister’s brow lifts when I hand over my weapon.

      There’s clearly a lot we don’t know about each other. A lot we’ve underestimated.

      “Come on. It’s getting chilly out here.” We follow her, watchful of the men escorting us into the private space. On the last rickety step, she turns. “I’ll only speak to you alone. I don’t trust him,” she says, looking at Xavier.

      “No, he comes with me,” I insist. Her mouth sets. “You can trust him. He’s trying to help.”

      “I told you not to trust any of them. He could be lying to you, using you to get to me. That’s what they do.”

      “Vickie, I trust him,” I argue, determined to keep him by my side. My sister’s naturally cold. In our home, that wasn’t a character flaw. That was a necessity. But there’s something different about her—calculating. My fists clench. “He has come all this way under father’s orders and instead of blowing your—”

      “Okay,” she says defeatedly. “Okay, just come inside.”

      As soon as she’s through the entrance, I turn to Xavier, not concealing my concern. Filling the porch, bending his head to avoid clashing with the roof, Xavier extends his hand to me. It’s not a loving act. It’s defense. It’s a maybe-we-should-have-ran-already defense.

      Glancing back at the shadows on the porch, the end of their cigarettes flashing orange in the darkness, I waste no time slipping my hand into his. We enter the cabin together, noticing complete disarray.

      Everything is either a mess or completely broken. The couches, the kitchen, the windows.

      “What happened here?”

      “I’m not sure. This is Nicky’s place. I’m only here until I can get a plane to Chicago.”

      “As long as it’s not out of the city,” Xavier says, receiving only radio silence from her. He scowls in amazement. “The brutalist men in the Familia are after you right now. You need to keep clear of the city. You need to leave the country and I mean now. Tonight.”

      “I am completely safe here,” she argues. “I know how to handle myself.”

      “Is that so?”

      “Yes.”

      Xavier chuckles, shrugging. “Well, I’m just surprised, you know, considering the fact that for over an hour I had a gun pointed at your skull from high range.” Her arm slips on the edge of the table but she recovers quickly. “By the time any of those buffoons would have gotten up this mountain, I would have been on the main road. You are surrounded on all sides in this cabin. It’s extremely inconvenient. You need to leave.”

      “I can’t leave.”

      I resist gaping at her. “Why the hell not?”

      “Nicky. After he gets out of hiding, he is going to take down our father. He is going to rip Vito apart, Sophie.”

      Xavier is anything but convinced. “And how is he going to do that?”

      “An informant.” Xavier stiffens. “We just need more evidence to ensure the son of a bitch goes away for life. We lost what we had in the raid.”

      I stare at her, speechless.

      Who the hell is this person?

      “Omerta means nothing to him, then?” Xavier snaps. “He who is deaf, blind, and silent will live a hundred years in peace… No one likes a snitch.”

      “He’s doing what he has to do.”

      “He’s not a saint. He’s betraying his men. People go down if you find that evidence, not just your father.”

      She smirks and my insides go cold. “Oh, are you saying your father? Are you talking about you? Yeah, the cops will be after you too. You’re no saint either, brother-in-law.”

      It seems our getaway has begun at the most fortuitous time.

      Xavier chuckles, obviously pissed as hell. “But I sure as hell am not a snitch. You will end up dead for it either way.”

      “We risked our lives coming here for you—” I growl at her, tight-lipped.

      “I didn’t ask you to do that.”

      “You ungrateful…”

      Xavier’s arm locks me in place, unable to advance toward her. The news Xavier brought home, the fight which very well could have led to the end of our marriage, and the lengths I took to see that he didn’t follow through with eliminating her from this earth, all come crashing down on me.

      I thought, out of all people in my family, she would know loyalty.

      But they are all the same. Every last one of them.

      “Let’s go,” Xavier insists. “Now.”

      I stare at her unmoving face, finding her completely unrecognizable.

      “I can only assume you’re on the run now,” she says, staring between us. “Is that a smart move? I mean, it didn’t work out so well the first time.”

      Xavier physically spins me toward the door but at the sound of whizzing bullets charging through the air, he throws me to the ground, climbing over me. My sister shrieks as the windows are blown in by multiple rounds of ammunition, leaping behind the couch for cover. Frantically, I glance for an exit, shielded by Xavier’s arms as the noise increases outside.

      They’re here.

      If they see us…

      Xavier grabs my forearms, dragging me up. “Run!”

      He doesn’t have to tell me twice. He pulls me in front of him, following me out. Then I realize the lack of weight on my back.

      The bag.

      The jewels, the money.

      “I need that bag! We can’t leave without it!”

      Xavier nearly tears my arm from the socket when I try to turn back. “Get into the forest behind the house. I will meet you there.”

      The bullets are near deafening. I can only imagine how many there are outside. What’s worse, they know Xavier hasn’t done his job. The wall explodes, chipping as bullets pierce the molding structure.

      I have to risk it. Just grab the door and run.

      I press myself against the wall, closing my eyes tightly. I squeeze the knob, glancing back at my sister, who is crammed behind the couch. I don’t even know her. Still, it gives me pause to leave her in this, knowing she could be seconds away from death.

      This was her choice, Xavier had said.

      How I wished he was wrong.

      I throw open the door, ducking to dodge firepower. Thankfully, the land is open and clear. I jump down the steps, running for an opening in the mountainous forest. I start for it, trying not to think of Xavier inside when something knocks the breath from my lungs.

      I'm on the ground, writhing from the blow. The butt of a gun. A camouflaged man stares down at me like the devil himself.

      “Well, well, well… What do we have here? Another sister?”

      My throat burns from coughing, but I have to get up. I have to.

      “Your daddy is going to be real happy to see you again—”

      I flinch as his head flings sideways, a bullet impacting the corner of his skull, dousing me in blood and guts. Xavier strides from the side of the house, bag on his shoulder.

      “Get up,” he says, lowering his gun.

      Hearing the door bust down in the small cabin behind us, we sprint into the dark forest, losing ourselves in the wilderness.
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      Clutching my buckling knees, I heave viciously, spitting out blood onto the frosty ground. The sun is on the rise and we’re lost somewhere on this godforsaken mountain.

      “I’m sorry,” I gasp, shaking my head. “I'm… I’m so stupid.”

      “No.”

      “No, I should have realized—”

      “Stop. She was your sister. You didn’t know she was—”

      “A heartless wretch?”

      He exhales with a tired chuckle beside me, leaning his hand on the tree. “I was going to say an informant but that works too.”

      All I see are trees. As far as the eye can see. We’ve been running downhill for over an hour. “I wonder if we’re anywhere near the car yet.”

      “It’s dawn. By now the car has been confiscated by your father’s men.” He pushes back his hair, his dress shirt billowing in the wind. “We’re going to have to walk.”

      Walk? “We’re fifteen miles from any real type of civilization.”

      He takes my hand. “Let’s live a little.”

      I force my protesting legs forward, following him as we scale the various obstacles covering this terrain that will undoubtedly make me fall at least once before we hit town.

      “You think they’re still looking for you here?”

      Coming to an uneven descent of mountain, Xavier lowers to the ground and carefully scoots to the edge of the rock formation, jumping down.

      “They ambushed from the direction we came from so they probably found the gun and either think I’m dead, kidnapped or a deserter… I don’t think anyone of consequence saw my face but we’ll be lucky if your sister’s men keep their mouths shut about seeing us.”

      He extends his arms and I approach the edge, chuckling slightly. “Is now a bad time to tell you that I have a fear of heights?”

      “Well, don’t look through the trees, whatever you do,” he warns while I swing my legs over the rock. I try not to look down as I begin to slide myself off it. Oh, fucking hell.

      “Drop down. I got you,” he says calmly. I do as he says, experiencing a wild tumbling in my stomach before I land in his grip, grasping his shoulders tightly. He sets me down, pushing back my hair. “Good?”

      I nod and immediately we’re back on the move, descending at a steady pace down the mountain.

      “Will your father think you’ve been taken?”

      “By now?” He shakes his head. “No, he may have when I didn’t answer my cell. But they’ve probably called the apartment and sent men when you didn’t answer. Raoul will inform them of the rest… if he’s alive.”

      Raoul. I should have killed him.

      “They know we’re running. Wilmington will be clustered with men for at least a few days. We’re going to have to steer clear of it, find a car, and get to the next town over.”

      I nod, still unsure of how he even knows where he’s going. By the time we reach the bottom of the mountain, I have to believe it’s been at least three hours. The sun is out but it’s still noticeably chilly.

      With no food in my stomach, swollen eyes and no sleep in over twenty-four hours, fatigue is weighing on me. I keep my mouth shut though, refusing to complain. Even if it’s only for right now, we’re free of our families.

      At random moments I’m reminded of the first time I tried to get away from them, unable to help it as we hid and swerved through the woods. I remember meeting Thomas at the abandoned cottage and immediately taking off in a shortcut to get back to the road so we could catch the bus, always glancing back to make sure we weren’t being followed.

      There isn’t that same sense of chaos now though. Xavier knows what he’s doing. He knows how to remain calm under pressure, which is making it slightly easier for me to follow his lead. But by the time the sun begins to darken and the bright bleached colors reflecting off of the trees begin to turn orange, my eyes are closing involuntarily, my legs like gelatin.

      “We’re more than halfway now,” Xavier says and I try to force my eyes wider to look at him. I don’t even see him stop. I run into his chest and feel his index finger urging my chin up. His eyes soften apologetically. “Let’s find someplace to rest.”

      “No, we should keep moving. I’m okay,” I persist, shaking my head.

      Xavier glances at his watch. “We have a good ways left and it’ll be getting dark within the hour. We’ll rest tonight and get an early start in the morning.”

      I don’t have the strength to fight him on it more than once. I nod, glad when his arm extends around my shoulders, holding me close to him. Pressing my face into his jacket, I close my eyes, letting him lead.

      “Soph.”

      My eyes open again. It’s sunset and we’re motionless by a large rock formation. Beside us is a small opening—a hidden crevasse between some rocks that likely fell due to a mudslide.

      “This alright?” he asks, rubbing my arms. I nod. I’d take the ground out in the open just about now. Xavier leaves my side then and when he returns, he’s holding mossy twigs.

      I realize he’s going to start a fire. “Do you need help?”

      “If you could gather some rocks, that would help.”

      I nod, scouring the ground for them. I manage five in my arms and carry them over to him, bending as he frictions a flame using two sticks. A sigh of relief leaves me when the warmth of the building fire begins to thaw out my numb fingers.

      “I'll find us something to eat,” he says. “Stay here.”

      It’s dark when he arrives back. There was no shutting my eyes while he was out there on his own. Luckily, he’s not empty-handed.

      I scoff in amazement at the sizable fish he sets down. “How the hell did you—”

      He’s already scaling the unfortunate creature. “It wasn’t easy.”

      We eat mostly in silence. Understandable silence.

      While shivering in the cold, it’s difficult not to dwell on the comfortable lifestyle we’re both used to. Riches. We were born into it. We were supposed to die with it.

      Somehow, I can smile. Appreciate who is sitting beside me—appreciate he’s given up everything he’s known to find some realm of peace with me.

      A good life. One without regrets. Or murder. Or betrayals.

      I can only pray we haven’t already lost here.

      “What was so important in the bag?” Xavier asks, clearing the tense air as he adds larger branches into the fire before moving back to sit beside me.

      “A little money. A couple jewels my father gave me.” My eyes linger on the tattered bag. “They should be enough to… to start over.”

      Those words would scare anyone. Not him. Not visibly, at least.

      He searches my face for something. Regret? Uncertainty?

      Whatever it is, he likes what he finds, extending his arm to draw me in. His body is warm, much warmer than I expected he’d be. Within seconds, my eyes droop.
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        * * *

      

      It’s before dawn when we stamp out the fire.

      Despite our intense need for sleep, neither of us did much of it, too preoccupied in laying out our next steps. We reach town by the middle of the day, drenched from marching in poor weather and even colder than we were through the night.

      Passing by landmarks I saw in an entirely different light when racing in last night, I keep my head down, avoiding the questionable stares from the townsfolk. In the mountains, stores seem to close earlier than they do in the city. It’s probably a good thing… less people on the streets to identify us later.

      Xavier hasn’t let go of my hand in hours. He squeezes my fingers back to life to tell me something. “We need a car.”

      A few blocks of striding on weary legs and I spot a gated shop for used cars. He doesn’t question me when I change our course, only releasing me to jump the fence. After scoping for any potential witnesses, I slide open the groaning metal gate, catching that Xavier has already located a vehicle without windows, sitting idle for repairs.

      He’s inside, tinkering under the dash when I make it to the passenger side.

      “Almost got it,” he says, cutting a couple wires with a knife. A knife.

      When he combines the cords and the vehicle purrs to life, I waste no time jumping in, gaping when he dislodges something behind the steering wheel which makes it turn smoothly again. “You did that in like two minutes.”

      “When I have some time, I’ll teach you too. It’s not difficult.”

      He cranks the heat, blasting air on us as the car swerves in reverse. I jump out to close the gate, hoping no one discovers the missing car until morning. The night will give us time to bridge a sizable distance between anyone who could be scouring for us.

      Hopping back in, suddenly rejuvenated by our success as we clear the small town, easing onto the highway, I find it difficult to repress a smile.

      We made it this far.

      The roads are almost completely empty.

      A hand falls into my lap, claiming my attention. Even exhausted and sopping wet, Xavier Marcello stuns—especially when he’s smiling as appreciatively as I am. “Come here. You’re shivering.”

      The front seat being a bench cushion is an added bonus.

      I mold into my husband’s side, feeling him immediately relax when I bury my face into his neck, fighting off exhaustion to bask in every second of this I can.

      The hours toll on. The sun disappears.

      We aren’t stopped.

      We aren’t being followed.

      Right now, we’re home free.
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        * * *

      

      Life on the run is a web of lies painted to create a pretty picture.

      Xavier put it aptly as we exited a convenience store. All the looks we’d gotten entering dissipated the moment he opened his mouth, effortlessly weaving lies regarding our state of dress. I didn’t know why he’d had me remove my wedding ring, and he his, until we reached the register.

      “Our car broke down by the lake while we were on a date,” he said, laughing. “I’ll be lucky if the lady goes anywhere again with me.”

      Within seconds, offers flew out to help from the clerks.

      It’s all lies.

      There is no thrill in it, no opulence.

      It isn’t like the movies where the hero eventually finds the ability to solve every problem. It’s difficult, and there are constant set-backs. Like the faulty car we had to abandon outside of a rural town consisting of five-hundred people. Like the Veteran’s Day parade just happening to draw all five-hundred souls out of their houses into the main street on this precise evening.

      After days of walking through wilderness, lacking in water, food, and warmth, the crowds are a truly frightening thing. Bodies bumping into each other, screams and cheers filling the air as a line-up of veteran’s drift down the center of town on the tops of shiny convertibles.

      Xavier’s grip is excruciating on my hand as he charges through the chaos. We’re dry thankfully, due to the heat that blasted for about half of the trip until the hunk of metal began sputtering, but our disheveled appearance’s still draw the eyes of the townsfolk.

      I almost think I can hear their thoughts.

      Who are these strangers?

      Why are they so filthy? So pale?

      Of course, they all know we don’t belong but Xavier’s too unapproachable for most.

      “Keep an eye out,” Xavier says. “Don’t let go of my hand.”

      We might be the only two not enjoying the festivities, not appreciating the wafting scent of cotton candy and burnt cigar fumes in the air. We break the barrier of the crowds rather quickly due to Xavier’s insistence and release a collective breath together. It isn’t until the noise is dying down, our path clear, that I notice the actual distress that begins leaving Xavier’s stiff features.

      We aren’t safe.

      Not for a long shot.

      We need shelter.

      I lift our hands, ignoring his crushing of my fragile fingers and kiss his knuckles gently, one by one. There’s so much we aren’t saying, so much we’re risking and the fear easily gets to us. It would get to anyone being hunted by people evil enough to do worse than murder.

      A young girl catches my eye, preparing to mount her bicycle. Her blonde hair wisps around her flushed face as she rolls toward the edge of the sidewalk leading to an intersection. She doesn’t see what I see. A car ready to merge out of a parking space.

      Surely, she’s noticed the glowing brake lights by now.

      I wait for her to spot it, to reverse her pedals to a stop.

      But she isn’t looking. She won’t see it in time.

      I should keep my head down. Carry on. We have bigger worries than the mess going on around us. And yet I pull myself out of Xavier’s grasp, racing on stubborn legs to grab her handrails before she can begin her cycle.

      A man shouts at the same moment I stop her, no doubt seeing what I was.

      The car, not registering any of us, is close enough to rustle my clothes around, speeding off down the street. My eyes lock with hers, which are beady with shock.

      A hand presses to my back. Xavier’s.

      “Thank the woman, Tania.” An out-of-breath man appears next to us, having come out of the convenience store and I swear, Xavier is ready to pounce on anyone that comes close enough. The guy, maybe sixty or so, has a kind enough smile as he nods to the both of us in thanks as the girl says her duty quickly and speeds off, none the wiser from the near disaster. “Young ones—nothing fazes ‘em.”

      Xavier smiles so carefully, rubbing my back. Without a word, I know he’s anticipating his father’s eerie voice any minute, the inevitable pull to doom.

      “Just glad nothing happened,” I manage, shifting to go.

      “We don’t usually get visitors here. Where are you—”

      Surprisingly, Xavier doesn’t usher me off like I expect. He glances back at the patriotic parade and although I know his mind is spinning, he doesn’t show anything but ease when he replies, “We were visiting a friend but found out she’s actually out of town. So, we’re just passing through.”

      A lie? How are we going to get ourselves out of—

      “Ah, you’re talking about Cindy then?”

      “Yes,” Xavier says, not missing a beat. “My mother knew her when they were younger.”

      How does he know this? I do my best to conceal my awe.

      “She’s always wanted to travel, that’s for sure.”

      Xavier nods, flashing me his eyes, transparent from the actual danger we face. “Mexico will definitely be great this time of year. Please tell her Hope’s son stopped by to say hello.”

      “You can’t stay? She’ll be back in a couple days.”

      The man doesn’t suspect a thing! Not a damn thing!

      “No. We’ve got to be on our way. It was nice to meet you—?”

      “Reginald. Reggie, for shor—”

      Now, I get the push to go. I flash a smile, masking all of my confusion, crossing the street before Reggie can call us back. Despite feeling the need to speed off, I keep a steady pace beside my husband, still holding my breath long after the interested man has gone back to his life.

      “How did you know all of that?” I ask once the motel’s in sight.

      “There was a sign for that woman coming in. There was a cruise ship, destination, everything on it.”

      The motel is nothing but a building of red brick. The rest of the town is stuffed with outdoor decorations, but this place has only a decaying potted plant beside the welcome mat. Still, being the only motel in town, we enter gladly, needing a bed, some warmth, privacy to collect our thoughts.

      There’s an old jack-o-lantern balloon wasting away behind the counter, right beside a woman that looks no older than me. She glances up from her phone when she hears the bell sound from our entrance and does a credible job of closing her mouth once she’s realized it had fallen while surveying the six-foot-two Italian monstrosity standing behind me.

      She actually goes white.

      Normally, I’d hate it, but right now, I'm hoping his inescapable allure will win us a room.

      She stumbles to the computer but says a clear greeting, meeting both of our eyes. “Hi, welcome in. Looking for some lodging?”

      “Yes.”

      “One room?” Her coal-like eyes dart to his hand. The glossy gold ring I gave him on our wedding day is a blaring answer for her. Still, he politely answers her question.

      “One, please.”

      “Alright. Name?”

      “Leo and Hannah Wilson.”

      Couldn’t sound less like us… which is exactly the point. To the girl’s credit, she gives the Italian specimen a once-over and survey’s my black hair and dark lips, censoring her doubt well.

      “Okay. One room. I'm just gonna need some identification.

      Shit.

      I'm not at all surprised when Xavier pulls off a timely misplacing of his wallet, explaining to her a scenario so convincing about a train and a missing purse that even I begin to believe it. Hopefully, that gullibility makes me a better actor.

      When he wants to, Xavier can charm the socks off of anyone.

      But one thing he can’t be is unintimidating.

      He’s too large for that. The scars and tattoos poking out from his clothes don’t help either.

      “I really can’t let you stay without identification. My owner is pretty strict about that,” she says apologetically. “I could try to call him… see if he would let it slide?”

      Poor sweet, naïve girl.

      She’s right to be hesitant. Saying yes could mean the New York Mafia infiltrating these sandpapered walls any minute. The doorbell rings again, making us all turn as a gust of wind settles onto the cozy vintage interior.

      “Oh, perfect!” she exclaims. “He’s here. We can ask now.”

      Double shit. Triple shit.

      Reginald flashes an amused grin in our direction. “You two skidded away quick. I was going to say I’d accompany you here but I'm no match for those legs. Not at my age.”

      “Oh, good. You’ve already met. Reggie, we’ve run into a bit of a problem here,” the girl says. “They misplaced their ID’s on the train earlier today coming in. I was telling them I’d need to talk to you.”

      “Oh, that’s bad luck. Missing Cindy and this… It’s just not your day.”

      This isn’t good. Not at all.

      “No, it’s not,” Xavier chuckles, rubbing back his untamed hair, waves emboldened by the weather and the wind. “We’ve come a long way. I'm really sorry to be an inconvenience.”

      “This is a tough spot. I’m really not supposed to take you in without—”

      My mouth opens and maybe it’s because I'm so tired, so desperate, but the lie escapes so easily. “It’s my fault, really. The… the pregnancy hormones have been getting to me and I'm forgetting things left and right. Usually, um… Leo… has his on him but I took it after buying the train tickets.”

      Xavier’s hand tenses on my back at the word pregnancy but he traces my spine with his knuckles and I let go of my breath, watching as Reggie’s aged eyes soften contritely.

      “Well, that’s that. I'm not letting you poor things travel any longer in this weather.” He glances between us, beckoning us over. “You’ll stay with me.”

      Wasn’t expecting that. “We couldn’t.”

      “I’ve got a big house. One of the biggest in the county. It would do me good to have some company for once.”

      “It’s true,” the girl encourages. “He throws the best Christmas party you’d ever see.”

      A random hotel was one thing. Forcing this man into our lie for shelter is another.

      This feels wrong. So wrong.

      “It would only be for a night,” Xavier insists, stunning me with an acceptance.

      Reginald shoos off Xavier’s apologetic tone with a wave of his arms. “It’s no matter to me. I'm just glad to help you two in some way. That was my neighbor’s daughter you helped earlier on the street, you know.”

      My shoes dig into the ground reluctantly as Xavier takes my hand, pulling me after the man. But even I know we need the room. We need to plan. To replenish ourselves.

      It’s our only option.

      Reggie slaps the hood of his navy-blue pick-up truck. “Hop on in. It’s not far from here.”
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      The house is big.

      Not as big as we’re used to, but big. And warm. And indoors.

      My backside is sore against the cushions on Reginald’s sofa, unused to anything but the ground by now. Xavier’s started the fireplace under the owner’s orders while our host in the kitchen brewing something warm for us to drink.

      I’ve resorted to clutching my frozen hands to stop them from fidgeting.

      Xavier straightens once the fire is crackling. He smiles reassuringly at the nervous look I give him. “It’s going to be okay.”

      “X—”

      Reggie hobbles into the living room. “I hope you like apple cider.”

      “Thank you,” I say, taking it gratefully. “Smells delicious.”

      He looks proud of his creation, passing a mug to Xavier. “I spiced it myself.”

      Reginald leans on the mantle, rubbing some kind of ache in his leg, watching us sip until I'm too unnerved to continue. His curious expression is lost within seconds, right when he details that dinner is on the stove and that he can show us to our room.

      I'm desperate for water but I can’t reject the reality of a bed.

      Xavier’s hand remains locked in mine as we climb the stairs behind the old man, both of us observing the line of photographs ascending the wall nearest the steps. Military photos, family photos, certificates. An entire life’s worth right before our eyes.

      A life we’re hoping to find ourselves.

      “This is the best room I’ve got. The others have rusty old gym equipment in them I can’t use anymore.” He gestures us into a well-sized guest room that clearly hasn’t been altered for years. The bedding is floral and dust-covered. He airs it out in front of us with apologies, turning on the glass lamp on the night table. “I can bring you fresh sheets.”

      “That really won’t be necessary. We’re grateful for your hospitality.”

      I don’t think I’ve ever heard Xavier thank anyone this much ever. He’s never had to. Everyone he entertained with his presence before was considered lucky to be there.

      “I’ll call you down when dinner’s ready. Have a rest for now.” Reginald points at me, and more importantly, my childless stomach. “Now, get off your feet, young lady.”

      Guilt has returned in full swing.

      He’s gone before he can see my enflamed cheeks, see the shame in me from creating such a lie. Xavier’s hand covers his face the moment we’re alone, showing the same remorse. We’ve spent days in the mountains, sleeping on rocks, eating whatever we could find. We’ve stolen a car, lied our way into shelter. I'm sure his feet are just as blistered as mine are and yet…

      Our eyes meet, saying the same thing.

      Thank God.

      We cross the small distance that remains between us, practically falling into each other.

      His arms come around my shoulders, his hands slipping into my untamed hair, holding me to his chest as tight as he ever has. At first, he’s just as frozen as I am, but standing this way for as long as we do, we thaw each other out.

      We made it this far.

      Another day of freedom. I didn’t expect it. I don’t think he did either.

      “If something happens to him because we… because we…”

      Xavier pulls back to look at me, shaking his head. “We’ll be gone tomorrow. First light.”

      I could fall asleep standing but knowing a shower is within reach, I gravitate to the bathroom across the hall. Pajamas have been set on the countertop, to my surprise. Woman’s pajama’s, and beside it, pants for Xavier.

      I'm too exhausted to refuse fresh clothes, even if they’re sentimental to the guy.

      I wash until the dirt and grime is gone, slipping into the flannel, both proud and embarrassed of our transition from extravagance to necessity. Xavier’s uncertain smile arises even more relief in me when he enters the bathroom as I'm leaving, seeing the clothing set out for him that’s much too small.

      He’s under the water when I begin gathering up our filthy clothes. “I’ll wash these, see if he has a dryer downstairs.”

      “No,” he says, pushing back the curtain to look at me. “I don’t want you out of my sight.”

      “X, he’s harmless.”

      “We’ll go down together.”

      I nod, unable to shake off the insistence in his tone. He disappears behind the curtain while I scrub his designer dress shirt in soapy water, seeing images of our spacious apartment in the city, remembering how fresh these clothes looked as we shouted at each other in helplessness.

      This route was the only way both of us would win.

      I have to drain the water twice, wondering all the while how this man didn’t catch on that we’d been trekking just by our appearances. I try to avoid the mirror as much as possible, but sometimes that’s impossible.

      The circles around my eyes are too dark to dismiss.

      Xavier climbs out of the shower, stretching his long limbs as he dries off, slipping into the pants that hike to the top of his ankles and a shirt that he cannot button all the way. Still, it’s better than nothing. It’s clean and warm.

      We enclose ourselves in the room. While he towel-dries his hair, I curl up on the mattress, closing my eyes in relief. Some time has passed when they open again, plagued by drowsiness, finding Xavier climbing onto the other side of the bed.

      We haven’t been together long, but I can read him pretty well.

      He’s exhausted—and ready to fight every bit of it to remain awake. In his hand he has a map and the house phone which he had to have gotten from Reginald.

      “I spoke to Dante.”

      My voice is hoarse. “How did you get ahold of him?”

      “He has a burner phone.”

      I sit up quickly, relieved there is news of them. Relieved they aren’t in either of our father’s clutches. “Are they okay?”

      “Yes. I spoke to him when I was on my way to your sister. When he didn’t hear from me, he and Bo acted quick. Told Zeke too.”

      They’re safe. I can exhale. “Are they angry?”

      “Worried. His sources say my father is pretty… heated.”

      Heated means murderous. We both know that.

      His prized son pressured to flee from duty by a woman born from the devil. That’s how Arturo Marcello will see this, no matter the truth.

      I'm too fearful to linger on the subject of his father, focusing instead on our friend’s. “Will they be okay?”

      “Yes, I set up accounts for them a year ago. They’ll have everything they need to start over somewhere. Bo’s working on getting us what we need to get out of the country.”

      Even now they’re loyal to him. It’s unbelievable. “They’re too good to us.”

      Xavier smiles tiredly. “They always hoped you’d be the kind to steer me away from all that… keep a sane head on my shoulders.”

      “I don’t think this is what they had in mind.”

      “No, I don’t think so either.” He sets down the map, placing the phone on it, taking my hand. “You go back to sleep. I’ll wake you for dinner.”

      “Lay down with me.”

      “I have to look this over—”

      “Lay down.”

      It clearly pains him but he listens. He meets me in the middle of the bed, draping his arm over my waist. The walls are pretty thin. Even from the second floor, we can hear the rustling and clanging happening downstairs in the kitchen.

      “What happens if Bo is caught? If any of them are caught? Will your father…”

      “He wouldn’t be forgiving… not to any of us.”

      “They’d be able to find us through them.”

      “No.” He acknowledges my uncertainty with a grave, unquestionable look. “They are my brother’s. They are trained… They’d die with our secret.”

      The mere thought makes me want to vomit. “God forbid.”

      He closes his eyes when my fingers nudge the stubble that’s rare to see covering his jaw. “I wish our choices didn’t affect other people.”

      “I know.”

      “My mother…”

      “She’ll be worried,” I state. There’s no question there. She’ll be beside herself.

      Her son is her life.

      He smiles defeatedly. “Hopefully, she’ll understand better than he will.”

      Courtney. She’s also been a constant thought on my mind.

      If she’s heard about our disappearance already, I know she’s terrified.

      “Do you think we’ll ever regret this?”

      “There’s not much to miss back where we came from.” He’s definitely not wrong. Tracing my hip, he exhales. “You were right… I don’t want to bring a child into this world that can watch me do what I’ve been doing, look up to me in the twisted way I did with my own father.”

      To be raised to murder, to assert, to inspire fear… I can’t imagine how that can shape a mind from birth. Just the fact that he’s here shows me how resilient his heart really is. He’s broken free from those impossible expectations.

      It would have been easier to stay, even with the horrors we’d face in the future.

      This was the hard choice.

      “That’s assuming you even want children. There’s no pressure anymore and I’ll understand whatever choice you make. I know you said you didn’t want any before.”

      The truth, the unescapable truth, is that he’s changed… and changed me. Those angry words I spouted before seem weakened in our present circumstances.

      I love him. A child isn’t so scary if I imagine he’s the father. This man in front of me. Not the one from New York, who owned the streets. But the man who trekked mountains to get us to safety, who threw his body over mine when bullets were raining down around us.

      A child by that man… now that I can imagine.

      “I want to make you happy.”

      His brows deepen, pushing towards the bridge of his nose. “I'm happy, Sophie. Even like this, I'm happy.”

      He dedicates the time he could be sleeping or building a plan on holding me, stroking my back, my hair with gentle hands. His steady heart settles my own nerves, finding a sense of grounding in his support.

      Reginald announces dinner and both of us heave our weary bodies off of the mattress, obligated to join him despite how appealing solitude has become. The dinner table has been set, as if we were treasured guests—not complete strangers with a flaky story.

      “Do you need help with anything?” I ask, watching him lower a pot of stew onto the middle of the table.

      “Not a bit. Just take a seat. I’ve got this.”

      He turns, shuffling back into the kitchen. Once he’s through the door, Xavier motions to one of the cloth napkins, telling me to fold it. I'm not sure why until he lifts the pot, instructing me to place the fabric underneath. It’s a measure of security—to keep the tabletop from burning.

      Reginald returns with a wobbly tray of lemonade. Xavier makes it to him just in time to save the fancy glassware before it can topple off the wooden tray.

      “You’ve got quick reflexes, son. Good work.”

      Xavier chuckles, serving the table. He regularly served me whenever there wasn’t someone looking over his shoulder, expecting me to perform my duty as his wife. But there’s something about today, about the look in his eyes when he deposits the glass beside me, when he uses the ladle to pour the stew into my bowl, that makes me feel able to see the future.

      The one I’d never allowed myself to imagine.

      The stew is delicious and I help myself to seconds within minutes of being served. The tender beef hits a hollow stomach.

      Reginald chuckles. “I'm pleased to see how hearty your appetite is, Hannah.” The use of that name is jarring. It reminds me I should be on my guard. “My wife was the same way when she was expecting our boy. God rest her soul.”

      “I'm sorry for your loss,” Xavier says dutifully.

      “Thank you, my boy.” Reggie stretches out in his chair. “Marion was her name. She was a good one. Real pretty. My son was the spitting image of her.”

      Was.

      Was is a hurtful word.

      Something he sees in our faces—undoubtedly sympathy—makes him elaborate, sporting a wistful smile the whole time. “Connor. Yeah, he passed almost two years ago. His lungs. Still hurts like crazy.”

      “I can’t imagine.”

      “I wish it on no man. No woman. A parent should always go first. Now it’s just a waiting game for me. I'm sure they’d want something more for me, but I'm content with what I’ve had. A good family. A good life.” He lifts his lemonade with a shaky reflex in his hand. “That’s all any of us can ask for.”

      I glance at the man beside me. “I agree.”

      “I’ve been trying to guess about you two since I saw you on that damn sidewalk,” Reginald chuckles, not seeing how his statement makes the food curdle in my belly. “I'm pretty good at these things.”

      Xavier pats the napkin against his lips. “Oh?”

      Our host squints, really taking a good look between us. “You’re new at this. Marriage. You don’t move in tune yet.”

      “In tune?”

      “Yeah, it’s not a bad thing. That comes with experience. You’re pretty young to be traveling around like this. Let me guess. Elopement?”

      “Nope. Actually, we’ve known each other our whole lives.”

      I'm shocked to hear the truth slip through Xavier’s lips.

      Reginald blinks, humming. “Love was always there?”

      “On my end, yes.”

      I could kill him. Reggie sets his sights on me with amusement. “Took you a while, did it? Made him earn it?”

      “Something like that,” I mumble.

      “Well, you two might not move in tune yet, but you have the look down. Not everyone has it, you know.”

      I don’t even want to know what the look is. My cheeks are already burning enough. Unfortunately, Xavier, no doubt wanting to torture me, asks for an elaboration which Reggie takes him up on with pleasure, popping a piece of potato into his mouth.

      “It beats love, I think. You’d do anything for each other. Not every relationship has that element. Not all love comes with it. But I can see you have it.”

      Xavier doesn’t look the least bit embarrassed.

      He glances sideways at me, a half-smile tugging at his lips, setting his large hand into my lap for me to take. Unlike in New York, where we had to conceal our reliance on each other in front of others, I hold his hand with both of mine, showing him with my eyes that Reginald is right. So right.

      I’d do anything for you.

      Even with an audience, I think Xavier can hear the solid vow in thin air.
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      The phone blares only once before Xavier’s lifted it to his ear, knowing there’s one person who’d be calling at this time of night. There’s no shuffle in the room beside us, no noise beyond the thin wall. Xavier’s quick reflexes may have saved us from conjuring up a hasty explanation.

      “Dant—” Xavier pauses, then says another name, softer. “Bo.”

      Bo.

      His closest friend, even more so than Dante or Zeke.

      His voice of reason.

      Despite how badly my eyes want to close, I stretch them open, needing to hear what he thinks, how badly he resents me for lighting this fire of defiance within his friend and boss.

      “That was fast. How long for the rest, do you think?” Xavier’s back is to me, his hand rubbing his mouth in thought. “I'm grateful for you, man. How are you? The boys?”

      I try not to move, hoping he’ll keep thinking I'm deeply sleeping.

      “I didn’t expect this. I didn’t go that night thinking this is where I’d take us… but I couldn’t do it. Not to her. Not to me… not anymore.” He listens silently, diligently, gratefully to whatever his friend has to say. “It wasn’t her. It was me. She’s terrified to do this.”

      With good reason, I expect Bo would reply, sharply but admirably.

      I wonder if he even believes him.

      “My father lost his son a long time ago. He turned on me. He tried to shape me, take away my identity… and for a while, I let him.” Xavier stands, bare-chested, free of the shirt two sizes too small. “I have someone who wants me as I am, Bo. I never thought I’d get that. It’s selfish, I know—”

      Whatever Bo replies with steals whatever else he was going to say. The long lines of muscle caved into his back shift in reaction. If he could cry, I think this would be a moment for them. “Thank you, Bo. I’ll call you when we reach our next stop.”

      He ends the call with a press of a button, and we’re that much further away from the world we both have known so well. Past him, outside the window, the wind curls the barren branches, whistling through the old treehouse Reginald’s son must have loved.

      The burdening weight of our situation has returned.

      Maybe he can feel it’s pull to me too because he turns, his eyes softening when he finds me awake. He doesn’t say anything as he climbs back into bed, placing the phone on the nightstand. He drags me to him with no intention but to have me close.

      Burying myself into the crook of his throat, I relish his arms, the warmth of the blankets, the scent of the citrus body wash we both used in the shower. It won’t make the guilt go away, nor the fear. But it helps.

      It’s the only thing either of us can rely on right now.
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        * * *

      

      We’re both up before dawn. Showered, clothed, prepared to face the world another morning. The thin walls are mainly the reason I move around quietly, but there’s also something therapeutic in the silence.

      We contemplated a great deal about how to face Reginald, what story to give for our departure. And then realized the less he knows, the better… even if the story we give is fictional. I’ve spent the last thirty minutes compiling a letter to thank him, to say sorry but nothing seems good enough. My weak words will have to do.

      I'm grabbing our bag when a soft knock rattles the door to the guest room. Despite our host’s kindness, there’s a lethal wildness in Xavier’s eyes as he stops reading the map, staring into the whitewashed wood.

      “Kids?”

      We release a collective breath at Reginald’s voice.

      “I heard you rustling about. I’ve made breakfast.”

      “We’ll be right down,” I say breathlessly, stuffing the useless letter into my pack.

      His weight on the rickety old stairs indicates how far he’s gotten. When we can no longer hear him, we look at each other.

      “We say we’re heading to the train station. If he offers a ride, we take it.”

      “Where do we say we’re going?”

      He studies at the map closely. “Maine. Augusta, Maine.”

      Augusta, Maine. Augusta. “Okay.”

      He opens the door as if someone could be waiting for us outside it, but it’s empty. The house is quiet up here. Downstairs, an easy listening radio station plays from the kitchen, echoing into the dining room where breakfast is set.

      I feel guilty seeing the hard work we would have ungratefully run out on.

      Reginald greets us warmly with coffee, beckoning us to sit, relax. Neither of us do. The ease from last night isn’t present with the light of day. At first, I think it’s just us on our guard.

      But then he opens his mouth.

      “Listen, if you kids are in trouble, I want to know.”

      I can’t bring myself to swallow the bitter liquid in my mouth.

      Oh, God. He knows. How does he know?

      “Why do you say that?” Xavier asks slowly, slow enough for it to sound like a warning. A warning to stop talking. To stop before the part of him that’s used to handling situations has to surface. I'm not as good a liar as him. I have to work at looking unaffected. So, I force that bitter liquid down my reluctant throat and meet our host’s serious gaze.

      “I'm a light sleeper. You got a call in the middle of the night.”

      “I'm sorry about that—”

      “I heard enough to know you aren’t here for Cindy. To know your names are not Leo and Hannah… to know you are running away from something. Something bad.”

      He listened to the call.

      I lay my hand over Xavier’s thigh, begging for patience, mercy, anything.

      “We have to be going,” Xavier says. “Thank you for your hospitality. It’s been appreciated.”

      For a man with an old body that aches, he stands fast once we’re on our feet, holding up his hands to halt us. “Listen to me, I want to help you.”

      Xavier whirls on him, a brawny beast. “If you’re smart, you’ll let us walk out that door and never mention you saw strangers in this town. I mean that.”

      Xavier stares at him, impressively frigid. But there’s nothing in Reginald’s eyes that suggests he’s ready to be cautious… or ready to betray us.

      Maybe it’s naïve of me to expect he’s actually willing to help.

      “You are good people, I know it.”

      “How do you know what we are?”

      “You could have walked past Tania yesterday, let that car hit her. You could have stolen my car in the night, robbed me blind. You could have begged me for help as soon as you saw me but you didn’t. You were going to leave before I woke… right?”

      “Reginald, please, stop. We didn’t mean to bring you into this—”

      Xavier’s hand squeezes mine but he doesn’t say anything, staring at the stubborn man blocking our way to the door. The old man moves closer to us both, not even flinching when Xavier shifts, as unsure as I am on whether we can put our faith in a complete stranger like this man has. He grabs both of our hands, squeezing them tightly.

      “I should have known yesterday, should have guessed by the state of you. I'm sorry I didn’t offer help to you sooner.” His wrinkled features sadden at our silence, our inability to even understand his apologies. “Tell me what you need, what I can do to help. I won’t even ask what you’re running from.”

      I glance at Xavier. I slide my thumb over his stiff finger, watching him hold Reginald’s stare with difficulty. He’s thinking. He’s—

      Xavier’s admission is reluctant. “It’s… not safe for you.”

      “Between the choice of safety and decency, I’ll take the latter—always. What do you need?”
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        * * *

      

      Xavier knocks the rusty motorcycle off its stand, holding it steady so I may climb onto the back. Reginald didn’t even hesitate to offer up his son’s old bike when Xavier mentioned our needing a fast way to the train station.

      “Leave this in the parking lot. I’ll stop around later to pick it up. No one will know.” He watches Xavier sit. “Remember, it’s two rights and a left. You’ve got a couple miles going straight and you’ll come right on it.”

      “I’ll remember.”

      He hands Xavier a set of train tickets. “Bernadette didn’t ask questions. You don’t need to stop at any windows. Just get right on the railcar and don’t look back.”

      Xavier stares dubiously at the papers Reginald acquired without our ID’s. “I'm not used to trusting people.”

      “I can see that. It makes me sad to wonder what you’re running away from.”

      “Please deny you saw anyone in town,” I say, almost desperately. “Your receptionist, too. Keep your head down if you see strangers.”

      He nods and surprises me with a quick embrace. Then Xavier. Xavier has no idea how to react to it, patting his back once.

      “I hope you get to where you’re looking for.”

      Unexpected kindness. Neither of us are used to it.

      Tears brim my eyelids, simply from the selfless gesture. I wrap my arms around Xavier’s waist, bracing for the start of the engine. “Thank you, Reggie.”

      “Godspeed, kids.”

      The dirt is muddy, splashing up onto my boots as we clear the driveway.

      I glance back at the old house, the treehouse, leaving the kind man and his memories behind us with the upturned gravel. Xavier remains tense, less trusting than I am.

      It isn’t until we’ve abandoned the motorcycle in a parking spot, boarded the empty railcar, sped off down the tracks that we can really appreciate the man we’ve just encountered.

      In our old world, unwarranted kindness wasn’t something one saw often.

      Kindness came from necessity, from someone always needing something.

      We were born into renowned families. Any consideration came from that fact.

      Today, we realized there was something different.

      Today, the world got a little brighter.
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      Pittsburgh is our next destination.

      This time, it isn’t as difficult to get a room. Xavier called Bo from the train with someone else’s phone and Bo detailed which post office he had expressed over our new ID’s to. The passports will take longer. Another day has passed traveling and we fall asleep the moment we’re inside, probably due to our adrenaline plummeting behind closed doors.

      For once, I'm up before him.

      There were once no lines on his face, no traces of age when we married. Within the past week of our lives, he’s gained several. Despite how far we’ve traveled, there is still so much further to go and at times, the end can seem like it will never be in sight.

      Although Bo included money in the envelope he sent, money from one of Xavier’s accounts that his father had no knowledge of, we continue to buy only what we need, staying in places they wouldn’t expect. I don’t mind the chipped wallpaper or the unnaturally damp carpet or the lack of hot water. Those hindrances are too trivial to really care about compared to what we face.

      Hotel’s like these don’t serve room service but we both need to eat. We’ve gotten too used to starving for the run. I find a pamphlet for take-out and dial the number, ordering a pizza, even though my nerves protest internally while I do it.

      On the counter beside the money is a box of bleach and a sharp pair of scissors.

      We’ll be using them later for our hair.

      I slide into the sheets, molding to Xavier’s back.

      His cough is a nervously unpleasant sound. “How long have I been out?”

      “Not long. Sleep some more. I ordered food.”

      He takes my advice, to my surprise. Within seconds, he’s breathing deeply, pulled to oblivion within the warmth of my arms and legs. We’ve trekked days against wind and rain and he did most of it in a thin dress shirt. He could very well be coming down with something.

      God help us if that’s the case.

      When the door raps, our delivery driver alerting us of his arrival, Xavier manages to stand with me, insisting on opening the door himself. I'm sure the oblivious college student would scream if he saw the gun lodged in the waistband of Xavier’s jeans.

      We eat the pizza with the television on, the volume muted.

      “You’re looking a little under the weather there, my friend,” I joke. Mainly to mask the fact that I'm growing more and more nervous by the look of him.

      His chest is glistening with sweat. “I’ll be fine with some sleep.”

      “We should catch this while we’re ahead. You need medicine. I could go next door—”

      He casts me a look that gives me an answer to that bold suggestion and changes the subject. “We should get started on your hair.”

      Choosing against the bleach, which would take time to make a difference on my naturally dark hair—time we don’t have—he hands me the scissors, asking me where I want him to chop.

      “Whatever length you’ll still be attracted to me at.”

      He laughs—it’s the first genuine one I’ve heard since we took this very large leap of faith into the unknown. He grabs my shoulders, bending to kiss my cheek but gets the corner of my mouth instead, lingering there. “You think there’s a limit to your allure?”

      “Maybe.”

      “You’re wrong.”

      His lips are warmer than usual as they settle upon mine. He pulls away too soon, raising his brows. I point at my shoulders, a length I’ve never had before. “Short, then.”

      “You sure?”

      I grab a strand, snapping the scissors over my hair, cutting the long cord. “It’s just hair.”

      He smiles at my lack of sentimentality, getting to work on the rest. I avoid the mirror, cringing when I move and strands of my hair brush against my shoulders, dragging him into the seat. His will have to be short, very short. His dark curls are his trademark, his Italian heritage. From exhaustion, he fades while I do my best with scissors for the first time, surfacing once I'm finished.

      He smiles when I run my fingers over the back of his head, missing the curls I'm so used to tousling through. “It’ll grow back,” he says softly, taking my face in his hands.

      I nod, kissing him this time.

      Under my orders, he sleeps while I tidy up, knowing we’ll be leaving this room early tomorrow, stopping to take new ID photos, and hopping on the next available train to continue heading west. There’s no choice but to continue running. Without a passport, we’re grounded.

      Although I barely know how to use it, I lounge beside Xavier’s sleeping form with his gun, eying the door for hours, prepared to take my chances with it if necessary. I won’t be getting any sleep tonight—not while he worsens like this.

      I should have already left hours ago for medicine.

      He’s stubborn—and smart.

      We both know the dangers of me leaving this place without him. If I'm caught, he has no trail, nothing to follow to find me. I lack the resources to fight my way out the situation, even with Xavier’s teachings.

      It would be incredibly foolish to open that door.

      But he’s burning up.

      Unable to watch him unconsciously shiver, I dial the front desk. After five minutes with no answer, I hang up, hopping off the bed. I’ve already given him painkillers from the first aid kit I brought and they don’t seem to be working.

      Ice is my next resort. There’s a machine is down the hall. The moment I step outside, bundled up to conceal myself as best I can, there’s no helping the blood-rushing fear that flushes out through my chest.

      I’ve never been this alone.

      There’s always been someone hovering a couple feet away. Dante, Bo, my father, his men… Xavier. Passing under the couple LED lights that aren’t broken or flickering due to obsessive moths, I pray for a frigid rush of air while I pull open the lid to the ice machine.

      Thankfully, it’s full.

      I scoop some into our bucket from the room, reminding myself what I'm capable of.

      Reminding myself that not all the world is out to get me.

      That someday, I will walk the streets alone and be used to it.

      That those black vehicles across the street don’t have to be my father.

      A man inhales his cigarette from a patio chair beside his room door, eying me closely as I pass without a word, positive bile is rising in my throat despite how badly I want to be proud of myself. When I close myself inside our room, locking the door with trembling fingers, I let out a sigh, checking the room for any unusual disturbances.

      There aren’t any.

      After grabbing a washcloth from the bathroom, dropping a handful of ice into it just like Courtney used to do so many times when my father lost control with me, I sit beside Xavier, close enough to feel the heat radiating off of his body.

      No hospitals.

      No Doc this time around.

      Just me.

      I have to get him through this.

      “Baby,” I whisper against his temple, nudging him awake. “X, I need to get you up.”

      He groans incoherently, flinching when I lay the ice against the back of his neck, hoping that it’s the right place to put it. I make a few more with whatever’s closest to me—shirts, pillowcases—and lay them on him. Soon, he’s full-on convulsing and still he hasn’t uttered one complaint, not one request.

      I'm left with no choice but to try and move him.

      My arms buckle as I lift the enormous man to a sitting position. “Xavier, we need to get you into the bathroom. I can’t lift you myself.” His skin scalds mine once his body weight leans on me. His chest is drenched through, only parts of him chilled from the ice.

      He finds the strength to rise on his legs, using me as a crutch until we’re stumbling through the bathroom door. He removes what little clothing he has on, moving into the tub.

      “It’s gonna be cold—” I start to say but he’s already in without a single sound. He inhales and exhales, eyes closed, and I sense his dizziness. He stretches his arm out to grab onto something, locating my arm. He grips it tight for someone with a frightening fever and listens when I tell him to lean back. “It’s warm, I promise.”

      “I’ll… I’ll be fine.”

      He’s trying to calm me down but his assurances ignite an adverse reaction. “You don’t have to be brave all the time. Okay? I know you’re in pain. Tell me.”

      He’s shaking even worse. Tears come easily as I turn the nozzle for warmer water, trying to hold myself together. The last thing he needs to hear is helpless crying. I place my hand over his forehead, his face, his chest until he grabs it, holding it to him wordlessly.

      I don’t care how filthy this place must actually be.

      I don’t care about any of the appointments we have scheduled tomorrow.

      He’s like this because of me. Because I wanted to save my sister that evidently didn’t want saving. As easy as it’s been to remain positive about this choice we’ve embarked on, right now, there’s only fear and guilt—uncertainty.

      Stop shaking.

      Stop shaking.

      After twenty minutes, we go through the motions again to get him back into the bed, fed with the remaining pain relievers. If these don’t work, I may be forced to find a doctor, scour this city for one.

      I try the phone line again, gasping in relief when a young woman answers, sounding extremely inconvenienced. After hearing the franticness in my voice, she says she’ll be over to give me a thermometer and some Gatorade’s from the poor-excuse-of-a-lounge.

      We run into each other in the hallway while I'm getting more ice and I'm too nervous to be scared of strangers. A Godsend, she gives me a bottle of Tylenol and gives me a few pointers on fevers that worked with her kids.

      Keep him cool. No clothes, no blankets if he can handle it.

      Keep him drinking. Even ice chips are a last resort.

      More baths.

      Worse case—hospital.

      The risks implicated in that—even if I use our new ID’s—are astronomical.

      I know he’d rather burn for days than risk that.

      When I return to the room, I'm startled to find him sitting up, arms quivering as he braces himself against the mattress. He closes his eyes when he sees me and I grimace, realizing why he had gotten up. To come after me.

      “Don’t you dare yell at me,” I snap, hurrying over to him. “I had to.”

      “How many times?” he whispers. “Have you gone out?”

      “It doesn’t matter. I'm being careful.”

      “It’s danger—”

      “You’re already in danger. We have no choice.” I guide him back onto the pillows, deliriously comforted when I discover he’s colder than before. It worked. “The bath helped, I think.”

      “Come lay down with me.”

      “No, I have to—”

      He won’t let me go. His curls may be gone, but his eyes are the same. Even feverish, his gaze constricts my heart. I climb over him, sliding out of my jacket, throwing it by our feet. My ear is against his unsteady heart which makes me curl myself around him completely, unsure of whether the added heat will help or hinder his recovery in the long run.

      “I'm sorry. I forced you into this situation. I gave us no other—”

      “Stop.”

      “You didn’t even have a jacket with you—”

      “Don’t go there.” He coughs, placing a hand on my newly-chopped hair. “I’ve been through much worse than this. I’ll be fine by morning.”

      If it were me in his place, he’d remain calm. He’d know what to do.

      I have to try to do the same.

      “Will you drink for me?”

      He does, more than I even hoped. He lays back and although he’s hot to the touch, his shivering starts to diminish. He even falls asleep, breathing deeply into my hair. Wrapped in him, I'm trapped, forced to remain still and wait this out.

      Exhaustion hits then, and despite how little I believed I could in a time like this, I sleep.
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        * * *

      

      The shower is running when I resurface, waking with a start.

      The spot beside me is still warm but not damp like before.

      The crack of light seeping past the dark curtain beams onto the outdated carpeting as I tiptoe to the bathroom, pushing open the door. It groans under my hand, alerting him of my presence.

      I can’t contain my smile when he pushes aside the curtain, revealing his face and the color that’s returned to it. The fever’s broken.
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      The train station in Pittsburgh is crowded even at dawn.

      Coming from the post office, where we mailed off our new passport photos to a P.O. box under an alias name, we do our best to blend in amongst the masses. Xavier’s hair alone alters his appearance quite a bit, but the new shadow of dark hair on his face does more to conceal him from Italians who are searching for their clean-shaven, primed heir.

      Even in disguise and recovering from a frightening night of sickness, his unusually attractive features draw in other eyes. In New York, the reporters and paparazzi that followed us anytime we stepped out of the apartment together would always include it in their stories: the attractiveness of the untouchable, dangerous couple.

      Right now, I don’t look like the primed Mafia princess my mother tried to make me out to be, but those looks keep coming. Baseball caps and dark clothing can only do so much.

      We have to get farther west.

      We have to get past Illinois. Chicago isn’t a territory we can take risks in.

      Long at war with New York, every made-man in the city would know Xavier’s face.

      We choose the next train to North Dakota, a state away from the Canadian border, boarding almost immediately, hiding our faces from any security cameras that could catch our likenesses. This trip will take almost two days by train, which is why we paid extra for a private room, away from prying eyes.

      I'm aching to be within those walls. Anywhere but amongst all this noise. There’s a line as people pass through the café car, pausing to chat excitedly or order something to-go.

      “Push through, Soph,” Xavier says behind me.

      We maneuver around seats and tables, pushing on. We’ve been walking a while when Xavier’s hand curls around my arm tight enough to stop me in my tracks. Looking up from the ticket where I’d been searching for our numbers, it only takes one glance at him to understand something’s not right.

      “Keep your head down.”

      I lower my cap over my eyes. “What is it?”

      “Just… precautions.”

      Something untamed in his tone makes me believe he’s lying. I'm sure of my suspicion when his hand lands on my back, propelling me forward until we’re slamming into bodies.

      Yes, something’s horribly wrong.

      Most people look at us like we’re insane, scoffing in disbelief and there’s no time to react, to apologize. We rush into another car and he swings open the bathroom door, shoving me into it. I have to climb onto the sink to fit us both inside.

      He locks the door, but won’t release the handle. His knuckles are white.

      His eyes tell me everything I need to know.

      “No,” I whisper, shaking my head. “No, they couldn’t… not this far…”

      “I know my father’s men. They were searching different trains.”

      They’re still looking. They’re right on our tails.

      “What do we do?”

      “I need to go out there. You stay in here.” No, no, no. No. He grabs me as I begin to panic. “Listen to me. I have to make sure they don’t get on this train. I have to.”

      “Xavier—”

      “Even if someone comes banging on this door, you keep it closed. You stall, you come up with an excuse, you hear me? Do not move until I return.”

      “Please don’t do this—”

      He slips out, slamming the door closed.

      This can’t be happening.

      A nightmare. It must be a nightmare.

      We’re still sleeping. That has to be it.

      I close my eyes, trying to breathe, to count the seconds passing by that he doesn’t return.

      I can’t hear over some woman’s obnoxious laugh, some child’s wail. I'm left to clutch my chest, prevent a single sound from escaping. To stare at the handle, waiting for an inevitable voice. Whether it will be my husband or a staff ordering me to exit is a crippling fear.

      A jolt that sends me flying into the door blatantly indicates that we’re stuck on this train, whether they’ve found us or not. We’re in motion, picking up speed and he hasn’t returned. No one’s come to remove me from my hiding place. Despite how cold it was outside a few minutes ago, I'm sweating through my clothes, hanging on every noise in the cabin car. A mere cough, any unusual movement of feet and my hands are on the handle, prepared to sprint.

      And then I hear his voice. Calm but glacial, telling me to open the door.

      There’s no time to show my relief to see him unharmed, to see no one policing his sides. He’s leading me this time, easier now that the crowds have found their rooms. The sleeper car is no bigger than a closet. While it has everything we could need—a bed, a bathroom, a place to eat—the mind-numbing, piercing fear that seized my body just moments ago has a negative effect on my body. Pushing past him before I ruin the cushions, I drop to my knees by the toilet, succumbing to that fright.

      I’ve endured nonstop terror for the past forty-eight hours.

      To have all this fleeing come so close to nothing is wrecking.

      Having eaten nothing today, there’s not much in my stomach to rid of but I heave until the swelling in my chest starts to subside, grounded only by Xavier’s hand in the middle of my back. I reach up, flushing, my head too heavy to hold up. My husband breathes a sigh against my shoulder, forehead against my skin.

      He hasn’t said anything, which means that, for now, we’re safe.

      For now—because they are onto us.

      Now we know, we haven’t succeeded.

      One wrong move, and our lives could change drastically… and not for the better.
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        * * *

      

      The Amtrak is a smooth, quiet ride.

      We’re long into the night hours. Most people on the train must be sleeping— that or having the time of their life. Our car is dead quiet and has been for some time. Dinner went mostly uneaten—his because he’s still overcoming a vicious fever and me, because of my nervous stomach.

      The stars aren’t visible from the window. Grey clouds overtake the black sky, large bulbous ones aching to burst water over the earth. My husband lays out beside me, facing the wide windows, watching the trees pass in a blur as I do.

      For the first time in hours, he speaks. “I'm trying to figure out how they tracked us. I find it hard to think Reginald has any kind of connections—”

      “It wasn’t him.” I have no proof to be able to say that for sure, but every part of me is praying I'm right. That our shining glimmer of hope isn’t completely gone. The world cannot be all bad. It can’t. I turn onto my side, facing him, trying to read his very unclear expression. “What do we do from here?”

      “We get out of the country as soon as possible. They didn’t see us, so we could have lost them but now we know they haven’t given up searching. They know I'm not dead.”

      “The guys are in more danger. You need to tell them.”

      He nods. “I’ll call in the morning.”

      The stakes were high to begin with. But after a week on the run, having come so far, to imagine we could fail… It’s unimaginable.

      “X?”

      His eyes are closed. “Hm?”

      “What happens if we’re caught?”

      “They don’t know where we are, Soph.”

      “Hypothetically then.”

      The exhale he releases is shaky, filled with a quiet rage. “If we’re caught, we do whatever it takes to survive. We’ll have no choice.” He flips to face me, features hardened with whatever dark things he’s seeing inside his secretive brain. “You do, say whatever it takes to remain of importance to them. My father doesn’t kill what still has value to him.”

      Kill.

      He said kill.

      I knew that was a possibility—a probability actually—but to hear it spoken… Jesus.

      He reaches out to me, clasping my face. “We knew the risks when we did this. But no matter the outcome, you and I… we won’t break.”

      His confidence is inspiring…and sorely needed. I'm eager to agree out of blindness, hoping his faith isn’t misplaced. Hoping I'm as strong as he says I am.

      “I spent so long hating you,” I whisper, drinking in the lines and shapes of his face, entrapped by the unique perfection I now believe only I can see in him.

      “None of that matters now.”

      “But it does.” I hate how quickly my throat seizes, a protective mechanism I’ve learned over the years. Because of that, my words escape in soft wheezes. “It does because I loved him. I loved Thomas and I thought I’d never feel—”

      He shakes his head, stroking my hair as I tense up beneath him. “Soph…”

      “I wanted love,” I force out. “I didn’t think we’d ever have it… I think that’s why I was desperate to keep it when I found it, why I risked so much.”

      “We all look for that. It’s not a crime that you found it with him.”

      “He died.”

      “Yes.”

      My eyes mist, my shame eclipsing. “He died loving me and I found a way to live without him. And now,” my lips quiver, “when I force myself to think of going on without you…” He doesn’t intercede when he sees my tears, listening closely. “When you touch me…”

      His thumb traces the ridge of my cheekbone and my eyes close, my point made.

      He unravels me.

      “When you touch me, there’s only you. I… I don’t need anything else.” His new beard is rough underneath my hands. His reaction to tenderness is similar to mine. I gaze down into his perfect features, trying to blink back the emotion that threatens the longer I stare. “Do you understand what I’m saying?”

      He nods, slowly, his gaze bursting with sensitive vulnerability I’m never quite used to seeing. And then I'm pinned beneath him, breath knocked out of my lungs as his lips settle over mine. There’s a lingering fire underneath his skin, warming me despite this stale, frozen room.

      To tell him I love him feels meaningless. To subject what he means to me with a word feels wrong. It’s more than love. The love I felt but didn’t understand has grown into devotion, reliance… sacrifice. Most men would take the responsibility, the whores, the money, the power his father was offering and grow to accept the dangers that came with them. He didn’t. He’s here with no one else in the world but me for company.

      His riches are gone. His power forfeited.

      And every day, he convinces me more and more that he hasn’t regretted his decision.

      His weight is a comfort, that undeniable presence of him between my legs as his fingers slide down to the first button of my shirt, unhooking it. Neither of us have grasped for our usual intimacy in this chaos but I'm glad he does now.

      A need is here… a need to be held and cared for. To be cherished.

      His hand disappears under my shirt, his long fingers and rough palm easing over my skin until he settles upon my heart. With my eyes closed, I can count the scars that layer that hand. I could draw it like a map. My heart has been pounding all day but it’s doubled in speed in the last ten minutes. The longer he rests there, silent, his head bowed, waiting for my pulse to calm as if he somehow could harness the power to strip me of my fears, the more apparent our dangers become.

      Nothing’s going to slow down my heart. Nor his, I’d imagine.

      That’s what comes with risk.

      I feel him accept that with me. He bends his neck, grazing his mouth against the space the buttons are no longer hiding. His agile fingers begin to work on the rest of them until he can part both sides, removing his own shirt to lay over me, skin to skin.

      His lips stop lingering. They roam decisively in time with his hands, removing whatever’s necessary to breach any remaining distance.

      We’re both seeking the same thing, starved toward one goal. Immediate oblivion.

      My legs open to invite him in, wrapping around him like a cord. Once he’s within, sunken deep to the core, he lets out a winded sound, his grip tightening despite feverish weakness. Something about the room demands silence or maybe it’s us that need it. There’s only so much worrying one can do in a moment like this.

      We choose the alternative—intense devotion.

      Moving together as seamlessly as the train charging along these tracks, we let the time pass another way, relying on pleasure to reassure us. He pours himself into the work, into driving every moment longer, touching as if his mark could sear me with love, as if his mouth could breathe away all my concerns.

      I do my best to do the same for him. To remind him that who he is through my eyes is not the monster he claims to be, the monster his father has trained him up to be. His soul will forever have dark spots, little speckles of institutionalized vehemence. Both of our hearts are tainted due to something far beyond our control.

      He’s been through pain. Through betrayal. Unimaginable horrors.

      So have I.

      Enduring such evil is perhaps why we fit so well, why we strive to erase our ugly scars with each other. Why we ran.

      He has just enough hair to guide my fingers through as we roll on the hard cushion together until I’m astride on his hips. That’s when it dawns on me that we aren’t protected. I’d been too preoccupied with drowning out the frightening voices in my head to take the precaution. By the way he stills, it hits him then too.

      The mind should be a rational creature, a pinpoint of sense.

      But my heart has swollen and I bend to kiss him again, sinking onto him slowly, watching his eyes as I do it. Watching him understand my actions, process them, and throw away all sense completely like I have.

      He grasps the back of my head, craning his neck to capture my mouth, no longer gentle.

      He’s wanted this for so long. I’ve never wanted it and yet here I am, rocking to his rhythm, pushing him deeper and deeper until the silence cannot be maintained.

      A baby.

      His baby. Ours.

      A baby.

      At the most inopportune moment, I'm overcome with a wave of unease, burdened by the gravity of this decision. I sit up, pushing back my damp hair, marveling at what we were about to do. “Wait. Wait.”

      Recovering his breath, he blinks a few times and just as strongly as sense hit me, shock paints across his features in the dim light. “Shit.” He rubs his face roughly as I slide off of him. “Sorry. I'm sorry.”

      A baby. Amidst all of this… this hell.

      He places a hand on my back, sitting up, covering his erection with his shirt. He kisses the back of my shoulder lightly and my eyes close with wanting him. I glance back at his face, realizing the apology shouldn’t have come from him.

      “No, I am. I wasn’t thinking.”

      He wraps an arm around my body, pulling me back into him, lessening the blow that is deprivation. “I… didn’t know you thought about that. About children.”

      “I didn’t at first.”

      “What changed your mind?”

      “You,” I whisper against my shoulder. “You changed everything.”

      He smiles and it broadens deeply the longer I let that statement linger between us without altering it for lesser affect. He guides me back down onto the cushions, enveloping me tightly to his chest. He’s hot as fiery coal but I lay myself along him, clutching him just as fiercely.

      For the rest of the night, we say nothing else, letting sleep take us with those new possibilities.
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      We’re in North Dakota when Xavier receives our awaited package, handed to him by an uninterested clerk behind the hotel counter. With one look, I understand what’s inside the orange packaging.

      Passports. Bo. He did it.

      Xavier has barely closed the door to our room and I'm tearing it open, freezing when I see those small blue booklets. Money. Letters. I hand them over to him, mouth agape, finding it difficult to believe they actually did it. Xavier only called Dante and Bo yesterday to tell them where we are.

      Xavier lays out everything on the table, flipping through the passport pages first. The photographs we had taken in Pittsburgh are in them. There’s a burner phone. Dozens of papers enclosed with information to bank accounts, coordinates, even names of people Bo believes may be allies. It’s overwhelming.

      Lastly, Xavier finds a note. A simply-worded one:

      
        
        I hope you understand what I mean when I say I hope I never see either of you again. You deserve this. Goodbye, my brother.

      

      

      Their farewell makes it real. So real.

      We are on our own, just hours away from our goal. Canada—and then the world. We’ll disappear to some distant shore where our memories might be forgotten.

      Printed in ink on our new passports are our identities.

      We are no longer Xavier. No longer Sophie.

      We’ll fall into the system as John and Sara Stevens. Names far from our heritage, far from who we are. That’s the point. As long as we’re free, it doesn’t matter what we’re called.

      “We’ll purchase the train tickets tomorrow,” Xavier says softly. “To Canada.”

      There are no words to describe what sure victory feels like.

      I’ve dreamt of this moment for as long as I can remember, ached to be free. Now here I am, with the man I love. One more step to a new life… a better life.

      I leap across the room and into his arms hard enough that I knock him off his feet, crashing us into the bed.
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        * * *

      

      “We need to eat something.” It’s nearly dusk now. I can still hear the pitter patter of rain droplets against the window that started over an hour ago. Xavier traces his fingers between my breasts and down my stomach to my belly button. “You’ve lost some weight since we did this.”

      “Mm,” I mumble incoherently, stretching my arms above my head.

      He lifts me up, dragging me into the shower with him.

      “Where do you want to go?” he asks, massaging soap into my shoulders lightly. It’s strange not to feel my hair weighed down by the water. “When the time comes?”

      It can’t be anyplace they could expect, so Italy is out. Greece, too. “You’ve traveled more. You tell me.”

      “Belgium? Spain? Europe is our best bet, although Asia would probably take us off the grid completely.” He turns me to face him, covering the path of my neck while the water beats down on my back. “It really doesn’t matter as long as it’s far from here.”

      His eyes are warm. Being free of their pressure, his gaze is rarely otherwise. The further and further he gets from the image of Xavier Marcello, the more he shines, radiating the kindness they had been stifling inside him with their demands, their tortures.

      My fingers slip down his back, past the scarred crooks and taut muscle. “Honestly, we could pick the first flight that’s going out and I’d be okay with wherever we land.”

      He smiles, lifting my chin with soapy fingers. “We’ll leave it up to fate, then.”

      Dragging me under the downpour, he clasps my face between his hands, landing kisses on me like snowflakes. There’s no amount enough to satisfy. To imagine where we are now, after all that’s come before, it’s not even something imaginable.

      We went from friends, to enemies, to lovers. To spouses.

      That changes things. To remember how fierce the hate in my heart was—how it festered for years and years in regards to a man that was actually in a similar prison to mine.

      We could’ve always been allies.

      Once, I believed hate was stronger than love. I was so sure. But this feeling—this one—while his hands are buried in my hair and his lips are crushed to mine so hard that I forget to breathe, there’s no description to properly place on this emotion.

      But one thing is for certain: hate can’t even touch it.
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        * * *

      

      “The food should be ready,” Xavier says, lifting the arm that’s been lodged under my neck for the past hour. “I’ll be back in ten minutes.”

      Grabbing the remote, I mute the sitcom that I'm sure neither of us were paying any attention to. “What? No, I'm coming with you.”

      Xavier shoves his feet into boots once owned by the nice motel owner we encountered just days ago, shaking his head. It’s still strange, not seeing his wild curls bouncing along with the gesture. “No, you need to wait here.”

      “Like hell.” I'm already up, snatching my jacket.

      “You’ll be safe here. The only reason I'm even stepping outside is because this place is the only one around and doesn’t deliver.”

      “I’d be safest with you and you know that.” He looks unmoved. I have no choice but to lay out a scenario that would break either of us. “Imagine if you came back and I wasn’t here. You’d have no idea where to find me. All that could easily be prevented.”

      His glare is similar to mine, but lacks determination. And I have plenty of that.

      “Let’s go,” he says, gesturing defeatedly towards the door. Despite his aggravation, his hand finds mine the moment we greet the cool air. It’s not even December, but the general store is advertising Christmas lights, garland, miniature Santa’s. Our first Christmas, not only as a couple, but as a couple free of captivity.

      Free.

      Maybe he’s thinking what I am or maybe he’s just basking in the sweet taste of victory. He brings my hand up to his lips, singling my wedding ring. The world could spin in a timeless cycle of this moment and I’d never question it. Never try to escape.

      This is happiness. This is love.

      The cantina is mostly empty, close to closing. The colorful tables are still piled with dishes the cleaning crew haven’t had time to clear yet. A live band is dismantling their instruments and sound systems in one corner. Xavier approaches the podium, giving the hostess his new name. Leo. That’s going to take some getting used to.

      An elderly couple shares a flan, passing the same spoon, as if it were a routine they’d been carrying on with for decades. Beside them, a group of friend’s screech over each other like crows, clearly multiple margarita’s in. They’ll probably have to be escorted out, if the movies are anything like real life.

      I'm going to have to try and understand it all. This confusing, messy, beautiful world.

      I don’t know if I’ll have what either of these groups have in the future, but the possibility is there and that’s enough.

      While I'm turning back to the podium, to the hostess speaking with my husband, something catches my eye. Something very bright. Something very familiar.

      A mirage. An apparition. An angel, standing by a table, serving a man a sizzling platter of steak fajitas. When the spirit turns, my arms fall at my sides. My world goes radioactive white, blurring out anything but the man in the middle of the dining room in a sous-chef's uniform.

      His blonde hair gleams against the warm lights and I'm ready to collapse. He turns, as if he can feel eyes on him, as if he can sense the scrutiny, the familiar eyes upon him. It doesn’t take him long to find me, the same echo of shock drifting over his own features.

      “She said it’s going to be a minute,” I hear Xavier say, coming up behind me but I can’t move. I feel his hand rest on my shoulder. “Sophie?”

      It takes all I have not to raise my arm and single out the man, if only to just confirm I haven’t gone absolutely insane. Instead of doing that, I tear my trembling lips apart, uttering a name I’ve said so many times— but never like this.

      “Thomas.”
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      Thomas, holding a stained dish towel with a tight grip, stops just a foot away from me.

      Thomas Ritchey.

      My God, he’s close enough to reach out and touch. I feel horror. I feel shock. I feel like I’ve just been bludgeoned in the goddamn chest.

      It has to be someone else. It’s a mistake. Or he’s truly a ghost, come to haunt me just hours away from freedom. I’ve seen him so many times, whenever I could, but he always left, always disappeared right when I needed him. That isn’t what happens now. I blink multiple times and find him still gawking, just as skeptical of his eyesight as I am.

      How the hell is he alive?

      That word lingers on my brain. Alive.

      He’s alive.

      My eyes roam over his statuesque form, trying to process that notion.

      I gape, slightly, not quite able to speak yet. He’s still the same quiet kind of beautiful, aged but the shape of him is still there. Those are his lips, his shoulders, his cheekbones, his robin-blue eyes. It’s really him. He’s grown a beard that’s just slightly darker than the golden locks atop his head. When I met him, he was a swimmer and his body reflected that. He’s thinner now or maybe that’s just the oversized fit of his uniform.

      He’s staring at me, silently, learning age’s attributes on me as well. I am no longer eighteen. No longer easing out of adolescence. Stone-cold, blistering tension spews at my side, covering the entire left side of my body. That blaze is coming from my very possessive husband.

      The unconcealed rage in Xavier’s features is what truly makes this real. It’s all there in his eyes, the confirmation that this isn’t a figment of my imagination. Disbelief. Revulsion. Betrayal. This isn’t only a shock to me. And after everything Xavier’s told me, the first thought that enters my brain is that this is probably his worst nightmare come true.

      “Soph?”

      The moment my name rolls off of Thomas’s tongue, Xavier’s hateful gaze lowers to the ground, although his grip on my hand only tightens. Excruciatingly.

      “T-Thomas,” I stutter, tearing my eyes from my companion to confirm the fleshy ghost coming towards me is actually in front of me. “I…I don’t understand.”

      “I-I never thought I’d see you again—”

      “I watched you die,” I breathe.

      Although none of the diners have so much as poked their heads up, his eyes are eying them uncertainly. “I work here, Sophie. Just come to the back, alright? Please? We can talk there. I can explain.”

      Sucking in a deep breath of courage, I squeeze Xavier’s hand, encouraging him to stand at my side. He looks at me, eyes wide, as if that’s shocked him. “This is Xavier,” I say. “This is my husband.”

      Thomas’s eyes shrink at the name. He clearly remembers it. “Xavier, I see.”

      The hostility emanating from both men is damn near suffocating.

      “Sir. Sir, your order is ready?”

      Xavier doesn’t move. Doesn’t even look at the confused hostess.

      “How the hell are you alive?” Xavier snaps, glancing to the door when it opens, revealing two middle-aged women. “Better yet, how the hell have you been alive for six years and never made it a point to let her—the women you claimed to love—know you were okay?”

      Thomas’s mouth falls open, as if ready to confess, but he just reiterates what he said before. “I really can’t talk about this out here.”

      I squeeze Xavier’s hand. “Can I have a moment?”

      He’s all reluctance, but eventually, he does nod, releasing me. “I’ll get the food.”

      I nod, smiling softly, hoping it’ll quell his concerns. “Alright.”

      As Xavier’s looming presence moves further away, Thomas relaxes considerably. I gasp as he rushes into me, crushing me to his chest. When I bring my hands up to his back, slowly, feeling as if I’m out of my body, I realize he’s shaking.

      “You… look exactly the same,” he says, pulling back.

      “So do you.” Cautiously, I back away from him, this man I used to love, dream, ache for. His attention shifts to Xavier, his gaze settling on the Italian’s massive shoulders.

      “Is he like them?” he asks, surprising me. When I’ve recovered, I shake my head.

      “No, he’s not.”

      He glances at a server watching us closely as she passes and exhales. I find myself wondering who she is to him. A friend? A girlfriend? “Let’s find someplace to talk. I can explain.”

      “No, we’re leaving.”

      “Look, I can’t just let you go without—” He looks down. “Please.”

      “I don’t even know who you are.”

      He gapes. “You know me.”

      It’s solely my memories of this man that make me nod, looking to Xavier, who is standing by the door, pacing with our food. “Hold on for a second.”

      Xavier looks up immediately as I start towards him, barely breathing. He looks over my face and sighs deeply. “You want to hear what he has to say.”

      “I think I need to. I want to know what they did, how the hell he’s even alive. I’ve been carrying this with me for six years.”

      “I know,” he whispers, staring daggers over my head. “But why the hell didn’t he reach out to you? How the hell is he here?”

      “He was shot because he knew me, Xavier. He ran for his life, probably.”

      “And what if it was a way out, Sophie?” Xavier demands, his lips pressed firmly together. “What if all of it was staged? Better yet, why would the Mafia let him live?”

      I shake my head, softly. “You don’t know him, X.”

      “Yeah, well, you didn’t either. You knew him three damn months.”

      I grow irritated. I almost tell Xavier we’ve been married less than that but hold my tongue. “Are you jealous right now? Seriously?”

      “No, I’m pissed. I’m pissed you’re willing to give that prick even a moment of your time. I’m pissed you’re defending him for running. I’m pissed because that fucker is looking at me like I am the goddamn villain here.”

      I close my eyes. “Xavier, I don’t know how to make you understand but I am only going to hear him out. I lov… I cared for this man once.”

      “And you’re going to say you love me now,” he states, bitterly, “right?”

      Stunned, I seize his face. “Yes, I am. I do.”

      “You should have seen the way your eyes just lit up when you were staring at him,” he hisses. I shake my head when he pulls my hands from his cheeks.

      “It wasn’t because of what you think. I am just… glad he isn’t dead.”

      Xavier’s eyes roam around the room, landing everywhere but on me. “Go.”

      I close my eyes. “Xavier.”

      He walks off, clearing a good deal of distance between us, rubbing at his face. Thomas is staring intently when I reach him, clearly distressed by the all-encompassing rage radiating off Xavier.

      I follow Thomas to the hallway leading to the kitchen, and despite his anger, I know Xavier’s piercing gaze is on my back, watching me go.

      “Do you want a seat?” Thomas asks, gesturing to a table chair parked against the wall. I decide on where I am.

      “So, have you been here this entire time?” I ask without delay, unable to mask the suspicion in my tone. I can’t help the part of me that is angry I devoted six years to a corpse who isn’t actually dead.

      “No… no. I came here a year ago. It’s the first place I’ve settled.”

      I shrug my shoulders at his vagueness. “And? That night? What happened?”

      “I don’t remember, really. All… all I remember is waking up and being in some basement, patched up. They told me they had to make you believe I was dead and then they told me to skip town.”

      A lie. All of it. My father told me his corpse was rotting. None of it was true.

      I can’t get past the lump in my throat. “You could have left me some sign you were alive… at the cottage, somewhere. Your mothers?”

      Water brims at his eyelids. “I was sure I was being watched. I had just been shot, Sophie,” he whispers. “I was scared out of my fucking mind. I mean, I knew your father was dangerous but—” He sighs. “I never stopped loving you… all this time. All these years. That never changed.”

      I stare at him, feeling so much and so little at the same time. “I mourned you for six years. I thought what we had was a real love.”

      He grimaces, looking at his trembling hand. “It was.”

      “If it was, you would have found a way to get through to me. I was their prisoner. I paid my time with that horrible man for running away with you and-and you were free… this whole time!”

      He throws his arms into the air. “And you love the very man who almost succeeded in having me murdered!”

      I open my mouth to answer him. Nothing escapes as my eyes drift to his wrist. Every limb in my body goes numb. It takes everything I have to force my feet forward. I seize his arm tightly, eyes buggered in terror as I shove back his sleeve.

      There are swollen purple welts surrounding the entirety of his wrist. My gaze drifts to his face, my heart beating straight through my chest.

      Handcuffs. Oh my God.

      “Thomas,” I choke out, watching his face transform apologetically.

      Oh, God no.

      “I’m so sorry,” he utters softly, but I’m already backing up, stumbling on my own feet.

      Xavier.

      I spin around, sprinting forward despite how badly my body wants to collapse with fear. As if wired by some internal reactor within me, Xavier comes flying around the corner, empty-handed. His eyes are as wide as mine.

      “He doesn’t work here!” he shouts, pulling my hand as we burst through the doors of the busy kitchen, ignoring all of the useless questions from the staff.

      “They’re here. They were waiting for us,” I tell him, frantically. “How did they know? How?”

      “I don’t know,” he pants once we find an exit door. As he reaches for his gun, I feel my entire body paralyzing with fear.

      “They’re here, Xavier. They’re going to get us. They’re going to catch us.”

      He turns, grasping my face with his free hand, breathless. “We will find a way out. I will find us a way out, alright?” He stares at me and I see the irrefutable answers behind his cobalt eyes as we hear tire screeches just beyond the door.

      We’re surrounded.

      He knows it.

      We are going to get caught.

      “I love you,” I breathe, surging into him, tears blurring my vision. My hands gather his shirt into fistfuls, a sob crushing through my chest. I focus on the comforting smell of him, memorizing it.

      “Sophie.”

      He seeks one thing. My mouth, which he takes with a brutal force, rasping with regret when he has to pull back.  In an instant, his expression abandons hopelessness, emitting resolve. “They’re going to separate us. Don’t antagonize them. Stay quiet. Speak when you’re spoken to. Be remorseful. Throw me under the bus, say it was entirely my fault. Play the victim.”

      “But then—”

      “Sophie, I told you what you mean to them,” he snaps, purely out of desperation. “They will hurt you far more than they will hurt me if you go against them.”

      I nod, trying to control my breaths but I'm unable to stop the inevitable hyperventilating that arises when you’re about to encounter true evil.

      “You are strong. Don’t let them break you,” he says, and I close my eyes, imagining how they will try, how my father will try. He clasps my nape and I open my eyes.

      “I will get you out, I promise.”

      I nod frantically, flinching when I hear car doors slam, heaving footsteps dragging through puddles. “I know. I know.”

      “Hey, look at me. Look right at me.” He forces me to look into his eyes. So much like an abyss, I fall into them. “I love you.”

      I nod, unable to speak. To move. To function. My hands are numb.

      We were so close.

      Xavier kisses me, grabbing onto the knob of the door at the same time, throwing it open. The alleyway is crammed with made-men, all of them heavily armed, every one of them aimed at the man shielding me from their view.

      My heart plummets to the cold, wet floor when I spot Arturo Marcello looming by a black SUV. “My son rides with me,” he snarls. “Throw her in the van with the other one.”

      The first man that reaches for my husband finds a gun in his face rather quickly. I know without a doubt Xavier’s prepared to pull that trigger… until there’s something cold against the back of my skull.

      A damning chuckle rings through the air. “I wouldn’t do that, Marcello. You won’t be able to get through all of us before we get rid of her.”

      Xavier’s eyes slowly drift to the back of my head as I brace myself, realizing the cold metal is a gun. Our eyes meet then, and I see the same calm deadness behind his eyes that I’m sure he sees in mine. With no choice, Xavier lowers his gun.

      I don’t even have time to breathe before a wet cloth covers the lower half of my face, covered in a pungent chemical, forcing me into unconsciousness.

      As I struggle against the arms that cage me in, the last thing I hear is Xavier’s voice, bellowing my name.
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      The first sense I regain is smell.

      Bleach. That’s it. Bleach and blood.

      The second is hearing.

      I hear nothing—apart from my own laboring gasps.

      Then touch. It’s overwhelmingly cold. My hands, my cheek is pressed to something frigid but I can’t seem to move. I realize it’s the ground.

      Taste. I identify it as the harsh, raw taste of blood.

      Finally, I get my last sense. Sight.

      My eyes snap open in fear, confronted by blinding light as my eyes adjust to reality, returning from the effects of whatever chemical they blindsided me with. It takes a few moments for the light to dissipate so I can conclude where I am.

      The room is brick, all around. White brick. An off-white, the kind that makes my stomach somersault with dread. The four corners around me are the same, apart from one, which is rowed with steel bars.

      I’m in a cell.

      Every single moment of the last few weeks passes through my brain, as I try to comprehend how I ended up here. When I arrive at the conclusion of those memories, I’m too frightened to move a muscle. I don’t know how long I’ve been unconscious.

      Where is Xavier?

      I consider calling out his name but I stop myself, purely due to panic in regards to the unknown. I don’t know where I am, whose cell I'm locked in, or if Xavier is even near enough to hear. Instead, I look at my hands, palms flat against the cemented ground. And then to the handcuffs around both of my wrists.

      Fuck.

      It takes me a while but I finally find enough strength to lift myself, pushing up off the floor with my restrained hands. I grimace at the sharp pain that radiates through my cheek that’s been laid flat against the ground. That’s why I’m tasting blood.

      I look around the small cell and my eyes zero in on Thomas, just a few feet away. If it were possible, I would have flown back against the other side of the cell.

      He’s staring at me, silently. I do the same, frozen with rage.

      “Sophie—” he starts and I swear, I implode from the inside.

      “Don’t ever think to speak to me again! You fucking betrayed—”

      “They have my sister!” he confesses, shaking his head in panic. I watch shame wash over him as he unravels into hysteria, gazing at his own handcuffed hands. “My mother and my sister, Sophie. They’re holding them against me. What was I supposed to do?”

      I stare at him, wide-eyed, asking the first thing that surfaces in my mind. “Have you been their prisoner… this whole time?”

      “I woke in this cell, stomach sown up and chained to the wall. For six years, I—” he stops himself, unable to say anymore. I close my eyes, my rage eclipsed by the pain of witnessing this shrunken version of him. His family are innocents in this. His sister was a child when we were together. Now, she should be twelve or so.

      The worst part of all this is that I know they’ve both probably already suffered some mysterious type of fate. He probably knew it too but couldn’t bring himself to sacrifice them for me.

      “Sophie, I swear to you, I have sat here and ignored them. I never let them break me. And I never stopped loving you, wishing, hoping you were okay… Not even… not even when I heard you’d married that man.”

      I'm quick to jump to Xavier’s defense, despite how sick it feels to do that to this man. “He didn’t have any part in what happened to you. He pleaded with them to let me go with you and he paid a lot for doing that.”

      “Did he tell you that?”

      “I heard his father say it,” I reply protectively. “He isn’t like them. He is an amazing man, who would do anything for me, Tom.”

      “You seem like you love him.”

      “I do.” How quickly I confirm that causes him to exhale, like I’ve punched him in the stomach. I stare at him, piecing together the fact that he’s been trapped in his cell for six years with only the reminders our time together for memories. Until only a few months ago, I’d been doing the same reminiscing. “I’m… sorry.”

      He shakes his head, clearly winded. “No.”

      “I spent six years mourning you,” I whisper. “Six years believing you were dead and I never stopped remembering what we had, but I couldn’t help what happened between me and him. It was—”

      “Real?”

      I look down, feeling cursed. Cursed with the ability to hurt the people I love.

      “What we had was real too,” I whisper, scooting across the cell. I sit down in front of him, trying so hard to keep myself together, to not think of what’s about to happen to me. I grab his hands in mine, squeezing tightly. “I’m so sorry. I… I wish I could take it all back. I wish I could change all of this so you never met me.”

      “These people are evil. This isn’t your fault.”

      “They told me you were dead, rotting in a cell.”

      “Then, they weren’t completely lying,” he scoffs, harboring a sadness that rips me right open. “I pray you don’t have to stay in here long.”

      “What do they do? Whose place is this?”

      “I have no clue. There are always different men coming through. I… gave up a long time ago trying to convince them to let me go.”

      “Do they hurt you?”

      “At first they did, but not now. Leaving someone in here is enough. There’s no one around but yourself. There’s nowhere to walk so your legs cramp to the point of—” Again, he stops himself. “You need to find a way out of this.”

      “We can work together,” I whisper.

      He shakes his head. “No.”

      “Yes, Tom, we can—”

      “No,” he says, more sternly. “I’ve been here six years. I know exactly how many damn bricks make up this godforsaken cell. If there was a way out, Sophie, I would have found it. Trying to escape, that will get you hurt.”

      “I can’t give up. I just can’t,” I breathe, closing my eyes. “I know you’ve lost hope but we can do this. We can.”

      “I forgot how positive you always were,” he whispers, looking up ruefully. “I truly hope they don’t find a way to destroy that.”
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      I lose track counting seconds to minutes within two guard shift changes. I'm not even sure why I feel the need to do it. Calculating hours won’t save me from this, won’t make the fear any less real. It’s not even distracting.

      The fact that I'm a Mafia wife is probably the only thing keeping these men from storming into this cell. Their penetrating gazes say enough without the words.

      “Do you think they’re still alive?”

      I open my eyes, regretfully. Somehow, in all of my inner detrimental panic, I’d even forgotten I'm not alone. Thomas has been sitting beside me, probably just as trapped in his mind as I have been. And God knows what his mind must look like after six years of isolation.

      “I would like to say yes,” I whisper.

      “They showed me footage of them... so I’d comply.” His eyes squeeze shut, as if to block out the traumatic memory. “They were tied up. My sister was little when I last saw her. She’d grown so much.”

      I roll my heavy head to look at him. “Twelve by now, right?”

      Somehow, he smiles. It almost seems miraculous he hasn’t lost the ability. I’ve been conscious for what I can perceive to be a couple hours and I'm struggling.

      “I’m surprised you remember that.”

      “Surprised I could be genuine? Being as young as I was when we were together?”

      “No, you always seemed older than you actually were.” He looks down at his clasped hands. “You always seemed like this angel, back then. ”

      “I’m no angel.” The fact oozes from my lips with disdain. “Far from it. Disaster seems to follow me everywhere I go, actually. With us, going against something I knew nothing about. And now, saying yes when Xavier asked me to—”

      “He asked you to run?” He blinks as I nod. “Even though he knew what had happened to us?”

      “Xavier knew more about them going into this. He had everything planned out. He knew what it would take to get us out. I don’t know where we went wrong. I don’t know where we fumbled, but they found us.”

      “His watch,” Thomas says. “It was his watch. There was a tracker in it. I heard them say his father had planted one. I don’t know when or why he had but…”

      Oh my god. “So, they knew… they knew where we were the entire time.”

      It’s terrifying to even think about.

      The black SUV’s parked outside of the motel. A pit forms in my stomach, one not borne from hunger. They were letting us believe we’d succeeded…

      The realization makes these bars, these stale walls shrink, confining me immobile.

      I didn’t think it was possible… to fear the Mafia more than I already did.

      Thomas’ curiosity releases me from anxiety’s strangulations. “Why did he want to leave the Mafia?”

      “They made him do terrible things. He never could say no, no matter how horrible. He started to defy them when he married me… once we started to grow close and confide in one another.”

      “They came in here and told me when you married him.” He stares into my eyes, making me relieve the injustices he’s endured within them. “I hated him every day I’ve been in here. Somehow, I'm glad I was wrong.”

      “I was glad, too.”

      “He looked very in love with you,” he sighs, as if he hates admitting that.

      I stay quiet, unable to talk about my love for him. For Thomas’s sake and for mine, too.
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      It’s been days, I’m not sure how many, before there’s a loud screeching sound that seems to echo through the empty building. After so long in routine—bathroom break, food drop-off, intimidation tactics by whatever guard is on duty—that foreign noise is an intrusion that stiffens the structure of my aching spine.

      I have no clue what time it is. There are no windows. The lights are always on. I heave myself up off the ground, gasping hoarsely when I hear coughing over a grainy intercom. Thomas stirs from sleep, peering out of the bars as if this sound were new to his ears too.

      I grasp onto the bars of the cell, pressing my face to the cold iron, looking around the main room, made up of other empty cells.

      “Mrs. Marcello.”

      Air enters me differently when I recognize the voice. Arturo Marcello. Xavier’s father. My father-in-law. My eyes search frantically for a camera. He must be able to see me. “Where is he?”

      “Your husband?”

      “Your son,” I snap.

      “He is none of your concern anymore. Better yet, you are none of his concern anymore.”

      I fight the urge to scream, to curse his existence, remembering Xavier’s final words to me about staying alive, staying useful. Groveling isn’t easy. “I can explain why we left, why all of this happened, Arturo.”

      “I don’t want to hear it. I don’t need to. I really could care less now.” Something in his voice, in the way those words filter through that intercom, causes me to tremble. “You managed to break the most highly-trained professional in my possession. You made my only son turn on me. I sure as hell know, despite what he says, that you had some part in this because hey, the evidence of your last venture is sitting just beside you there.”

      I grip the bars tighter, unable to look at the man, my first love, feeling guilt swallow me whole.

      “It was the icing on the cake to be able to use him to reel you two back in. This infamous love triangle.”

      Grovel. Beg. Do whatever they say.

      “Thomas has gone through enough! He had nothing to do with this! He’s paid for what I made him do!” I plead, desperately.

      Thomas speaks, worry evident in his tone. “Stop, Sophie.”

      “You have no leverage, nothing to offer us,” the voice sneers. “Even if there’s a baby inside you, we don’t want it… Oh, and your father disowned you, so don’t expect his help out of this.”

      Disowned.

      What I’ve always wanted, and yet, I don’t feel the victory like I should. Not when danger seems so imminent.

      “You have been his biggest disappointment. I do have to give you credit though. You are smart, Sophia. You brainwashed my son into believing you weren’t using him. You brainwashed him into believing you actually love him. And I will make sure I bring him back, by whatever means necessary.”

      I can’t think. Not at the prospect of his torture, his pain. Not Xavier.

      “Don’t hurt him, please. Arturo, please.”

      “As I said, I will do what is necessary.” He stops for a moment to cough. “Let’s stop this now. I’m here to talk about you.”

      This is it. What I’ve dreaded. What I’ve spent the hours I’ve been conscious waiting for. “What about me?”

      “I have to decide what to do with you.”

      I don’t know how I utter the words. “Kill me?”

      “Oh, we’re not going to kill you. No. That would be a waste.”

      If there’s a camera, he’d be able to see when my tremors intensify. “Then? Should I call this home?”

      “Sophie…” Thomas whispers, now standing in the corner of the room. It’s then we hear a beep, followed by a door sliding open. I look to where I hear the loud footsteps approaching, a sinking in my stomach.

      “Welcome home, Sophia,” I hear over the intercom smugly before it clicks off. A curly haired man stops outside our cell, a machine gun hanging diagonally across his long torso. I release the bars—fast, as if they were forged by scorching iron.

      No.

      “Sophie, come here,” Thomas chokes out, grabbing my arm despite the hindering handcuffs, flinging me back behind him against the wall. I practically lodge myself into the restricting brick. The man enters the small space, reeking of cologne, stopping a foot away from Thomas.

      “Move out of the way.”

      “You won’t touch her,” he utters low, fear evident in his voice when another man shifts into view, watching from outside the bars. He can’t stop them. I can’t stop them. My chest expands in fear as the man looks past Thomas as if he were a mere apparition, pinning me with intense eyes.

      The man with curls turns to the one watching, cocking his head. “Grab him,” he orders gruffly. I notice beads of sweat on his forehead, despite how cold it is in here.

      “Don’t touch her!” Thomas bellows, still fighting as they shove him down onto his knees.

      They silence him easily. One solid hit, right to the side of his skull, and he’s on the ground. I dig my nails into the gritty brick, wishing I could claw myself out with my bare hands.

      I'm alone. It’s just me.

      Just me.

      I breathe in, gearing myself up to fight as they laugh over how quickly Thomas fell.

      “I have orders,” the one says, inching towards me. “Don’t make this worse on yourself. Don’t fight.”

      “Walk out now. Right fucking now!” I snarl, my voice quivering.

      “I have all day,” he whispers, and somehow, that’s more terrifying. That he could whisper in a moment like this. I look at the other man, watching us, and my blood curdles, running cold.

      Anything Xavier warned me about vanishes in my frantic brain.

      Any tricks or manipulations I may have imagined are gone. I'm simply a body, recognizing something evil standing just a foot away from me. There’s nothing left in me but the urge to fight.

      I'm lucky they don’t see that on my face. It catches the man off guard when I swing my cuffed hands, slamming them into his cheek, making his face swing just as hard as Thomas’s did when they pounded into him. He staggers back a few steps, collecting himself, checking on the gash the side of the cuffs dug into his cheek.

      Hands seize me. Not his—the other man’s. Kicking does little to stop him. He slams me to the cement, overpowering me in the drop of a second. On my back, flailing, that’s when I truly begin to hyperventilate. I kick my legs as hard as I can, finally finding my voice, knowing I’m not going to be saved this time.

      This is happening.

      Fuck, this is happening.

      Screaming is pointless, although I begin to do it, over and over again as if there were someone else to hear me in this godforsaken prison.

      Terror, seizing every part of me, has some advantages. I feel their hands imprisoning my legs, finding the buttons of my jeans, and even though I'm here, I'm not. I'm somewhere else. Anywhere else.

      I'm on that train. I'm on a Greyhound bus, escaping. Xavier is there.

      “Hold her! Hold her!” one of them snarls. I'm not even sure who.

      In a better world, I’d be able to blur it all. To vanish and feel nothing. To go limp and dream the hands all over me are someone else’s. But I can’t. I'm brought back beyond my will. I’m brought back to sob, scream. To writhe, failing to block the pain, the unimaginable pain. To wonder how this could possibly happen to someone.

      This isn’t happening.

      It can’t be happening.

      Wake up. I squeeze my eyes tighter as the nightmare is realized, scalded by my own tears. Wake up. Wake up, Sophie.

      But nothing goes away.

      Nothing changes.

      No one saves the day.

      This is real.
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        * * *

      

      They didn’t finish.

      That’s what I keep going back to, pressed up against the frigid wall, staring at my shaking hands, having lost the ability to feel them a long time ago.

      They both took their time, but they stopped. They stopped and left, without a word.

      I don’t understand it. I don’t understand anything.

      At first, once they’d gone, I’d managed to slide to the wall despite the pain. I think shock has taken over now. I can’t move, can’t feel anything. Nothing but my own pounding heartbeat, battling my eardrums.

      Sounds I’ve never heard wheeze through my lips, lingering like demons in the decaying air. Thomas is still where they left him, his face swollen to twice its size. I want to check on him but I can’t move. I never want to move.

      Every time Xavier eases into my mind, I force him out, unable to associate him with this moment. I don’t know how much time passes but eventually, from the corner of my eye, the other prisoner in this cell stretches with an agonizing groan.

      “Fuck,” Thomas breathes, resting his hands over his face carefully. Just as quickly as they’re covering him, they slip away as something like realization hits him. He chokes on his words at the sight of me, whatever he sees.

      He shakes his head reluctantly, his mouth pressing together until his lips turn white. I can do nothing but stare at him, too frightened to move a muscle.

      “Baby,” he whispers, forcing himself up. He sways, disoriented but drops down in front of me, reaching for my hand. I don’t want it though. I don’t want to be touched. I don’t even want him to look at me. He exhales shakily when I hide my hands between my legs, his eyes red.  “Sophie, look at me. It’s me. It’s Tom.”

      My chest is just barely succeeding to keep my breaths coming. Tears are endless. I watch, frozen as Thomas tries again, holding out his hands for mine.  When he grabs them slowly, breathing out, he raises them up to his lips. Tears are falling from his swollen eyes, too.

      My chest collapses from the tenderness of his touch. I crumble. I crumble to fucking dust. “Thomas!” I gasp, moving into him, suddenly panicked, burying my face into his chest as sobs explode from my throat. He pulls his bound wrists up and over me, so his arms can surround me.

      “No,” he weeps. “No, Sophie. No. I’m so sorry.”

      “Thomas!”

      “I’ve got you. I’m here… I’m sorry.”
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        * * *

      

      I open my eyes when I hear movement outside the cell. I force myself up when I find Xavier’s father standing just behind the bars in a large coat. He turns and nods to his side without saying a word and a man comes into view, carrying bowls.

      After opening the cell and setting them down messily, they lock us back in. Although it’s been days, weeks maybe that I’ve had anything but water, I don’t move. I don’t tear my eyes from him.

      “You wished this upon yourself,” he says, suddenly. “You could have had it all. Your father would have given you it all. But you had to be ungrateful. You had to defy and plot. You couldn’t just accept who you are and what your role was in this family.”

      I refuse to speak, to let him hear how much he actually scares me.

      “And now, here you are… a waste.”

      My exhausted eyes flicker to Thomas, who’s watching us carefully.

      Arturo chuckles, leaning into the bars. “I made him watch, you know? Pulled up a monitor and everything.”

      I grit my teeth despite my bruised lips, overwhelmed with hatred.

      He nods, smiling viciously. “You’d be proud. It took five men to subdue him, keep him still, keep him silent… You should have seen his face.”

      “You’re sick,” I breathe, shaking my head.

      “I can honestly say he broke after that. Just shut down. Haven’t gotten a word out of him since.”

      “What do you think that will accomplish?” I ask defiantly.

      “He will realize he inflicted this pain on himself. He will realize that in our world, there is no room for sentimentality. He will see you for what you are—another body to dispose of.”

      “You don’t know him at all,” I hiss, feeling agony as I force a smile, simply to piss him off. “He is better than this. Better than you.”

      “My son is the Mafia. He is all of this. It was what he was born to be, what I will make him remember. And if I have to give you to every fucking man in this building, if I have to disfigure you beyond repair to make him see the light, then I will do it.”

      His threat has physical repercussions. I look down at my bare feet, trying to remain calm. I don’t want him to see me vulnerable. I will not let him see that.

      “Does that frighten you?” he asks when I don’t reply.

      I chuckle softly, gaze on the cement. “Xavier giving into you would be a greater travesty.”

      “Do you think I can’t do it? Sophia, I have been doing this a very long time. And while my son may be better than I am, he is emotionally compromised. So, I have the higher ground. I hold the cards. He will let you go. It may take time… and we’ve got plenty of it.”

      “Well, then. I guess that’s that.”

      He smirks. “That’s that.”
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        * * *

      

      I groan, crawling weakly to where Thomas is chained now. His efforts to fight the men earned him this punishment. Now he can’t move at all. He can do nothing but shout and look away in horror at the assaults inflicted on my person.

      “I’m so sorry,” he whispers, almost inaudibly. Shuddering still, I shake my head, pressing my face to his back.

      “You have to stop saying that,” I breathe hoarsely, reeking of them.

      “I would rather die than witness this.”

      “Then I’d be alone,” I whisper through my tears.
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        * * *

      

      The time crawls by, inching forward—one torturous day to another. I’m sure it’s been weeks. Months even. We’re never forgotten about. Torture is the only way these men know how to pass the time.

      Xavier’s father hasn’t returned. There’s been no word of Xavier or what he’s enduring. My only escape is my mind, even though sometimes I feel like it’s slipping away. Memories. Greece. I continue to dream of Santorini, of the early mornings when I’d wake in the warm protection of my husband’s arms. His body could conform around mine like a cocoon. An impenetrable cocoon. Sometimes, I imagine that cocoon for hours, eyes closed, face against the cold brick.

      Thomas is all I have—my only safe haven in this hell. The only ray of light in my darkness, and his light has burnt out considerably. After six years in a cell alone, I can only imagine how badly he wants all this to end. It must be a greater wanting now that I’m here.

      They torture me, and use me to torture him.

      I can only pray they aren’t inflicting any more on Xavier.

      I eat when my stomach can handle the weight of the meal and only walk when escorted to a bathroom. Other than that, the cell is my world.

      I fight with my demons inside, and the ones outside. I fight with the inner ones who tell me I did this to myself, that I stretched too far beyond my reach. My mind is still virile enough to win. My only option, the only way to stay true to myself, is to fight. I made mistakes when I was young. I let my father rule my life for my entire existence. Xavier showed me freedom and despite this prison, I can still remember the taste of it.

      I won’t stop fighting them.

      I won’t plead or give in to fear.

      They will have to kill me to extinguish my light.

      Moments of relief are spent talking with Thomas, telling him of my life… what little I have actually lived. Telling him of the world, how it’s changed. He seems sad, most of the time, but he never wants me to stop. He always asks more, even when it comes to Xavier.

      And I tell him. I tell him how we were at odds in the beginning. I tell him of Greece, and of the life we made in New York. And I think he begins to how it was possible to have fallen in love with this Mafia heir.

      Thomas smiles, humming softly. I don’t remember the last time either of us even stood up. “Despite being locked up for the larger part of six years, you’ve had quite the adventures.”

      “We will have more,” I utter, grabbing his hand. “From now on, when we get out of here, we will always be close. You will always have a piece of my heart.”

      “I’m not leaving this place, Soph. You know that, I know that. Even if Xavier does get you out of this, even if they give you another chance, I am not part of that journey.”

      I can’t even stand to hear it. “Don’t talk like that.”

      He blinks back his emotion, breathing in, squeezing my hand. “Soph… I don’t think I’d ever be able to live a life after this.” I shake my head. “They broke me— a long time ago.”

      “You are not broken,” I argue. “You are not. You are a survivor. I love you. You can’t talk like this… not after you’ve made it this far.”

      My words fly right over his head. I see how little they actually land, how little he wants to hear triumphant words, desperate optimisms. Still, he manages to smile at me.

      “I love you too.”
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        * * *

      

      Strange. Strange that a sound, a relatively innocent thing, can trigger such distress.

      A beep. It lingers for what seems like forever, followed by the maneuvering of a lock. We hear it all the time and it always evokes the same reaction from the both of us. Whether we’re asleep, whether we’re in pain, we find a way to sit up, to await the next visitor.

      We stare at each other, rather than the bars, to prepare for whatever comes next. Sleep has become almost impossible. My eyes only close when my brain is too exhausted to fight it. Right now, my eyes burn the longer I stare at him.

      I’ve never been this fragile. Never. Not in body, not in mind. It hurts to move, hurts to wake, to think, to eat. It’s solely Thomas—the dread in his eyes—that induces my sanity, making me nod in his direction. I doubt it’s reassuring, not when he’s locked in those chains.

      The man that turns the corner, the guard that’s made my life a living hell within these bars, has a smile that makes me want to cower, to push myself to the corner of the confining space. Thomas’s chains rattle.

      “We’ve got a surprise for you,” the guard says smugly, stopping just outside the door. It’s the flash of dark, stunted curls that brings tears to my eyes. The three-piece suit made of wool that I’ve seen so many times. The emerald eyes that possess the ability to physically weaken my heart.

      I numb at the sight of my husband as he gazes into the bars, expressionless. Not one ounce of affect burdens him. There are fades of bruises beneath his eyes and a sharp gash between one of his brows that looks fairly recent.

      They’ve beaten him too, but not lately.

      His hair has grown and it’s the only indication, other than my own failing mind, that a considerable amount of time has passed. When his eyes meet mine, my heart soars. Absolutely soars.

      I blink away the tears that are blinding me, letting them rush. “Xavier.”

      The guard opens the cell door and more men come into view, wrapping around behind Xavier, who eases into the cell. He isn’t smiling.

      “You know what you have to do,” someone demands. I don’t know which one.

      Something’s not right.

      Xavier’s eyes flicker to the other side of the cell, to where Thomas is restrained, and I can’t speak. I can’t move, other than to look between them. Thomas stares at him like someone who knows him. Thomas nods once to him, inhaling until his body is stiff, his mouth pressed tightly together. Xavier reaches back behind him and extracts a pistol, extending his arm out steady in front of him, his finger already on the trigger.

      No.

      “No,” I choke out, shaking my head. “No!”

      I scramble up toward Thomas but not before Xavier releases the trigger, firing a single round into his chest.

      I flinch, instantly paralyzed.

      The impact splattered the wall. A few drops of crimson blood trickle down the grainy white bricks. And that’s when he groans. Thomas.

      No.

      No.

      No.

      He starts to slacken before I’ve even scrambled to his side, my eyes frantically landing on Xavier’s retreating form as he exits the cell, surrounded by men that pat him on the back for whatever initiation he just performed.

      This moment seems so familiar. His blood overflows from his chest, soaking his shirt, my hands, my clothes. Again. It’s happening again. Thomas grunts, struggling to breathe. “No, no, no, no. Look at me. Look at me. Thomas, look into my eyes.”

      He can’t. God, he can’t. I sob, shaking my head. “No.”

      This can’t be happening.

      I see only numbed contentment in his features. My heart breaks when he smiles, breathlessly. “This was how it was always supposed to go.”

      “No, no, it—”

      “I’m going… to be free,” he whispers.

      “This is all my fault. I’m so sorry,” I cry, shaking my head. “I’m so sorry.”

      “Don’t… ever… think this was your fault. Look at me.”

      I force myself to, gazing into his half-lidded eyes, memorizing the pure color of them.

      “I’m always going to love you,” he says, gritting his teeth together, gasping as he fights to stay conscious.

      “I love you. I love you so much.” I release putting pressure on his wound, seizing his pale face between my bloody hands. “I love you, Thomas.”

      He breathes out, finding it hard to keep his eyes open. My face trembles at the sight. God, I can’t save him. I cradle his head while he fades. “It’s okay. Go. It’s okay to go now. I’ll be fine. I’ll be okay.”

      “I—I know you will be,” he wheezes. His eyes open then, red-rimmed. “Don’t. Don’t hate him.”

      I grimace. “What?”

      “He did this for you.” He smiles, just barely. “He’s going to get you out.”

      My eyes widen slowly in realization. I begin to piece it all together—the hidden signals. The man telling Xavier to prove himself. Xavier’s coldness. His telling gaze firmly on Thomas, followed by Thomas’s nod of acceptance.

      I gaze at Thomas, who’s blinking up at my face and I know he’s drifting over my features, watching me. I shake my head slowly.

      “Be my angel,” I whisper through my tears.

      He smiles, closing his eyes, barely breathing. “You can—count on it.”

      And then his body slackens, his last breath easing from his throat with calm release. I can only stare at him, wide-eyed, holding onto his face with both hands.

      I lean in, pressing my trembling lips to his gently, saying goodbye.
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      Eventually, they come back for the body. I'm paralyzed. My legs are. I’ve been sitting in the same spot for so long that they’ve forgotten how to move.

      “Move,” one guard snaps, stopping in front of me but I refuse to acknowledge either of them. He grabs my cuffs and pulls, shoving me to the ground, away from the body. I watch as they pick up Thomas’s corpse. I know he’s not in there. I know he’s gone but his body seemed to keep him here for me.

      I bite back sobs as they take him away forever.

      “Bury him, please,” I hear myself utter, knowing they won’t listen. I move back against the bloody wall, lifting my knees to my chin, concealing my face with my hands. “Please,” I whisper to myself.

      I hear the door seal shut behind them and lock. “Please.”
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        * * *

      

      As the time passes, everyday spent in utter solitude, I begin to feel the hopelessness Thomas spoke of. Not even his final reassurances provide me comfort. I find it harder to eat, harder to think, harder to stay alive.

      The men have stopped coming for me. I don’t know why. I don’t know how but the only time there is ever someone in the same room is when they’re leaving food or walking me a few feet to the lavatory. Other than that, I’m forgotten. I prefer it that way. I prefer to be alone.

      But solitude is mind-numbing.

      The time keeps passing and I stop thinking all together. My mind feels anesthetized, trapped by a specific kind of pain for so long that my thoughts are erased by a clouded haze that spans endlessly. It’s easier that way. There are no nightmares, no fear, no pain.

      There’s just emptiness.
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        * * *

      

      My eyes open drowsily when I hear the whoosh of the sealed door as it opens, the alarm code beeping. If the untouched trays of molded food reeking by the door are any indication, I haven’t moved in days. My legs and arms refuse to budge. My heart rate doubles, but I’ve learned to conceal the fear on the outside.

      I stare at the uneven edges of the brick in the wall, hearing footsteps.

      “Cazzo, I don’t get why you’re so hung up on—”

      A bullet shot right into a chest cavity has a very particular sound, especially when done point blank. And with a muffler. A body nearby collapses onto the cement, close enough that I feel the impact of his fall, smell the discharge of fresh blood. I hear the swift jingle of keys as they’re shoved into the lock and then the creak of the door opening. I try to turn my head towards the figure entering but my spine aches too much.

      The dark shadow bends down in front of me and grabs my handcuffs, testing out keys on the locks. After the third attempt, the cuffs cave, loosening on my wrists. “Baby.”

      His hand coaxes my chin up, forcing me to look into his familiar green eyes.

      “Xavier,” I croak hoarsely.

      My eyes strain to see him clearly. His gaze is hard and determined—desperate.

      “Can you stand? We need to move.”

      “Don’t do this to yourself,” I whisper, shaking my head, not entirely sure I’m making sense. “J-Just leave me here.” I can’t bear to see them hurt anyone else I love.

      “Not a fucking chance. Get up.”

      “We won’t make it.”

      He clasps my face, shaking me. “Get up, Sophie. I know you’re scared and I know you’re in pain but I need you to work with me. Get up.”

      I try to nod, cracking from the inside out. My limbs are failing me.

      “Please, baby. Please, do this for me.”

      I blow out a deep breath, forcing myself to feel. Forcing myself to come back to this place, to this fear, to this chaos. I grab onto his arms and he does the rest, heaving me up onto my feet. My ankles wobble in protest as he supports me, rushing me out of the four-cornered prison. My eyes follow the security camera as we escape.

      “Can’t they see us?” I ask, literally following wherever he pulls me.

      “Bo rewired the system. The image was already frozen before I walked in.”

      I cower from the harshness of the sun against my damaged eyes, smelling fresh, icy air for the first time in what has to be months. My bare feet stumble over hard, crunching snow.

      I think this is actually happening… Please, let this be real.

      I gasp, blinking forcefully. “How long?”

      “What?”

      “How long has it been?”

      “Four months,” Xavier says as we approach a vehicle. “It’s February 23rd.”

      Four months.

      Four… Months…

      He opens the back door, helping me inside. My palms land on the leather. “Lay down. No one can see you.”

      As he shuts the door, I ease myself down, molding my frozen cheek to the smooth seat. I have to reach out, holding the structure in front of me to remain still as the car hurdles forward, Xavier behind the wheel. Dizzy, I remain silent in the backseat, disoriented, trying to locate the survival instinct in my mind once more.

      I don’t know what’s going on. What Xavier is doing. Where we are going.

      “I buried him, you know.”

      I look up, meeting Xavier’s gaze through the rearview mirror. He directs his attention back to the road but I continue to look, frozen.

      “Thank you,” I force out.

      “He was a good man, who didn’t deserve that kind of end.”

      I can’t talk about Thomas.

      “D-Did they make you watch more than once?” I whisper, reluctantly, knowing he will understand what I’m talking about. Xavier’s hands tighten on the wheel, his knuckles straining to a white color.

      “Yes,” he says, his tone clipped in anger.

      The car speeds to a halt seconds later and Xavier shoves open his door, leaping from the vehicle. He pulls me out, but doesn’t set me on my feet, opting to carry me while he walks.

      If this is a dream, I don’t ever want to wake from it.

      I close my eyes, struck by overwhelming emotion as I hold onto his neck, smelling the crook between his throat and shoulder. His curls are just coming back in, spiraling at the base of his neck. Mine hasn’t grown as fast.

      We’re on a property. I'm not sure whose.

      “We have forty minutes to get you clean and ready,” Xavier says, climbing the creaky steps into a cabin. I look around, confused.

      “What do you mean? What’s happening? Where are we going?”

      “You’re going,” he replies, standing me onto my feet in the middle of the cluttered living room. There are books and computers everywhere, covering almost every surface. Most of the windows are draped with blankets to keep out sunlight. Xavier grabs something from the couch and I realize it’s one of my bags. I don’t know how he has it.

      I look from his hands up to his face then to the suit he’s wearing before it clicks. I shake my head, backing up, horrified. “No.”

      He grabs me, pulling me toward the bathroom and I’m too weak to fight him. “Yes.”

      “No, I’m not going without you,” I breathe hysterically as he ushers me into the bathroom, pulling at his sleeves. “Xavier!”

      He turns me then, dropping my bag beside his feet, clasping my face. His eyes are frighteningly wide. “Yes, yes, you will go. You will get on that goddamn plane and you will fucking disappear because I would rather die than see you spend another day in that hell.”

      “You can come with me!”

      He shakes his head, grimacing. “No, no, they will find me if I go with you. They won’t stop looking for me… but they will stop looking for you, after a time. This is the only way. It’s the only way to save your life.”

      “They will know you did this!”

      “I KNOW THAT!” he shouts in frustration. “I know that! I don’t care what happens to me. I don’t care about any of that as long as I get you out. So please, we need to move.”

      No, I’m not about to lose him again. No. This isn’t happening.

      I try to remain calm, swallowing uneven breaths as Xavier turns on the shower, grabbing a towel. He moves behind me, grabbing the bottom of my t-shirt but hesitates.

      He exhales, breathless. “Can I help you with this?”

      I nod, lifting my arms as he eases the material over my head. I unbutton my jeans, faltering a moment before pulling them off too. My body is as I expected it would be. My stomach sunken, my ribs outlined against my sickly skin. Malnourishment and neglect have made my bones frail. I step into the warm water, glancing uncomfortably to Xavier, finding him blinking back tears, gazing upon my body. My unrecognizable figure.

      “I’m better than I look,” I whisper, although I know that’s not true. He leans into the shower despite the water, clasping my face, pressing his trembling lips to my temple.

      “I’m so sorry,” he whispers, sadly. “So sorry.”

      I don’t even think I could answer him if I tried.

      He pulls back slowly, clearing his throat. “This needs to be quick.”

      I nod as he exits the bathroom, roughly rubbing his face. I turn, pressing my face to the water, immediately reaching for body wash. I realize it’s my usual body wash, my shampoo—small details that make me wonder whether or not he’s been back to our apartment in the city or he just knew my go-to grooming supplies by heart.

      I scrub every surface of my body and still turn off the water feeling dirty. Xavier returns with clothing in his hands. We don’t speak as he circles the towel around me, immediately grabbing undergarments. I stare into the mirror as he clips my bra on before reaching for a dress.

      He’s mechanical. It feels as though he’s looking straight past my body—trying to, at least. “Do you not want me anymore?” I hear myself ask, not even processing the words I'm actually saying. He’s noticeably shaken when he looks up into the mirror, meeting my gaze. “After what happened? Is that why I’m going alone?”

      He exhales, pulling the black material over my head, focusing on that. “I’ve been without you for four months, knowing you were enduring the worst life has to offer. I’m trying to stop myself from seeing this as the last time I ever get to see the woman I love. I don’t want to push the boundaries you’ve put up, and I really don’t want to push mine.”

      I brush my teeth as he combs through my hair, getting the knots out as gently as he can. And I’m going to fall apart. It’s an inevitability. Staring at him, I feel sanity slipping.

      I’m with my husband. I’m away from that hell, and yet, I’m minutes away from being sent to live my life without the man I love, knowing he’s sacrificing everything to get me to freedom.

      When he’s done, he sets the brush down on the sink.

      “Come with me,” he says, walking from the bathroom with my backpack. He checks a window before unzipping it, reaching inside for a wallet and passport. Mine. “Everything you need is here. Some cash. The accounts in this ledger have enough to sustain you comfortably for the rest of your life.” He passes me my passport. “This is your new identity. Never go by Sophie Marcello again.”

      I take them hesitantly, opening the passport booklet. A picture of me is on it beside a new name. “Cara Alfieri.”

      Cara.

      He smiles softly. “It means ‘beloved’ in Italian. Cara.”

      I blink back tears, finding it hard to breathe. “I am beloved.”

      He nods, caressing my face, his features somber. “You are.”

      I walk into him, wrapping my arms around his waist, burying my face in his chest. He inhales deeply, tenderly cradling my head.

      How am I supposed to go?

      How am I supposed to leave him?
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        * * *

      

      An hour ago, I had no idea what month it was, let alone what day… what minute.

      My world spun in a never-ending cycle, warped like a repetitive record on a phonograph. An hour ago, I’d forgotten what it felt like to be held, to be cradled, protected. But here he is, my husband, pulling me closer, right up against him.

      The carpet is old and rough, but an upgrade from cement. I don’t even know why we chose this spot, why we’ve spent so much time silent when we could be talking. We gaze at one another, studying, memorizing, openly trying so desperately to embed the shapes and curves and colors of each other into our minds.

      He traces the curve of my shoulder while I follow the arch of his brow. His fingers glide over my lips, mine beneath his jaw. I spent so much time hoping he’d touch me like this again, hoping we’d break free from our chains and finally make it to happiness.

      My weak mind rebels at the mere thought of living another day without him, let alone a lifetime. A lifetime without his laughter. A lifetime without our fights. A lifetime without his heart.

      I think of a lifetime without him and I don’t know how to see it. I don’t know how to bear the thought of it. When I was locked away, I could because I had to. But being free, knowing he’s not… how can I do this?

      He blurs in front of me as my eyes well up. “I can’t do this.”

      “You must,” he whispers softly.

      I shake my head, and it’s hard to speak. “I meant what I said. I meant it when I said I couldn’t live without you.”

      “You don’t realize your strength yet… I do.” He smiles, pushing a strand of my hair back from my face as my tears bend over the bridge of my nose, falling into the crook of his arm. “You will find a way to move on. It’s going to be hard at first, but for me, I need you to try. I need you to be happy. I need you to live and try things, new things… Cara Alfieri will not be married.” His mouth momentarily quivers but he presses his lips together, collecting himself. “You need to open yourself again. You need to love.”

      I shake my head, breaking down, unable to stay calm anymore. “Never. I will always be married to you. Only you.” I lift myself, grasping his face. “You are my life. You are my husband and my soul mate and I’ll always be yours. Always.”

      “Sophie,” he whispers. I’ve never heard him so terrified. I gaze down at his face, at the man I love, the man who loves me beyond anything, who would risk death to save my life and I feel a small piece of my battered heart heal. I lean down and kiss him, closing my eyes tightly when his mouth lingers. He grasps the back of my head as my lips sink into his, deepening with fear.

      I gasp against him, immersed in his touch. “Xavier.”

      “Sophie.”

      “I need you… to touch me,” I breathe quickly, terrified by the suppressed fear that accompanies those words. He gazes up at me and I see caution in his eyes. Disbelief. Reluctance. After so many months surrounded by creatures that are incapable of that look, this reaction reminds me of where I am, who has actually come for me… just like Thomas said he would.

      My husband.

      “Soph…”

      “Their hate can’t be the last thing I remember.” He stares at me, looking torn. I caress his face, admiring his beauty. “I want you to remind me.”

      The air seems to vacuum around us when he pulls me close to him, obliterating whatever inch of space remained between us. Our mouths are trembling. He holds me close, easing his hands down my back, so gently.

      “We-we don’t have a lot of time,” he breathes against my lips.

      “Do it,” I whisper, my heart running wild. I can’t help the panic, the memories that arise so easily. Every time I feel unsteady, I open my eyes… and it’s Xavier there.

      This doesn’t feel like reality. It feels like a dream.

      Maybe that’s how I have the strength to do it.

      He grabs the corner of my underwear, looking at me uncertainly. At my silence, he begins to pull them down until they’re off. I reach for his belt, swallowing as my mind goes to a dark place I cannot shut out.

      They won’t win. Not in this.

      I help him push down his clothing, finding comfort surprisingly in the layers between us. I don’t think I could be bare against him. I don’t think I could do it. When he’s ready, we both look at one another. He’s the first one to extend a lifeline, pulling me close again, so close our noses touch.

      He enters me gently, whispering while he does it.

      “I love you,” he says, over and over again, as if to distract me. He says it until the fits of panic lodged in my throat subside, until my nails retract from his arms. “I love you.”

      My world is black. My eyes are squeezed shut, needing to fight the demons.

      The memories. Their voices. Their hate.

      “Look at me, baby,” he whispers. “I love you. Look at me.”

      I open my eyes, reluctantly, terrified I’ll be somewhere else. That this is some cruel dream. But Xavier’s gazing at me with a smile that could finally break me. Finally do me in.

      This is love. This is what it’s supposed to be.

      We rock against one another, hands exploring, tracing. He takes me to his haven, enveloping me with his arms, squeezing me tightly, burying his face into my hair. He takes me to a place that no one can breach, no one can enter apart from us two.

      It really isn’t for pleasure. Neither of us seem keen for a race we can’t finish. It’s the familiarity I want, the comfort, the feeling of protection only he can provide. Eventually, we stop moving altogether, letting this be what it is.

      A goodbye.

      My hands quiver around his nape as the tears drift down my face, my chest heaving as I start to understand that this is the last time we will ever be like this.

      “Hold me tighter,” I beg.

      “God, I love you,” he whispers and as I clasp his face, I feel tears. Tears from a man once incapable of them. They’re wet and warm and the product of profound anguish. Not even torture could elicit them before. He pulls away from my lips, wiping my own tears, kissing the places his fingers glide across.

      “Shh, shh, it’s going to be okay.”

      “Xavier.”

      I see in his eyes what I feel in my chest. Dread. Fear. Longing. Desperation. Love.

      Above all, love.

      We lie together, unmoving, still clinging to each another until we hear a car approaching. We shift at the same time to gather ourselves, but nothing can prepare me for this. Nothing.

      I take a deep breath before I stand, closing my eyes, burning from exhaustion. When I open them, Xavier’s standing there with my pack in hand. He walks to me and reaches out for my hand. I look between it and his face, trying to be brave.

      The tears on my cheeks freeze the moment we’re out in the frigid air.

      “A new coat is in the car,” he whispers, as we walk through the porch. The car door opens and Bo steps out, watching us approach. He smiles at me, a gentle apologetic one as Xavier hands him my pack.

      “Sophie, it’s good to see you.”

      “Hi, Bo,” I breathe, shakily, unable to get ahold of myself. He turns once the bag is in and climbs back into the vehicle—to give us our time.

      “He’s going to take you to the airport. Pick a place on the way there,” Xavier says, smiling slightly. “Make sure it’s fun, alright? Someplace you won’t regret.”

      I nod, chuckling emotionally as he grasps my face. “Now the next part is very important, you hear? You get on the plane right away and you never come back here. Ever. Always keep your guard up, especially in the first few years but never let it stop you from letting someone in.” He nods his head, despite how adamantly I’ve begun to shake mine. “I know you love me and you know I love you. Nothing can change that. If you find someone who can make you feel, at all, don’t let that go because of me. I want it all for you, baby. Everything.”

      I fist his shirt with both hands, pressing my forehead to his cheek. “They’re going to hurt you.”

      “I’ll be fine. He will forgive this… eventually.” He pulls back. “And hey, it’ll be completely fucking worth it as long as I can know you’re—”

      He stops mid-sentence. I stare at him, helplessly, watching as he fights himself.

      “Just tell me you love me. Say my name,” he says, biting his lip to stop from breaking. I reach up, holding his face, wiping his tears as he wipes mine.

      “I love you, Xavier… forever.”

      He gasps, kissing me hard then but pulls back almost immediately. “You have to go. Go now.”

      I blow out breaths as he removes my hands from his cheeks, opening the car door. I sit down onto the seat, looking up at him. He holds onto the door, staring at me intensely and then he closes his eyes.

      “Take care of her, Bo,” he says and then shuts the door. I flinch, gutted by the sound of the barrier that will take me from him forever. When the car starts down the driveway, I begin to hyperventilate, grasping onto the seat, turning to peer out the back window.

      I see him, looking down at his feet, and I can’t leave him yet. I shake my head, frantically. I forgot to tell him something. I need to tell him something.

      “Stop the car.”

      “What?”

      I grab the door handle, pushing it open while the car still moves. “Stop!”

      I scramble out and sprint, even though it feels like I could collapse from the strain. I don’t stop until I slam into his body, making him fall back a step. He exhales as I grasp his hair, closing my eyes tightly.

      “Thank you,” I whisper to him and I feel his chest heave against me. He breaks down. My eyes pour over his face, seeing the absolute despair across his features as he gives up any kind of life he had dreamed for himself. Our mouths crush together between our sobs, feeding into our desperation.

      Gradually, as our inevitable time clock runs out, we begin to pull back. He lifts my left hand, pressing his mouth to my wedding ring.

      “Best goddamn day of my life… marrying you,” he tells me, his  smile shaking. I nod, pulling my hand back to remove the ring. His eyes widen and then he removes his.

      At the same time, we place them in each other’s hands.

      “Go, now,” he whispers, smirking just barely, knocking me flat with the look that single-handedly made me fall in love with him. “Bo is probably ready to get rid of us both,” he jokes.

      I nod, feeling stronger than before. I clutch his ring tighter in my hand as I hurry back to the car. I slide inside and sit, closing the door. I turn as Bo begins to drive again, staring out the back.

      Xavier’s there, his hand fisted tight around my ring, standing in the middle of the gravel path and he’s staring back at me. I feel the tears drift silently down my face as I press my hand to the window just before we’re out of sight—and Xavier disappears.
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        * * *

      

      We’re driving in silence towards the airport and I’m studying Xavier’s ring, still able to feel his warmth.

      “Hey, we’re almost there.”

      I nod once, still shaking as profusely as I was ten minutes ago. “Okay.”

      Bo suddenly reaches into his shirt and stretches his arm back toward me. There’s a chain in his hand. “I don’t think the ring will fit.”

      I smile, biting my lip, knowing I’m seconds from losing coherency altogether. “Thank you… for everything.”

      “I always knew Xavier was too good for this,” he says, glancing at the rearview mirror. “Too decent. He could fake it. And even faking it, he was better than the rest of us.” He sighs. “You were the one thing that he could never fake.”

      I close my eyes, exhaling as his words sear straight through me.

      “I hope you know the sacrifice he’s making. Don’t waste this. Live your life, be happy, be free, alright?”

      I nod, swallowing deeply as we approach the drop-off. “I will.”

      We climb out together and he hands me my backpack, full of everything I now own. I take it and place it on my back.

      “Get in and out of here. As fast as you can.”

      I press my hand to his chest, gaping with desperation. “I’m going to Spain. I’m going to Spain. Tell him. M-Maybe he can—”

      “He can’t. He won’t want me to tell him.”

      “Please.”

      He stares at me. “If I feel there’s a chance for him to go, I will tell him.”

      I nod, biting back sobs. “And tell him I love him. Tell him I’ll always love him.”

      He smiles, warmly. “I will, Sophie.”

      I rush into him, squeezing him tightly. “Goodbye.”

      “Goodbye,” he whispers as I pull back, turning with haste so I don’t find a way to crawl into his backseat. I look back as I move through the turnstile, watching him get into his car, watching him pull away. Immediately, I feel alone again.

      I make it to the ticket booth, cautious as I approach the woman at the computer. Her smile is bright. “Good evening.”

      “H-Hi,” I say, staring at the sign above her. “I need one ticket to Spain.”

      “I need your ID and passport.”

      My hands are shaking when I pass them to her. She notices but doesn’t say anything. I force myself to smile.

      “It’s absolutely freezing outside, right?” I tell her, remembering Xavier’s words.

      Life on the run is a web of lies, put together to create a pretty picture.

      I feel my eyes close as I remember it all. The beginning—the angry, heated arguments. The fear when I finally began to realize that the feelings I was developing for Xavier were more than anything I had ever expected or dreamed.

      I remember the middle—the sweet, loving, blissful middle—where we constantly found ourselves wrapped around each other, soaking in the splendor of getting to finally know one another, finally learning to give in to love.

      And the end—the heartbreaking, soul-numbing, beautiful end. I absorb the feeling of loss coursing through my veins, the pain of the last four months, the tortures that ensued, and the cracks in my heart at the thought of leaving the kind of love I had… forever.

      “Miss Alfieri, round-trip?” I hear distantly.

      I open my eyes, breathing in deeply. His sacrifice won’t be in vain.

      I will survive this.

      I will fight all the demons that threaten me.

      I will find my purpose… I will find myself.

      I will do all of this—for him.

      I grasp the wedding ring hanging around my neck, tightly. “One-way.”
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        Xavier

      

      

      

      She’s gone.

      My wife is gone.

      Swirls of orange gravel hover above the unpaved driveway, blocking the view of the vehicle that Bo took her away in. All these weeks of planning. The months of beatings and torture that would fuel my hate, motivate my vengeance. Months that I envisioned this very moment. The moment I could ensure her safety.

      It’s difficult to stomach the resolution of all that determination.

      I preferred when I could repress emotions, when tears wouldn’t reproduce. It was easier.

      The weight of this encounter, the scars I could and couldn’t see on my afflicted wife finally burden my chest, sinking me down to my knees. I grasp them for support, forcing myself to continue to breathe.

      In. Out. In. Out.

      She’s gone.

      The relief of it is minimized by the pain striking through my chest like a white-hot iron.

      What it took to get here… I should have known that trying to flee with her was a mindless venture. My father would never suffer the shame of losing a son to something as trivial as love.

      Power is his spouse. Wealth is his ruler.

      If I had just told her to go, if I had just told her on that cliff to leave—if I weren't so damn selfish, none of this would have happened. What occurred in that cell would have never happened. 

      I reached too far. I wanted what I didn’t deserve... the idea of a normal life with the woman I love. The corpses that lay in my wake, the severed limbs I’ve discarded without a thought, the fear I’ve stricken into hearts and minds remind me of what I am.

      I was foolish to think I could run from it, from what I was made to be. 

      I was a fool to think I could be that man for Sophie. 

      I made the right choice. I did the right thing sending her away. She'll find someone who can give her that life… who can make her forget the horrors she endured under my care. 

      The delicate wedding band in my hand is still warm. Peeling my eyes away from the last spot I saw her disappear, I gaze at the only object I may ever have left of her. By now, our apartment has been ransacked, torn apart in spite.

      I remember walking into the cathedral, still reeling from the encounter I had with Vito moments before I saw my bride. He didn’t know I was near, hadn’t anticipated I’d hound him on such an important day but deep down, I knew. I knew he’d laid hands on her. And I found him smoking celebratory cigars with a worthless soldier, saying things no father should say about his eldest daughter to any lowlife who is willing to listen.

      He froze when I turned the corner, revealing myself. The soldier ran for his fucking life and I don’t blame him. I could have killed Vito Marin that very minute, torn him limb from limb. I'm good at making people like him suffer.

      I don’t know how I managed to walk away.

      My sole consolation was knowing if I continued to walk from that fight, I’d get a ring on her finger. I’d get her in my home, in my bed—a place she would never fear if I had any say in it.

      I remember searching the gothic hallways, finding her standing by a window in her white gown, her usually resilient features etched with tension. I remember the way my heart stopped, as it only ever did around her. I remember how pleased I felt when she said she liked the piece I’d chosen specifically for her.

      She was unsure about me but fuck, I had been waiting for that moment my entire life. I knew there was hope, hope that one day she could learn to care for me. 

      Even with all that, I never dreamed I'd hear her tell me she loved me. Her hate was a difficult flame to extinguish but I was tireless in my effort to make her trust me.

      My eyes close tightly as I trudge my way back into the remote cabin. There are moments now where I just lose breath, moments where my mind fogs and I have to reach out for stability. I grip a pillar, trying to regain oxygen. 

      She trusted me.

      I told her she could. I told her I'd get her out. 

      I had to watch as they— 

      As much as I wish I could block the images, the sounds, I know they’ll stay with me forever, searing guilt and shame into my memories that stem from my failure to get to her in time. 

      I've just sent her to an airport, a mere hour after escaping what can only be described as Hell. I've propelled her toward a new life where she will have to come to terms with what just happened to her all alone, try to cope with the horrors while running for her life. 

      Goddamn, the fear impacting my rushing veins, my pounding heart, just imagining it. A foreign country, no one to protect her, no one to rely on. It’s nearly enough for me to race to my car and start the engine, nearly enough to chase after her but I push through it.

      I inhale, bracing myself for the impact of entering the cabin. Stepping into the living room, I retrieve my wallet from the ground. I force myself into the bathroom that still smells of her and grab her clothes that contain vicious memories.

      On my way out of the cabin, I kiss the wedding ring I once slipped onto her delicate finger and lift my hand, placing it over the door hinge for safe keeping. Offering one last glance to the small living room, I shut the door behind me, taking the steps onto the grass. I pull a lighter from my pocket, flicking the edge for a flame. 

      Tires roll against the unearthed gravel. I listen to the boots of my dearest friend as he meets me by the fire. I can’t tear my eyes from the clothes she wore for months. I can still remember what that shirt looked like clean, how great she wore it before we entered that goddamn restaurant in North Dakota.

      Dante leans against my car with me, breathing shakily. “You… you did everything you could, man.”

      I haven’t felt my soul since she left. That should terrify me. It doesn’t. “Not enough,” I whisper.

      “Bo will get her on that plane, X. You know that.”

      “I do.”

      Dante rests his hand on my shoulder, squeezing until it’s painful. “Man, just go. Just follow her. Or go somewhere else. You know what they’re going to do to you.”

      “I’ve come to terms with what awaits me, Dante.”

      “Yeah, well I haven’t!” he snaps. “And I’ll be damned if I let you go back to your sick piece of shit father to just get tortur—”

      I finally face him, needing him to see the lack of fear for what happens to me in my gaze. “She will never be safe with me nearby, Dante. And if I'm not with her, why not be here? Why not carry on with the plan? When I'm out, I’ll find you. Until then, I want you to disappear. I mean it, Dante.”

      “Xavier—”

      “You are closest thing to a brother that I have. You and Bo, Zeke. I need you all to be safe. I need to go into this knowing you’re going to respect my wishes.”

      Dante’s eyes widen, his jaw dropping open. “Are you insane?”

      “Yes.” I lift off the car, avoiding that backseat at all cost.

      Did they make you watch more than once?

      Her words, uttered so weakly, made me want to vomit right there, right over the leather-bound steering wheel. The feeling surfaces again until I manage to block the thoughts, walking into Dante. The last time I embraced him was when we were children, playing at his mother’s house.

      Dante is quick to embrace me back, his chest heaving. I feel his desperation. His own fear.

      “If anything ever happened to you, I don’t know how I’d live with it.” I release him. “Tell me you’ll be careful. Don’t worry about me. Live your lives and if you’re in a good place when I get out, I won’t ask you to return—”

      “Like fucking hell. We’ll be back in heartbeat, X.” He backs up, straightening stubbornly. “We’re family. Family sticks together.”

      That’s all that can be said, all I can manage.

      I know its time to go.

      The flames have dwindled into ashes by the time I round the car, opening the driver’s side. Dante nods to me once, failing to conceal the emotions that are written all over his face.

      He thinks this is the last time he’ll see me. He could be right.

      I don’t have the heart to watch the cabin decrease in size, leaving behind the last moments I’ll ever have with my wife. In this moment, as I grip the steering wheel with both hands, I finally contemplate exactly what awaits me at my childhood home.

      My father will attempt to torture her location out of me, I'm sure of that. He will tell me they've found and killed her in the most brutal ways. They will punish me dearly for besting them. 

      And I will take it. I will take it until they get tired of brutalizing my body, my brain. I will win them over once again. I will kill who I need to, go wherever they tell me to go, do whatever they tell me to do. I will play the game better than they've ever witnessed… and then I will come down upon them with a fury they've never seen.

      I will strip them of their power.

      I will rid them of their protective skin.

      I will take everything they have and obliterate it to pieces.

      I. Will. Ruin. Them. 

      Nothing will stop me. I will relish in the revenge, soak in its destructive consummation. They will wish they'd let me run. They'll wish they'd never touched my wife. They will wish they'd patched up Thomas Ritchey and let him go free. 

      The gates to my father's estate are open. They’re never open. My eyes dart toward the area I freed Sophie from only a few hours ago, finding that there are soldiers circling the door in interest. I drive past them and park at the front entrance. 

      My father is on the top step by the time I slam the door to the car, his expression disturbed. 

      "What did I do?” He pauses, seeming at a loss for words. I enjoy waiting for him to find them. “What did I do to deserve a son like you? Who would plot and conspire behind my back? Who would spurn the leniency I offer to free that-that disgrace of a woman?"

      I stare at him, frigidly. "Do not dare speak to me of disappointment, Arturo."

      "We will find her," he threatens through his teeth, rambling now. "We will find her and do far worse. You will beg for my mercy."

      No, you will beg for mine. 

      "Do what you will," I reply, repressing the small, broken part of me that knows this man is the devil, infuriating him even further. 

      Two of his men lurk behind him. He turns enough to address them. "Put my son in the cell. He can reimagine the scenes in the actual location they happened to her."

      My eyes narrow. Henri and Carlos hesitate, only for a beat of a second. To refuse orders would be unwise in the present moment. They come down the steps but before they can lay a hand on me, I turn, not needing their arrest.

      I made this choice.

      The second I broke in to free her, I knew a cell would have my name on it. 

      Nothing they can do to me will take away the pleasure of knowing Sophie is free, of knowing she is safe. I've given her up and now, because my hatred for these people is truly the only thing I have left in my life, I will take what's mine. 

      Their reckoning will come.

      And I will make sure damn sure it's terrifying.
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