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ALEXIUS

        

      

    

    
      “You fucked up. Again.” I rub my fingers along my chin, leveling the stupid fuck in front of me with a glare that could have him burst into flames at any moment.

      “I didn’t have a choice. The motherfucker had a knife in his hand.”

      I lean forward, placing my elbows on my solid oak desk. “And you decided to shoot him? So, not only are you as dumb as you are ugly, but you’re a fucking coward, too.”

      Jimmy wipes a palm down his face, his gaze cutting nervously from one side of my office to the other. Fucker can’t look me in the eye because he knows he screwed up big.

      “How many times am I going to save your ass, Jimmy?”

      “Alexius, man. I’m sorry.”

      “Fuck sorry!” I slam my fists on the table as I stand, pens and books rattling on the flat surface as anger vibrates against my knuckles. “I am sick and tired of cleaning your goddamn messes.”

      He bites the corner of his mouth, knowing better than to say another fucking word, but I can see the arrogance in his expression. Pompous fuck.

      Nicoli walks in, followed by Maximo, who shuts the door so hard, if it were made of cheap wood, we’d be picking splinters from Jimmy’s back.

      Nicoli stills in front of Jimmy, slanting his head to the side as he studies him. “This fucker is a special kind of stupid, isn’t he?”

      “Calling him stupid is a compliment, brother,” I reply, without taking my eyes off Jimmy while he rubs his jaw, the scratchy sound of the pubic hair he calls a fucking beard grating against my spine.

      “You two can’t talk to me like that.” Jimmy straightens his shoulders and puffs his chest like a motherfucking peacock.

      “We can talk to you however the fuck we want, Jimmy.” Nicoli pours himself a glass of bourbon and loosens his tie before sitting down on the leather couch. Strands of dark hair touch his eyebrows, and those pussy-bait blue eyes of his have an extra twinkle in them.

      I scoff at my brother. “Tell me I haven’t been waiting for you for over an hour because you had to drag your slut ass from the club.”

      “What can I say, brother?” He shrugs and takes a swig of his drink. “I like pussy, and pussy likes me.”

      “The sun hasn’t even set yet.”

      “You can’t put a timestamp on pleasure, Alexius.” He lights a cigar, and a puff of smoke floats up to the ceiling, the smell of tobacco and spices instantly filling the room.

      “Listen,” Jimmy starts. “I have places to be. So, if we can wrap this up, that would be great.”

      “You’re not going anywhere.” I turn my focus back to him, and all I feel is disgust. With his cheap-ass leather jacket, and jeans hanging low around his hips, torn at the seams, he looks more like a street thug than a member of the Del Rossa family.

      I round the table as I button my dark gray suit jacket, giving a slight nod in Maximo’s direction.

      Maximo is a big motherfucker, and he towers over Jimmy as he slips in behind him.

      “Tell your dog to back the fuck down.” Jimmy’s face remains hard and undeterred, but I see it in his mucky-colored eyes. The sliver of fear. The slight twitch of his eyebrow is a telltale sign that he’s nervous.

      I twirl the gold ring around my middle finger and feel the branded DS symbol on its black plate. “You know why you haven’t gotten your ring yet, Jimmy?”

      “Because I don’t kiss your dad’s ass.”

      “See, that’s where you’re wrong.” I straighten the lapels of my jacket. “The Sovereign ring is earned. It doesn’t matter who the fuck your father is. He could be the goddamn antichrist, and you still wouldn’t get one if you didn’t earn it with blood.”

      Jimmy presses his lips together. “That’s why we’re here right now, remember? Because I got no problem spilling blood.”

      I scoff at his ignorance, at the way his small fucking mind can’t fathom that a seat at the table of the Dark Sovereign isn’t a birthright. It’s not something you get simply because you carry the Del Rossa name. You have to be worthy of it, and Jimmy sure as fuck isn’t.

      “I knew you’d be nothing but trouble the day my father said you were joining the family business.”

      “I don’t care what you think, Alexius.” He steps up closer and squares his shoulders, thinking he can intimidate me when all it does is piss me the fuck off. “Just do what you’re supposed to do.”

      My nostrils flare. “And what’s that?”

      A smug grin tugs at his lips. “Clean my messes.”

      “Jesus Christ,” Nicoli mutters in the background. “Alexius, don’t—”

      I grab Jimmy’s arm, fling him to the side, and sink my fingers into the back of his neck before slamming his face against my desk.

      “—do it,” Nicoli finishes his sentence and gulps down the rest of his drink.

      “Who in the name of ever-loving fuck do you think you are?” I seethe as I press his cheek harder against the solid wood. “I will tear your goddamn spine out your fucking mouth and leave it for the crows to feast on.”

      “You can’t kill me, Alexius, and you know it.” His lips are pursed as I squeeze harder, digging my fingers deeper into the sides of his neck. “I’m family, and laying a finger on me goes against our code.”

      “And so is bringing shame upon this family, something you do simply by fucking breathing. Maximo,” I order over my shoulder, and he walks up behind me, placing my favorite fucking toy when it comes to playing with fuckers like Jimmy on the desk.

      “Jesus. Fuck!” Jimmy spits with his pursed lips as I apply more pressure against his skull. “Alexius, you can’t do this.”

      “You can’t tell me what to fucking do.”

      “I’m your goddamn cousin.”

      “Not by blood, you’re not.”

      “I’m still family.”

      “Only because Uncle Roberto decided to adopt your pathetic ass after his only son turned out to be a pussy. Little did he know what an epic fuck-up you’d be.”

      Maximo grabs Jimmy’s arm and plants his hand on the desk, squeezing hard so the bastard has no choice but to open his palm and flatten his fingers.

      “Alexius, fuck. This isn’t funny.” Jimmy thrashes against the hold both Maximo and I have on him, but it’s no use. He doesn’t even have the strength to fight one of us, let alone both. But since I love to be the one to cut through bone, I need Maximo to keep my scum cousin in place while I reach out and put my palm on the gold coil. The silver blade of the finger guillotine glints under the sharp light of my desk lamp, and Maximo pushes down harder as I force Jimmy’s middle finger through the hole.

      “Alexius, is this necessary?” Nicoli stands and pours himself another drink. “Do you really want to stain your ten-thousand-dollar desk with this idiot’s blood?”

      “Stop this…stop this shit right now!” Jimmy’s spit erupts from his mouth, his body rigid with fear.

      Fear is such an ugly fucking thing—especially when it’s plastered all over a grown man’s face. It’s the one thing that separates the men from the pussies in this world.

      “Alexius, please stop.”

      “What words does a Del Rossa live by, Jimmy?”

      “Stop, goddammit.”

      “What words!” I yell.

      “Never show fear.” His voice trembles, an apparent contradiction to what he just said.

      “That’s right. Never. Show. Fear. Yet, here you are, practically pissing yourself.”

      “What the fuck do you expect? You’re about to cut my motherfucking finger off!”

      I lean down, bringing my lips closer to Jimmy’s ear. “Be glad you’re a part of this family. If you weren’t, this would have been your fucking head.”

      “Alexius, please—”

      I press down hard, and in that split-second of resistance as the blade hits bone, I close my eyes and force it down. It’s such a simple action, but the damage is…extensive.

      My spine shivers with delight as the bone is severed. The crack of bone as it splinters away from the rest of his body sends a thrill down my spine. Paired with the screams of pain, it’s a fucking melody that soothes my need for blood.

      Jimmy’s agonizing screams hit the ceiling and ripple off the soundproof walls. Maximo and I let go of him, and he slips to the floor clutching his bleeding hand, a pathetic display of a man who has no right to be a part of this family.

      I pull a white handkerchief from my jacket pocket and wipe at the drops of crimson that cling to my palm. A severed finger bleeds like a motherfucker, and Nicoli was right. It’s staining my goddamn desk. But to me it’s fucking worth it.

      “You motherfucker!” Jimmy cries, snot lapping over his lips while tears stream down his face.

      Nicoli slips in next to me, swirling the alcohol in his glass tumbler as he watches Jimmy cry. “Well done, brother. You didn’t just ruin your desk, but a perfectly good carpet, too.”

      “Like you care.”

      He cringes after tossing back all the bourbon down his throat. “You’re right. I don’t care.”

      “You’re going to pay for this,” Jimmy threatens through clenched teeth. “I will take that fucking ring of yours, and I’ll wipe my ass with it right before I shove it down your motherfucking throat!”

      “Seriously, Jimmy?” Nicoli crouches in front of him. “Have you learned nothing here today?”

      “Fuck you!” He cuts his glare from Nicoli to me. “And fuck you, you motherfucking cunt! You think because you’re the crown fucking prince, you’re better than me?”

      “I don’t think. I know.” I toss the bloodstained handkerchief at his face, and he spits at it.

      “All you are is a goddamn ass-kissing boy who jerks off every time he pleases his daddy.” He lets out a maniacal laugh. “And when your dad finally dies from that brain tumor the size of my fucking balls, I’ll get rid of all you cunts, I swear to God.”

      My anger explodes, a nuclear fucking blast that shakes and demolishes my last thread of self-control.

      Nicoli curses. “Alexius, don’t—”

      I pull my gun, aim at Jimmy’s forehead, and pull the trigger like it’s part of my nighttime routine after dinner.

      The gunshot shatters the air with a loud crack, and Jimmy’s body jerks with impact, the bullet going right through his skull. Blood oozes from the gaping wound as his body goes limp and slips down, hanging awkwardly to the side.

      “—do that.” Nicoli sighs. “Well, shit. You killed him.”

      “Fucker practically begged for a bullet.” I don’t even blink as I stare at Jimmy’s lifeless body, straightening my shoulders. “I think I’ve accomplished something today.”

      “Really?” Nicoli lifts a brow. “How, pray tell, do you figure that?”

      “That’s one less piece of shit this world has to worry about.”

      “True. But now you have to worry about a fucking civil war in this family once everyone finds out you killed Jimmy. Uncle Roberto got real attached to this asshole after Rome left.”

      “Rome is a fucking pussy and left because he doesn’t have the stomach to do what needs to be done,” I snarl. “If there’s one thing our uncle is good at, it’s raising scumbag cowards.”

      “Couldn’t agree with you more, but if he finds out–”

      “No one is going to find out,” I assure him, straightening the sleeves of my suit jacket.

      Maximo crosses his tattooed arms, and the ink seems to move as his muscles flex. “What are you going to tell your dad?”

      “Nothing. According to us, Jimmy is still alive.”

      Nicoli snorts, leaning against the wall, and tips his refilled glass in my direction. “How long before our dear uncle Roberto starts looking for Jimmy?”

      “Long enough for Maximo to get rid of his body and erase every trace of Jimmy being here today.”

      Maximo nods, and I hand him my gun. “Get rid of it and get me a new one.”

      “On it.”

      I glance at the body. “Jesus. Fucking Jimmy,” I mutter.

      Uncle Roberto, my mother’s oldest brother, adopted Jimmy after his dad shot his mother dead because of a supposed affair she had, and then turned the gun on himself, leaving Jimmy behind to become a super fucking pain in my ass. And who the fuck did he think he was reminding me of our family code? Being a Del Rossa is engraved in my blood, sweat, and tears. Everything I do is for this family, and Jimmy signed his own death warrant the moment he threatened to take it from me. And that’s the fate of anyone who fucks with me and my position in this family. I’m my father’s oldest son, heir to the Dark Sovereign empire, and there is nothing I won’t do to protect my birthright.

      I don’t stick around, knowing Maximo will take care of everything. There’s a reason he’s the family enforcer, the one who takes care of everything that has the potential to do us harm. My father has four sons by blood, yet he’s always considered Maximo his fifth. And his sister, Mirabella, is the daughter my dad never had. Maximo was ten years old, his sister four, when they became part of this family. If it weren’t for my dad, who saved them the night his parents along with their brother got assassinated, they would have been buried alongside them. It’s Maximo’s gratitude, his indebtedness, that makes his loyalty unbreakable. And Mira, she’s about the only light around this place. How this family’s sins haven’t corrupted her after growing up in the center of it is beyond me.

      Isaia comes strolling down the hall, looking his usual broody self. Sometimes I think my youngest brother is a walking corpse—dead and dreary, and fucking hates everything.

      “Guess what.” Nicoli smirks as we walk toward Isaia. “Alexius just planted some lead in Jimmy’s skull.”

      “Jesus, Nicoli,” I mutter. “Would you like a loudspeaker to go with that announcement?”

      “Relax. There’s no one here. Besides, this house is so fucking big, even the dogs get lost in this place.”

      Isaia tucks his hands in his coat pockets. “What did Jimmy do?”

      “Fucker killed some random asshole at a strip club last night and fled the scene after everyone but their mother took pictures of his ugly face.”

      Isaia slanted a brow. “So you killed him?”

      “Jimmy didn’t give a fuck about how his actions affected us, how it reflected on this family. All he cared about was doing what he wanted and having us clean up his shit. I was growing tired of his arrogant ass constantly leaving a trail of motherfucking breadcrumbs leading back to us.” I straighten my jacket sleeves. “I did what needed to be done to protect our family–like I always do.”

      Isaia shrugs, cool and unbothered. “Can’t say I’m shocked. One of us was bound to kill him sooner or later.” He lifts a brow. “I’m assuming we’re not telling Dad and that this is a we-take-it-to-the-grave thing?”

      “You assume correct.” I step closer. “As far as we’re concerned, Jimmy was never here tonight. And we will never speak of this again. The last thing we need is a war with our uncle while Dad’s health deteriorates faster.”

      A knowing look passes between the three of us. The brothers’ bond that pulses with loyalty is a force that can never be broken. We might not always agree, but we’ve always protected each other, and we always will. No matter what.

      “Let me know if you need help,” Isaia offers before brushing past us.

      “Where you off to?” I call after him.

      “I’m meeting Caelian at Myth.”

      “That’s my cue.” Nicoli shoves his glass in my hand, and Isaia frowns.

      “What do you mean that’s your cue?”

      Nicoli places a hand on Isai’s shoulder. “It’s my cue to join you and make sure you two fuckers uphold the family name.”

      I roll my eyes. “And that’s what you’ve been doing for the last twenty-nine years? Upholding the family name.”

      “Exactly.”

      “Well, then,” I call after him. “I’ll just tell Mirabella you were looking for her right before you decided to go fuck one of our elite little whores at Myth.”

      Nicoli stops dead in his tracks and turns to face me with a scowl meant to slice my skull in half. “If you weren’t our father’s favorite, I would kick your ass, tear it open, and pull it over your fucking face.”

      “Oh, that reminds me.” Isaia turns toward me. “Dad wants to speak to you.”

      My jaw tics, and Nicoli smirks. “Have I ever told you how glad I am that you were born fourteen minutes before me?”

      “You’re an asshole.”

      “That I am.” He pretends to wipe dust from my shoulder. “But at least I’m an asshole who’ll get his dick sucked tonight while you have to listen to Dad’s lecture about what an honor it is to be the firstborn.”

      I narrow my eyes. “I’ll tell Mirabella you’re sending your love.”

      My twin brother’s smug grin disappears, his lips now pulled in a thin line, and he simply turns around and walks off.

      Watching my brothers leave reminds me how much I envy them some days. They don’t carry the responsibility of being the firstborn Del Rossa. A commitment that’s been engraved in my goddamn spine since I was two. It’s both my birthright and my curse, a dark cloud that hovers over the power we possess. While my brothers would play outside in the rain, I was a ten-year-old boy who had to attend meetings and gatherings, constantly being at my father’s side so I could learn our ways. Our rules. Our laws.

      My brothers mistook the extra attention I received from our dad as favoritism while I thought them lucky to have the kind of freedom I would never have. The pressure of being groomed as the future leader of the Del Rossa empire has always been solely my cross to bear, a responsibility that will always be mine, and mine alone. But during the hardest days, my mother’s compassion and empathy became the silver lining during the dark moments that made me question my place in this family.

      Discomfort settles on my shoulders. I already know why my dad wants to speak to me. It’s been a discussion between us ever since we found out he was sick and that the time for me to take over the family business would happen sooner rather than later.

      I straighten my black tie as I walk down the hall and square my shoulders as I prepare my defense about why his latest demand is ridiculous and unnecessary.

      The door to his study is already open, and I still for a moment, taking a deep breath. He’s expecting me, and clearly, he has his whole fucking speech ready to go the second I walk in.

      “Alexius.” He looks up from the newspaper and slips off his glasses.

      I unbutton my suit jacket and take a seat across from him, the room smelling of lavender-scented polish and rich leather. “Dad, you can just keep up with the news online.”

      “I prefer to hold the newspaper in my hands.” He folds the paper and sets it aside. “Somehow, it makes it more real.”

      “You don’t need a newspaper to know this world is fucked,” I remark, settling back in my seat.

      “True. But I like to keep up by knowing exactly how fucked this world really is.” He leans back in his chair, and a sense of calm settles around him. Vincenzo Del Rossa is the strong yet silent type who never threatens but simply acts. He’s been head of the Dark Sovereign for the last thirty-five years. The day he married my mom, it wasn’t just a union between two people; it was a consortium of two families. My dad’s, the Del Rossas. And my mom’s, the Savelli family.

      Their marriage started as a mere business transaction, yet somehow it turned into love. My mother’s been his pillar of strength, and I know that deep inside, he’s secretly thankful that the odds are he’ll be leaving this Earth before she does.

      I cross my legs and place my elbows on the chair armrests. “I don’t have to guess why you want to see me.”

      Amber-green eyes study me as he clasps his hands in front of his mouth. “You need to take this matter seriously.”

      “I am. But no matter how seriously I take it, it still won’t change the way I feel about it.”

      His eyes take on a hard edge. “How and what you feel about it, son, is inconsequential. It has to be done whether you like it or not.”

      Defiance burns my throat, but I hold my tongue. Right now, the man in front of me is not my dad. He’s the Dark Sovereign king who demands respect at all times. And while his gaze levels me from the other side of his desk, he isn’t looking at his son, but rather at what I represent. The future of the Dark Sovereign.

      The calm atmosphere is gone the second he straightens in his seat, placing his elbows on the table. “It has to be done, Alexius. You have no choice.”

      “Of course, I have a choice.”

      “Your mother and I had no choice, and neither do you.”

      “It was different with you. Your marriage meant a stronger alliance.”

      “And yours will mean a stronger presence. A more powerful position as leader.”

      “That’s such bullshit.” I scoff. “The day I take your seat at the table, I am the leader. I do not need a wife to make it more concrete.”

      “I’m afraid you do.” My father leans his head to the side. “Tell me, what do you think a wife’s purpose is in a family like ours?”

      I place my hands on the armrests. “To serve her husband.”

      “Oh, my dear boy, you couldn’t be more wrong.”

      My stern gaze locks with his, the raging tempers of titans about to erupt. Everyone knows wives have no voice of their own in this society. They’re nothing more than pretty faces and a guaranteed fuck every night.

      I watch him get up from his seat and walk toward the window where a black sparrow sits on the outside windowsill. My father’s presence startles it, and the late afternoon sun shimmers off its plumes as it flies away.

      My father rubs his fingers down his gray circle beard. “A wife is so much more than that. Ever wonder why men in our family choose the most beautiful women to be their wives?”

      “Like I said, their purpose is to serve their husbands. The pretty ones only make it more enjoyable for us.”

      “You insolent fool!”

      I duck as he flings a glass at my head, his anger echoing off the sound of the shattered crystal. “A pretty wife is not just a fuck toy, Alexius. She’s not just a womb that carries an heir. A man’s power is communicated and reflected off his wife’s image. Do you understand that?”

      I get up on my feet and face him. The last time I cowered in front of him, unable to look at him while I apologized, was the day he broke my fucking nose.

      “You are the firstborn Del Rossa, heir to this fucking empire. You never show weakness and never cower in front of anyone. Not even me.”

      “I do not need a wife to relay my power as leader to anyone.”

      My dad smiles, but it doesn’t reach his eyes as he pours himself a drink in a new glass and takes a large gulp. “I have four sons,” he says, stilling for a moment with a faraway look in his eyes as he stares across the room, before lightly shaking his head. “Five,” he continues, “if you count Maximo. And out of all of my sons, you have always been the one who does what’s expected of you. You had me convinced that you wanted this.”

      “I do. Everything I do is for this family, and I gave you my word a long time ago that I will lead this family the same way you did.”

      He swallows the bourbon, his stare ice-cold and full of authority. “You have two weeks.”

      “What?” I narrow my eyes.

      He steps closer, holding his drink in his hand. “You have two weeks to find yourself a suitable woman and marry her.”

      “If I don’t?” I challenge, widening my stance and lifting my chin.

      “If you don’t, then I have no choice but to give my seat at the table to Roberto.”

      “Excuse me?” My heart pounds like a fucking jackhammer against my ribs. “You’re kidding, right?”

      “I’m afraid not.” He places his glass on a leather coaster and takes his seat behind his desk, his jaw clenched and brows knitted. “If you can’t do what’s expected of you, I have no one else. Nicoli will most likely never marry. Caelian doesn’t give a fuck, and Isaia is too young.” He licks his lips and glowers at me. “Do not put me in a position where I have to put shame on my oldest son by denying him his birthright.”

      The temperature in the room drops, the air as tight as a rubber band threatening to snap at any moment. My father’s authority radiates off him and wraps around my throat. One of my father’s many lessons he taught me is to always fight the battles you know you can win. Refraining from joining a war is far better than declaring defeat.

      This is one of those moments where implementing that lesson would serve me well.

      I lick my lips and loosen my tie, unbuttoning my collar. “Fine. Two weeks, and I’ll be married. But even though I’ll marry, I will prove to you and everyone else that I do not need a goddamn wife to reflect my image. The way I rule and the way I bury our enemies will be what defines me as a leader of the Dark Sovereign. Not my goddamn wife.”

      I don’t linger. We have both said what needs to be said, and the matter has been discussed and resolved.

      The polished wooden floors, beige walls, and thick terracotta curtains draped over arched windows bear witness to my curses and heavy stomping footsteps. It’s not like getting married has never crossed my mind. But the women in our social circle only see a crown prince and heir to wealth and power whenever they look my way. They’re all gold-digging piranhas, their beauty only as deep as their heavy make-up.

      But if marrying some pretty face with no soul is what I need to do to make sure I get what’s mine, then that’s what I’ll do. Even if it’s only temporary until my father takes his final breath so I can claim my fucking birthright.

      What happens after that? Well, then it will be up to me as king of this fucking world.

      Maximo steps out of my office, wiping his hands with a cloth.

      “Is it done?” I walk up to him.

      “I’m on my way now to get rid of it for good.” It being Jimmy.

      I wipe my nose with my thumb and glance down the hall before inching closer. “I need to find a wife.”

      “That shouldn’t be a problem.” Maximo frowns. “There are tons of women who would kill for that title.”

      “No. It has to be someone from outside our circle. Someone who has no idea how we do things around here.”

      “Why?”

      “That doesn’t matter. Right now, I need you to find me some suitable candidates.”

      Maximo lifts a brow. “You’re gonna have to narrow it down for me just a little, man.”

      I pace, annoyance making me clench and unclench my fists. “She has to be Italian. Pretty.” I look him in the eye. “And alone. Someone who won’t be missed when they disappear.”

    

  







            Chapter Two

          

          

      

    

    






LEANDRA

        

      

    

    
      Relief is all I feel as I stare at my mother’s grave. It’s supposed to feel different, burying a parent. I should miss her, cry for her, mourn her. But I don’t. Her absence provides some respite from years of carrying the kind of responsibility a child should never have. For the first time in six years, I no longer have to take care of her. She’s the devil’s problem now. She’s been his problem since she took her last breath a few weeks ago. And instead of visiting her grave so I could feel close to her, I come here to remind myself that she’s really gone. I want to make sure her death isn’t some dream or illusion I conjured up out of desperation to be rid of her.

      Not missing her is my curse. It’s God’s way of punishing a daughter who couldn’t do the right thing. So now, instead of wondering why she was taken from me, I’m left wondering why I feel nothing. Why I’m incapable of crying for her. Maybe if I cried, mourned, grieved, I’ll be able to forget her. Perhaps then I won’t wake up every morning thinking of her and what she made me do. Maybe then I’ll be able to wash away the guilt she piled onto my soul every goddamn day.

      It’s your fault.

      He’s gone because of you.

      You took him from me.

      It’s all your fucking fault.

      I close my eyes, willing her voice out of my head. She might be gone, but her ghost still haunts me. It always will.

      The sun starts to rise, and I clutch my coat tighter against the early morning chill. My black pumps force the dirt deeper into the ground as I walk down the path. A woman and a boy stand by a headstone that reads, ‘Loving husband and father.’ With one hand on the boy’s shoulder, she wipes a tear from her face with the other. I envy her ability to cry, giving her grief a face. Some people wish they could feel nothing when they lose a loved one, but feeling nothing is worse than feeling something—even if it’s pain.

      The walk to work is the same as every other morning. My feet walk faster, and I’m aware of my surroundings without making eye contact with anyone. The lewd remarks and whistling from a group of men on the other side of the road disgust me, but I pretend not to hear a thing, praying they’ll leave me be. The last thing a woman wants on this side of town is to be noticed. While other girls crave attention and pray to be pretty, I spend my day trying to be invisible. My shirts are always a size too big, my jeans baggy, and dinner dresses below the knee. I made the mistake of glamming up once, wearing a tight-fitted dress I had bought myself with my first paycheck from a secondhand shop. My dark curls flowed over my shoulder, and my lips shimmered with a seductive pink, only to be stained with my blood an hour later. Dark purple bruises were all I had left of that dress after that night. It was a stark reminder that women were treated as objects on these streets instead of equals. If I hadn’t known how to defend myself, that the human ear is easily torn off, I would have walked away with more than just a ruined dress that night. After that day, I realized that the price of beauty is just too high on these streets.

      Bells chime above the door as I walk inside, the smell of coffee and bacon making me forget what a shithole Uptown Diner really is. Uptown, my ass.

      “Leandra,” Paul calls. “You’re late.”

      “Sorry.” I offer no explanation as I walk to the back of the counter, shoving my bag and coat into the bottom shelf and grabbing an apron.

      Wendy comes up behind me and helps me fasten it. “Paul is in an extra bad mood today.”

      “Why?” I turn to face her as I pull the black scrunchy from around my wrist and tie my hair. “Did something happen?”

      “I don’t know.” She narrows her green eyes while staring at our boss. “But I think he slept here last night.”

      “Again? That’s the second time this week.”

      “Yup. My guess is he’s pissing his wife off more than usual.”

      The bells chime as two men stroll in, their dirty clothes and ratty beards reminding me why I hate this job. “Wendy, you’re up. First customers are yours.”

      “They ain’t the first customers.”

      I look at her, and she purses her lips, moving her gaze to a man sitting in the farthest corner, sipping his coffee. The black jacket and clean white shirt he’s wearing are all the confirmation I need that he’s not from around here. Men like him don’t come to an old, crumbling diner with faded and peeling walls, a cracked ceiling, and windows shut with steel bars.

      “Who’s he?” I ask, watching him place his cup back down.

      “Don’t know. But I want to serve him more than just his coffee.” Wendy bites her thumbnail, her wedding ring glinting under the yellow ceiling light.

      I reach out and tug at her blonde ponytail. “Stop perving over the customers.”

      “Okay, okay.” She smiles. “A girl can look.”

      “Not a married one.” I grab a pencil and notepad, but I can feel Wendy’s eyes on me. “What?” I give her a sideways glance.

      Her expression softens. “You’re too good for this town.”

      “Believe me,” I flatten my apron, “I’m not.”

      There’s a sharp pang in my chest as I walk across the checkered floors. No one knows the real Leandra Dinali—a stray who wandered in here six years ago looking for a means to survive. I was a desperate fourteen-year-old girl left with no choice but to grow up really fucking fast. At night, I would tell myself that I’d never come back to this place once I was rid of my mother.

      Alas, I came back. I still do.

      I follow the two men who just walked in and hand them the menus as they take a seat. “Can I get you guys some coffee?”

      One glances to the other side of the diner at the man in the corner and nods to the guy he walked in with. “Is that who I think it is?”

      “Jesus,” his friend curses. “What the fuck is Maximo doing here? What did you do?”

      “Nothing. My God. Who says he’s here for us?”

      “Why the fuck else would he be here? Alexius Del Rossa’s guys don’t hang out in dives like this.”

      I drop my pen. The sound of it hitting the floor echoes like a gunshot right next to me.

      Alexius Del Rossa.

      A chill ripples down my spine. I’ve never seen him, but I’ve heard the whispers. Alexius isn’t a name you often hear in this part of town, but you know trouble is headed in this direction when you do. Everyone knows him. His family. How they own half of Chicago. Stories of the Dark Sovereign mob are told to children when you want them to stay off the streets at night. They are like the boogeyman you never see, yet always think about when you round a dark corner.

      There’s a warning that trickles along the back of my neck as I crouch and pick up my pen. This is going to be a long-ass day.

      I straighten and glance at my customers. “Can I take your order?”

      Their eyes are wide, and it’s hard not to notice the fear on their faces. It’s like they were staring at the Grim Reaper, knowing their souls were about to be taken to hell.

      “How long has that guy been here?” one of them asks, still not taking his eyes off the man whose name I now know as Maximo.

      “Not sure. He was already here when I started my shift. Can I get you guys some coffee?” I’m desperate to get their order so I can go to the back and tell Wendy who that guy is. She has no idea he’s one of Alexius’ men, or she wouldn’t be so eager to flirt.

      “You know what?” He grabs his jacket and stands. “We’ll get our breakfast somewhere else.”

      Both of them walk so fast one would think the floor’s on fucking fire the way they hustle out the diner—all because of one man sitting in the corner, drinking coffee and reading a newspaper. If I ever wanted to know the full extent of the Del Rossa’s power, I just witnessed all I needed to.

      Wendy slips in next to me. “Why did they leave?”

      “Because of your customer over there.” I slip my pen and notepad back into my apron pocket. “His name is Maximo.”

      “Maximo,” Wendy purrs, biting the end of her pen. “That’s a strong name.”

      “Yeah, especially since he’s one of Alexius Del Rossa’s men.”

      There’s a fast shift in the air as Wendy stiffens next to me. “Dark Sovereign?” she whispers.

      “According to my customers who just hauled their asses out of here at top speed, yes.”

      “Jesus.” Wendy turns to face me. “What is one of his men doing here?”

      “I don’t know. But whatever it is, it can’t be good.”

      “No shit. Come on.” She grabs my wrist and makes me follow her to the back, where she drops my hand the second the swivel door closes. “Should we tell Paul?”

      Even though my every instinct screams at me to tell Paul, quit my job, and get as far away from this diner as possible, the last thing I want to do is panic and do something stupid. “Let’s wait and see what happens. He’s probably going to finish his coffee and leave.”

      “If he doesn’t?” Wendy bites her thumbnail again, but there’s nothing sexy or flirty about it this time.

      I brush my fingers through my ponytail and place a hand on my hip. “If he doesn’t leave in the next half hour, we tell Paul. Besides,” I peek through the circle window in the door, “Paul probably already knows who he is. Might explain his bad mood other than problems at home.”

      “Okay,” Wendy agrees, but anyone can see she’s nervous as hell.

      I place my hands on her shoulders and force her to look me in the eye. “Get your shit together. You don’t want to be acting nervous around him.”

      “I know. But I can’t help it. I know these men, Lee. They are vicious and cruel.”

      “How do you know them?”

      Wendy’s gaze drifts to her feet, and she shifts from one leg to the other. My stomach coils tight as I anticipate what she’s about to tell me.

      “My cousin Sam managed to gather a fuckton of debt at one of their casinos.” Her eyes find mine. “Let’s just say he’s still paying his debt behind bars in a prison where the Dark Sovereign control him. He can’t even take a piss without them knowing.”

      “My God. How did he end up in prison?”

      Wendy glances around to make sure no one is close enough to hear. “He supposedly killed someone on their orders and got caught.”

      “Supposedly?”

      “Let’s just say we don’t think it’s a coincidence that Sam got caught with a gun in his hand standing over a dead body.”

      I frown. “So, they framed him?”

      “I don’t know. Sam never really told us what happened. We were all just left to make our own assumptions. But Sam is no longer considered a family member since everyone is too shit scared to be associated with him in any way.” Wendy’s eyes shoot open wide, her cheeks instantly pale as she stiffens. “Jesus, Lee. What if they’re here for me? What if Sam fucked up, and now they’re here to make me pay for it?”

      “How can he possibly fuck up when he’s in prison?”

      Wendy’s brows slant inward as she stares at me with the glint of disbelief. “Have you not watched a single episode of Inside the World’s Toughest Prisons?”

      “I can’t say that I have.”

      “These mobs get more done behind bars than they do behind a fucking desk. Prison doesn’t stop them from hurting or killing others.” She clutches her middle like a child with a tummy ache. “I’m telling you, Sam did something, and now they’re here for me.”

      Ice shatters inside my veins, the frozen shards piercing my stomach. The skin behind my ear burns as I sink my nail into the flesh. It’s a nervous habit—something I’ve been doing since I was five. The night after my father left, I scratched that one spot until blood gathered beneath my nails. And I continued to do it for weeks, picking the scabs and opening the wounds. My mother had a field day telling me what a psychotic bitch I was and that the scars behind my ears were proof of that.

      I willfully stop scratching and rub my fingers along my chin. “If that were true, they would target you in some dark alley somewhere. Not at your work in broad fucking daylight for everyone to see.”

      “The Dark Sovereign doesn’t give a fuck who sees. They know no one would dare say a word against them. These fuckers are untouchable, Lee. And they are not discreet. I can tell you that.”

      “Okay.” I step back and start to pace. “Maybe we should call the police.”

      “Are you kidding?” Wendy places her hand on her forehead. “They own the motherfucking police, Leandra. They are not street thugs who go in and out of jail. There’s a reason they call themselves the Dark Sovereign.” She inches closer. “They are the fucking royalty of Chicago with ninety-nine-point-nine percent of law enforcement on their payroll.” She’s practically spitting out the words, her cheeks red and irises flames of fear.

      “Okay, let’s just take a breath.” I hold up my arms and try to disarm Wendy’s borderline panic attack. “For all we know, this man is just drinking his fucking coffee without the intention of killing or hurting anyone.”

      “For all we know, he’s sitting there thinking of twenty different ways to kill me.”

      “Wendy!” I blurt. “Calm the fuck down, would you?”

      “Easy for you to say. You don’t have a felon in your fucking family.”

      Her words cut deep into a reality I’ve spent years trying to forget, but my mother never allowed me that luxury. And even now, with her gone, the sins of my bloodline still haunt me.

      I’m scratching behind my ear again as I lean with my back against the wall, trying to focus on my breathing so I won’t freak the fuck out. “Like I said. Let’s give this guy half an hour. If he’s not done by then, we tell Paul, and we get our asses out of here. Okay?”

      The air-conditioning starts up with a loud thump, and both of us yelp, snapping our gazes up at the machine. The noise is fucking awful, like a damn car engine that won’t start. It shakes and rattles while spitting out cold air, and I make a mental note to break that damn thing in half when no one is around.

      “How that fucking thing is still working is beyond me,” Wendy mutters, cursing under her breath while shooting flaming daggers at the air-conditioning machine that just scared the bejesus out of us.

      The bells chime, signaling new customers, and I tighten my ponytail before wiping my palms down my apron. “You stay here and get your shit together. But if you run and leave me alone in this dump, I am emptying your tip jar.”

      The swivel door creaks as I push my way through. Immediately, my gaze finds Maximo still sitting in his seat, but he’s no longer reading the newspaper. Instead, he’s looking right at me, and the eye contact strips me of the confidence I need to pretend like his presence isn’t scaring the crap out of us.

      My feet come to a halt when he stands from his seat, sauntering toward the customers who just walked in. There’s a heaviness inside my chest as my heart thumps violently against my ribs, and it’s impossible to ignore the sense of foreboding that turned the air toxic.

      Maximo is easily six-foot-five, his shoulders broad, and thick veins rope up the side of his muscled neck. The man is built like a fucking machine, and all I can do is remain frozen on the spot as he merely looks the new customers in the eye—a silent threat that makes them turn around and walk out.

      I take a step back, the skin at the back of my neck cold yet clammy, thinking Wendy might have been right. Him being here is no coincidence, and stopping new customers from entering the diner just confirmed it.

      Slowly backing away, I keep my eyes on Maximo while he holds the door open as a man walks in. Dressed in a black coat, white-collar shirt, and slate gray tie, it’s impossible for me to look away. The tension in the air tightens the moment he turns to face me. Recognition flashes in his eyes as he keeps my gaze, his expression stern and unreadable.

      “Jesus Christ,” Wendy whispers. I didn’t even notice her slip in next to me. “That’s Alexius.”

      I swallow hard, my throat dry and chest unable to expand while I struggle to breathe. The way his presence wraps around my throat proves the stories I’ve heard of him are true. It’s all there in the blue-blaze of his irises—the crashing chaos and wicked wrongdoings of a man who possesses too much power.

      With every step he takes toward me, his stare burns into mine, and I struggle to breathe in deeply enough so my lungs can expand.

      Midnight hair falls across his eyes, the strands as dark as the intentions that lurk behind the deceptive elegance he carries on his squared shoulders. Confidence radiates from him with every wide step he takes as he closes the distance between us. The man is as beautiful as he is intimidating.

      “Fuck this, I’m out,” I hear Wendy mumble, but I’m unable to move, unable to break the lock his gaze has on mine like I’m a target.

      With shaky legs, I inch back a step, but his tall frame already towers over me, and he reaches into his coat pocket. My lips part with a sharp uptick in my panicked heartbeat, and a soft whimper escapes me as I try to move to the side, desperate to get away. But he merely steps up in front of me, invading my personal space, and reaches out, placing his palm against the drywall and boxing me in. He smells of whiskey and spice, and subtle notes of sandalwood that coil around me, intoxicating my senses.

      Something deep inside me stirs, and my breath catches in my throat.

      “Leandra Dinali.” I hardly recognize my own name, shuddering at the orotund tone of his voice—a deep, rumble of power that makes me hold my breath.

      Rooted to the spot, I’m paralyzed by his presence as he leans forward, pulling out a black envelope from his coat pocket.

      Panicked tension threatens to snap my spine, and I lay my head back against the wall, turning my face away from his as he slips the envelope down the front of my dress, soft paper gliding against my flesh and sharp edges nicking my breasts.

      Heat surges across the skin of my neck as he leans closer, gently dragging his nose up toward my ear, inhaling deep. “You have twenty-four hours.”

      I pinch my eyes closed, my wildly beating heart thrumming like a drum inside my head. The bone-chilling terror renders me incapable of moving, but I open my eyes just in time to see him walk out the door.

      A tear slips free, and I sink down the wall onto the floor, breathing rapidly and biting my lip so I won’t break down in sobs. I’m no stranger to fear. I’ve lived through it for years. But this is different. It wraps me up in chains and squeezes the air from my lungs, but at the same time, I am consumed by something other than fear. Something stronger.

      After catching my breath, I pull out the envelope, my name neatly written in gold with elegant calligraphy. But it’s the letters on the back that has my heart crawling up my throat—a gold D with a silver S cutting through it. It’s their symbol.

      The symbol of the Dark Sovereign.
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ALEXIUS

        

      

    

    
      The pungent smell of grease and cheap coffee clings to my six-thousand-dollar suit. That diner is a fucking hole, and it should be illegal for them to serve food. My God, it should be illegal for that dive to even exist.

      Our trip reminded me what a fucking hellhole that part of Chicago is, another reason I chose Leandra. Maximo had a lot of profiles of potential candidates, a lot of Italian women who fit the bill to be my future wife.

      Italian blood.

      Young and beautiful.

      No family.

      No friends.

      Most importantly, desperate. All of them were at a point in their lives where marrying a rich, powerful man who could offer a lifetime of security would be a fucking gift from God.

      This motherfucking curveball of finding a wife forced me to pick a potential bride from a goddamn file. Annoyance clogged my veins as I turned each page, staring at the faces of women who all live mundane lives that have no meaning, yet they plaster on smiles, pretending to fit into a world that wouldn’t miss them the second they disappeared.

      But it was a candid image of Leandra Dinali standing by a grave, arms crossed tight and her hair blowing across her face, that made me pause on her profile. There was something about her vulnerability reflecting in that picture that made it impossible for me to put it down. Maybe it’s the fact that I myself will soon be standing by a grave, mourning the loss of a parent.

      And now, after looking into her amber eyes earlier, witnessing the fear with the tiniest sliver of courage that shined through in the lighter hues, I am confident in my decision. Poor girl has nothing. No family. No friends. No hope. She’s the perfect fucking candidate for what I need her for—to accept my offer and play the role of a doting wife until my dad takes his last breath.

      The estate’s large security gates come into view. Well-manicured lawns flank the asphalt driveway, and I have renewed appreciation for the wealth that surrounds us, not giving a shit about where all the money comes from.

      “You think she will accept?” Maximo doesn’t look back from the front passenger seat as we pull up in front of the house.

      I rub my chin with my thumb and forefinger. “The girl has nothing. She’d be stupid not to.”

      “We have a few other options we can consider should she decline.”

      “She’s a nomad. No family, no friends, has a fuck load of emotional baggage that makes her vulnerable enough to want to accept my offer. Plus, she has a pretty face.”

      The chauffeur opens my door, and I get out, fastening the buttons of my suit jacket. Maximo falls into step next to me. “If she does not accept your offer?”

      “Then we make her.” I stop and turn to face him. “We don’t have time to fuck around. My dad’s cancer is growing, so we have no idea how long we have to make sure Roberto doesn’t get his hands on what’s rightfully mine.”

      “I won’t let that happen,” Maximo assures me with unwavering loyalty. Besides being our family enforcer, he’s my best goddamn friend.

      I nod before heading inside the house. My dad’s diagnosis forced me to grow up fucking fast. I’ve always known I’d take over from him eventually, but I didn’t think I’d be head of this family so soon. Yet here I am, preparing to claim my birthright, and I haven’t even celebrated my thirtieth birthday yet.

      My footsteps resound with hardened determination across the lacquered floor as I make my way to the room where everyone with a seat at the table is from the same blood. So many have tried to join our family’s alliance. Still, throughout the years, my father had made it clear that the Dark Sovereign was solely for the Del Rossa and Savelli families—a union brought together by my parents’ marriage.

      I pull the gold key from my pocket, slip it into the lock, and open the large pocket door, the dark mahogany disappearing in the cavity built into the walls. The rollers glide across the overhead track, barely making a sound, revealing the room that defines us all.

      The musky, honeyed scent of beeswax lingers in the air—the oval table taking up the most significant part of the room. My footsteps are muted by the thick carpet, its burgundy color complementing the accent tones of maroon and trimmings of gold. Magnolia-colored curtains drape to the sides of the windows, pooling down on the carpet, and there is nothing but pride in my heart as I glance from wall to wall. This room is as majestic as the men who gathered here over time.

      Five black button-tufted executive chairs flank the table, and I saunter around it, placing my fingers on my father’s seat, the only one marked with the silver and gold symbol. My chair is placed on his right, Nicoli’s on his left. On the other side of the table there are two chairs. Uncle Roberto and Uncle Ricardo.

      Five members. Three Del Rossas. Two Savellis. There would always be five to avoid a deadlock. And since my father’s the leader, the one who carries the bulk of the responsibility, he gets to share it with two of his sons.

      I stare at the chair adjacent to my father’s. Roberto Savelli, my mother’s oldest brother. I don’t trust him. I never have. The way he looks at my father’s chair, it’s clear that he covets the seat, wanting nothing more than to have his fat ass sit in that position. But there is no way in hell I’ll allow it. Ever.

      Even though I disagree with my father’s demand of me taking a wife, thinking it’s absolute pure fucking bullshit, I will do what needs to be done—just like I always have, and always will.

      At the start of the Dark Sovereign, it was decided that my father would lead because he had the wealth and the power of the Del Rossa empire behind him. My grandfather, Ludavico Savelli, used to sit across from my father with Roberto at his side. Ludavico agreed to my father’s leadership because he knew the Del Rossa name carried more weight than his own.

      It was my father who made the Dark Sovereign what it is today. A family who rules the masses. A family that exterminates its enemies and takes care of its friends. We are equally feared and loved, our presence rivaled by those who seek just a fraction of our influence and the authority we wield.

      Ludovico and my father decided that no other family would join ours. We didn’t need to form alliances with others because the Del Rossa and Savelli union had made us strong enough on our own. Having too many members and alliances is a congestion of opinions and voices that had the potential to create inner conflict. But my uncle doesn’t share the same opinion. All he sees is more power, more money, and wealth that would come if others should join. Unfortunately for him, that will never fucking happen–not as long as a Del Rossa leads.

      The day my grandfather died and Roberto took his seat, I felt a shift in the air—a sense of foreboding that would soon challenge the ranks within the Dark Sovereign. And that is why I will go to hell and back to protect my father’s place at the table. His legacy will live on in me.

      I glance at Nicoli’s seat, thinking I’ll have to inform my twin brother of my decision to marry. Not that he’ll care. Maybe he will; who knows? But it would be safer to expect the unexpected when it comes to Nicoli. The man is unpredictable at best. You never know what the hell goes on inside that head of his. One minute he’s calm and cracking jokes, the next his slitting throats and hacking off heads half an hour before dinner. You always hear stories about cruel men with a bloodlust that stems from some sort of trauma or life event that fucked them up somehow. But that’s not the case with my twin brother. He’s just always a shade darker than the rest of us.

      The sound of light footsteps echoes from behind me as I slide the pocket door closed, locking it before placing the key back into my jacket pocket.

      “Alexius, there you are.”

      I turn to face my mother, her blue eyes beaming with light. “Mother.” I step closer and kiss her cheek. “You’re looking for me?”

      “I am. Walk with me.” She hooks her hand into the crook of my elbow, and I know by the tone in her voice that we are about to have a mother-son heart-to-heart.

      She breathes in deep as we walk out on the back patio. “Soon, our garden will be a blanket of snow.” She smiles. “I remember when you and Nicoli were little, you would chase each other around the garden through the snow. You never could catch your brother.”

      “I still can’t.” I scoff. “But I sure could kick his ass in a snowball fight.”

      She snickered. “You sure could.”

      Her fingers tighten around my elbow as she stares out over the garden. It’s a paradise of flowers and shrubs, the tall trees slowly turning from a vibrant green to the yellow and brown hues of autumn. During spring, butterflies flit around the colors, the air rich with a floral fragrance.

      “It always amazes me how the view changes with every angle you look at it. Every time I walk out here, I know I will never see this exact image, this exact view ever again.” She looks up at me. “Nature changes with every second. And so do we.”

      “Dad told you.” I sigh.

      “He did. And I understand your hesitancy toward a marriage simply to solidify your position.”

      “You do?” I cock a brow in surprise. “And here I thought you were bringing me out here to list the twenty-two reasons Dad is right.”

      “Your dad is right.” She lets go of my arm, walking up to the barrier of the patio. “It wasn’t easy for us when your dad and I married.”

      I step in next to her.

      “Especially for your dad. He was against our union from the very start.”

      “He was?”

      She tucks a strand of dark hair behind her ear, her slender form and flawless skin still carrying a youth that does not reflect her fifty-three years of age. “It took a lot of persuading for him to accept your grandfather’s deal. Marriage for an alliance.”

      My fingers brush along my chin to keep my jaw from hitting the floor. “I never would have guessed Dad was against it.”

      She lifts her shoulders, her small five-foot frame and petite features shaded by my shadow. “Your father sacrificed more for this family than you’ll ever know. But we both knew it had to be done for the well-being of this family, and many generations to come.” She takes my hand and places it between her palms, her skin soft and warm. Comforting. “But your father and I were hopelessly in love by the time you were born. It just took us a while to realize what love truly is.”

      “And what’s that?”

      Her smile lights up against the colors of fall. “Love is not the butterflies you feel when you’re with someone. It’s the brokenness you experience when you’re apart.”

      A soothing comfort settles in my chest as she palms my cheek, looking up at me with the gaze of a mother who loves her child unconditionally. “You have grown into a strong man, Alexius. Your grandfather would be proud.”

      With a gentle touch, I take her fingers and place a kiss on the top of her hand. “Grazie, Mamma.” I step back. “But I’m afraid there is no place in my heart for love. Only my duty for this family.”

      “Give it time. Now,” she takes a step back, “go find your brothers. I can only assume that the three of them are up to no good.”

      “As always.”

      The sun has long passed its highest point, the shadow of our two-story house casting shade across the whole patio. My mother has a way of telling me what needs to be done without causing the weight on my shoulders to grow heavier. Somehow, she always knows what I need to hear—especially when the struggle adds strain to a sometimes-crippling duty.

      “Maximo,” I call, knowing he’s never out of ear’s reach.

      “Yeah?” He walks up from behind me as we cross the rotunda foyer.

      “I don’t need to ask where my brothers are.”

      “Of course not. It’s Friday.”

      “Ah-huh.” I place a palm on his shoulder. “How about we go join them for a change?”

      “What if the girl pitches up while we’re gone?”

      “She won’t,” I reply with confidence. “She’ll wait the twenty-four hours we’ve given her.”

      “You sure?”

      “I am. But let’s just inform security to let us know if a girl shows up.”

      He nods. “Will do.”

      “Now, let’s go try to have some fun.”

      “Sounds good.” Maximo walks out in front of me and opens the back passenger door of the black Maserati Quattroporte.

      Before getting in, I glance up at our European-inspired mansion—a ten-thousand square feet of living space placed on a three-acre estate with exquisite landscaping. There is no end to our wealth, but it comes at a price like everything else in the world. We aren’t saints, and we sure as fuck didn’t acquire all this by sitting in church pews every Sunday morning praying for forgiveness. No. We extort the sins of others, using their own vice against them. But that’s the reality of the world we live in—only the strongest survive…and we sure as fuck are the strongest.

      Maximo’s phone rings just as I’m about to get into the back of the car, and we give each other a knowing look as he pulls it out of his pants pocket.

      Leandra Dinali.
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LEANDRA

        

      

    

    
      The thick paper envelope feels smooth between my fingers, the bold gold letters stirring both fear and intrigue.

      DS. Dark Sovereign.

      Two words that have never been spoken without fear on this side of town. A society of men rumored to control the Port of Chicago, trading in everything from drugs to illegal firearms, and there have even been whispers of women being bought and traded like cattle.

      Their illegal casinos and strip clubs are all around town, something that’s kept under the police’s radar with a few Benjamins each month. And there are rumors of them having a hand in the flourishing property market in upscale Chicago. Basically, there is nothing in this city untouched by the Dark Sovereign.

      I’m not quite sure if we should consider ourselves lucky because the Del Rossa family doesn’t seem to give a shit about this part of town, or if it proves that it’s only a matter of time before hell will tear open a rift and have the flames melt our flesh while it burns this shithole.

      A breeze picks up, and I jolt as it slams against the plastic sheet covering the broken glass of my bedroom window, causing it to clatter and clap. I’ve been on edge since leaving the diner rattled and confused as fuck. The entire time, I would look over my shoulder, getting the sense that someone was watching me—the paranoia sprouting like weeds inside my head.

      What does Alexius Del Rossa want with me?

      The black envelope taunts me as I glide my fingertips along the edges. It can’t be anything good. Nothing that has the symbol of the Dark Sovereign is ever good. Nothing given or accepted from the hands of the man whose presence both entices and terrifies you can ever be something with good intentions.

      I lean back with my head against the cold wall, slipping my fingers through my hair, the ends tangled. I’m still wearing my uniform minus the black pumps, sitting cross-legged on my bed. The faded floral sheets crease along my legs, my toes wiggling through the tear in the fabric.

      My stomach is all twisted in knots, and my pulse can’t stop racing. It’s surreal to think that the envelope staring back at me holds so much power.

      I shudder, the crawling sensation across my skin whispering words of foreboding that my life is about to change, whether I want it to or not.

      You want it to.

      Nothing can be worse than it is now.

      What do you really have to lose?

      Nothing. I have nothing to lose.

      I glance around the bedroom, my mother’s bed made and untouched. After she died, I cleaned the sheets and placed them back—never getting close to her bed after that.

      We shared a room ever since my father left. Before that, my single bed used to be in the living room, pushed against the wall and stacked with pillows so it looked like an extra couch during the day. But after he walked out the door for the last time, I moved into the bedroom with her so I could lie awake at night listening to her breathe—some nights fearing it would stop, other nights praying she’d take her last one.

      With a deep inhale, I can still smell her, the stench of a body slowly rotting from the inside while her veins pump the poison that created a hole in her mind where she’d escape so she could forget her pathetic life.

      Just do it.

      Just open the damn letter.

      Tucking my curls behind my ears, I exhale and pick up the envelope, slicing the knife through the edge.

      My heart no longer races. Instead, it’s stuck in my throat as I reach inside and pull out a letter. My hands shake so much I can hardly manage to unfold the paper.

      The letter is handwritten, the black ink forming perfectly elegant cursive letters.

      

      
        
        Dear Leandra,

      

        

      
        This is a letter to present you with a mutually beneficial proposition. One that can take you away from the financial hardship and the life that comes with it.

         

        I would like to offer you more money than you can ever fathom, as well as the protection of the Dark Sovereign for the rest of your life. Such security can only be provided by a man in my position. You will never want for anything ever again. You have my word.

         

        In exchange, I ask only one thing from you, which we can discuss at length once you have phoned the number at the back of this letter.

         

        This offer is available to you and open for discussion for twenty-four hours.

      

        

      
        Regards,

        Alexius Del Rossa

      

      

      

      I drop the letter as if the paper burned my palm, cold chills slithering across my arms and legs.

      What is this? What kind of game is he playing?

      Darting off the bed, I start pacing, placing my hand on my forehead while my mind spins out of fucking control, unable to form a coherent thought. What on Earth do I have that Alexius Del Rossa wants?

      I still and glance down my body, coffee stains soaked through the fabric of my uniform. Does he…? No. Alexius Del Rossa can have any woman he wants; there is no reason for me to think that he wants my body for anything…unless he’s offering me a job to work at one of his strip clubs.

      Bile fills the back of my mouth, the thought alone making me feel sick to my stomach. I’d rather die of hunger than dance naked in front of men with their hands in their pants. There’s no way in hell I’d even consider it.

      Do you really think that’s what he wants? Why would he offer you a job when there are thousands of women in this city desperate and confident enough to work a pole and flaunt their naked bodies in front of everyone who wants to watch?

      It doesn’t make sense at all, but no matter which way I look at the context of the letter, it’s the only explanation I can think of. And in that case, there is no way I want to discuss it even further with him.

      I grab my phone, and the shattered screen lights up as I punch in the number that’s on the back of the letter. My stomach tightens and the blood in my veins runs cold, yet perspiration beads at the back of my neck as a man’s voice resounds through the receiver.

      “Yes?”

      “Um…this is Leandra Dinali,” I say, my hand shaking as I hold the letter. “I’m calling about the—”

      “Someone will pick you up in an hour.”

      “No,” I blurt, met with utter silence from the other end. “I’m calling to say that I’m not interested in discussing whatever it is Alexius is offering.”

      “Mr. Del Rossa.” The man’s voice is stern, hard as he corrects me.

      “Fine. Please tell Mr. Del Rossa that I’m not interested in working at one of his clubs. But thank you anyway.”

      I hang up and frown at my choice of words.

      “Thank you anyway?” Jesus, Leandra.

      My hands are still shaking, and my insides remain knotted even after I respectfully declined his undisclosed offer, convinced it can only be a stripping gig.

      Out of breath, I sit down on the bed, clutching the edge of the mattress and pulling my shoulders up. A lot of girls would fiercely fight for an opportunity like this. Being a stripper might not be the most respectable job, but I’ve heard those girls make a lot of fucking money. In one night, they earn three times more money than I do in a week working at the diner. But the thought alone stacks ice up my spine. Ever since almost being raped because of one stupid dress, I do everything I can to hide as much flesh as possible. Working for the Dark Sovereign just isn’t something I’d be able to do.

      I straighten and walk to the living room, looking at all the junk my mom and I used to call furniture. The three-seater couch only has space for one with the coils protruding through the sponge of the other two. What once was a white sofa is now a filthy, cheap-wine-stained piece of garbage with dried blood still smudged on the armrest. My blood. It was the last time my mother ever laid a hand on me, punching me in the face because I came home emptyhanded that night since I missed the bus to go to the usual exchange spot. That night she screamed at me for hours, telling me how selfish I was. What a miserable piece of shit she had given birth to. And like all the other times, she grabbed the opportunity to remind me how my father leaving us was my fault, how her heartbreak of missing him fell on my shoulders.

      Guilt. That was her weapon of choice, and she gutted me from nose to navel every goddamn time.

      I swallow the pain, something I thought I’d be able to bury with her, but it still haunts me even after her grave had been closed.

      The memories still hurt, and I still bleed. I’ve lost all hope for anything other than a miserable life, losing count of ‘overdue rent’ notices being bolted to the front door, and sitting at the kitchen table making the decision between buying food or paying bills every goddamn day.

      But I’ve seen it so many times around here, young women growing up with the hopes of having a better life only to realize that hope is so easily destroyed.

      Flashes of the past bombard me while I walk through the tiny living space. I can’t help but wonder if it’s this place that kept me from moving on, if the memories are bound to every item in this apartment.

      The coffee table with tea stains and carvings reminds me of how my dad would whittle the wood with his knife, an act that was meant to intimidate.

      Holes in the carpet with hardened edges from burnt twine triggers memories of a mother who would rather smoke than feed her child.

      I glance at the open door of the bathroom—a tiny space with a shower, toilet, and a broken sink—and all I think about are nights spent locked in there because my parents wanted to get high with friends and fuck like rabbits.

      “God.” I sigh, leaning back against the wall while the shadows of past demons still lurk around this apartment. Maybe surviving should no longer be my short and long-term goal. Maybe leaving this apartment and all its fucked-up memories should be my short-term plan. Perhaps walking away from this part of my life is the only way for me to move on.

      Ugh. Who am I kidding? It would take me years to come to a point where I’d be able to move out and move on. By then my determination to leave would be extinguished with the overwhelming sense of doom that came with poverty.

      Back in my room, I tear the black envelope in half and chuck it in the bin. The last thing a girl like me needs is to get involved with a society known to ruin and rule everything they touch. Life is hard enough as it is.

      My stomach growls, and I go to the kitchen, rummaging through cabinets which are empty apart from the last pack of instant noodles.

      I tear open the pack and throw the noodles in a bowl. Instead of cooking it first, I sit at the rusty kitchen table and eat it raw, like chips, breaking off piece by piece and chewing the dehydrated noodles. I was five years old when I ate it raw for the first time. Both my parents were passed out drunk, and there was nothing else to eat but this pack of instant noodles. Too scared to use a pan and boil it, I went back into the bathroom, closed the door, and ate it raw. It tasted surprisingly good, and from that, I just kept on eating it raw—even after I was old enough and able to boil a pot of water.

      There’s a loud knock on the door, and I swallow the bite of noodles before quietly stalking closer. “Who is it?”

      “Alexius.”

      “Jesus Christ,” I whisper to myself, my heart sling-shotting down to my feet.

      “I would like to discuss my offer.”

      “Um.” I press my back against the wall next to the door. “I told the person who answered the phone that I’m not interested.”

      “I’m aware of that.” Even with a door between us, I can still hear the sharp edge and low tenor in his voice.

      I clear my throat. “Then we don’t have anything to discuss.”

      “I can assure you, we do.”

      “Listen,” I start, holding on to my last thread of courage, “I have no interest in working at one of your clubs. So you can—”

      “Miss Dinali. Open the door, or I’ll have Maximo here break it down.”

      Jesus. “What the fuck are you—”

      “I’m going to count to three. One.”

      “You can’t just go around breaking down people’s doors.”

      “Two.”

      “Oh, my God,” I mutter. “Of course, you can. You’re Alexius Del Rossa.”

      “Thr—”

      “Fine!” I remove the chain and turn the latch before slowly opening the door, peeking around the edge while my heart thunders inside my chest. “What do you want to discuss?”

      Alexius slants a dark brow, blue eyes demanding my attention. “Let me in, and I’ll say what I came here to say.”

      “My apartment isn’t exactly presentable.”

      Alexius nods toward the man I recognize as Maximo from this morning at the diner, and then I’m getting shoved back hard, falling on my ass as he pushes the door open—both he and Alexius walking inside.

      “Here. Let me help you.” Alexius extends a hand, and for a moment I forget to breathe as I stare into striking blue eyes bright against the stark white collar of his dress shirt. They’re almost luminescent as the shadows eat away at the last sunrays of dusk shining through the kitchen window.

      But I pull my shit together and break his gaze, scoffing at his gesture to help, and push myself back up onto my feet before rushing to the other side of the living room, which isn’t far since I live in a matchbox.

      “What do you want?”

      “To talk.”

      “I already said I’m not interested.”

      He slips off his black trench coat and hands it to Maximo before straightening the sleeves of his suit jacket. There’s a pensive look in his eyes as he glances around the room, stalking across the ruined carpet. After dragging his fingertip along the kitchen table, he looks at his finger like it’s covered in dirt before pulling out a white handkerchief and wiping it off. If he was anyone else, I’d tell him what a pompous asshole he was by assuming just because I’m poor, I live in a pigsty. But Alexius isn’t just anyone, and I’d rather bite my tongue than lose it.

      A frown curves along his dark brows. “Are you eating instant noodles…dry?”

      I inch a little to the left, trying to put more distance between us. “You came here to discuss your offer I already refused, not my eating habits.”

      “How can you refuse an offer when you don’t even know what it is?”

      “I already know what it’s not.”

      He smirks. “And what’s that?”

      “Not something I’m interested in.”

      A grin tugs at the corner of his mouth before he walks closer, pinning me to the wall with his intense gaze. “Let’s just skip all the bullshit and get straight to the point.” Confidence drips from his lips with every word he speaks, and his presence slithers up my front like a snake making its way to my throat. “As my letter states, I have a proposal that both you and I will find beneficial.”

      “Unfortunately, I have no desire to work at a strip club.”

      He snorts and seems oddly amused. “You should learn to listen before making assumptions, Miss Dinali.”

      “That is the offer, isn’t it?” My heart is beating so fast, so hard, I’m sure he can hear it pounding against my ribs.

      “It’s not.”

      “Well, I can’t think of anything else you and I would find mutually beneficial.”

      His gaze drags down my body, iced irises setting my skin alight as he studies every inch of me. “You do have something I want.”

      I swallow. “And what is that?”

      “Your hand.”

      “My what?”

      “Your hand,” he repeats before cutting his gaze back up to mine. “In marriage.”
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      Shock bursts through my skull and slams the wind right out of me. “Marriage?”

      “It’s simple, Miss Dinali.” He takes a step closer, replacing the oxygen with the intensity that oozes from his pores. “You need money, and I need a wife. Marry me, play your part as my loving wife until my father dies, after which you can go live your life wherever you want with more money than you’ll be able to spend in two lifetimes.”

      My eyes widen, tunnel vision blocking out everything around me except the man standing in front of me with a look on his face that says he’s nothing less than dead fucking serious.

      Marriage?

      Money?

      Loving wife?

      “What the hell is this?” I frown as warning prickles along the back of my neck.

      “It’s a proposition.” He leans his head to the side, not taking his eyes off mine. “If you marry me and pretend like we’re nothing short of blissfully fucking happy until my father dies, we’ll get a divorce, and you will have the Del Rossa name at your disposal for the rest of your life.”

      “This is insane,” I whisper, not sure what the fuck is happening right now. “You want me to marry you?”

      “In exchange for money, yes.”

      “How much money?” My words sound greedier than intended, but there’s no use in standing here, pretending that the promise of wealth isn’t tempting.

      He holds his arms out wide with a wicked look on his face. “Like I said, enough for two goddamn lifetimes.” Dark strands fall down the side of his face. “All I need is your signature on a binding contract and your word as we say our vows before God.”

      “Why me?” I blurt. “Why pick me?”

      “Why not you?” he counters, his expression unreadable while his eyes resonate challenge.

      “I’m nothing but a poor girl from the wrong side of town. You can have any woman you want, women from your own class, and far better suited than I am. Plus, I’m pretty sure you didn’t even know I existed until this morning.”

      “Last night, actually.”

      I cock a brow, unamused. “Again, why me?”

      “My reasoning for choosing you shouldn’t concern you.”

      “Of course it concerns me since it makes zero sense for you to pick me.”

      He licks his lips, and my gaze follows, admiring the sinful glisten his tongue left behind. Heat drifts along my skin, and I can’t stop myself from thinking how strikingly beautiful Alexius is, even though I’m certain he’s nothing but darkness inside. The Del Rossa name comes with haunting shadows and immoral embers that never die.

      With his broad shoulders squared beneath the fabric of his suit jacket, and his eyes luring me in, threatening to drag me into the storm that rages in ripples of blue, I find it hard to fill my lungs with air since Alexius replaced the oxygen the second he walked in.

      It takes every sliver of determination not to show just how strongly he intimidates me, how hard it is for me to keep looking him in the eye rather than cowering and glancing away.

      “It would be in your best interest not to worry about why I chose you. All you should focus on is choosing what kind of future you’ll have once I walk out that door.”

      Every hair on my body rises, and he leans down, his warm breath skidding along my cheek. “Will I walk out of your fucked-up little apartment while you stay behind and drown in self-pity every miserable day of your life?” He slants his head to the side and holds my gaze with an intensity that burns my insides. “Or will you leave with me, taking the first step toward living a life most women can’t even fucking dream of?”

      The low thrum of his voice is both alluring and menacing at the same time. It crawls along my skin, heat seeping through my pores only to chill my insides.

      He’s not asking me what I want to do, whether I want to stay or leave. He already knows because he holds all the power in the palm of his hand, and I have none. If I refuse and choose to stay behind, I continue to exist without living. The only difference will be that I’ll suffocate at the thought of knowing I had a chance to change everything but didn’t take it.

      Alexius doesn’t back down, keeping a mere breath of distance between us. I can feel heat radiate from him, how his ultimate power wraps around my throat like a rope, tightening with each passing second. And like a predator, he’s waiting for my next move, already anticipating every outcome no matter which direction I choose to go.

      For a moment, I’m paralyzed, my heart pounding while my head spins with the promise of a better life. But at what cost?

      “I have no incentive for trusting you.”

      “You have my word.”

      I lick my lips. “I have no idea who you are apart from the rumors I’ve heard.”

      “You should never listen to rumors.”

      “Something tells me I should.”

      His gaze drifts from mine, all the way down the side of my neck. “You will come to no harm while married to me.”

      “And after?”

      Once again, his eyes are fixed on mine. “As I said, you will have the Del Rossa name, which means you’ll have our protection as well.”

      “Again, I have no reason to trust you.”

      He takes a welcome step back, finally giving me space to breathe. “I give you my word, and that is all the incentive you need. A man’s word is his bond.”

      I tuck a curl behind my ear, touching my scar, the urge to scratch it overwhelming. “What would my duties be?” I look up at him. “As your wife?”

      Something dark flashes in his iridescent eyes, the corner of his full lips curving upward. Suddenly, I’m hyperaware of how he dominates the room simply by standing there, silently staring at me. I feel like a peasant in the company of royalty, knowing I don’t belong in the same room as him. It’s like somehow the stars crossed, and now the natural order of things has gone mad.

      He touches his bottom lip with his thumb before saying, “As my wife, your only duty will be to act the part and do what’s expected of you while in the company of others.”

      “And my duty doesn’t extend to behind doors?”

      “If you’re asking if you’ll have to have sex with me, Miss Dinali, the answer is no. Your virtue will be intact when you leave my house.”

      My heart thunders inside my chest. “My virtue? How do you—”

      “Do you think I would make you such an offer without knowing everything there is to know about you?” He crosses his arms. “This is a serious matter, Leandra. One I do not take lightly. I’m offering to pay you a fortune, to take care of you for the rest of your life—not because I want to fuck you or have you suck my dick.”

      His brash words burn my cheeks, heat spreading down my neck.

      “All you have to do is act as my loving, doting wife until my father takes his last breath.”

      “Your father can live for years.”

      “Not with a brain tumor, he can’t.”

      I press my lips together with a sudden rush of sympathy and stare at him. “Oh. I’m sorry about—”

      “He has no more than six months to live. Then you’ll be free to go and do whatever the hell you want. But during the time we’re married, you’ll obey my four golden rules.”

      “Rules?”

      “You will be subservient to me. You will respect me and never question me in front of others. You will not fuck other men or compromise our marriage in any way. And you will never forget the sole reason you walk at my side.”

      “And that is?”

      “To look fucking pretty. That’s it. Nothing more. Nothing less.”

      There’s a rush of adrenaline filling my stomach at the thought of him thinking I’m pretty. Pretty enough to be his wife, even if it’s just for show. But there’s still a sense of discomfort settled in my limbs, a warning that chimes in the back of my mind.

      “What is your answer, Miss Dinali?” he presses, clasping his fists together in front of him as he widens his stance.

      Suddenly I’m incapable of speaking a single word, my every muscle coiled in a thousand knots. It’s quite the mind-shift to go from thinking he wants me on his payroll as a stripper, to he wants my name next to his on a marriage certificate. Somewhere between falling on my ass and pressing myself hard against a wall, I got sucked through a giant wormhole only to get spat out in this alternate universe where I’m about to step into a world that’s so far from my own it’s impossible to imagine myself in it.

      Without thinking, I clear my throat and dig my nail into the skin behind my ear. “If I agree, when do we…um…when do we get married?”

      “Three days,” he answers without a single moment of hesitation.

      “And where would I live?”

      “You’ll be my wife, Leandra. Obviously, you’ll be living with me, and go where I go unless I say otherwise.”

      “And you will not expect me to sleep with you?”

      He scoffs. “Clearly, these rumors you’ve heard of me are quite…tainted since you’re so worried I’ll end up between those legs of yours.”

      “A girl can’t be too careful, especially when the man who owns a sex club like Myth proposes marriage.” My words weren’t meant to sound like a challenge, but somehow they did, and I regret it the moment I shut my mouth.

      Alexius’ expression turns to stone as he stomps toward me, this time forcing me to flatten my back against the wall. “I don’t like repeating myself, but since you’re new, I’ll humor you.” Pinning me with burning sapphires, he leans down, reaching out and placing a palm against the wall, lowering his face mere inches from mine. The warmth of his breath dances across my cheeks, his scent of spice and sandalwood wrapping around me. There’s a tug at my core, a pull that draws me closer, and it’s so strong I can barely breathe.

      Leaning his head to the side, dark strands frame his face. “I will not fuck you, Leandra.” Every word rolling from his sensual lips drips with something dark and enticing, and I find myself desperate to taste it. “I will not spread your legs. I will not make you cry out as I tear through that thin barrier of your virginity. And I won’t make you bleed while I fuck your innocence out of you,” he leans closer, “one hard thrust after…the other.” Gently, he touches my jaw, making me shiver with anticipation as my pussy clenches. “Does that set you at ease, Miss Dinali?”

      Hardly.

      He inches back and buttons his suit jacket, the spot on my jaw burning from the aftermath of his touch. “What will it be? Yes, or no?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Yes or no, Miss Dinali. It’s not a trick question.”

      “This is not an easy decision to make.” I pull my fingers through my hair. “You literally come out of nowhere and then ask me to be your wife for six months. Can I have five minutes to think about this?”

      Dark brows curve downward, his eyes that burned mere moments ago now dark and ice cold. Alexius rubs his chin before turning his back on me and walking toward Maximo, taking his trench coat from him and slipping it on. “We’re done here.”

      “Excuse me?” I narrow my eyes.

      He straightens the collar of his coat. “I said we’re done. My offer just expired.”

      “You can’t do that, drop something like this on me and then expect me to give you an answer within ten goddamn minutes.”

      Fear slams against my spine as Alexius rushes forward, instantly closing the distance between us, once again forcing me against the damn wall like I’m one of the fading flowers on the goddamn wallpaper. “You will do well remembering that there is nothing I can’t do. Absolutely fucking nothing.” His top lip curls with a snarl. “Last chance, Miss Dinali. Yes or fucking no?”

      I swallow hard, and even though warning is knocking at my skull, his eyes alone evoking the fear of hell in me, there’s this soft little voice that echoes inside my head.

      “Yes.”
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      My answer is nothing but a whisper, an echo of uncertainty, but I said it, nonetheless.

      “Fantastic,” he spits out before turning and stomping toward the door. “You have two minutes to grab everything you want to take with you, even though I’d urge you not to since everything here isn’t worth burning in my bedroom’s fireplace.”

      “Wait, I’m going with you now?”

      “Yes, Miss Dinali. Now.” I watch him walk out the door.

      “Jesus,” I mutter, placing a sweaty palm on my forehead. “What is happening right now?”

      “Two minutes,” I hear him call from down the hall, and I rush to my bedroom.

      Reaching underneath my bed, I pull out the only thing I have close to a suitcase, a faded yellow backpack I bought myself the first time I was hellbent on packing my shit and leaving my mom behind. So many nights, I stood with one foot out of the door, wanting nothing more than to leave her in this apartment to rot, but I never could. No matter how much I hated my life with her in it, I couldn’t get myself to walk away. Something kept pulling me back like a cord that refused to be severed.

      Two minutes is more than enough time to pack my things since I don’t have much. A pair of jeans, two shirts, underwear, and boy shorts with a tank top to sleep in. Count with it the gray hoody, black leggings, and sneakers I just pulled on; that’s the extent of my wardrobe.

      I manage to stuff half of my toiletries in my handbag and slip two hair scrunchies around my wrists. I try to ignore the nerves that tighten around my stomach with each passing minute and rummage through the closet and every cabinet just in case there’s something else I need to take with me—wherever I’m going.

      Lastly, I open my bedside table and pick up the birth control pills. I’ve been on it ever since the night I almost lost my soul, the night I thought looking pretty in a dress would make me happy. Around here, getting raped and ending up pregnant is something you’d hear about every goddamn week, which is why I decided to protect myself as much as I possibly could.

      I slip it into my handbag and take one final glance around the room. I have no idea if I’ll be coming back, yet I don’t care because I won’t miss this place at all—not even a little bit. Hopefully, walking out that door with the idea that I’m never coming back here will help me leave the past between these walls.

      Grabbing my backpack and handbag, I walk up to the front door, adrenaline and fear crashing through my veins.

      Maximo is waiting for me in the hall. The collar of his leather jacket is pulled up, his white shirt pristine and clean. “Are you packed?”

      I nod and swallow hard as my heart hammers against my ribs. It’s not too late. There’s still time for me to change my mind. If I do, I’d just return to my pathetic life living in this apartment and serving coffee to low-life perverts who have nothing better to do than stare at my ass.

      “We don’t have all day,” he warns, and I lick my dry lips before walking out the door. I’m so nervous I can barely breathe as I look back into the apartment one final time. But no matter how scared I am of the unknown, I’m more afraid of staying and never leaving.

      I close the door behind me, following Maximo down the stairs and out of the apartment building. The cold air stings my cheeks, and I pull the zipper of my hoodie up even further.

      Everyone on the street stares at us. It’s not every day you see an expensive car parked outside of a building that’s one winter storm away from collapsing.

      Maximo opens the back passenger door, and I hesitate for a second, holding my breath and hearing my mother’s voice so clearly.

      “You’ll never escape this shitty life. It’s all you deserve.”

      The rich scent of leather instantly envelops me as I get into the car. Alexius scrolls his thumb across his phone’s screen before slipping it back into his jacket. The remaining light of the sunset falls on his face, enhancing his flawless features, his skin touched with a gentle golden complexion.

      He glances in my direction, and even though I’m scared, the strength of his presence almost suffocating, I like the way he looks at me as if he notices every tiny detail of my features.

      “Is that your entire life in one little backpack?” His eyes fall to the bag I’m clutching against my chest, and my cheeks burn with embarrassment. A man like him who’s grown up in the lap of luxury would never know the feeling of your entire life being summed up with one word. Nothing.

      “As you said, nothing in that apartment is even worth burning.” I turn my gaze out the window, but I’m too nervous to notice anything, my mind filled with thoughts of the unknown. “While we’re driving, should we not discuss some details?”

      “What details?” His reply is short, as if my question annoyed him.

      I straighten in my seat and look at him. “Will your family not find it odd that we know nothing of each other?”

      “You mean that you know nothing about me?”

      “Yeah. That,” I reply, deadpan.

      Alexius pulls out his phone again, and it’s vibrating in his hand as the screen flashes, but he swipes and declines the call. “My family is not ignorant, Leandra. They know this will not be a traditional marriage.”

      “What is it, exactly?”

      “None of your concern. Just keep your end of the bargain by acting your part when and how I tell you to.” There’s a low thrum of authority in his voice, laced with the sharp edge of something wicked. Sinister. Cold.

      Chills ripple across my skin, my heels nervously digging into the beige carpet of the car floor.

      “Do not make the mistake of forming any expectations when it comes to our agreement. We will be married by law only. We will not spend time together other than at social engagements where we’ll be expected to be seen together. We will not sit around a dinner table and ask each other how our day was or share our motherfucking hopes and dreams. This—” he gestures between us “—is an arrangement and nothing more. I will owe you nothing as a husband, just like won’t owe me anything as a wife. Do you understand that?”

      Trepidation spreads through my veins, his eyes burning with determination, glittering with deep shades of azure, like a serpent about to strike. It makes me realize the gravity of the situation, and for a second, I fear I’ve made a mistake by saying yes. I know nothing of this man, what drives him, or what he’s capable of. All I know is there’s a coldness to him, something sinful and corrupt that makes me think I should run in the other direction, yet I find myself drawn to him in spite of it.

      “I understand. Clearly.”

      “Good. I don’t have time for any misunderstandings.”

      “No misunderstanding here,” I mutter and look out the window. No matter how hard I try to remove my thoughts from being in the back of this car with Alexius, I can’t. I’m scared. Nervous. Uncertain. But it’s no different from how I felt before Alexius gave me that envelope. The only difference is, before, I feared the future—uncertain whether I’d have one or not. Now, I’m nervous about him and how the next six months will play out.

      After driving in complete silence and forcing myself not to look in his direction the entire time, the car slows in front of large black iron gates.

      My stomach flips, and I clutch the door handle on the sidebar tighter.

      “Welcome to Capitoline Estate.” There’s a thrum of pride in his tone.

      “Capitoline? That’s beautiful.”

      “My father named the estate after the legend of the she-wolf who saved the twin brothers, Romulus and Remus.”

      “Who are they?”

      “The mythical founders of Rome.” His words are clipped, and I catch the hint that he’s not in the mood to elaborate on the story, so I look back out the window.

      Trees line up on either side of the driveway, disappearing sunrays gently easing through the leaves and branches before revealing lush lawns and landscaping. But it’s only when the building comes into view that I stop breathing, staring at the two-story mansion with antique pearl limestone walls, high windows, and two pillars framing the stairs that lead up to the expansive front door.

      The car stops, and I’m still gawking at my surroundings when my door is opened by a man dressed in a pristine suit, and I thank him with a smile as I get out, clutching my bag tight against my chest. The tall mansion has me craning my neck as I look up at the second-floor windows. I’ve only seen houses like these in magazines and TV shows, and as I walk up the stairs, following Alexius inside, I’m enthralled with the beauty and wealth that clings to every inch of the house.

      My sneakers barely make a sound on the lacquered floors as I step into the two-story foyer, lights from the crystal chandelier dancing across the circular rotunda. The beige walls adorned with exquisite gold-framed paintings and the subtle lighting that touches every corner create a serene atmosphere with the subtle scent of blooming flowers that embraces you. It’s not at all as I imagined it, not nearly as dark and gloomy as the stories I’ve heard of the Dark Sovereign.

      Still staring up at the high ceilings, I walk right into Alexius when he stops in front of the dual staircase.

      “Sorry,” I whisper awkwardly, and he merely glares at me over his shoulder. The man is a mountain of muscle and misery, and I see the edge of a tattoo that reaches from under his collar up the back of his neck. It makes me wonder what ink he hides under the suit he wears.

      “Mira,” Alexius calls before looking at his wristwatch. “Maximo, why does your sister always think that when I say six o’clock, I actually mean six-fifteen?”

      “What can I say?” Maximo smirks. “The girl is a menace.”

      “Oh, my God, I’m right here.” A woman’s voice reaches from the top of the stairs, followed by clicking heels.

      “Leandra, meet Mirabella.” Alexius’ tone is flat and unamused. “The girl who owns an entire collection of Cartier watches yet doesn’t use any of them.”

      “Relax, Alexius. Why do I need a watch to remind me of the time when you’re so painfully punctual with a voice that carries all the way to the back of the house?”

      I suppress a snicker as Mira walks down the stairs, thinking I like her already.

      Her warm blonde hair is draped over one shoulder, her crimson lips the same shade as her striking red coat, which is a bold contrast to her pale white skin. She’s stunning, and the smile she sends my way complements her delicate beauty.

      “Hi, Leandra. Welcome to Capitoline.”

      “Thank you.” Taken by surprise, I stiffen as she leans in for a hug.

      “Now, let me show you to your room, and then we’ll have dinner.” She glances at Alexius with a mischievous grin. “I was explicitly told to get you fed since you planned on having dry noodles for supper.”

      “Jesus, Mira,” Alexius blurts, and I catch a glimpse of the glare Maximo shoots in her direction.

      “Would you guys relax?” Mira places her arm around my shoulders and guides me toward the stairs. “You’re always so uptight. God.” She leans in closer and whispers, “The other brothers are way more fun.”

      “Leandra,” Alexius calls, and I turn to face him. “Try not to talk too much.”

      What the fuck does that mean?

      “Go away, Alexius,” Mira groans.

      With a half-smile, I glance at her. “I think I like you already.” Both of us snicker, and it sounds like Maximo who utters a string of curses behind us.

      “One thing you need to learn real fast when it comes to the men in this house is never to let them know just how much they intimidate you.”

      “You don’t seem intimidated by Alexius at all.”

      She pats my shoulder. “I’ve had years of practice.”

      I frown. “So, he does intimidate you?”

      “Of course, he does. He’s Alexius Del Rossa. I’m brave, not stupid. Now, I thought it would be a good idea to give you the bedroom next to mine.” She shrugs. “Until you and Alexius are married, of course. His room is at the end of the hall, farthest from here.”

      Ice shatters inside my bones. “Alexius and I will be sharing a bedroom?”

      “After the wedding, yes.”

      I think she notices the penny that just dropped and almost knocked me off my feet, and she quickly adds, “But let’s not focus on that right now. Let’s get you settled in with a glass of wine…or six. You’re old enough to drink, right?”

      “No, I’m—”

      “Great, so am I.”

      I stifle a laugh, loving the energy that emanates from her, her smile radiant and joyful. The difference between her and Alexius was like night and day.

      She opens the door, and I’m stunned at what I see. A bedroom twice the size of my entire shitty apartment. Everything is different shades of white and beige with gold trimmings between. The open space holds more than the conventional bedroom furniture. The upholstered headboard boasts shiny brass edges, and the oversized comforter features textured jacquard-woven ivory.

      “Oh, my God.” My jaw almost hits the floor as I step inside, my gaze cutting across the room, admiring the sheer elegance of it all.

      “I figured you’d be a little overwhelmed, and luckily this bedroom is more of a muted hue for Italian décor.”

      “It’s beautiful.”

      “I’m glad you like it.” She gives me a warm smile. “I’m not going to hover. I’ll let you get settled in. Oh, and I arranged for you and me to have dinner here since I wasn’t sure whether you’d be comfortable sitting at a dinner table with strangers gawking at you on your first night here.”

      A sigh of relief rolls from my lips. “Thank you. I don’t know what else to say, but…thank you.”

      “Of course.” There’s a hint of sympathy in her smile before she walks out and closes the door. It leaves me wondering why she’d pity me. Because of the life I’ve been living until now…or because of the life I’m about to walk into?
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      “I have to admit,” Maximo grins, “I did not think she’d agree.”

      “All she needed was a little nudge. The moment I withdrew my offer, she realized she wanted it.”

      “She’s desperate, yet cautious.”

      “Never make decisions when backed into a corner,” I say as I walk to the door. “Desperation has a way of clouding one’s judgement. She has no idea what world she just stepped into. Now, since that’s taken care of, let’s go find my brothers and tell them the news.”

      Maximo and I leave the house. I’m confident Mira will be the perfect hostess and make Leandra feel at home, and they’ll probably end up braiding each other’s hair or some shit.

      It’s been weeks since my last visit to one of our city’s largest, most elite private clubs and casinos. Only the cream of the Chicago crop knows about this club, and a select few who have the privilege of calling us their friends. That is why this club was aptly named Myth. Everyone’s heard of it, but ninety-nine percent of those people have never seen it. A club where monsters get fed, and addictions indulged. A place where the rich flaunt their wealth and partake in the fantasies of their fucking dreams.

      We turn off the street, down a long path that looks almost deserted with tall oak trees flanking the sides of the road. The last rays of sunlight break through the yellowing leaves. Dusk is the best time of day. A time when excitement starts to bubble in your belly, knowing the dark is about to descend so your demons no longer have to hide from the judgmental eyes of hypocrites.

      High double gates slowly open as we drive up, the brass-plated iron barrier glinting as the night lights switch on.

      Brushing my fingers down my silk tie, I stare at the double-story Victorian-style mansion that comes into view. This elegant estate draped in luxury and wealth is the epitome of sophistication and serenity, while the thick concrete walls and white pillars hide the sins of corrupted men and women inside.

      The front driveway is packed with expensive cars, not a single chauffeur in sight. One of our rules is absolute discretion. No chauffeurs. No personal assistants. No bodyguards, and sure as fuck no goddamn Uber. Your ticket to entering the estate, a six-figure monthly deposit into one of our twelve off-shore accounts. The only way to waive that fee is to make a contribution to the club—the living, breathing kind. Only then will you be guaranteed VIP status at Myth—that and your ability to keep your fucking mouth shut.

      Your silence or your tongue.

      We round up the back. Nicoli’s red LaFerrari is flanked by Caelian’s white Lamborghini and Isaia’s black Audi R8 Spyder.

      Flashy motherfuckers.

      Maximo opens my door, and I straighten my tie as I get out, walking up the stairs toward the entrance meant for only the Dark Sovereign.

      “You going to have some fun for a change?” I ask Maximo as we approach the double doors.

      “I think I just might.”

      I smiled. “Good. If anyone deserves a night off, it’s you.”

      He clutches his hands in front of him, his white shirt a stark contrast against his black leather jacket. Maximo doesn’t ask for much; his only request is that we don’t ask him to wear a suit and a tie. Between him and Isaia, they had enough hate for formal attire to burn down every fucking tailor in the city.

      “I’m sure Mira is enjoying the company of a girl for a change.”

      Maximo smirks. “She’s probably playing dress-up already.”

      Both of us snicker, and Maximo pulls down the gold handles, opening the door and revealing the motherfucking Garden of Eden.

      High, coffered ceilings with crown molding are illuminated by the double-story chandelier, golden light scattering from its shiny and flawless rows of crystals, each hanging at different levels as it descends.

      My Italian leather shoes touch the white marbled floors, and I can already hear the buzz of voices while I walk down the stairs flanked with gold rails boasting intricate lines of steel filigree.

      Men wearing their best tuxedoes and women flashing their most expensive dresses step to the side as I take the last step. Everyone here knows never to approach a Del Rossa for conversation upon arrival. If we do not make eye contact, you do not even whisper a motherfucking greeting in our direction.

      “Left, right, or straight?” Maximo asks, and I glance at the two arches on either side of the foyer—the one on the right leading to the luxury gambling hall while the other takes you to the dark and opulent quarters where you are free to drown in the sins that blacken your soul.

      And then there’s the heavily guarded door right across from us.

      I raise a brow at Maximo. “Where do you think we’ll find my brothers?”

      “Straight it is.”

      I quickly glance through the arch on the right, and I can see every poker and blackjack table filled with people who mingle and laugh while dollar signs flash above their fucking heads. Every single client in this club doesn’t need a dime. They don’t need to gamble. This is all fun for them, a way to escape the social standard set out by a society that thrives on restrictions. In this club, there are only golden rules.

      If you play, you pay.

      If you don’t pay, you don’t touch.

      Touch what’s not yours, and you’ll lose a limb.

      Simple.

      I nod at the men guarding the doors to our personal quarters within the luxury club that has the Del Rossa name stamped all over it. Mingling with the clients on the main floor was another rule set out by my father. Drugs, sex, and alcohol never mix well with business relationships. Someone is bound to lose their shit when it does, and enemies will be born on our ground. In turn, there would be expectations for us to pick sides, and that’s one thing we never do. Pick sides. We’re motherfucking Switzerland in the mafia world, our own cause the only thing that matters.

      The double high-walled doors are thick and adorned with brass hinges. Our symbol is carved on the polished solid oak, and the smell of expensive whiskey and cigar smoke lies thick in the air as we enter.

      Caelian walks up to me, cigarette hanging from his lips. “Well, well, well. Has my oldest brother, the crown prince, decided to grace us with his presence?”

      “Fucking smartass.” I grab the drink from his hand and shoot it back down my throat, loving the way it stings as it settles in my stomach.

      Caelian isn’t the least bit annoyed by me drinking his whiskey. He merely grabs a fresh glass from the waitress who walks up to us, her blonde hair tied in a bun, revealing the slim lines of her neck while her tits and shaved pussy are on full display. All the girls in this room are naked, beautiful, and willing. Some serve us our drinks from our private bar while three stand on Roman pillars like statues so our eyes can feast on their naked bodies.

      I saunter around the circled room, taking in the exquisite sight of a girl locked in a cage suspended from the ceiling. Around her neck is a black collar with six rings, chains hooked to it and tied to the gold bars of the cage. It makes it impossible for her to move while she sits on her knees, hands tied behind her back.

      Complete. Fucking. Submission.

      The sight of her full, round tits makes my cock twitch—especially since I know firsthand how flexible her slim body is and how wet her cunt is for me every damn time I fuck her. We bought Tarina more than three years ago from a man who had no use for her anymore. If we didn’t take her off his hands and fill his bank account, she’d be nothing but a pile of bones buried in the dirt with no headstone. So, we took her in, and I was the first to sample her—as with every new girl who enters here. Of course, being the firstborn sometimes does have its perks.

      Our eyes meet, and her dark irises flash with desire. I snap my fingers at the suited guard standing against the wall with his arms crossed. “Lower the cage, let her out.” I lick my lips. “But leave the collar on.”

      Caelian moans in appreciation as he watches the cage get lowered. “Tarina sure as fuck is the prettiest girl in this goddamn place.”

      “Forget about it,” I warn. “Tonight, she’s mine. You can have her when I’m done.”

      “You know, brother, this is the only place I envy you being the crown prince.”

      A sly grin pulls at the corners of my mouth, and I turn to head toward the back where I’m sure I’ll find Nicoli.

      The brass rings scrape along the pole as I swipe the heavy red curtain back, not the least bit surprised to find Nicoli lounging on the leather sofa while watching two naked women, one eating the other’s pussy and moaning like it’s the best thing she’s ever tasted on her tongue.

      “You’re so predictable, you know that?” I sit on the couch across from his.

      “Just enjoying the spoils of life as a rich fucker.”

      I rub my chin. “I need to talk to you.”

      “Is it going to take long?” He adjusts the visible bulge in his pants and shoots me an unamused stare with ice-cold irises. “I was just about to join them because creaming my pants is not my style.”

      I snap my fingers, getting the girls’ attention, then nod toward my brother, sipping his bourbon. There’s no need for me to spell it out for them.

      The blonde, who just had her head buried between the thighs of the pretty Asian girl, wipes her lips, her cheeks flushed as she strolls toward Nicoli. The other one starts to dance around the stripper pole, the blonde swaying her naked hips while tying her hair in a high ponytail. Her breasts are far too firm and far too perfectly rounded to be natural, but it’s fucking beautiful, nonetheless.

      Leaning down over Nicoli, she spreads her legs, her wet cunt glistening in my direction. My cock hardens and stirs with the need to fuck as I watch her move her ass from side to side, those long, sexy legs and slim calves accentuated by the black stilettos on her feet.

      Nicoli places his arms along the headrest while she unzips his pants and fists his cock. “What do you want to talk to me about?”

      I keep my gaze on her as she goes on her knees. “I’m getting married.”

      “Jesus,” Nicoli moans, and at first, I think it’s because of what I just said, but when the pretty blonde’s head starts bobbing and Nicoli’s eyes roll closed, I know it’s because she just started sucking his dick. “Married?” His breaths come out labored. “Why? Who? And what the fuck?”

      I adjust my cock, my shaft pressing painfully against my zipper. For some, sitting here while your brother gets a blowjob right in front of you might be weird, but when you’ve shared women with your brothers as much as we have, we just don’t give a shit.

      “Dad insists I marry.”

      “Why?”

      “He thinks it will strengthen my position as leader once I take over from him.”

      Nicoli grabs her ponytail, forcing her head down so she takes him deep. He bites his bottom lip. “Okay, I’m going to pretend to be interested here. Are you considering it?”

      “I have no choice.”

      “There is always a choice, brother.”

      “Not for me. If I don’t do this, Uncle Roberto will take over, and there’s not a chance in fucking hell I’ll allow that.”

      “Agreed. The last thing we need is for that fat bastard to be in control. The first thing he’ll do is rape the rules by bringing in other alliances.” He groans. “Jesus, woman. Remind me to cut out your tongue and take it home. I want to keep it in my motherfucking shower.”

      I curse under my breath, wanting to experience that skilled tongue of hers licking along my shaft. My groin is hot, my body electrified with lust while I watch her suck Nicoli’s dick. The way he forces her head up and down, going faster and letting her take him deeper, I know he’s close to squirting his jizz down her throat.

      “Stop,” I demand, and she stops immediately. “What’s your name?”

      “Anna, sir.”

      “Jesus Christ,” Nicoli curses. “Are you fucking for real?” His glare is as deadly as a gun to my forehead. Being the crown prince sure as hell does have its perks, like overruling everyone around me, my presence instantly taking their authority down to fucking zero.

      “Come here, Anna.”

      “Oh, my fucking God,” Nicoli laments while craning his neck and staring up at the ceiling when Anna gets up on her feet, making her way toward me. “You are such a motherfucking son of a bitch, you know that?”

      “Surely you know by now that no one loves playing more than I do.”

      “What I do know is you’re a fucking asshole.”

      A sly grin tugs at my lips, and I drag my gaze down Anna’s hourglass body perfectly curved in all the right places. She moves her palms up my thighs, her red nails digging deep enough to let my skin erupt with chills of anticipation. Her tits are big, her nipples hard, and I reach out to feel their weight in my palms while she unzips my pants, pulling out my cock.

      “So, where are you going to find a wife?” Nicoli asks as he lights a cigarette.

      I pinch her nipple, and she sucks air through her teeth. “I already have.”

      He snorts. “Of course, you have.”

      “Hmmm,” I moan as Anna wraps her warm mouth around my cock, her spit coating every inch as her velvet tongue laps around my length. Every muscle in my body pulls taut, my insides coiled tight and ready to fucking burn.

      Unlike my impatient brother, I don’t force her to suck harder, deeper. Instead, I let her do her thing, work her magic by taking her time to savor my taste while I watch her red, plump lips move around my dick, her spit coating my hard flesh.

      I swallow and breathe in deep, allowing pleasure to travel up my spine and down my legs. “I found a girl from the other side of town. A loner with no family, no friends.”

      “In other words, boring as fuck.” There’s a quiver of annoyance in Nicoli’s voice as he relaxes in his seat while watching Anna give me a blowjob instead of him.

      “No. Desperate.” I hiss as Anna grazes her teeth along my shaft, sensation bursting through my veins. My nostrils flare, and I watch her wrap her fingers at the base of my cock, her cheeks hollow while she starts to suck harder, faster, her moans filling the air between us.

      “Does she at least have a pretty face?” Nicoli blows out a cloud of smoke.

      “Yeah.” An image of Leandra slithers into my mind while Anna fucking swallows me whole, her mouth reaching the base of my cock. Leandra has this uncertainty in her eyes, and her dark amber irises seem to glimmer with insecurity. Yet her gaze speaks of silent confidence—something that’s starting to intrigue me.

      The way her body trembled with me standing so close to her in her apartment, yet she refused to look away—her tits perfectly palm sized. The vein in the side of her neck pulsed rapidly while we stood there, breathing in the same air. “She’s definitely pretty.”

      “Great. Then maybe I’ll grab her off your dick and make you watch me stuff her mouth.”

      I’m no longer listening to him. Anna is sucking my dick so fucking hard, so perfectly, I can feel her breathe around me, how her lungs expand and deflate as she exhales through her nose.

      Tightening her hair around my fist, I force her to stop, lifting her head slightly so she can look at me with green eyes all teared up from deep-throating. “When I come, you do not swallow. Do you understand? You keep my come inside that pretty fucking mouth of yours until I say you can spit it out.”

      She nods, and I bite my bottom lip as I force her head down and keep it down as my cock hits the back of her throat. I can feel her gag, see the tears run down her face as she tries to hollow her cheeks. Red nails dig into my thighs, her tongue slipping around my length because she doesn’t fucking know where to put it as I fill her fucking mouth to the brim.

      I can hear Nicoli curse in the background as my orgasm starts with a flicker in my groin, trickling up my spine, crashing against the back of my neck and catapulting down to my balls. A groan vibrates from my throat as I come, shooting my pleasure inside her mouth. I watch her the entire time, how she struggles not to swallow—her eyes wide and panicked. Cum escapes the sides of her mouth, dripping down her chin. It’s a big fucking load she has to keep inside her mouth, but she handles it…just like all of them are taught to handle whatever we expect of them.

      “Keep it in your mouth,” I order as I slowly pull out, a few drops of cum dripping from her lips. “Now, get up, walk backward without taking your eyes off me.”

      Like the good little pet she is, she obeys, and after putting my dick back into my pants, I get up and fasten the button of my suit jacket. “Now sit on my brother’s cock.”

      Nicoli grabs her hips from behind and pulls her down on top of him. The way her eyes roll closed, her jaw ticking as she struggles to keep my cum in her mouth, it fucking thrills me. The power. The authority. The fucking ownership we have over these girls, it’s fucking addictive. My brothers and I have a select few girls who no one else has access to. Call them our elite girls—the ones who service only the kings. There’s no need for condoms. We fuck them bare, and we fuck them raw. Once we’re done with them and the scent of new blood fills these halls, they move down the ranks and become available to the highest bidder.

      “Now fuck my brother until he comes. Let’s see what you look like with your mouth and pussy stuffed with jizz at the same time.”

      Anna lifts herself before sinking back down, taking Nicoli’s cock inside her. There’s a guttural groan that tears from his throat and echoes off the walls. I step up, settling right in front of her, looking down and taking her chin between my fingers. Her green eyes are heavy-lidded and sexy as fuck as drops of my cum seep from her mouth. “Fuck him hard and fast.”

      Nicoli grunts as she rides him, her tits bouncing up and down while her cheeks flush with heat. Every second of this has her riled up, and there is no way she can hide the lust that radiates from her every pore. With his arms spread along the couch, Nicoli leans his head back, cigarette still trapped between his lips, enjoying every fucking second of her riding his dick as if it’s the last time she’ll ever have her pussy filled.

      Suppressed moans vibrate from her throat and crash against her tight lips. Her eyes beg me to say it, to give her permission to either swallow or spit, but I tighten my hold on her chin. “Keep it in your mouth, or you’ll be going to bed with an achy pussy and tied hands.”

      I glance over her shoulder at my brother, thick veins pulsing and roped up his neck, his jaw ticking and hands balled into fists.

      “You close?”

      “Fuck, yes. If this bitch stops now, I’ll cut off your dick after I slit her throat.”

      I snicker, knowing Nicoli’s worst fear right now is me telling Anna to stop. “Don’t worry, brother, I won’t do that to you again. At least, not now.”

      “Thank you for your kindness, motherfucker,” he sneers, followed by labored breaths.

      I reach out and cup Anna’s tit before squeezing her nipple between my fingers, pinching hard, and she loses her rhythm, her mind no longer in control of her body.

      Nicoli growls, and I know he’s coming, with Anna about to follow. I grab her jaw and hook my thumb into the corner of her lips. “Open your mouth.”

      As if relieved, she parts her lips and lets out a whimper as my cum pours down her chin, spilling down her throat. It’s the hottest fucking thing I’ve seen in a while.

      “Good girl. Now you can come.” Reaching down and between her legs, I apply the tiniest amount of pressure on her clit, and she erupts, her body shuddering, followed by her cries of ecstasy as she cranes her neck, coming on Nicoli’s cock.

      We’ve played these games so many times, enjoying the same girls together. Some of our best nights are the ones when all four of us share the same woman.

      Good fucking times.

      Caelian walks in just as Anna slips off Nicoli’s lap and onto the floor, complete and utterly fucked. “Did I miss out?”

      “You sure did,” I reply, straightening my tie. “Seems like I won’t need Tarina tonight after all. You can have her.”

      Caelian saunters in. “I guess this is the part where I thank you for your hand-me-downs?”

      Nicoli laughs, his cigarette dangling between his lips while he zips up his pants.

      “So, this is where the fun’s at?” Isaia slips in behind Caelian and sits down on the couch with a smirk on his face.

      With a simple nod, I order Anna to get her naked ass up and leave, Nicoli’s cum dripping down her thighs while mine still stains her chin. We have one condition when it comes to new girls—if you want our money, our security, and our cocks, getting sterilized is not negotiable. That one goddamn percent chance of birth control not working is a risk none of us is willing to take.

      “Since everyone is here now,” I walk up to the podium and lean against it, “there’s going to be a wedding in the next two weeks.”

      Caelian frowns, his amber eyes confused as fuck. “Whose?”

      “Mine.”

      Nicoli snorts as Isaia and Caelian look at each other with giant goddamn question marks flashing above their heads.

      “Let’s just call it one of Dad’s dying wishes.”

      “Why?” Isaia brushes his hand through his short, dark hair. “Is there a reason he wants you to get married?”

      I cross my arms. “Dad is of the opinion that I’ll need a wife once I take his place, that a wife is a reflection of a man’s power and authority.”

      “Sounds like bullshit to me.” Caelian leans back in his seat. “If he appoints you in his place, you don’t need anything else to prove your status.”

      “My thoughts exactly.”

      Isaia places his elbows on his denim-clad thighs, wearing jeans and a white shirt. “I haven’t heard of any of the other families marrying to enhance power. To merge alliances and make bank, sure. But we don’t want any other alliances, and we sure as shit don’t need more money.”

      “I don’t think it has anything to do with any of that,” Nicoli starts, staring out in front of him with a pensive look in his eyes. “This isn’t a Familia or Cosa Nostra thing. It’s a Vincenzo Del Rossa thing.” He shrugs. “Just look at him and Mom. Without her, he would have lost his fucking mind a long time ago.”

      I straighten. “What makes you think that?”

      “Have you seen how Dad can go from nuclear to ready to sign a motherfucking metaphorical peace-treaty after being in the same room as Mom for less than ten minutes? It’s like she has this superpower when it comes to him and knows exactly what to say to him, what he needs to hear whenever he’s close to losing his shit.”

      “That’s true,” Isais blurts. “I’ve seen that firsthand. My ass can still feel the leather of Dad’s belt from the beating I should have gotten if it wasn’t for Mom.”

      “What did you do?” Caelian smirks.

      “I stepped on one of his Rolexes and broke it.”

      “What?”

      “It was under the pillow on the fucking floor. I didn’t see the damn thing.”

      “How the fuck did it get under the pillow?” I ask.

      “I put it there.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I was playing hide and seek with it—why the fuck do you think I put it there?” He leans back. “I wasn’t supposed to play with it but I did. So, when Dad walked in, I hid it under the pillow on the floor.”

      “And then you stepped on it,” I say, deadpan. “Because in the span of ten seconds you forgot you put it there.”

      Caelian slaps Isaia against the back of his head. “Fucking idiot.”

      All of us chuckle at our little brother, and I glance down at the plush red carpet, thinking back with the memories of a boy who loved his father yet witnessed more moments of disappointment in his eyes than pride. There were times when he would preach and shout and curse while he reminded me what a selfish child I was, moments I thought he’d finally lose his patience with me. That’s when my mother would walk in demanding to see him privately. I would sit there with a knotted stomach, sometimes triggered with anger and other times induced with the sadness of wanting nothing more than to be the person my father wanted me to be. Ten minutes later, my father would return, his eyes softer than before, his expression no longer hard but caring. He never apologized with words, but a game of cricket in the backyard always sufficed.

      “Nicoli is right,” Isais says, rubbing his palms together. “Mom always seems to calm him. Be the mediator if needed. In a way, I think she’s the one who kept him grounded all these years and to not lose sight of what’s important.”

      “Are you all saying that the reason Dad is hellbent on me taking a wife is because he thinks I’ll need the support?”

      Nicoli takes a sip of his drink. “Not that I give a shit, but probably, yes.”

      “Dad’s always showed an immense amount of respect for Mom,” Isaia chimes in. “And so do all the men in our family.”

      “Of course, they do,” Caelian says, one eyebrow slanted inward. “She’s the boss’ wife. He’ll slit their throats if they don’t respect her.”

      “Sure. But I think it’s more because she’s the one with the most influence on him, so it’s safe to say he’s the man he is today because of her.”

      “Okay.” I clap my hands together, eager to get the fuck out of there. “This conversation is annoying the fuck out of me. But to make it clear, I do not need a wife, nor do I want a wife. I’m simply granting a dying man’s wish.”

      Caelian clears his throat. “Who are you marrying? Because I’m pretty sure Tarina out there will jump at the chance of permanently riding your dick.”

      Unamused, I cut my glare to him. “I already found myself a wife.”

      “Really?” Caelian rubs his fingers along his stubble beard. “Who’s the lucky girl?”

      The room smells like sex, testosterone, and bullshit, so I walk toward the exit. “I can promise you one thing, brother. She ain’t lucky.”

    

  







            Chapter Eight

          

          

      

    

    






LEANDRA

        

      

    

    
      Three days ago, I walked into the Del Rossa mansion like a trapped soul searching for freedom. The day after, I spent with Mirabella, who ushered wedding dress designers in and out of my room.

      Yesterday, I was introduced to Alexius’ parents and brothers as his fiancée. I endured their questioning stares and knowing looks while I pretended not to be a stranger, like this was my world.

      Today, I’m wearing a wedding dress worth more money than I could ever dream of making as a waitress.

      “Leandra,” Mirabella gasps. “You look exquisite. My God. I knew you’d make a beautiful bride, but…wow.” Her heels click across the wooden floors as her dusty-rose dress drapes her slender form with delicate layers of chiffon fanning around her legs, the deep V halter neckline formed with bold straps accentuating her full breasts. During the last few days, Mirabella has been my angel, motivating me, assuring me, and giving me advice on how to act around the Del Rossa family. Learning that she’s not blood-related to them was a bit of a shock, but clearly, she loves them as if they were. It’s easy to see that everyone in this household adores her. I’ve only known her for a few days, and I already feel more at ease with her than I have with anyone my entire life. Mirabella carries herself with grace, draped in elegance, and her flawless beauty shines with kindness. If not for her, I probably would have left an hour after I arrived.

      I turn to look in the full-length mirror, my reflection mocking me with the knowledge that none of this is real. The French corded Alençon lace is exquisite, the low neckline flowing up and into the long sleeves. The Italian silk of the skirt underneath the lace is soft, gentle against my legs, and I love that the dress isn’t stark white but rather soft champagne that blends with my tanned skin. And I don’t think my hair has ever looked this shiny and perfect in a delicate twisted bun settled at the base of my neck. But none of it sets me at ease. The person staring back at me in the mirror is a stranger to me, and I shift from one leg to the other, wiggling my toes in the Jimmy Choo heels.

      I brush my palm down the front of my dress as Mira places her hands on my shoulders, smiling warmly. “I knew this Monique Lhuillier design would look perfect on you.”

      “I don’t know. It all just seems too much. Everyone knows none of this is real, so I don’t understand why all this is necessary.”

      “Do I need to remind you who you are getting married to?” She picks up the dainty ivory and pale gold tiara with pearls and the subtle sparkle of diamonds. “You are marrying Alexius Del Rossa, heir to all this.” She waves her hand around while holding the tiara. “Soon, he will be one of the most powerful men in America, probably the entire goddamn world. His wedding can’t be anything less than extravagant and over the fucking top.” She shrugs. “Regardless of the circumstances.”

      After easing the tiara on my head, gently slipping it through my hair, she takes a step back, and I turn to face her. “Why me? Why would he choose me? I can’t wrap my head around it.”

      “No one knows why Alexius does what he does half the time.”

      “He could have any woman he wants.”

      “This isn’t about what Alexius wants. It’s about what he’s been told to do.” Mira sits on the king-sized bed, the sheets creasing around her. “I’ve known these guys all my life, grew up with them, and Alexius is quite the mindfuck,” she lifts a shoulder, “as is his twin brother.”

      “Nicoli?”

      “Yeah.” She sighs. “Nicoli.”

      She stares out in front of her, her soft green eyes reflecting a longing that’s impossible not to notice. I want to ask her about it, but the way she pulls her shoulders into herself tells me I shouldn’t. Whatever she’s struggling with is her own, and I can’t help but feel she’s not ready to share it with anyone. Besides, I’m nothing but a stranger playing pretend in the lives of everyone here.

      “Okay.” She claps her hands together and gets up. “You ready?”

      “No.”

      She chuckles. “You’ll do great.”

      “I don’t know about that. But at least it’s just a small ceremony to get through.”

      “Um.” Mira takes a step back, touching her chin with her forefinger. “So…have you spoken to Alexius about the wedding? At all?”

      I shake my head. “I’ve only seen him twice since I arrived here. At breakfast, the morning after, and yesterday when he introduced me to his parents.”

      “He hasn’t communicated with you regarding the wedding arrangements at all?”

      “No. None at all. I get the distinct feeling he’s purposely avoiding me.”

      “Well, shit.”

      My stomach curdles. “What is it?”

      “That small ceremony you’re thinking we’re having…well, it’s not so small.”

      I narrow my eyes. “What are you saying?”

      She scrunches her nose like she’s about to tell me something that may or may not pull the rug from under me. Hard. “So, as I mentioned before, you are marrying Alexius.”

      “Mirabella, what is it?”

      “It’s a big wedding,” she spits out. “A really, really big…wedding.”

      “How big? Exactly?”

      “Let me show you.” She grabs my wrist, and we walk out of the bedroom into the hall before pulling me up to the large window that looks out over the garden. “That big.”

      A breath catches in my throat. “What is this?” I put a palm over my stomach, suddenly feeling sick. Beneath the sunny autumn sky are rows and rows of sitting guests dressed in their finest—people I don’t even know. Hundreds of them.

      I try to swallow but can’t, bile burning like acid in the back of my throat. “Oh, God,” I mutter, too shocked to find any other words to say.

      “Are you okay?” Mira whispers, placing a gentle hand on my shoulder.

      “No. I’m not.”

      “Listen to me.” She forces me to turn and face her, clutching both my shoulders. “You’ll be okay.”

      “No. No, I won’t.” My breath catches in my throat and my lungs panic for air. “I can’t…Jesus, I can’t do this.”

      “Leandra, stop.”

      I take a step back, my feet heavy and legs numb. “What the hell was I thinking?”

      “Leandra—”

      “This is insane. I’m insane.” Another step back. “I can’t marry him.” Fear fills my gut with concrete, the silk of my dress skirt scratching like sand against my skin.

      “Just stop. Listen to me.” She inches closer, but I move farther away, locking my gaze on her worried frown, tears stinging my eyes.

      “All those people. A priest.” There’s no oxygen in my lungs, the need for air squeezing my throat.

      “I don’t know what you and Alexius agreed on or discussed regarding this marriage.” Mira steps up. “But if you plan on being his wife, I suggest you get used to this because this is what your life will be like with him. Your quaint little life is over. Your days of trying not to get noticed are over. Everyone in this entire goddamn city will look at you and recognize you for who you are. Alexius Del Rossa’s wife.” She inches back a little. “If you can’t get through this wedding, I promise that you won’t get through this marriage.”

      “You’re right,” I whisper, the realization of the mistake I made settling in the pit of my stomach. “I won’t survive it…which is why I’m not doing it.”

      “Mirabella.” Alexius’ voice slams against my chest, the icy tentacles of fear wrapping around my throat. “Please give Leandra and me some privacy.”

      The dread threatening to snap my spine in half makes it impossible for me to turn and face him—to look into the eyes of the monster.

      Mira shoots me a sympathetic look before walking away, and I have to stop myself from begging her not to leave me alone with him. He’s standing a few feet away, yet I can feel him breathe flames down my neck.

      “Care to tell me what the fuck is going on?”

      I bite back my tears. “I don’t think I can do this.”

      “You no longer have a choice.”

      “Of course I do. We’re not married yet.” Finally, I grab hold of the courage to turn and face him, but I’m not prepared, and the sight of him takes my breath away.

      Luminous blue eyes are brighter than I remember, like a billion sparkles or a thousand fallen stars. His black tuxedo matches his hair color, his shoulders broad and strong, draped in sovereignty only extreme power can achieve. For a second, I acknowledge the attraction that pulls me closer, but the darkness behind his irises is palpable, and strong enough to remind me how dangerous he truly is.

      With a single step toward me, his presence thickens the air between us, and I feel malice coat my skin. “The moment you agreed, you gave up your freedom to change your mind.”

      “Excuse me?”

      This time he moves so fast, I blink, and he stills mere inches from me, my hands reaching behind my back and touching the cold windowsill. “You are bound to your word, Miss Dinali.”

      “Last time I checked, in this world, one is bound with a signature in black and white.”

      “You are in my world now!” His voice rumbles and crashes against the ceiling, his eyes flashing with red flames. “Here in my world, your word is your bond. It’s your fucking blood that seals your fate.”

      I can hardly find my voice, my hands trembling behind my back. “What are you saying?”

      “I’m saying—” he lifts a hand and touches my chin, causing me to shudder “—that if you leave now, I will see it as a personal betrayal if you do not keep to our agreement. Do you know what I do to traitors?”

      Beneath the fear, adrenaline surges, and I straighten my shoulders as much as the small distance between us allows. “It’s funny,” I challenge. “You told me you know everything about me.”

      “I do.”

      “Then why do you think threatening me will keep me in check? If you know me, you’ll be aware of the fact that I have nothing. I have no life, which makes me reluctant to care whether I fucking lose it or not.”

      A hint of a smile curls at the corner of his lips, his finger gently stroking up my jaw, my skin oversensitive and soaking up his touch. Even with the fear boiling in my veins, I can’t ignore this unwelcome pull toward him that threatens my resolve not to submit.

      “That’s where you have it wrong,” he rasps so close to my cheek my pores soak up the venom in his voice. “You have something worth more than your life you could lose.”

      “And what’s that?”

      His gaze bores into mine. “Hope.”

      I recoil and sink back.

      “For the last three days, you’ve been living in a world where you have hope for a better life, something you didn’t have when you walked through my front door.”

      Ice pummels into me, my blood running cold as I witness his hardened expression darkening with victory’s sharp edges. “Break our bargain, walk out that door, and I will take something from you worth more than your last breath.” He leans closer, breathing up the side of my neck. “I. Will fucking. Destroy you.”

      Every word is venom daggered into my gut, and I’m paralyzed with toxic terror that flows through my veins. Tears sting my eyes, my top lip quivering while he keeps my gaze hostage.

      “Here’s an invaluable lesson for you as my future wife—and you will be my wife.” His top lip curls. “Your word is sealed with your blood. Fuck with me by breaking your word, and I will take what I’m owed—” he drags his nose along my ear, inhaling deeply “—one drop of blood…at a time.”

      I suck in air and close my eyes as he steps back. I can feel him linger, his threat and presence a virulent fusion of wicked power that leaves me a tattered mess against the windowsill. It’s impossible not to cry, and the salty liquid laps down my lips when I hear his heavy footsteps lighten as the distance between us grows. Now that I’m alone with the fear he left behind, I place my palm in front of my mouth and cry. The sound of regret resonates from every sob, and I hate my desperation for a better life that brought me to this moment in the first place.

      Glancing out the window at the rows of sitting guests, I wipe the tears from my cheeks, feeling sick to my stomach just thinking about going down there and saying vows before God. Promising my life to a man who just threatened to destroy me is nauseating.

      “Are you okay?” Mira walks up behind me, and I shake my head.

      “He’s a monster.” I clench my jaw, still looking down at the smiling and talking guests.

      “They all are.” Mira leans her head on my shoulder. “Men are monsters. Question is, would you rather live in a world where the monster is your enemy…or where the man is your husband?”

      Alexius walks down the aisle with his brothers, making his way to the priest who has taken his place, ready to bless a union as fake as Alexius’ smile greeting the guests. I hate that he intimidates me so. That he has the power to scare me, forcing the air from my lungs.

      God. I hate him. I hate the decision I made. But that’s the thing about every decision you make. No matter how good the gains or benefits are, there are always consequences you need to live with…just like my mother did every time she shot poison up her veins.

      Alexius is my poison.

      “Six months,” I murmur. It’s no longer something I have to do if I want a better life. Instead, it’s something I have to do if I want to survive him.

      “Leandra.” Mira takes my hand and squeezes it gently. “I know how cruel he can be. All of them. But whatever you do,” she touches my chin and makes me turn to face her, “don’t ever show weakness. Ever. They thrive on it, and they will eat you alive if they see the tiniest sliver of it.”

      “They?” I frown.

      “They are brothers, Leandra. The same blood flows in their veins…as does the same cruelty.”

      “But you love them like brothers.” How can one love cruel people?

      “They have always taken care of me. Kept me safe. So, I do love them as brothers…all but one.” The sadness in her eyes mirrors my own, and I lean my head to the side.

      “Nicoli?”

      She diverts her gaze, and her chest rises as she breathes in deep. “As I said, they are all monsters. Nicoli is my devil.” She glances at me. “And Alexius yours.”

      A moment passes with a heaviness that settles around us, and then, as if new resolve floods into her, she rights herself, her eyes once again light and kind. “We need to do some damage control to your make-up. These tears simply won’t do.”

      She opens her matching dusty-rose purse, and I’m not even sure what she pulls out of it, but a few breaths later, she steps back and says, “Perfect. Like new.”

      Pity I don’t feel like new. My life just got plucked right from under me, a life I didn’t have three days ago.

      God, he was right.

      I had nothing when I walked in here, and somewhere between then and now, I latched on to hope and started dreaming of the life I’d have after our deal would come to an end.

      Hope. The one thing a girl like me should never have.

      Mirabella straightens my cathedral-length train, then faces me. “I know this is hard for you and probably not what you imagined when you agreed to this. But I promise you, you won’t have to do this alone. I’ll be with you every step of the way.”

      Somehow, the way her eyes glimmer, the soft hues of compassion shining from light green irises, settles my nerves a little.

      “Why are you being so kind to me? You don’t even know me.”

      A warm smile curves at the ends of her lips. “There was a time when I walked through those large front doors, knowing no one. Knowing nothing of this life. I know what it’s like to feel like a fish out of water in a world you don’t belong in. But that’s a story for a different day.” Taking a step back, she tucks a strand of hair behind her ear. “So, are we doing this?”

      The fear and uncertainty are crippling, but I inhale deep and square my shoulders, allowing an old memory to trickle through. A memory of my mother yelling at me, kicking at my bed because I refused to look at her.

      “You stuck-up bitch. You think you’re better than me? You think you deserve better than this shitty life? You deserve nothing. Nothing, you hear me! I knew the day that doctor cut you out of me you’d ruin my fucking life. I told them to let you die, that my torn placenta was a sign from God that I had a cursed child in my belly. But no one listened. No one fucking listened, and now I’m stuck with you, you worthless piece of shit.”

      Chills run across my skin, the pain from that memory slicing me wide open, but along with the bleeding torment comes renewed determination to do whatever the fuck I can to change my fate.

      “I’m ready.”
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ALEXIUS

        

      

    

    
      There is no way in hell I’m going to allow her to fuck everything up ten minutes before the goddamn wedding is supposed to start. For the last three days, I spent most of my time listening to wedding plans and putting names on guest lists. It annoyed the fuck out of me. No one could explain to me in goddamn English why the fuck it’s necessary for it to be the wedding of the year. My family knows this is nothing but a charade. My dad knows I don’t want to do this, that I’m only doing it because of him. And my mom knows Leandra is just a name, a signature to be placed next to mine on a marriage certificate.

      My Italian leather shoes hardly make a sound as I rush down the stairs, anger rippling through my veins. There’s a fucking reason I’ve been avoiding Leandra. The sight of her reminds me of what I have to do—of how I’m sacrificing every ounce of freedom I have for this family. For him. My dying father. And I’m starting to hate her as much as I hate what I’m forced to do here today. While my father makes my decisions for me in life, I’ll be damned to let him do it even in death. I love my father. I always have. But I’m not going to pretend that the idea of being free to do things my way doesn’t appeal to me. It’s the silver lining around my father’s coffin.

      Once he takes his last breath, I’ll be king of this empire, and I will undo what’s being done here today.

      Nicoli leans against the doorframe, waiting for me. “Dad’s about to have an aneurysm, and I’m thinking that won’t be beneficial to his condition.”

      “Your sympathy toward his condition shines through, dear brother.”

      “What can I say? I’m an empath.”

      “The fuck you are.”

      “Seriously, though.” Nicoli squares his shoulders. “Where have you been? Dad wants you greeting the guests.”

      “I had something that needed taking care of.”

      Nicoli glances down at my crotch and back up, frowning. “Now?”

      “Jesus. Grow up, would you?” I straighten my sleeves. “Leandra and I had to have a very important conversation before the festivities start.”

      “Did she agree?”

      “To what?”

      He steps closer. “To having your babies?”

      “God, you’re an asshole.” I shove him back, and he lifts his dark brows, holding out his arms.

      “Oh, come on. I’m serious. You know the next conversation you and Dad are going to have is about you making sure there’s an heir to the proverbial throne.”

      “This is the twenty-first century, Nicoli.”

      “Yet here we are, preparing to witness your forced nuptials.”

      I shoulder past him. “There’s no need for me to produce an heir. Dad had enough sons to make sure there’s always a Del Rossa sitting in his seat at the table.”

      Nicoli follows me onto the patio. “What if we all die in a plane crash?”

      “We won’t.”

      “It’s a possibility, though.”

      “Shut up.”

      Caelian and Isaia are waiting for us behind the last row of guests. Isaia’s discomfort in his suit is plastered all over his face, his finger constantly reaching for the collar of his dress shirt.

      I greet the guests with a few simple nods, smiling every now and then, pretending like I’m about to marry the love of my fucking life. Heavy white curtains are draped to the sides of the aisle at five row intervals. It helps me to miss eye contact with a few of the guests.

      “Alexius.” The man’s voice grates against my spine, and I roll my shoulders before turning to face him.

      “Uncle Roberto.” My enthusiasm to see him is as fake as the smile on my fucking face.

      He stands up from his seat, not even attempting to button his suit jacket to hide his big belly straining against his belt. Life’s been good to him…too good, if you ask me. Fucker didn’t deserve half the luxuries my father’s hard work bestowed on him.

      The scent of his cologne is overpowering as he leans closer. “Have you seen Jimmy?”

      “No. Why?” I don’t even bat an eyelash.

      “I haven’t heard from him in days. And no one’s seen him after the incident the other night.”

      “And I haven’t seen him since I had to clean up the mess of that incident.” There’s enough ice around my words for him to pick up that I’m still pissed about what Jimmy did. He just doesn’t know that it was the last time Jimmy fucked up.

      I tap him on the shoulder and shoot him a half-assed grin. “Don’t worry, Uncle Roberto. Jimmy is probably on some luxury yacht somewhere, having fun.”

      My brothers don’t say a word—our bond un-fucking-breakable—and as we walk over the white carpet to the front, everyone’s eyes are glued on our backs. So many guests. So many so-called friends. So many oligarchs who would turn on you in a heartbeat if you no longer had the power to enhance their social stature so they can keep their bank accounts as big as their fucking egos.

      Things are going to change once I take my father’s seat. Uncle Roberto wants to expand our tentacles and snap up more allies and partners, while I want to cut and exterminate most of the leeches we already have.

      Nicoli passes me a knowing look as we take our place. More heavy curtains are draped behind a white marble fireplace set with a flower arrangement of lilies stretching over the top and down the sides. More white fabric is arched to the side, a chandelier hanging from the canopy above us. If it was not yet clear to everyone that my mother had an affair with lavishly extravagant chandeliers…it is now.

      “Are you ready for your life to come to an abrupt end, brother?” Caelian chirps from next to Nicoli, and all three of them grin like idiots.

      I tug at my sleeves, keeping my chin lifted and shoulders squared. “On the contrary, I’m ready to rule the fucking world.”

      My parents sit in the front row, my mother beaming and beautiful in a dusty rose pantsuit, and my father looking dapper in his black suit. He’s lost so much weight the last few weeks and spent the whole of yesterday in bed. But today he seems better, as if he had a hell of a good reason to get out of bed and to get dressed.

      That reason being my fucking wedding to a woman I picked out of a goddamn file because I needed someone dispensable. Someone whose name no one will remember once my father takes his last breath and all this is over.

      The cello starts its low vibrato, and I glance at the cellist who also happens to be the wife of a very close family friend. The man who deals with problems that can only be taken care of through the scope of a sniper gun. He calls himself the Musician. We call him Elijah.

      Rewrite The Stars, the melody that fills the air with a romantic cadence, women already dabbing at their eyes. The irony isn’t lost on me, and I make eye contact with my mother, who merely smiles, knowing all too well that I picked up the hidden meaning in her song choice.

      Mirabella steps up to the carpet, smiling, and looking radiant. Nicoli clears his throat and shifts next to me, putting his hands behind his back, trying to look anywhere but down the aisle.

      One slow step after the other, Mira walks up and smiles at me before taking her place on the other side, staring across the crowd to the far back.

      And there she is. Leandra. Standing underneath the first arched curtain tied to the sides. I was too fucking angry earlier to notice the exquisite lace that hugged her tiny waist, the skirt going down with a gentle flare. I was too angry to see the transformation she had undergone in the last three days. How she went from poor girl to elegant bride. If I wasn’t so damn ticked off by hearing her say she no longer wanted to marry me, I might have noticed that she looked…beautiful. And as the guests stand, she lifts her chin and squares her shoulders—a display of strength and pride.

      Our eyes lock, my earlier threat silently resonating between us. Through an icy glare, I’m aware that she’s only doing this because I gave her no choice. There’s no way out of this for her, and I made that crystal clear only moments ago.

      Still staring at my wife-to-be, Isaia walks up behind me and leans closer, whispering into my ear. I don’t like what he’s saying, but I guess I can understand why he’d want to do it.

      I nod, and he walks all the way to the back.

      This is it.

      This is the moment I’ve dreaded ever since my father made me aware of the duty I still owe this family.

      The moment I become a husband.
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LEANDRA

        

      

    

    
      I thought I was no stranger to fear. The walks home from the diner after dark. The moment right before I unlock the apartment door, not sure if I’d find my mother alive or dead. The fear of him coming back one day, wanting to punish me for what I did. Just like my mother did, he blames me, too. He said so himself the day he got his ass dragged from our apartment.

      “You ungrateful little brat! You piece of motherfucking shit! This is your fault. Your goddamn fault.”

      Then there was the fear of waking up one morning realizing I’d rather be dead than spend another miserable day on this goddamn Earth.

      But I have never experienced fear, dread, uncertainty the way I do now, staring at the man I’m about to take as my husband before God. A man who masked himself as a savior with his mutually beneficial offer only to have the gleam of the devil in his eyes a few moments ago.

      It’s a different kind of fear. A fear that doesn’t cripple, but rather pricks into your skin over and over again. And even though you know this fear will end up making a hole in your flesh as it carves into your skin, it challenges you to see how deep it could make this gaping hole before you scream and surrender to it.

      My fingers clutch the lily bouquet tighter, and I take a deep breath. Every girl dreams about getting married, about that perfect dress, and the lavish ceremony with romance drifting in the air fused with the hopes and dreams of a happy life. It’s the one day when your happiness trumps the joy of everyone sitting in their seats watching you take one step after the other toward a future filled with color.

      In typical fashion of life throwing me every goddamn curveball imaginable to mankind, here I am, a bride standing in a dress I didn’t choose myself, with a groom I didn’t choose either. For me, right at this moment, that’s not even the worst part. As I stand by the edge of the white carpet, every eye in the crowd fixed on me, the tenor of the cello rustling through the tree branches with its beautiful melody, it’s not Alexius’ threat that clings to my shoulders. It’s loneliness.

      I’m facing all these strangers…alone.

      There’s no one next to me to offer a smile of encouragement and to walk me down the aisle to give me away. I’m all. Alone.

      It’s one of the most beautiful pictures in a little girl’s wedding dreams—her father walking her down the aisle, lifting her veil and kissing her cheek before handing her over to her new husband. A symbolic act of a father entrusting his daughter to the man who would vow to love her forever.

      But I’m no fool. I know none of this is real. And even if it was, my father still wouldn’t walk me down the aisle. Not unless pigs fly and hell freezes over.

      My mom’s dead, and I have no one else. Not even a best friend. I’m completely alone in this big, crazy fucking world, and I’m moments away from stepping into a den of wolves by saying two simple words.

      I do.

      The urge to cry is overwhelming, and I swallow hard, looking up at the clear skies and silently praying for God to give me the strength to get through what comes next. To help me cross this carpet without falling.

      “May I?”

      Startled, I look at Isaia holding out his elbow for me to take. His expression is soft and eyes kind, the dark coffee color of his irises a clashing hue to Alexius’ blue. “No bride should walk down the aisle alone.”

      A tear threatens to slip free, but I choke it back as I mouth the words, ‘Thank you.’ Gratitude gifts me a fragment of courage as I hook my wrist into his elbow, the smooth fabric of his suit brushing my skin.

      “Just put one foot in front of the other, and we’ll be there in no time.” His words are the encouragement I need, and my chest tightens at his kindness.

      My legs go weak while taking my first step, but I manage to move forward without falling flat on my face or running the other way.

      The stares and gazes of guests slither with discomfort across my skin, and it’s a struggle to take a single breath. My gaze falls to the ground because my first instinct is to look away from the crowd as if it’s possible to make them disappear that way. But Isaia gently squeezes my hand, a subtle reminder for me to look up and not cower.

      We reach the front, the gentle sunrays scattering lights from the crystal chandelier above us. I’m convinced I held my breath the entire way, my head dizzy and heart pulsing.

      Alexius steps up, and I let go of Isaia’s elbow. “Thank you.” I smile, and Isaia merely nods before taking his place next to Caelian.

      I look down at Alexius’ hand and place my palm in his. Its warmth startles me, half expecting it to be as cold as his gaze. As always, his expression tells me nothing, his eyes showing no emotion. But their brilliance does something to me, and I find myself wishing he wasn’t so cruel, that he was a good man whose heart could be as easy to love as his fine features and strikingly good looks.

      We turn to face the priest, and my heart is racing so fast, so loud, thundering inside my head, drowning out the priest’s words. The longer I stand there, sweat trickling down my spine, the dizzier I get. My throat is dry, and I’m swallowing sand while wishing for this all to be over.

      “Marriage is a gift in that we give ourselves totally to one another.” The priest’s words slowly trickle through the haze in my mind, not that I’m capable of forming a single coherent thought. “Marriage is a gift given to comfort the sorrows of life and to magnify life’s joys.”

      I want to open my mouth and tell him that this is all bullshit, that no gifts are being given here today. Not a single one.

      “Please face each other.”

      My stomach turns as I look up and into Alexius’ eyes. Through the knots in my stomach and the haze in my mind, I still see the magic in their color, the way the sun touches the deep blue tones creates a reflection so often seen when light kisses water. The longer I stare into them, the tighter I’m trapped by their enchantment, and for a single moment I’m able to pretend that this is all real.

      “Now repeat after me. I, Alexius Del Rossa, take you, Leandra Rose Dinali to be my wife, to have and to hold from this day forward, for better or for worse, for richer or for poorer, in sickness and in health, I promise to love and cherish you.”

      I’m not sure if it’s the romance in the air, the bright sky above us, or just plain stupidity, but with every word Alexius speaks, I fall deeper into the depths of his eyes. He holds me captivated, and I can’t look away, even with the heaviness weighing down on my shoulders with the fear he so expertly lights inside me. The longer our gazes are locked, and I listen to him say his vows, the more I’m sucked into the ruse.

      “Repeat after me,” the priest says, and only then do I notice that he’s looking at me. My legs weaken, and I lick my lips, my throat parched. “I, Leandra Rose Dinali, take you, Alexius Del Rossa to be my husband, to have and to hold from this day forward, for better or for worse, for richer or for poorer, in sickness and in health—” My voice cracks, the last few words burning the inside of my mouth as reality trickles in. “Um…” I close my eyes and sever the spell that held me captive with a bewitching blue tether. “In…um…in sickness and in health, I promise to—” I suck in a breath. “Love and cherish you.”

      The lies leave a bitter taste on my tongue, the priest’s godly presence penetrating my conscience and feeding the guilt that comes with our deception.

      The priest nods as he bears witness to this charade. “By the power invested in me, I now pronounce you husband and wife.” He smiles. “You may kiss the bride.”

      Five words.

      Five innocent fucking words, and everything around us blew up. I’ve been thinking about this wedding for the last three days, trying to prepare myself mentally for what’s to come. But not once did I think about the best part of a wedding ceremony. The part where the groom kisses his bride. The part where we seal our newly blessed union in front of family, friends, and God.

      Alexius steps closer, my heart thumping wildly as he gains the few inches of space between us. His broad shoulders and tall form cast a shadow over me, the sun edging his silhouette with gold. I’m barred in place, unable to move or even think as his gaze drops to my lips, dark brows curved slightly. I hold my breath, not knowing what to expect as seconds turn into eons, time frozen like the iced orbs of his eyes. With a gentle touch of his hand, he lifts my chin as he leans down, licking his lips and leaving behind a bewitching sheen that heightens the anticipation that suddenly blooms inside my belly.

      I know he’s not a good man. I’ve seen a glimpse of his cruelty. Yet I crave to taste his kiss, momentarily unable to care about the devil’s deal that has me bound and shackled.

      I close my eyes as he brushes his thumb along the outer curve of my bottom lip, my skin heated and sensitive to his touch while his scent of wild spice traps me in a moment where no reality exists.

      His mouth touches mine so gently, softly, with a delicate kiss that feels more like a brush of air than a fusion of lips. Heat ripples through my chest and down my spine, and I suck in a breath right before he presses harder, his tongue stroking along the crease where my lips meet. I offer no resistance as he beckons me to open for him, parting my lips and letting him in. I’m not prepared for his taste, his tongue easing against mine numbing my insides yet setting my body on fire. It’s like the calm and the storm collided deep within me, a settled chaos erupting in my veins through one simple kiss.

      It doesn’t feel wrong and tainted as I expected it to. Instead, it’s as if we had been doing it our entire lives. Familiar. Warm. Right.

      But verity crashes into me the moment he tears his lips from mine, replacing the warmth of his kiss with the cold bite of reality. It takes me a second to get my feet back on the ground, and to slip on the mask of indifference as our gazes lock.

      “I present to you, Mr. and Mrs. Del Rossa.”

      Cheers erupt, with whistles and clapping of hands. My mind is still reeling from our kiss when Alexius takes my hand and waves to the crowd of guests—thousands of pieces of glittered confetti being thrown in the air as we walk down the aisle as husband and wife…

      For six months.

    

  







            Chapter Eleven

          

          

      

    

    






ALEXIUS

        

      

    

    
      Plastering a happy smile on my face, pretending that I’m the happiest fucking man in the world, is hard as fuck. Especially since I can still taste her on my tongue. The sweetness of innocence and the tang of sin—it was all there while I swept my tongue through her mouth. The fusion of rose and jasmine with a subtle hint of vanilla flooded me the moment I locked my lips on hers. It’s the most erotic scent I have ever smelled, and it ignited a desire that reflected in the way I kissed her in front of friends, family…God.

      I’m no fucking saint, and I’ve never shied away from expressing my sexual need when I’m turned the fuck on. But while I kissed her, feeling my cock stir and swell, I hated it. I fucking hated that her mouth tasted so damn good; it made me wonder what her cunt tasted like.

      And now, while I hold her hand as we make our way past all the cheering guests, there’s anger crashing in my veins while my dick is still fucking hard. I don’t want to want her. I don’t want to even fucking like her because she represents the one thing I’m forced to do to appease my dying father and secure what is and always has been my birthright.

      For what seems like fucking hours, Leandra and I are bombarded with an abundance of congratulatory words and well wishes from the fuckton of guests my parents insisted on inviting, and I’m getting more and more agitated by the minute.

      As the crowd wanes off, I lean closer to my new wife. “Well done,” I taunt. “Now, keep that pretty smile on your face.”

      Her response is a simple sideways glare, dark eyes raging with an emotion I choose not to dissect, and I turn my attention to Maximo, who stands by the entrance to the house and nods, conveying the message that he needs to speak with me. The fucking guy looks more uncomfortable in a suit than Isaia does.

      I reach for Mirabella as she walks past and pull her closer. “Stay with her.”

      “Where are you going?”

      “I’ll be back in a sec.”

      “Alexius, this is your wedding.”

      I pin Mira with my gaze. “Stay with her, and make sure she doesn’t fuck up.”

      “Don’t worry,” Leandra sneers from next to me, her eyes ablaze with what I assume can only be hatred. “I won’t fuck up. I’m a Del Rossa wife now.”

      “For two fucking seconds.”

      “I’m a fast learner.”

      I step up to her, and no matter how hard she tries to square her shoulders, I’m still a fucking mountain compared to her tiny form. I glance down at her parted lips, their imprint still burning on my own. Reaching out, I place a palm on her cheek, slipping my hand back and gently weaving my fingers through her elegant updo before biting my fingertips into the back of her neck.

      She gasps, and I bite my lip, keeping my gaze pinned on hers. To our guests, it looks like a loving touch as I lean closer to her ear, while her rapid breathing proves what my cruel touch really is…a motherfucking warning. “I would caution you against the arrogance that can easily come with your new role. You might have the Del Rossa name now, but you’re still nothing but a pathetic fucking stray.”

      “Six months,” she bites out in a whisper. “I have your name for six months.”

      “And how that six months end is completely up to you.” I seal my threat with an affectionate kiss just below her ear and step back with a smile on my face. The smile of a newlywed husband and a grin of the devil who just received this woman’s life straight from the palms of God.

      Before straightening, I lock eyes with my bride, clasping her chin with my thumb and forefinger, her skin smooth beneath my touch. “You look beautiful, by the way.”

      It’s not meant to be a compliment, even though it’s the truth. Leandra does look absolutely stunning as she shed the skin of the poor girl I took from that fucked-up apartment, now wearing the mask of a wealthy Del Rossa wife.

      Brushing my palms down my suit, I turn and head inside, thankful that all this shit is now over and done with.

      I find Maximo behind the stairs, his tie already loosened and collar unbuttoned. Just the look on his face is enough for me to shake the fake festivities and slip back into the role I’ve been born for. “What the fuck is it?”

      “There’s been an incident at one of our clubs downtown.”

      “What incident?”

      I inch forward, placing my hands in my pants pockets as I watch Maximo glance around, making sure we’re not being overheard. “One of our girls has been found dead in a private room.”

      “What?” I snap. “What the fuck happened?”

      “I’m on my way there now, but it’s a murder scene, according to security.”

      “How the fuck do they know that?”

      He wipes his chin with his palm. The sound of his hand brushing along his beard mimics the feel of razor blades scraping down my spine. “Apparently, whoever did it made sure he left a huge motherfucking mess behind.”

      “Jesus Christ.” I rub the back of my neck, pacing, trying to sort my thoughts. “You have a handle on the cops?”

      “Yeah. So far, they don’t know anything. It’s just the security guard who found her and the man she was seen with last.”

      “They have him?”

      Maximo nods. “I’m heading there now to see what the hell is going on and hear what this fucker has to say.”

      “I’m going with you.”

      “Alexius,” Maximo calls after me as I rush across the lacquered floors. “Your wedding.”

      “Fuck my wedding.”

      The tension in the car on the drive to the club is fucking intense. Both Maximo and I know what a colossal fuck-up this is. We’re not scumbag pimps or street thugs who deal with cheap whores and back seat blowjobs. The girls who work for us aren’t whores or slaves. They’re women who get treated like fucking royalty and want for nothing. We protect them, take care of them, and make sure their bank accounts reflect just how much they’re worth to us. But just like everything else in the world, it comes at a price.

      Loyalty. Silence. Eternity.

      Their loyalty to the Dark Sovereign must be undeterred and unwavering.

      They will never talk about the Dark Sovereign to anyone. Not even each other.

      And they can never leave. Once they pledge their loyalty to us, it’s for life. Even after reaching their prime, there are always men who prefer older, more mature women. And if our clientele no longer desires her, she’ll work as a maid, bartender, waitress, or at the goddamn gambling tables. Once you’re in, there is no. Way. Out. The Dark Sovereign owns you until the day you take your last breath. Try to run, and we’ll find you. Talk to anyone, and you’ll lose your tongue. Betray us, and your life ends.

      As simple as that.

      Now, when one of our girls gets hurt, it’s personal, and you will be taken care of like a fucking enemy. Kill one of them, and it’s a crime against the Dark Sovereign—a transgression you will atone for with your motherfucking life.

      Maximo pulls up at the back of the club, where Gavin waits for us by the door.

      “What the fuck happened?” I ask, slamming the car door closed and rushing toward him.

      “I don’t know, man. Her last client walked out of the room, and Alicia immediately called in and confirmed that everything was fine.”

      “She used the correct security word?” Maximo crosses his arms.

      “Yeah. She said ‘pearl,’ and we had no reason to believe there was a problem.”

      “You got the guy?” I ask.

      “We tracked him down. Bellamy Jones. He’s been coming here at least once every two weeks. We have him tied up in the basement, but he denies having anything to do with it, saying she was fine when he left.”

      “Clearly, she wasn’t.”

      Maximo clears his throat. “If she called after he left, that means whoever did this got into the room between the time she made the call and her next client showed up.”

      “You saying it can’t be Jones?” I lift a brow.

      “I’m saying it’s doubtful unless the security camera shows him going back in.”

      Gavin shakes his head. “No one entered her room after he left. We checked the footage. Oh, man. It’s fucking gruesome.” Gavin is as pale as a fucking ghost, practically stumbling over his own words. He pulls his fingers through his auburn hair, his hand visibly shaking. “The shit he did to her, Jesus, it’s vile.” Gavin heaves and gags, jumping to the side and vomiting on the goddamn asphalt. My men are no strangers to bloodshed and death, and seeing Gavin not having the stomach for whatever waited for us inside is disturbing.

      “Come on.” I gesture for Maximo to follow me inside, not waiting for Gavin to compose himself.

      We enter the building, and my security guards are scattered around. One of them nods up the stairs, and Maximo and I follow in the direction, taking two steps at a time. The entire building reeks of morbid despair and fear, girls peeking out of the other rooms while more security stands by every door, protecting them by making sure no one gets close.

      We approach the door guarded by three men who part so we can enter. Before seeing anything, I smell it, the metallic scent of blood. It’s overwhelming, almost strong enough to fucking taste.

      As we round the corner, past the wall at the entrance of the room, Maximo and I come to a screeching fucking halt, staring at the scene in front of us. Nothing could have prepared me for it, which explains why Gavin puked his lungs out minutes ago.

      “Jesus fucking Christ,” I mutter, followed by Maximo’s curses. It’s like a scene straight from the bowels of hell, Alicia’s naked and lifeless body tied to the dancing pole. Her hands are tied behind her back, her ankles locked to a spreader bar, and both her wrists slit, with pools of blood on the floor, mixed with a liquid I can only assume is piss by the rancid stench that assaults my nostrils. It’s not the first time I’ve smelled this unmistakable odor. I’ve lost count of how many men have pissed themselves right before I pull their last breath from their lungs.

      “Alexius.” Maximo steps in next to me and glances at the glass table against the wall. On it are two scented candles, cinnamon with sugar and nutmeg, and a delicate lavender—an erotic fusion of scents to help increase blood flow when it comes to men. But it’s the glass vial of what looks like blood and a piece of paper that has my heart racing.

      “A letter,” Maximo says as he walks up to the table, staring down before picking up the vial with his gloved hand, bringing it up to his nose and taking a whiff. “It’s definitely blood.”

      I shift in next to him and glance down at the letter. “He used her blood as ink.”

      “That’s some pretty cursive handwriting this motherfucker has.”

      Pressing my lips in a thin line, I pull on my gloves and pick up the paper.

      

      
        
        Do not desire her beauty in your heart,

        Nor let her capture you with her eyelids.

        For on account of a harlot one is reduced to a loaf of bread,

        And an adulteress hunts for the precious life.

        Can a man take fire in his bosom

        And his clothes not to be burned?

      

        

      
        Proverbs 6:25-27

      

      

      

      “What the fuck?” I drop the paper back on the table. “A Bible verse about prostitutes and tainted women. Please do not tell me this is some psycho fucking religious motherfucker.”

      “Judging by the verse he used, it’s highly likely.”

      “Fuck.” I turn to look at the body, taking in the horrendous sight. Her lips have been sewn shut, thick black thread weaving in the form of a row of X’s from one lip to the other.

      I slowly walk around the body, the vein in my neck pulsing to the rhythm of my heart as I study every bruise, every cut, every bloodstained piece of flesh. Dirty hair clings to her bloodied cheeks, but it’s the two empty holes where her eyes should be that send a thousand shivers down my fucking spine. “What did he do with her eyes?”

      Maximo shrugs. “Souvenir?”

      “Sick fuck.”

      Dried blood stains her face as if it’s runny paint that had instantly dried on her skin. Every-fucking thing screams of a hate crime. A murder that would rattle everyone to their core and instill fear.

      Blood smears run down the sides of her neck, and Maximo takes a pen, lifting the dirty strands of her hair, only to find her ears have been cleanly torn off. “Motherfucker,” he mutters. “What the fuck is this?”

      “Can this be some kind of cult offering or some shit?” I ask.

      Maximo wipes the back of his hand across his mouth. “I sure as fuck wouldn’t rule it out. I’ve seen a lot of crazy shit in my life, but this…this is next level.”

      I continue to circle her mutilated body, pieces of her flesh hacked out and bruised. I pause and narrow my eyes while looking between her spread thighs. “What the fuck is that?”

      “What?” Maximo stands next to me, staring in the same direction. “Jesus, is that…”

      Without thinking twice, I reach between her legs, wrapping my gloved fingers around the object, slowly pulling downward. The sound, the sight, the stench of blood and fear that clings to her corpse envelops me, and I hope to God that he killed her first before he decided to mutilate her body and make it his sadistic fucking playground.

      I swallow hard as I watch, realizing what it is I’m pulling out of her. “A cross,” I mutter, more to myself than to Maximo, and I drop it the moment it’s out of her completely.

      “Jesus.” Maximo’s gaze flits from the bloodied cross to Alicia’s crimson-stained thighs. “We’re dealing with one sick motherfucker here.”

      I rub my arm across my mouth, remembering the day I met Alicia for the first time. Every woman here has a story—some more heartbreaking than others. Alicia’s story is one I’ll never forget.

      Gavin had her waiting for me in this same room, naked and on her knees—the way I required them to before they begged me to become a Dark Sovereign girl. I remember the steel I saw in her eyes, the coldness, and frozen emotion. It struck me as odd because every girl who came before her showed some kind of emotion in their eyes, whether it be fear, desperation…lust. But not Alicia. There was a painful emptiness to her, and I ended up asking her what her story was rather than make her suck my cock.

      She had a son. A husband. Living the American dream with her white picket fence until she came home one night to find her husband holding a gun to her son’s head.

      He killed the boy right in front of her before turning the gun on himself. There was no explanation, no letter, nothing to tell her why he did it.

      The bastard in me still asked her why she never tried to commit suicide, because the logical thing for me to think was that when a person witnesses something like that, experiences that kind of fear right before your world gets shattered into pieces—it leaves a hole inside you the size of fucking Texas. It would be too unbearable to live with.

      But it was her answer that gave me the fucking chills.

      “Not once have I considered taking my own life. I want to remember. I want to live with the pain because it’s the only reminder I have that my son was real. If I can’t love him in life, I’d mourn him in death and drown in pain every goddamn day.”

      Alicia had been a Dark Sovereign girl ever since.

      I crouch, rubbing my chin while staring at the cross that this fucker forced inside her. “I think it’s time to introduce ourselves to the bastard in the basement. See what he has to tell us.”

      Maximo nods, and I grab the cross before storming out and rushing down the stairs. My veins burn as my blood boils, my insides ready to be torn to shreds when I unleash the fury of fucking hell on this man. Killing one of my girls is just as good as driving a knife through my back, an act that will never go unpunished, and every fucking muscle in my body is taut and ready to tear anyone apart.

      With every determined step I take, my rage intensifies. By the time I step into the basement and see this fucker tied to a chair, I’m frothing at the mouth to slice my blade straight up his abdomen.

      I storm directly at him, and press my fingers hard into his throat, pushing his head back. “What the fuck did you do?”

      “I didn’t do anything, I swear. Your whore was alive when I left that—”

      Before he can finish his sentence, my fist slams into his ugly motherfucking face, my knuckles colliding with his jaw. “Call any of my girls a whore again, and I will cut out your tongue.”

      Blood and spit stream from his mouth, sticking to his goatee, and all I want to do is make him bleed some more, make him scream his confession.

      I grab his cheeks and squeeze, forcing him to look me in the eye as I lean closer. “You were the last person to see her alive, and I’m not the kind of man who believes in coincidence.”

      “I swear to God, man, she was still alive when I left that room.”

      I tilt my head to the side, scrutinizing every last detail of his ugly face. “You’re lying.”

      “I’m not, man. I fucking swear.”

      I place my hands on the chair’s armrests and lean forward. “If you’re not lying, you sure as hell are hiding something. What is it, Bellamy?” I reach behind my back, pull out my gun, and place it against his thigh.

      “Jesus. Fuck.” His eyes go wide as he looks at the gun, my finger firmly on the trigger.

      “Tell me what you’re hiding, or I’ll shoot you in the fucking leg. And believe me, that’s nothing compared to what I’ll do to you in ten minutes if you continue to lie to me.”

      A part of me hopes he’ll keep his mouth shut and keep whatever he’s hiding to himself. My finger is itching to pull the trigger, my blackened heart yearning to hear his screams ricochet off the goddamn walls.

      “How many times do I have to tell you?” Bellamy spits out. “I’m not lying or hiding anything from you.”

      If this were any other time, under different circumstances, I would have given him another chance. But right now, there isn’t a grain of mercy in me, so I pull the fucking trigger. The second the loud crack of the gunshot makes my ears ring, Bellamy’s pained screams drown out the ringing. Tears and bloodstained spit pour down his face, his mouth wide open as he continues to cry.

      I press two gloved fingers into his wound, which earns me a fresh round of howls and shrieks of pain. “You know, Bellamy. Nothing makes my dick hard like the cries of a woman when I make her pussy squirt and the screams of a man in extreme agony.”

      “Please stop!” he pleads through his sobs, snot lapping down his lips. “I’m telling you the fucking truth. Please. Please. Please,” he continues to cry.

      I straighten and glare down at him, his face contorted in pain, and I start circling him. “Did you know it only takes seven pounds of pressure to tear off the human ear?” I reach out and brush my fingers down the curve of his earlobe, and he jerks away.

      “Please, stop.”

      “I’ll stop when you tell me the truth.”

      “Fine,” he concedes as more pathetic tears stream down his red face, his body shaking. “I got an anonymous call from some guy threatening to tell my wife that I’m a frequent client at this club if I didn’t do as he said.”

      I still in front of him and cross my arms. “What did he want you to do?”

      “Write the letter.”

      Maximo and I look at each other with narrowed eyes. “You mean the Bible verse written in Alicia’s blood?”

      He nods, pressing his eyes closed and grimacing from the pain as blood continues to seep from the wound in his thigh. “Alicia’s always been into bloodplay, so it didn’t take much to convince her.”

      I step forward. “Are you saying she willingly gave you a vial of her blood so you could write a fucking Bible verse?”

      His nods are rapid this time. “Yes. Okay, yes. I made a small cut in her palm while I fucked her, and I wrote that verse with it, using an empty fountain pen.”

      My gaze cuts to Gavin standing by the entrance. “Did she tell you about the bloodplay?”

      “She did.” He tightens his crossed arms. “She was okay with it, preferred it, if you ask me.”

      “He wanted Bellamy to write the letter so we couldn’t trace the handwriting back to him,” Maximo says and meets my gaze. “That’s why he blackmailed Bellamy into doing it.”

      “See,” Bellamy chimes in. “I didn’t do it. I didn’t kill your fucking whore.”

      It happens so fast. Within a split second, Bellamy goes from breathing to having a goddamn bullet in his head.

      My finger is still on the trigger as I watch his head jerk to the back, his body instantly limp. “I told you not to call her a whore,” I hiss before lowering the gun. “Maximo, close the club.” I turn to face him. “Take care of the body and erase every trace of her and this scumbag ever being here. No one can know about this.”

      I turn and make eye contact with every soul currently in the room. “Do you hear me? No one can know about this. If you so much as make a peep about this to anyone, I will wipe out your entire fucking bloodline. Keep. Your mouths. Shut.”

      Everyone nods and Maximo steps up to me as I rub the back of my neck. “Are we closing the other clubs until we figure out what the hell we’re dealing with here?”

      “No,” I answer, clipped. “If we close the other clubs, it will raise too many questions. The last thing we want is people thinking we no longer have a handle on our business.” I brush my fingers down my chin. “Double the security, though, at all our clubs and casinos. I want men stationed outside every motherfucking room. Got it?”

      “Yes, sir.” 

      I grab Maximo’s collar and pull him close, clenching my jaw. “We need to do everything we can to keep this from my dad until we know exactly what the fuck is going on.”

      “I’ll make sure he doesn’t hear about this. But you know it’s only a matter of time before someone here talks.”

      I let go of his collar. “I know. Let’s just keep it quiet for as long as we can.”

      “Your brothers?”

      “I’ll tell them. They need to know. They’re regulars at Myth, so they need to keep their eyes open.”

      “Okay.” He gives me a reassuring gaze. “Don’t worry. Whoever this fucker is, we’ll find him and we’ll tear him the fuck apart.”

      I nod and Maximo rushes off.  I can hear him barking out orders while I stay behind and stare at Bellamy’s lifeless body, blood oozing from the wound in his skull. A heavy sense of foreboding drapes over me, every instinct buzzing with warning.

      This isn’t over. Not by a long shot.

    

  







            Chapter Twelve

          

          

      

    

    






LEANDRA

        

      

    

    
      It’s been hours since Alexius left. If it weren’t for Mirabella, I probably would have died having to deal with the last guests on my own. But thankfully, I got through it, and now I’m fucking exhausted. All I want to do is get out of this dress, take a hot bath, and climb into bed so I can close my eyes and wake up tomorrow morning, one day closer to the end of my agreement with Alexius.

      I slip off my shoes and let them dangle from my fingers as I walk barefoot down the hall. My feet are killing me, today being the longest I’ve ever spent in heels. One would think working as a waitress would make me used to this, but my feet strongly disagree.

      The sound of whispering voices drags my attention to a door left slightly ajar. Curiosity has me sneaking closer, and I press my palm against the cold wall as I lean against it.

      “We should stop doing this,” a woman’s voice rasps.

      “Then you should stop being so eager to suck my cock.” It’s Isaia, and I edge toward the opening and peer inside. My stomach flips, and I lose my breath when I see him completely naked with his back turned toward me. A soft gasp rushes from my lips, and I place my palm in front of my mouth as I jerk back, straightening against the wall.

      “I can’t help it,” the woman says. “Nothing tastes as good as your dick on my tongue.”

      “Then sit the fuck down and start sucking, woman.”

      My heart races, and I swallow hard as heat blooms in my belly. I know I shouldn’t look. I should just go to my room and try to ignore everyone in this goddamn house. But I can’t. Something has my feet bolted to the floor, and I’m again inching to the edge, wanting to see more.

      I can’t see his face, his arms outstretched as he grips the bar that stretches from one bedpost to the other above his head, his hips moving, and her moans growing louder. Even from a distance, it’s impossible to miss how sexually charged his body is, the erotic flex of every firm muscle that ropes from his back down to his tight ass and thighs. The veins in his arms bulge while his knuckles turn white from tightening his hold on the iron bar.

      There’s a flash of blonde hair and a glimpse of the woman’s head bobbing in front of him, and I’m utterly captivated by them, my curiosity about what it would feel like having sex making it impossible to walk away.

      “Fuck,” Isaia groans, and the sound cuts straight to the slick heat between my legs. He lets go of the bar and reaches in front of him, pulling the woman’s hair so her face leans to the side. “Today, I won’t be coming in your mouth. I want to cream that pussy of yours since I’ve been hard for days thinking about your wet cunt.”

      I’m hardly breathing as I watch him lean down and latch on to her lips, kissing her like he’s been starved for her taste. I’ve never seen anyone kiss like that, his tongue rolling and exploring her mouth before he bites her bottom lip. She hisses, then touches the broken flesh and glances at the blood on her fingertip. It’s not supposed to turn me on, but it does—the wild, savage lust that makes him not care about hurting her.

      “Now get on all fours so I can fuck you in the way you came here to be fucked.”

      “And how’s that?” she asks.

      He takes her chin between his fingers and lifts her face toward him while he leans down. “Like a fucking animal.” Abruptly, he slaps her cheek, her flesh instantly blooming with fire. For a second, I forget that I’m not supposed to be here, that I’m not supposed to watch—and I gasp, the softest sound escaping my lips. They don’t hear me. Thank God. Isaia is too lost in his need to fuck while she’s completely intoxicated by him.

      My skin prickles, hungry to be touched. And no matter how my mind screams at me to stop and walk away, my body is incapable of obeying.

      Isaia moves, and I bite my lip at the sight of his hard cock, his palm wrapping around the swollen girth, stroking himself as he rounds the bed. I slip back an inch, afraid he might see me with him facing in my direction, my cheeks burning because this is such an invasion of privacy, but I can’t fucking stop.

      My lips part at the sight of his face, the lust and desire that cuts along every edge, brown eyes now almost black as he stares down at her ass. There’s a sheen of sweat on his sculpted chest, his body tight and ready to fuck.

      He slides his fingers down the curve of her back, all along her spine, staring at her body as if he worshipped it and the pleasure it gives him. I’m not prepared when he lifts his arm and smacks her ass with a loud crack, and I suck in a breath, my body rigid with a need I’ve never experienced before. The way she moans out loud, her eyes closed and mouth forming the perfect O—she’s enjoying it, loving the sting of his palm against her naked flesh. There’s still a pink blush that lingers on her cheek, and I wonder what her ass looks like, stained with the print of his palm.

      “I want to hear you,” Isaia demands, his voice dark and low. “I want your screams to peel the motherfucking paint off these walls. You understand me?”

      She nods, but clearly, it’s not enough for Isaia, so he grabs her behind her neck and forces her face down onto the mattress.

      “Do you understand me?” he bites out while reaching down with his other hand and rears back.

      “Yes,” she mutters through pursed lips, her cheek firmly forced against the navy-blue sheets. The moment he sinks into her from behind, his eyes roll closed, and my thighs are soaked. It’s insane and so fucking wrong, but I’m aching to touch myself while watching him fuck her and hearing her cries fill the room. I’m so entranced, drunk on their desire, and I forget that I’m not supposed to be here.

      Suddenly, he looks up, and our eyes lock, my blood instantly running cold. I’m frozen on the spot, mortified that I’ve been caught yet incapable of moving while his gaze pins me in place.

      A sly grin tugs at the edges of his lips, and he tightens his hold behind the woman’s neck, forcing her face harder against the mattress. His touch is cruel, as if he wants to smother her while he races toward his climax. I don’t know why the thought of it leaves me breathless, the anticipation heightened and intoxicating. My entire body is alive with the eroticism that emanates from him, his primal lust controlling his every move.

      Isaia pounds into her—harder, faster, not taking his eyes off mine. His nostrils flare, his expression fierce and feral, biting his bottom lip, and all I can do is look back at him, lost in the vise of lechery that has him fucking her so hard, she screams out, “I’m going to come.”

      “Don’t you dare move,” he says, and I’m unsure who he’s talking to. Her…or me?

      “Isaia, I’m coming.”

      “Stay with me.”

      His words wrap around me like chains that burn my skin, my heated core aching with a need for relief.

      “Fuck.” His eyes roll closed, every muscle in his chest pulled taut, his hips slamming into her with sharp, hard thrusts as if he’s punishing her, not caring whether he hurts her.

      A groan ruptures from his lips, and I know he’s coming inside her, pleasure plastered all over his face.

      I’ve never been this lost in a moment, and when he opens his eyes, perspiration on his face shimmering under the dim light, a devious smirk pulls at his lips. Every immoral intention and wicked misdeed reflects in his dark irises. It’s the same look I saw in Alexius’ eyes earlier when he tied the rope of his threats around my throat.

      This is not the Isaia who showed me a kindness by walking me down the aisle. This is someone different.

      Mirabella’s right. They are all the same. They’re all monsters.

      A wave of embarrassment crashes over me, and I drop my shoes to the ground, taking a step back…and another until I’m finally able to break the spell and look away before running down the hall toward my room, slamming the door behind me and falling back against it.

      My chest burns with every rapid breath, my insides turned and twisted by the thought of me being so brazen, so fucking stupid. But he was clearly eager to indulge my curiosity, allowing me to watch him fuck while looking me in the eye from across the room.

      Isaia.

      My husband’s brother.

      “Oh, my God.” I sigh, placing a palm on my forehead, struggling to catch my breath. My flesh still burns, the air in the room clinging to my skin like it’s a hundred and four degrees.

      It’s a struggle to tear myself from the dress that suddenly weighs a thousand pounds, aggravating my skin and squeezing my lungs.

      I suck in oxygen as the dress pools around my feet on the plush carpet, and I lift my legs to step out of it, then dart toward the bathroom as if I can find my escape there.

      My pulse is still racing, my heart hammering against my ribs as I watch the bathtub fill up. Lavender bursts through the room, the floral scent slowly easing away the tension that has my body in chains.

      The water is still running when I get into the tub, and I lie down, the water rising to my shoulders before I let myself collapse, closing my eyes and breathing out. The warm water and lavender work the tension from my body, and as my heartrate slows, I become hyperaware of the ache that still lingers between my legs.

      It’s impossible to relax, not while the image of Isaia’s naked body and the look of ecstasy on that woman’s face refuse to disappear. It’s the most erotic thing I’ve ever witnessed, the way he forced her head into the mattress, bending her body and arching her back while he fucks her, selfishly seeking his own pleasure. It should disgust me to see what a savage he truly is. But it doesn’t. It thrills me—the way Isaia so unapologetically allowed his desire to control him, how he used that woman, making her scream.

      I wonder what it feels like having a man so tied up with the need to fuck you that he has no choice but to unleash the animal in him.

      The throbbing between my thighs becomes almost unbearable, and I run my hands over my body, imagining Isaia’s fingers slowly gliding down her spine as he stares down at her sex, open and exposed for him.

      Dipping my hands below the water and reaching down, I suck air through my teeth when I slip a finger through my slit. Even underwater, I can feel the slickness of my arousal, my body overwhelmed with sensations I’ve never felt before while I stroke myself.

      I’ve never been with a man, and I can only imagine what it feels like to be filled and stretched, having the thick girth of a hard cock fuck me without mercy. My finger finds my clit, and I moan with every stroke against the tiny nub. At first, it’s Isaia’s face I see, fucking the blonde from behind with his eyes pinned on mine. Crouching forward, I reach down low, slipping a finger inside me, shuddering from the welcome intrusion. But Isaia’s face is gone, the image of him behind that girl replaced with Alexius’ face, staring down at me as I writhe beneath him. His blue eyes are filled with desire and mirror my own, and I imagine dragging my fingertips down his naked chest, feeling every curve, every strong muscle. I lift my hips searching for him, wanting him inside me, and I practically feel him sinking slowly into me, stretching me, filling me to the brim with his hard length.

      The closer my body edges to ecstasy, the more vivid the fantasy of my husband becomes. I need to feel his cock move inside me, his fingers biting painfully into my hips as he forces me down. My heart pounds, and my fingers stroke harder, faster, spreading my pussy lips and rubbing against my clit. I imagine his lips on my neck, his teeth biting down on my collarbone as he growls and fucks me as unapologetically as Isaia fucked his woman.

      “Oh, God.” I can’t hold it back anymore. I can’t stop it, and I press my hand harder against my sex, my fingers working along the outline of my pussy before finding my clit, imagining Alexius’ fingers rubbing against it, intensifying the erotic pleasure that’s rippling through my insides.

      “Alexius, I’m going to—”

      “Not yet.”

      “Jesus!” Water splashes over the edge of the clawfoot bathtub, slapping on the tiles as I jerk upright, locking eyes with Alexius standing only a few inches away. Blue irises stare at me, his face nothing but hard lines and sharp angles. He seems bigger, taller as he stalks closer, his heavy presence absorbing the air in the room. His hand is on his belt, drawing my attention to the bulge in his pants, and heat spreads through my lower belly knowing he’s hard.

      “You’re going to wait for me first,” he murmurs, his words fortified with a demanding edge that both intimidates and excites me.

      I swallow hard. “What the hell are you doing?”

      “Keep your hands between your legs.”

      For the second time in one night, embarrassment floors me, snatching all the air from my lungs. “How long have you—”

      “Long enough.” He takes a step closer, his ink-black hair fanning across his sharp cheekbones, and his crystal eyes burn with a hypnotic blue flame that threatens to turn me to ash. “You said my name.”

      The Earth tilts on its axis, and the room goes darker, stealing the fire from my cheeks. “I did not.”

      “Liar.” He leans his head to the side, absorbing me with a gaze that commands. “Finish what you started.” His voice is a low thrum of authority that bends my will and entices me to obey. But beneath the urge to submit is a brittle layer of defiance fueling me to fight my attraction for the devil and his daring countenance. “Get out. You have no right being in here.”

      “Of course I do. You’re my fucking wife.”

      “Get out!” My ass slips on the porcelain, and more water cascades over the rim.

      Alexius remains undeterred, not even acknowledging my demand with a simple fucking blink. “Finish. It,” he bites out.

      “Get. Out.” Our eyes are locked in a fierce display of challenge. But I know there’s no way I can win, his power and authority filling the bathroom and wrapping around my throat.

      “I’m going to say this one last time, wife.” He steps closer, and I’m trapped inside the tub—a prey trapped by its predator. “Play with your pussy and make yourself come.”

      My cheeks burn, fear weaving through the ache that has intensified threefold since Alexius walked in. No matter how much I want to disobey and tell him to fuck off, I can’t. I’m too lost in the moment. The lust. Too lost in him.

      With a sudden jerk of his arm, his fingers dig into my throat, and I gasp for breath. “Either you play with your cunt and finish what you started, or you’ll choke on my cock.”

      The threat is there, crystallized in his eyes as he stares at me with nothing but wicked intentions in his eyes. It should heighten my fear of him, but it doesn’t. It’s not like this morning before the wedding when he made it clear that he’s a cold-hearted bastard. It’s different now, the heated ache in my lower belly drowning out the terror he instills so fucking easily.

      His fingers tighten, and I crane my neck, my lips parted. I’d be a liar if I said I’ve ever felt more alive than I do right now, every nerve ending lit with tension. It’s like my hate for him blends with the arousal that’s threatening to break me in half, creating something potent enough to drown me.

      I reach between my legs, hesitant and self-conscious, practically feeling his eyes on my heated skin, and slip a finger through my pussy.

      “Good girl. Now tell me, what was I doing when you said my name?”

      I swallow hard, humiliation clinging to my flesh—and I wish he would leave, yet my body wants him to stay. What the fuck is this? What is happening right now?

      “Tell me, Leandra. What was I doing?”

      My eyes close. “You were…we were having sex.”

      “That’s not what I asked. I asked what I was doing. Not us.”

      I suck my bottom lip. “You were kissing my neck, biting down on my collarbone.”

      The sound of him unzipping his pants sends a jolt of energy up my spine.

      “Am I inside you?”

      “Yes,” I whisper, my finger brushing along my clit.

      “How does it feel? My hard cock inside your dripping cunt?”

      I exhale a breath. “Good.”

      His fingers tighten, pressing hard and making it almost impossible to breathe. But I don’t care. All I care about is getting rid of the tension suffocating me faster than Alexius’ grip around my throat.

      “Open your eyes,” he rasps close to my ear, and I hate that I obey so easily. It’s like I no longer control anything I do. It’s the anticipation. The hunger. The need to come.

      I look to the left and see his palm wrapped around his engorged cock, pumping his length. He’s bigger, longer, thicker than I imagined, the head of his dick glistening, and I lick my lips, thinking of the woman sucking Isaia’s cock. A part of me wants to know what it will feel like inside my mouth, but my hate for Alexius slithers through, and I bite the inside of my cheek, suppressing the craving for a taste.

      “I’m not coming before you do. So, it’s up to you how long we stay in this fucking bathroom tonight.” The low thrum of his voice laced with desire and the sight of him pleasuring himself, moving his hand up and down his shaft—is driving me insane. And no matter how much the humiliation stings, the ache burns more. It’s the driving force that keeps my hand between my thighs, my fingers gliding along my pussy lips and finding my clit.

      God. It’s right there. I can feel it rise inside me, the wave building, growing stronger. I want to close my eyes and surrender to it, but Alexius jerks my head to the side.

      “Keep your eyes on my fucking dick.”

      I bite my bottom lip, watching the skin of his cock slip forward and then stretch back as he pumps himself. Not once have I ever thought it would turn me on, seeing a man pleasure himself and having a man watch me do the same. Witnessing his cock grow harder and thicker with every stroke, the ache between my legs intensifies, and my pussy swells with a need to be stretched and sated. My body is electrified, and all I can think about is having Alexius inside me, to have his body melt against mine while our breaths fuse into heated gasps.

      My hips start to rock to the rhythm of his palm working his length, water splashing around my naked body. The bubble bath no longer covers my breasts, but I’m too high to care.

      Alexius lets go of my throat, and I’m a fucking mess when he cups my tit, rubbing his palm against my pebbled nipple.

      “You’re close, aren’t you?”

      “Yes.” Tension builds between my legs, and a moan spills from my mouth.

      “You’ve never been fucked before.”

      I bite my bottom lip.

      “That pussy of yours is aching to bleed, isn’t it? To be fucked like it’s the last goddamn cunt on Earth.”

      “Jesus,” I murmur, my thoughts filled with filthy fantasies of incessant fucking. No matter how much I hate Alexius, he’s in my head. He’s all around me, and I’m high on him. High on the idea of him fucking me.

      “Move those hips like you’re fucking me. Hard, fast, and out of. Fucking. Control.”

      The glass breaks, and my body explodes into a million fragments of pleasure that clench around every muscle, and I can no longer keep my eyes open.

      I cry out in ecstasy, and Alexius curses. “Fuck.”

      Warm liquid squirts against my cheek, and euphoria detonates down my spine, and I’m instantly addicted to it–his pleasure. The moans he makes while he comes. The feel of his cum on my skin.

      My finger continues to work my clit, extracting every last drop of pleasure before my body draws back and relaxes against the porcelain tub.

      It’s impossible to catch my breath, my thighs still trembling and pussy pulsing.

      “You dropped these.”

      My head lolls to the side, and I open my eyes to find Alexius towering over the tub with my wedding shoes dangling from his fingers. Reality slams back into me, my skin instantly ice cold—except for where his cum still stains my cheek with the embarrassment of knowing that I loved its humiliation. It heightened my own pleasure, exposing a part of myself I never knew existed.

      He lets the shoes fall onto the tiled floor. “If you want to watch my brother fuck, just ask. But for God’s sake, don’t stand and hide like a fucking stray dog. You’re a Del Rossa now. Own up to it.”

      I’m too shocked to move, and my muscles clench tight when Alexius leans down, placing an icy kiss on my forehead before whispering, “Next time I catch your pleasuring yourself, I will fuck you.”

      Oh. My. God.
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ALEXIUS

        

      

    

    
      “How’s your wife doing this morning? I bet she was horny as hell after watching me fuck Melanie.” Isaia leans closer, a huge-ass grin on his face. “You’re welcome, by the way.”

      I take a sip of my coffee. “Next time you allow my wife to watch you fuck, at least have the decency to call me so I can join the fun.”

      Isaia laughs, then turns his attention to the egg omelette on his plate. There are a million and one other things I should be thinking and worrying about, but since walking out of Leandra’s room last night, I can’t stop thinking about her face—the sheer ecstasy that painted the sharp edges of her expression, the pure desire that crafted every shadow with a seductive mix of innocence and a wicked appetite that made her lose control. 

      It was fucking beautiful, exhilarating to witness her come undone. She’s quite the enigma it seems, her innocence framed with a razor-sharp edge of sin. Seduction. Sex.

      I saw it in her eyes, the hate that burned with a kind of lust that consumed her, something she’s afraid of and wants to keep caged. And now all I want is to help set it free.

      Last night, I returned from the mess that goddamn cross psychopath left us, and Isaia stopped me in the hallway to give me Leandra’s shoes, a huge fucking grin plastered on his face as he told me about my Peeping-Tom wife. I’d be a liar if I said it didn’t thrill me, thinking of Leandra watching them fuck, her cunt dripping while she craves the same experience. It wasn’t until I found her in the bathtub pleasuring herself that I realized exactly how much it thrilled me. Silently, I watched her, drank her in, the way her lips parted and the sound of her heavy breathing made my cock hard in fucking seconds. In that moment while the water hugged her petite frame, I saw a woman, I felt attraction, and the fire in my veins forced me to act on it. 

      Now and then, her hips would buck, and the water would ripple around her, giving me a glimpse of her firm breasts and hard nipples. She was the epitome of erotic enticement, a woman who gave in to her desires, listening to her body and not a man who demanded it from her. The girls at the club satisfied my every goddamn fantasy—but only because it was mine and because it was expected of them to act like they fucking liked it, too.

      But while I stared at Leandra with her hand between her legs, knowing she was turned the fuck on by watching others fuck, I wanted to jerk her out of the tub, tear through the barrier of her virginity, and claim her against the goddamn bathroom wall.  

      Just thinking about it is giving me a goddamn hard-on right here at the fucking breakfast table. Thinking of her moans, how she so easily submitted, and the sight of my cum on her cheek—it fucked with my head ever since I left her room.

      It’s still fucking with me, and it’s impossible not to think about it.

      “I think this was just a one-time thing, and everyone needs to jump off this serial killer train.” Caelian’s voice drags me from my thoughts, and I glance at him as he picks up his coffee, leaning back in the chair. “For God’s sake, there’s only been one murder. This was probably some psychopath with a love for theatrics who wanted to live out this sick fucking sex fantasy, jerking off while slitting Alicia’s wrists, and then went back to his filthy fucking apartment to kill himself.” He shrugs. “I’m telling you, his corpse is rotting somewhere with Alicia’s eyeballs in his hands.”

      “Jesus, Caelian,” Nicoli blurts.

      “What? I’m serious.” He places his coffee back on the mahogany table and takes a bite of toast. “All I’m saying is let’s not get carried away. It’s not a serial killer with a taste for prostitutes yet. If there’s another murder, then I’ll agree with you about the fact that we’re fucked.”

      “We are not fucked,” I say, tapping my finger on the white napkin next to my plate of food that I haven’t touched yet. “We will find this guy,” I glance at Caelian, “dead or alive, although I would prefer the latter so I can cut out his goddamn eyes and replace them with his balls.”

      Isaia walks in. “Company,” he warns, righting the collar of his leather jacket, followed by Mira walking in soon after.

      “Good morning, boys. Have I ever told you how I just love it when you all go so damn silent whenever I walk in?”

      “Good morning, Mira,” I greet politely, sipping my coffee before placing it down.

       Her black heels click across the lacquered floor, and she takes a seat next to Caelian. She shoots me a sly grin while placing the napkin on her lap. “I should probably stop referring to you as a boy now that you’re all grown up and married. Speaking of, I went by Leandra’s room, and she wasn’t there.” Mira’s green eyes dart around the room. “I assumed she was already here having breakfast, but apparently not.”

      “She wasn’t in her room?” I shift in my seat.

      “No. Which reminds me, shouldn’t you two be sharing a room?”

      Immediately, I’m on my feet, ignoring her last remark and stomping out of the dining room. The early morning sun slices through the glass windows, scattering beams of light against the walls, touching the elegant gold frames of my mother’s art collection. Since I can remember, she’s had an obsession with landscape art. My dad forbade her from buying another portrait until she got rid of some of the ones she already has.

      My feet barely hit the floor as I rush up the stairs. It’s only been one fucking day, and already she’s pissing me off by not having the decency to be present at the breakfast table. She’s probably in bed, crying and sulking, hating herself for giving in to the demands of her body while having the devil ignite her desire. 

      I knock and wait two seconds before slamming my fist against the door. “Leandra, open the door.”

      Nothing.

      “Leandra.” I grab the doorknob, but it’s locked. “I swear to God, I will break this motherfucking door down if you don’t open it right now.”

      Still nothing.

      “Leandra, I—”

      The lock clicks open, but the door remains closed, and I jerk it open, storming in. “We need to talk about your motherfucking manners. Why the hell are you—”

      My feet come to a screeching halt, and I swallow my words, staring at Leandra standing across from me by the open window, the morning breeze ruffling through her hair. There’s no stopping my gaze from wandering down, my brows pulled together as I take her in. The cream, solid-colored dress flows down her body—the deep V dipping low between her breasts and the fabric hugging her chest tight before it curtains into a flare around her waist. Her calves are accentuated with nude heels, the seam of the dress draped below her knees. I’m a lot of fucking things, but I’m not a man blind to beauty. The woman standing in front of me now is not the girl I took from that shitty apartment. It’s not the girl I brought here and watched soak in the riches and wealth of my life that is a thousand lightyears away from hers.

      And all I can think about now is ripping that dress off so I can give her what I know she really wants. My cock, and to be my pretty little plaything…and a complication I don’t need right now.

      I slip my hands inside my pants pockets, hating that I find her beautiful, and determined to remain indifferent to the change I so blatantly see.

      “You’re dressed.” I state the fucking obvious. “Mirabella’s?”

      She nods then brushes her finger through the soft tresses cascading down her shoulders. “I should look the part, right? I don’t think a pair of tights and sneakers is what a Del Rossa wife would wear.”

      “Yesterday, you wore a wedding dress worth thousands, and yet today you look…different.” Confusion makes me frown. “Why is that?”

      She simply shrugs, the deep pools of amber liquid in her eyes luring me closer, and my cock stirs, making it hard to pretend like I’m detached and un-fucking-interested. I inch close enough to smell her familiar scent—annoyed by the fact that I’m relieved she didn’t change her perfume as well. I tilt my head, and for a second, I watch the vein in her neck beat like crazy before my eyes flit up to meet hers. “Did the fantasy of me fucking you suddenly turn you into a woman?”

      Her pink lips part, and I smirk, reaching up and easing the back of my hand down the side of her face. “Or is it the ribbons of my cum I shot on your cheek last night?”

      “Fuck you,” she spits out between clenched teeth, and all her words do is thicken my cock.

      Leaning my head to the side, I study her angered expression. “Did you expect me to come in here and tell you that you look pretty—like the perfect fucking husband I’m supposed to be?”

      “I’m trying to fit in.”

      “You will never fit in.”

      “Then why did you pick me?”

      “I picked you because you have nothing. You’re all alone in this fucking world, and should you disappear today,” I inch closer, “no one will miss you.”

      I expect to see tears in her eyes, but surprisingly, the only emotion I see is anger as my threat laces around her throat.

      “Be a dick to me all you want.” She crosses her arms. “But the fact is you picked me, and you need me. So the way I see it is you have two choices.”

      I smirk. “Do I, now?”

      “Yes. You do. Either you start treating me like a goddamn human and not some stray dog you dragged in, and I will play the most perfect fucking wife you and your family have ever seen.” The breath of distance between us evaporates as she steps up to me, forcing me to slant my neck down and look at her. “Or keep on treating me like shit, and I’ll make sure I embarrass and humiliate you every goddamn opportunity I get by acting like the stray you insist on treating me as.”

      I smirk, finding her sudden ballsy outburst amusing. “Is that a threat?”

      “Of course it is. We’re married, Alexius. There’s no turning back now.” She squares her shoulders. “If you don’t mind, I’d like to get some breakfast.” She shoulders past me, and I close my eyes, savoring her sweet vanilla scent before turning around.

      “Make it fast.”

      She pivots, and her dress flares around her calves. “Make what fast?”

      “Breakfast.”

      “Why?”

      “Because we’re going out.”

      “Where are we going?”

      “You can’t keep wearing Mira’s clothes for the next six months.”

      “You’re taking me shopping?” Her dark brows knit together, and I nod, anticipating her reaction.

      “Mirabella can take me.” She places her hand on her hip. “I’m sure you have better things to do than go on a shopping spree with a woman you hate.”

      “No.” I bite my lip as I absorb her by letting my gaze drift down her body, admiring the charge of confidence she exudes, dressed to fit the role she has come here to play. “I’m taking you.”

      “You don’t—”

      “It’s un-fucking-negotiable. Be ready in half an hour.”

      There’s an unmissable tension in the room as I walk out, almost like there’s a flicker threatening to ignite into a fiery blaze. It’s in my bones, and I know she feels it, too. Last night was proof of that, the way she played our little game so perfectly, not because I told her to, but because she wanted to.

      The girl from the other side of the tracks. My wife.
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      There’s an unsettling ache in my chest. I don’t like it. I don’t like that it’s because of him. Something shifted last night; I felt it in my bones, in my belly after he left. I’m a virgin, but it’s not like I’ve never fantasized before, giving myself an orgasm while thinking about sex and what it would feel like.

      Yes, watching Isaia fuck turned me on, and I was already halfway to the edge when Alexius walked in. But it was different with him—sort of like his presence heightened and intensified every fucking thing. I’m not blind. I’m not made of stone. Alexius oozes primal attraction. All of them do. It’s like God made a mold from sex and sin and created every goddamn Del Rossa sibling from it. Yet there’s something different with Alexius. Not because of him being the heir to this empire and a presence not a single fucking human being can ignore. But because of the way it felt with him last night, the way he dominates me with this enticing brew of fear and seduction all rolled into a wicked grenade that exploded inside me—catapulting me from being the girl who regretted making this deal with him, to the woman who wanted…more.

      I catch a glimpse of my reflection in the mirror before walking out of the room. After I managed to get myself out of the bathtub last night, I went to Mirabella, all timid and desperate, asking for help so I could…fit in. Look the part. 

      Deep down, I guess a part of me wanted to impress Alexius. Make him see more than a stray animal when he looks at me. Last night, he left me feeling like I’ve never felt before. Exhilarated. Delirious. Satisfied, yet not satiated, because I needed more. More of him. It was the first time in my life that I pushed my inhibitions to the side. I ignored my fear, gave in, and it was the first taste I’ve had of…freedom. 

      Call me stupid for being so damn eager to please him, thinking he’d notice that I might be more than just a poor girl. 

      Mira stands from her chair and gasps when I walk into the dining room. “Oh, my God, look at you.” Her hands are warm on my shoulders as she scans me from top to bottom. “This dress has been made for you, I swear.”

      “Thank you for letting me borrow it.”

      “Woman, I have a lot more where that came from. I think we should unpack my entire closet and move a few things to your room. God knows it’s going to take all day doing that.”

      My gaze flashes toward Isaia sitting across from me, and my cheeks instantly burn, forcing me to look away. “There’s no need. Alexius is taking me shopping after breakfast.”

      “He is?” Mira cocks a brow as she sits down.

      “Yes. I asked if you could go with me, but he insisted that he takes me. Un-fucking-negotiable is the term he used.”

      “Huh.” She pops a fresh strawberry into her mouth, her frown reflecting her pensive thoughts. “Alexius hates shopping.”

      “Alexius seems to hate a lot of things.”

      Isaia snorts. “You’ve been his wife for a day, and you already figured him out.”

      “And here I thought my twin is the least transparent out of all of us.” Nicoli gets up, grabs his phone, and slips it into his pocket. “See you assholes later.” He winks at his brothers, shooting them an arrogant smirk before turning his attention to Mira and me. “Ladies.” But his eyes remain on Mira for two seconds longer, the shortest of times speaking the loudest of words.

      Nicoli walks out, and I place my napkin on the table next to my untouched bowl of fruit before standing. “I’m not that hungry.”

      “Let me escort you out.” Isaia pushes his chair back and straightens before sauntering around the table, smoothing out the collar of his leather jacket.

      There is nothing comfortable about this situation as I watch him come toward me, his eyes gleaming with a mischievous glint that has me shifting from one leg to the other. “You don’t have to—”

      “Oh, but I want to.” Isaia holds out his hand and gestures for me to walk with him. The click of my heels sounds extra loud since my senses are now hyperaware of how fucking uncomfortable I am.

      As soon as we’re out of the dining room and out of ears’ reach, I stop and face him. “What are you doing?”

      “Just trying to make my sister-in-law feel welcome.” Even though he’s smiling, there’s a darkness in his eyes that’s unsettling. “Question is, what are you doing? Or, more specifically, what were you doing last night?”

      My palm itches to slap the arrogant smirk off his face, so I cross my arms instead. “Why did you tell him?”

      “He’s my brother. I tell him everything.”

      “You didn’t have to tell him that.”

      “You didn’t have to watch.”

      Fire blazes across my cheeks. “I made a mistake.”

      “No, you didn’t,” he counters, placing his hands in his pants pockets. “You liked it. Just admit it. You liked watching two people fuck. There’s nothing to be ashamed about.”

      “I’m not ashamed.” I clench my jaw. “I just think you could have been a little more discreet about it and not tell your brother.”

      Isaia inches closer. He’s the youngest Del Rossa sibling, not much older than me, yet his broad shoulders and muscular frame loom over me. His intense gaze probes mine, and my throat dries, his cologne a musky scent. “My brothers and I are used to sharing, Leandra. And we like to keep each other—” he presses his lips together before continuing “—informed.”

      “And what, exactly, did you feel inclined to inform him about?”

      His fingers touch my chin, lifting my face and capturing my gaze. “That his wife’s pussy is dripping wet and desperate for a good fucking.”

      “Isaia!” Alexius’ voice slams like a shockwave against the excruciating tension, and Isaia immediately drops his arm, taking a step back.

      Alexius’ heavy footsteps reverberate across the floor, and Isaia no longer looks as intimidating—not when his brother comes to a standstill next to him. “Was my message not clear to you last night?” He shifts, his presence infiltrating Isaia’s personal space. “Do not fuck with her. She’s not here to be your fucking toy to play with in your endless goddamn mind games. Do you understand me?”

      “What if she wants to be played with?”

      Alexius grabs Isaia by the collar, and I take a step back, watching Alexius push him up against the wall. “This isn’t Myth, brother. And my wife sure as fuck ain’t no toy.”

      He lets go of Isaia with a jerk, who immediately straightens his collar, his arrogant smirk now replaced with an angered frown.

      I’m bolted to the spot, shocked by how Alexius erupted…and confused like hell that he’d find it necessary to defend me against his own brother, nonetheless. Why would he do that? Why is he so furious with Isaia, acting like he cares? I just can’t figure him out, and I’m not sure I want to because of what I might find–afraid that I might…like it. 

      Alexius snakes an arm around my waist, and before I’m able to breathe right, we’re out the door and busy getting into a black SUV.

      The door shuts, and I inhale sharply, leaning back against the leather seat.

      Alexius gets in beside me, and I press my lips together, then bite the inside of my mouth, staring down at my hands in my lap. “Why did you do that?”

      “My little brother has the tendency to be a shit-stirrer. I’m just making sure he doesn’t try it with you.”

      “It’s insane, but I feel like I should apologize to him.”

      “For what?”

      “For invading his privacy as I did.”

      Alexius reaches out and grabs my cheeks, forcing me to look at him. “We don’t ever apologize, you hear me?”

      “Not even when you’re wrong?”

      “We are never wrong.” His eyes are hard, flames burning behind blue. “If you do something someone doesn’t like, you do it again—only better. And if you want to do something simply because it thrills you, you fucking do it. The world is unraveling, Leandra. We have every right to unravel with it.”

      There’s a challenge in his eyes, a maze with so many directions, yet only one leads to the key that unlocks his true intentions.

      I want that key.

      I want to unlock his chaos…so I can unleash my own.

      My lips part with a silent breath, the air between us charged with an energy I’m growing addicted to. His eyes grow colder, darker by the second, and he tightens his grip on my cheeks. It’s not the first time he’s touched me, but it’s the first time it burns.

      His top lip curls into a snarl, and he lets go of my face, sitting back. Only then do I realize I’ve been holding my breath the entire time, and I take a large inhale as I right myself against the seat.

      There’s no way I could tell how long we’ve been driving, but it felt like Alexius and I had been stuck in silence for eons when the car finally comes to a stop.

      Alexius gets out, and I try to open my door, but it won’t budge from the inside. “What the—”

      The door opens, and Alexius holds his hand to help me out, but I ignore the gesture and scowl. “Did you child-lock my door?”

      “For security reasons.”

      “What? So I won’t be able to get out when the car gets hijacked?”

      He scoffs. “That will never happen.”

      “And how can you be so sure of that?” My shoes touch the asphalt as I get out, but my footing is all wrong with the heels, and I stumble forward, face-first into Alexius’ chest. A rush of air swooshes from my lungs, and I’m not sure whether it’s the impact or the feel of his hands on my waist as he steadies me.

      I look up and into his eyes, still pressed against him, and his eyebrow curves up. “Because everyone in this town knows, touch what’s mine, and you die.”

      The sensible side of me is aware that my response should be fueled by fear, danger, unease—basically anything but what I’m feeling right now.

      Thrilled. Electrified. Aroused.

      When did his power become an aphrodisiac I crave more and more with every minute I spend with him? And why do I suddenly feel like I want to be with him, spend more time with him, even if he intimidates all the damn time? It’s insane…but it’s fucking real, and it’s starting to scare me, how things are so rapidly changing and I have zero control over it.

      It takes me a moment to right myself, slipping my shoe back on. The morning sun with a light autumn breeze makes it not cold but not warm either. It’s in-between weather…just like I’m in between worlds.

      Alexius slips on his sunglasses—the classic Ray-Ban design—and he’s not wearing a tie today, his collar unbuttoned, and I see a glimpse of a tattoo peer from behind the white fabric.

      “Come on. I don’t have all day.” His hand gently rests on the curve of my back as we walk across the pavement to the boutique. Every woman who walks past doesn’t even attempt to hide their blatant attraction to him. In my opinion, that’s just rude since there’s already a woman at his side—his wife—yet they didn’t even seem to notice me. It wasn’t too long ago that I didn’t want to get noticed, when I did everything I could not to be. Yet here I am, wanting these damn women to see me and envy me for being at Alexius’ side, and not them.

      The bells chime above the door before it slams shut, followed by the sound of the latch being locked. Maximo turns and crosses his arms, guarding the entrance with his large frame.

      “Mr. Del Rossa.” A lady wearing a purple dress with white heels and a stylish updo walks up to us.

      “Vicky,” he greets sternly.

      “I’m so glad you called ahead of your arrival. It gave us some time to clear the boutique of all customers and get a few things ready for you.”

      His gaze cuts around the boutique. “Make sure she has enough to choose from.”

      “Absolutely.” She faces me, and up close, I can see the fine lines next to her eyes, giving away her older age. “You must be the lovely Mrs. Del Rossa. Come.” She takes my hand. “I have our entire fall collection ready for you to take a look at. And your husband has a pretty hefty bank account he needs to deplete.” She shoots Alexius a sly grin, and he merely smirks back.

      The boutique has tones of whites and yellows and a touch of rose, creating an open and airy feel. There aren’t many items on the floor. A few shirts here, and some skirts there, with some sparkling jewelry exhibited in glass boxes. The fresh floral scent drifts from the purple orchids placed all around and fills the entire room with their sweet aroma.

      We walk to the back, and I have no idea why, but I’m nervous. The room we enter is almost pure white. The only popping color is that of the clothing hanging from gold rails.

      “Anything specific you’re looking for?” Vicky looks at me, searching for an answer as if she thinks I have a clue about fashion. I don’t. I have no idea even where to start.

      I glance at Alexius. “We should have brought Mirabella.”

      “There’s a reason I didn’t bring her.”

      “I can’t possibly think what that reason is.”

      “So that you can choose what you want and not what others want.”

      “I’m the girl from the other side of the tracks. I have no idea what I want.”

      “You know exactly what you want. You’re just not confident enough to own up to it without giving a fuck what the world thinks.”

      Our eyes connect, and the air tightens, heat trickling along my skin as if his gaze can touch me, caress me. I’m not sure whether I hate or love it, the way he reads me so damn easily.

      Alexius smiles and brushes past me, pausing as his arm touches my shoulder. “We’re unraveling…remember?”
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       There’s a slight twitch of discomfort in my muscles, realizing how damn fast things can change. It’s unsettling but unstoppable. It started the moment I saw that picture of her standing by her mother’s grave, so many emotions in one image. I couldn’t skip past it without wanting to look at it again.

      I tried to convince myself the sole reason I chose her was for her pretty face, but I chose her because she fucking intrigued me.

      Vicky holds a dress in front of Leandra, studying it before nodding.

      “Vicky.” I call her over and lean back on the white sofa, brushing a finger along my jaw.

      “Yes, sir?”

      “Please leave.”

      Vicky narrows her eyes in confusion. “Sir?”

      Leandra pivots to face me. “I kind of need her to help me.”

      “No, you don’t. Vicky, leave. Now.”

      My eyes stay on Leandra as she watches Vicky walk out and close the white curtain that cuts us off from the world outside.

      “Put those back.” I nod at the clothes she holds in her arms.

      “I want to try these on.”

      “No, you don’t.” My voice raises an octave, losing my patience. “Put those back and pick something else.”

      “Are you going to sit there and watch me the entire time?”

      “Of course, I am.”

      She tucks a strand behind her ear, and I notice how she touches her scar. “I don’t think I’m comfortable with that.”

      “And yet you were comfortable enough to stroke your pussy and come while I watched.”

      “Jesus Christ.” Blood instantly rushes to her cheeks, embarrassment forcing her to look away. But there’s a glint in her eyes before she does, something that could easily be missed, yet I saw it. The tiny glimmer of…excitement.

      The way she shifts from one leg to the other, pressing her lips in a thin line, makes her unease unmissable. But she doesn’t push the conversation further and instead obeys as I watch her stroll around the room, scanning the clothing items, pretending like I didn’t just remind her of what happened last night. God, I love this fucking game.

      My gaze is fixed on her, occasionally drifting to her thin waist, along the curve of her hips, down to her shapely calves. I lick my lips, thinking of her legs wrapped around me, her toes pointed with pleasure while I make her come.

      The bright light in the room highlights her face, touching her heart-shaped lips, high cheekbones, and long, dark lashes.

      “I’ve never been inside a boutique before.”

      “I’m aware of that.” I place my elbow on the armrest, lightly tapping my finger on the sofa, watching her drag her hand across the collection of dresses.

      “I used to walk past stores like these, wishing I could be one of the girls walking inside with their mothers, smiling with excitement about buying their prom dresses.” She scoffs lightly. “It was so easy to see all their hopes and dreams in their perfect little worlds.”

      “No one’s world is perfect.”

      “For them, theirs were,” she replies, picking an emerald-colored cocktail dress and holding it out in front of her. “I used to envy them, trying to find fault with their perfect hair, beautiful smiles, and stunning outfits. I would convince myself they were all shallow and cared more about their outside appearance than anything else. But deep down, I knew not all of them were that way.” My focus is on her moving lips as she slips into the cubicle with the dress she picked. “It just made it easier to justify why I was so damn jealous of them.”

      She closes the door and shifts the lock. I hate it. My stirring dick wants to watch her get undressed, get another glimpse of her perfect tits and rosy pink nipples. I can still hear her moan as I pinched the hard nub, her back arching with pleasure as water splashed on the tiled floor, ruining my Italian leather shoes.

      Fuck the shoes.

      The last thing I cared about while coming on her pretty fucking face was my goddamn shoes.

      “I don’t know about this dress,” she says from behind the paneled door. “It’s not my style, I think.”

      “Come out,” I order, followed by a few moments of silence before the lock unclicks.

      I slant my head to the side as she opens the door, nervously brushing her fingers through her long, dark tresses.

      Her eyes are downcast as she walks out. The dress is a perfect fit—the silk tight around her chest, smoothing over her palm-sized breasts, the low neckline and spaghetti straps showcasing more of her creamy skin. The sharp flare of the skirt accentuates her slim waist, the emerald color illuminating the amber hues in her eyes as she finally looks at me.

      “I should have gone with the dress Vicky picked for me.”

      My eyes flutter closed, and I place a finger in front of my lips as I stand. “Turn around.”

      “Why?”

      “Just. Fucking. Turn around.” The demand is loud and clear, and I take a few strides so my chest touches her back, both of us now looking into the mirror. It takes me a while to digest my thoughts, to fully take her in. “You want to know why I chose you,” I start, easing my fingers up her naked arm, feeling her shiver against me. “I chose you because of how you looked in the picture I had of you.” Her vanilla scent is fucking intoxicating, and I lean closer to her neck, inhaling deep, loving the sound of her soft gasp.

      “How did I look?”

      There’s a slight tremble in her voice, and I close my eyes, touching my lips to the ear. “Lost.”

      “I’m not—”

      “Yes, you are.” I cut off her whisper, my hand slowly moving back down, settling lightly on her waist. “You’re lost in a world you have no clue where you fit in. But judging by how fucking good you look in that dress and how beautiful you look with your hand between your legs—” I nip at her ear, and her body shudders against mine. “I’d say you’re a perfect fit in my world.” My fingers grip her waist, and I pull her back abruptly, rolling my hips so she can feel how hard I am. Glancing at our reflection in the mirror, I watch her hooded eyes, her parted lips, how she cranes her neck back and leans against my shoulder.

      Slipping my hand down, the silk is soft, almost exotic, as I start bunching up the fabric in my palm, revealing her thigh inch by fucking inch.

      “What are you doing, Alexius?” Her voice is nothing more than a breath. “This wasn’t part of our deal.”

      “Neither was my wife having wild and filthy fantasies about me while slipping her finger in and out of her needy cunt.”

      Her chest rises and falls as her breathing becomes more labored, her body pressing harder against mine.

      I kiss the side of her neck, lapping my tongue against her skin, and it’s so fucking sweet, I want more.

      “I can’t…I can’t do this,” she whispers, yet the way she reaches up and behind my neck with her arm speaks otherwise. “Not with you, Alexius.”

      “You’re scared of what could happen. Scared of unraveling with me.” The fabric is all bunched up in my hand, and I gently reach down, tracing a fingertip along the crease of her cunt, over her black lace panties. The moan that leaves her lips crashes against the tip of my cock, making me flex against her ass. “Nothing would change between us if we fuck, Leandra. You’ll still be the wife I hate, and I’ll still be the fucker who will make your life hell for six very long months.”

      I’m so fucking consumed by her, bewitched, I’m not prepared when she jerks from my hold and darts out of my reach.

      “Stop.” Her eyes are wild, her cheeks flushed, and I inch forward only to make her move back. “You told Isaia this morning that I’m not his toy. Well, I’m not your fucking toy either.”

      “Who says I’m playing?”

      “Aren’t you?” she snaps. “First, you act like this is a mere business transaction, a mutual fucking agreement. Then you start acting like you can’t handle the sight of me. And now you want to fuck me? A woman you so clearly hate.”

      “I don’t hate you!” I growl. “I hate what you represent.”

      “And what’s that?”

      “A wife I never wanted in the fucking first place. A wife I was forced to take simply to ensure I get what is rightfully mine. My goddamn birthright,” I spit out, pushing a finger against my chest. “You are the physical embodiment of what I told my father I don’t fucking need, yet he made me marry anyway. But I don’t hate you, Leandra. I hate that you’re my fucking wife!”

      “Then be a fucking man about it, be confident enough to own up to what you goddamn want. The world is unraveling, remember?”

      There’s no telling whether it’s the fire in her eyes, the venom in her voice, or the fact that I’ve been a walking hard-on since last night—but whatever the hell it is, it just fucked up my last shred of control.

      Something inside me gives way, and my hands are on her waist, pushing her back up against the wall and trapping her body tightly against mine. I grab her chin with cruel fingers and lift her face, claiming her lips with a brutal kiss that hurts as much as it inflames. I can feel every contour of her shape, the swell of her breasts, the curve of her waist—even the rapid beat of her heart vibrates from her chest into mine. A fuse lit up, igniting a fiery, savage desire that has me chained to her, and I can’t pull myself away.

      The gentle gasp from her lips rips through my insides straight to my cock as she kisses me back. I don’t beckon or coax her to open for me. I’m too lost in her smell, her heat, her enticing innocence that’s begging to be corrupted. My tongue forces past her lips, finding hers, and an electric current surges between us, threatening to go fucking nuclear at any moment. But I don’t care if it annihilates me. I don’t care if we both explode into flames. I’m already becoming ash the longer I keep her mouth captive with my own.

      Another moan ripples from the back of her throat, her mouth hungry and body writhing, and I roll my hips so she can feel what her hips are searching for.

      She tries to wrap her arms around my neck, but I grab her wrists and pin them against the wall above her head, deepening our kiss and claiming every inch of her mouth with hard, desperate sweeps of my tongue.

      Cold air glides past our heated lips as she gasps, and she tries to free her wrists from my grip, but I merely tighten my fingers and wrap my other arm around her waist and grab her ass. Pulling her closer, I flex and grind my cock against her, the sound of my own moans seeping into our heated kiss.

      Slipping my knee between her legs, I curse when she moves her hips, brushing her aching pussy across the fabric of my pants, making me want nothing more than to give her what her body needs and fuck her against the goddamn wall.

      Pushing my knee hard against her cunt one last time, I replace it with her hand, forcing her to cup her sex, and I move her panties to the side. “Slip a finger inside you.”

      “Alexius.”

      “Do it.”

      The thrill it gives me to watch her obey so willingly is fucking euphoric. She reaches deeper between her legs, her lips forming an O, beckoning me to kiss her, which I do, sucking on her bottom lip before letting it spring free from between my teeth. “It amazes me how you doubt yourself when it comes to life, yet when it comes to your body, your pleasure, you hardly think twice of doing what you want.”

      I grab her wrist that’s between her legs and keep it still, taking her eyes captive with mine. “What did I say to you last night?”

      The swell of her breasts teases me as her chest rises and falls rapidly, a soft sheen of perspiration beading on her skin and glimmering under the sharp light. Leaning her head against the wall, her delicate throat bobs as she swallows hard. “You said…next time I pleasure myself,” she pauses, licking her lips, “you’ll fuck me.”

      “That’s right, my sweet, innocent little wife.” My fingers easily tear through her lace panties, and her hips buck toward me. “I’m going to make you bleed.”
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      It’s not a threat. And I don’t take it as one either.

      I want it. I want him. And I want him to be as raw with my body as he is with his words. My inhibitions drowned when I came around my own fingers while he watched. My modesty shattered when my climax tore through me as his cum dripped from my cheek. There’s no use in trying to deny myself what I truly want.

      Circling my sex, he traces a fingertip around the outline of my pussy, the torn lace teasing my thigh. “Tell me why a virgin would need to be on birth control?”

      I narrow my eyes at him. “Have you been going through my stuff?”

      “You ask that like it’s a trick fucking question.”

      “That’s called an invasion of privacy.”

      “Something you’re privy to.” Heat sears my cheeks, but my embarrassment dwindles with a single stroke of his finger through my slit before tugging at the hair on my sex. “Dear wife, this has to go. Usually, it’s a fucking dealbreaker for me, but I’ll make an exception today since I really want inside this pussy of yours.”

      I suck air between my teeth, my legs trembling beneath me. “We can’t do it here.”

      “Why not?” His lips brush along my jaw, and I lean my head to the side to give him more access.

      “Someone might walk in.”

      “Does that turn you on? The idea of someone walking in and catching us fucking?”

      There’s a sharp, electric jolt inside my belly, but I hesitate to answer.

      “Would you like that, Leandra?” He slips a finger inside me, the intrusion taking me by surprise. Alexius shuts my mouth and drowns my moan with his lips, his tongue moving to the same rhythm as his finger slips in and out of me. It catapults me to climax so damn fast, but he pulls his finger out of me, and the pleasure fizzles before it can peak.

      “Not that fast,” he warns, now dragging his finger along my bottom lip. “Answer me first, and then I’ll give you my finger to come around.”

      “I thought you were going to fuck me.” The challenge leaves my mouth before I can complete the thought inside my head.

      His dark brows curve. “I am. But I need your pussy drenched before I give you my cock. Now answer my fucking question. Does the idea of someone finding us fucking turn you on?”

       The potent smell of my arousal wafts between us, and I take his finger in my mouth, wrapping my lips around it. It’s a daring move, yet it feels so fucking natural.

      He hisses between his teeth, and I lock eyes with him—amber crashing into blue as tension mounts with an intoxicating rush. He pushes himself hard against me, rolling his hips and grinding his cock over my waist. The thought of him coming again is more potent than the hunt for my own pleasure.   

      He slams his palm against the wall above my head, stretching his arm, so his body no longer touches mine. “I sense there’s a temptress in you.” He removes his finger, smearing the wetness down my chin. “I’m going to have so much fun unleashing her.”

      “Yes,” I blurt, my answer to his earlier question seemingly falling out of fucking nowhere. “It turns me on thinking that someone might walk in and catch us.” I lift my chin as confidence rolls across my shoulders. “But the idea of them staying to watch us come turns me on more.”

      Alexius growls, the echo primal and feral, amplified by the sound of fabric being ripped, his fingers tearing the dress clean down the middle.

      My thoughts are chaos, my body liquid, and I’m high on the rush of finally acknowledging this part of me—of giving in to it without reservation.

      Alexius palms my breasts then yanks the lace cup down and greedily takes a nipple in his mouth. He’s not gentle, sucking hard and squeezing to a point where pain ricochets through the desire that’s possessed me. I’m drunk on it. High. I’m a fucking mess against the wall with a body that aches all over for a man who has the power to wreck me.

      But I want him to.

      I want him to ravage me. Ruin me. As long as he loses himself while doing it.

      My breaths are warm, wafting across my lips while gasping for air. With every sweep of his tongue along my breast, with every nip of his teeth, he builds the tension threatening to snap me in half.

      With a pop, he lets go of my nipple, snaking his arm behind me and up my back. I whimper as his fingers weave through my hair then yank my head back, forcing me to crane my neck. His nostrils flare, his gaze white-hot. “This is the part where I’m supposed to get your consent before I fuck you. Make sure you want it. But here’s the thing…” He leans closer, touching his cheek to mine, and whispers, “You don’t want me to ask. You want me…to take.”

      My breath hitches, and he abruptly picks me up, and I’m left with no choice but to wrap my legs around him as he takes us both to the floor. The plush carpet is soft against my ass, and I arch my back, writhing as I stretch my arms out above my head—relishing every single fucking sensation.

      “I need you to come first. So here’s the only chance for you to choose what you want. My hand…or my tongue?”

      “Jesus,” I whimper.

      “You have two seconds to choose, or I will choose for you.”

      “Oh, my God.”

      “Leandra!”

      “Tongue,” I bite out with a sharp inhale, only to have it ripped from my throat when his warm mouth covers my pussy. I cry out, and I’m reaching for his hair, weaving my fingers through it, feeling his head bob as he sucks my clit.

      It’s too much. It’s just too fucking much.

      His velvet tongue. His heated lips. The feel of his stubble brushing my thighs. It’s a whirlpool of sensations that’s lit, threatening to detonate.

      “I’m going to come.” My legs tremble with every flick of his tongue. It’s uncontrollable. Almost fucking painful. But it’s unstoppable, pleasure wrapping its chains around my body, starting at my toes, winding up my legs and into my core until I…Oh, God…

      I break.

      My mind shatters, and I’m a million pieces of broken glass.

      Alexius sucks my pussy, milking me of every last drop of pleasure as I buck my hips and force myself harder against his mouth. I can hear him inhale, smelling me, groaning while tasting me.

      I’m still wound up tight when he moves on top of me, and I hear the swoosh of a belt as he pulls it from around his waist. He’s reaching between us, guiding his cock to my entrance, nudging, and I bite my bottom lip when I feel him there. Our eyes meet, and his is a dark maze I’m about to get lost in.

      My heart pounds against my ribs, feeling the soft leather of his belt as he drags it up between my breasts, steadying himself on his other arm. “Telling you it’s going to hurt and to take a deep breath before I sink into you is every virgin’s fucking cliché. And you’re not like every other woman with an intact cunt. You’re different.” His cock nudges gently, the tip filling my hole at the same time he slips the leather into my mouth and between my teeth. “Bite down,” he orders, and I do it, fear slithering through the lust. The leather smell is that of dry earth and oak, the texture thick and tough yet smooth against my tongue.

      I’m nervous. I’d be lying if I said I’m not. But beneath the layer of caution created by the stories you hear and the movies you watch, I’m hungry for it, too. I want to know what it feels like to have his swollen girth fill me, pound into me, forcing me to climax.

      His hand drops to my neck, and his hot, dark gaze follows, watching his fingers tighten around my throat. “I’m not going to take it slow by stretching your pussy inch by inch, little by little. You don’t want it like that. It’s no fucking fun like that,” he murmurs. “Your body doesn’t want gentle. It craves rough. Hard. Brutal. Pain.” He plunges into me with one clear thrust, and pain explodes between my legs. It’s fire everywhere, searing my loins and burning my core. I scream, but the leather muffles the sound, the agony leaving me no choice but to bite down. I claw my nails into the carpet so hard that I’m sure it’ll break, and I can’t stop my thighs from wanting to close.

      His fingers bite into my throat. “Don’t you dare push me out of you. Keep still and fucking take it. I’m going to mold your pussy so it fits my cock perfectly. But that’s going to take time and a whole lot of fucking.”

      Without warning, he rears back and slams back into me. More pain explodes, and this time his groans join my stifled cries. I crane my neck, tears stinging the corners of my eyes, and I’m sure he’s ripping through my insides.

      Again and again, he pounds into me, his thumb pressing into my jaw as his grip tightens, squeezing the air from my lungs little by little. It hurts, and I’m biting down on the leather hard to keep myself from crying aloud. But it feels…good, too. I don’t know how that’s possible, but the more he rocks, the more he pounds into me, my pussy glutted with his cock—the more I like it. The pain and fullness are wreaking havoc and making a mess of me beneath him.  

      “It’s feeling better already, isn’t it?” I nod, and he eases the belt from my mouth. “Let me hear you moan. I want to feel your pussy pulse around me while you come.”

      It still stings, but the pleasure is slowly smothering the pain. My core tightens as he fucks me faster, deeper, my thighs no longer wanting to squeeze shut. Finally, I’m comfortable enough to lift my hips and meet his thrusts, and I gasp for air with his hand squeezing tighter.

      “Jesus. Fuck. You’re too tight,” he moans. “I’m going to…fuck!”

      He jerks up slightly, leaning to the side without pulling out of me, and reaches between us. My eyes roll closed at the first touch of his fingers against my clit.

      “If I come before you do, I swear to God I will force my dick down your throat and keep it there until it’s clean of you.”

      “Harder,” I breathe, my body being rocked to ecstasy. “Fuck me harder.”

      “Jesus.” He’s leaning his face into my neck, and the soft carpet starts to feel like sand against my ass.

      There’s a gentle gasp from his lips onto my skin when I reach up and tug at his hair, pulling and scratching his scalp. The faster his finger plays my clit, the higher I climb and the drunker I get. I’m drunk on sex, ecstasy, and him. Drunk on pleasure.

      This time, my orgasm doesn’t start with a simmer. It bursts. It’s exploding chaos that takes every muscle and every breath prisoner.

      “Oh, yeah, that’s it,” he rasps. “I can feel you. You’re fucking throbbing.” A growl rips past his lips, and then I feel it. The subtle jerk of his cock, and the sharp thrusts of his hips. He comes inside me, and the rapture is indescribable, my mind nothing but a haze of pleasure. Instantly, I know…I want to feel it again.
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      I flinch, pulling my cock out of her, glancing down. The sight of her bare thighs, her legs spread apart with one knee up, her pussy wet and swollen, makes me hard again. Her cunt is drenched with my cum which I can smell off her thighs. It’s intoxicating—the heavy scent of sex that fills the air.

      I want to fuck her again. The sight of her blood coating my cock and staining her thighs excites me in some twisted way. I’ve never fucked a virgin before. I never wanted to before her. Whenever my brothers and I had a new girl join Myth, one of us, or all of us, would always fuck her first, make sure we got between that new pair of legs before any of our guests did. Being the Princes of Hell had to have its advantages. But when the girl happens to be a virgin, I lose interest.

      It’s not something I’ve ever cared to analyze—the reason virgins put me off. Maybe it’s the stigma behind pure girls always falling for the man who takes their virginity and carrying a torch for him for the rest of their fucking lives. It would only complicate matters for me when it came to running the club when one of our girls has some…I dunno…feelings for me because she imagined some spiritual damn bond between us when I tore through her innocence.

      Caelian prefers them fresh and unsullied, an intact cunt for him to break, not giving a shit if he leaves a pathetic crying woman behind—having no issues with it the way I do.

      But Leandra, on the other hand, hers I wanted to break. And I did. The blood on my dick is proof of that, and fuck me if it doesn’t give me this sense of ownership over her. Possession. Not only is she my wife, her pussy is mine too now, and the thought makes me want to sink back into her and make sure she fucking knows it and never forgets it.

      I look at her, still lying on the floor while zipping my pants. Her legs are still trembling, and she’s panting, trying to catch her breath. It’s evident by her subtle squirming that she’s not exactly comfortable, which is understandable since her pussy just got filled and stretched for the first time. For the first fucking time. By me. I allow my gaze to rake upward, admiring her naked body framed with the tattered mess that was a two-thousand-dollar dress a little while ago. Her chest is flushed, the flames spreading up her neck, her nipples still hard—ready to be sucked if I choose to do so. God, she looks so fucking good, all wrecked and thoroughly fucked, like she’s mine.

      I want to ask her if she’s okay, but I don’t. Instead, I reach for the white tablecloth draped over the stand where Vicky had placed a bottle of champagne for us. I tear off a piece and lean forward. “Stay still,” I order, reaching out, placing a hand on her hip while smoothing the fabric between her legs with the other.

      Her eyes shut, and she sucks air through her teeth, her body going rigid. For a second, I stop, spreading my fingers around her waist, keeping her in place before continuing. Slowly this time. Gently. Watching her face for clues that I might be hurting her. Seeing how vulnerable she seems right now, the idea of hurting her makes my stomach knot. And that doesn’t sit well with me. Why do I suddenly care? It’s unsettling.

      After a few more strokes up and down her slit, wiping down her thighs, I stop and slip the dirty cloth into my pants pocket before standing. “Maximo,” I call.

      “Yeah, I’m here,” he replies from the other side of the curtain.

      “Tell Vicky we’re taking one of each item in her entire fall collection. Get it wrapped up so we can get the fuck out of here.”

      “On it.”

      “Oh, my God.” Leandra sits up on her elbows, her hair a sexy mess. “He’s been there the whole time?”

      “Maximo is never far from where I am.”

      “I’m not sure how I feel about that.”

      “I know how you feel about that.” I reach out and take her hand, helping her get on her feet. “Turned the fuck on.”

      The torn emerald dress falls down her sides, and I bite my bottom lip, seeing that her nipples are still hard, her panties torn and showing her pussy.

      She grabs the tattered fabric and crosses it in front of her, covering herself, and taking away my perfect fucking view. My first instinct is to scold her and demand she walks naked. But this isn’t Myth, and she’s not one of the girls on our payroll. Even if it’s just nothing more than an arrangement, she’s my wife. But judging the way possession now knocks at my skull when thinking of her blood on my cock, I’d say our arrangement just blew the fuck up, and I feel a whole lot of trouble headed my way.

      “Is it true?” she asks, her confidence less now that she’s not tied in a sexual vise.

      “Is what true?”

      “That you don’t hate me, but rather the idea of me being your wife?”

      My thoughts drop a fuckton of f-bombs, cursing the fact that my rock-hard cock throbbing with sudden lust for virgin pussy had me spilling out truths that I’d much rather have kept to myself. It’s easier that way to keep shit wrapped up and hidden inside my head and not have to worry about others wanting a complete goddamn analysis and a detailed description of what I’m feeling. Because the truth is, I don’t even know what it is I’m feeling right now.

      I straighten my collar and brush my fingers through my hair, then wipe at my lips with the back of my hand before looking her in the eye. “I don’t need a wife.”

      “Yet here I am.”

      I press my lips together, unappreciative of her tone. “The Dark Sovereign empire is mine. I was born to rule it. Own it. Make it my legacy. And every goddamn minute of my entire fucking life, I’ve made sure that I’d earn it—which I have. On my fucking own.” I spit out the words as they burn my tongue. “So, imagine how fucked off I was when my father basically told me that everything I did, everything I fucking sacrificed—my childhood, my freedom—meant nothing if I do not marry.”

      “Alexius—”

      “So, no. I don’t hate you as a woman. But I fucking despise you as my wife because every time I look at you, I see all those goddamn sacrifices I made get flushed down the fucking toilet. Every Saturday spent with my father learning the family business while my brothers played football—worthless. Every time I chose to do what I was taught to be right over what I wanted to do means shit because my father decided having a wife is more important than my lifelong loyalty to this fucking family.” I wipe at my nose with my thumb, my heart about to tear from my chest from bursting anger. “I’m done with this conversation. Get dressed. I have business to take care of, so I need to take you home. And you have a new closet to arrange.”

      Biting her bottom lip, her eyes downcast, she nods then disappears into the cubicle. A heavy exhale rushes from my lungs, and I’m painfully aware that my anger is misdirected, and up until now, Leandra has borne the brunt of it after I was the one who proposed the deal.

      I don’t like what I’m feeling. I don’t appreciate the chaotic confusion this woman stirs inside my head.

      Leandra comes walking out, clutching the torn dress. “Guess we should add this one to the bill since we ruined it.”

      “Are you kidding me?” I grab the dress and toss it on the sofa. “I’m buying this boutique’s entire fall collection. This one is on the house since it’s the least they can fucking do.”

      “At what age exactly did you start thinking that way?”

      I fasten my belt buckle. “Thinking what?”

      “That whenever you throw money at people and businesses, they owe you a fucking favor.”

      “It’s called incentive.”

      “No. It’s called self-righteousness.”

      My spine goes rigid, and I pause, seeing the contempt in her eyes. The way she looks at me makes me want to fuck that judgmental look out of her. Maybe this time, I’ll make it hurt more.

      Lifting my chin and straightening my shoulders, I close the distance between us, not lowering my head an inch, forcing her to crane her neck if she wants to look me in the eye—a subtle display of authority. “Where was that disapproving scowl on your face five minutes ago when my cock tore through your cunt?”

      Her cheeks flush, and I smirk. “Oh, that’s right. Five minutes ago, you didn’t give a shit whether I’m self-righteous or not, just as long as I gave you what you wanted.” I lean closer. “My cock and a very fucking memorable first time, which just happens to come with an entirely new wardrobe.” I shrug. “Sounds to me like you got all the incentives here today. Does that make you self-righteous, too?”

      She bites her lip and stays silent.

      “That’s what I thought,” I hiss. “Be careful to judge a world you know nothing about, Leandra. And be especially cautious when making ill-informed assumptions of me.” I scoff. “My cum is still warm inside your pussy, and already you think you know me.”

      “That’s not—”

      “You don’t know me. And that’s something that will never change.” I clench my jaw. “No matter how many times we fuck.”

      “You’re not being—”

      “We’re leaving.” I cut her short and turn, walking in the other direction. God, it amazes me how this woman has the fucking talent to get me all riled up. Whether it’s with anger, annoyance, or a fucking hard on—she seems to get my blood rushing every damn time.

      “Alexius,” she calls after me, but I ignore her.

      “Alexius, goddammit. Stop!” Her voice is sharp, angered—a tone that makes me stop and turn to face her. I don’t know what I expected to see. A woman with flushed cheeks and tears lapping down with a thousand and one regrets in her eyes, or a girl who hates herself for giving in and succumbing to the devil’s seduction, her expression molded with the miserable mistake she just made.

      But I did not expect to see her glaring at me with glowing eyes, posture straight and strong, with a hand resting on her waist and one leg stretched to the side.

      “What?” I snap, that one word sharp enough to cut through air.

      “You say I’m not allowed to make ill-informed assumptions of you, yet you just gave me everything I need to come to the conclusion that you’re a fucking asshole.”

      “Well, see, that I could have just told you and spared you the shock of realizing that I’m an asshole, and probably the biggest fucking one you’ve ever met.”

      She scoffs. “Oh, believe me, that award has already been claimed, and you still have a really long way to go to even come close to comparing with him.”

      I can practically feel the hate emanate from her words, and I narrow my eyes. “Your father.” It’s not a question. I know all about her father and how he’s a class lower than shit on this fucking Earth. I know about the lack of a stable home since he loved the streets more than her and the lack of food because he preferred to feed his veins rather than his child.

      Raven curls hanging down her shoulders stir as she reaches behind her ear, something I’ve noticed her do when she’s nervous, scared, angry.

      I observe her, searching for any sign of emotion so I can figure out what the hell she’s feeling now that he’s been brought up. I might know of her father, but now I want to see him through her eyes—have her paint me a picture of the son of a bitch who sentenced her to a life of poverty with no chance of a fucking future. “Tell me about him.”

      “Why should I tell you anything about him when you already know? You know everything about me, remember?” Her lips pull in a thin line, the amber hues in her eyes burning with the kind of rage that reminds me of blood and agony. “So then you’ll know that if I can survive him, surviving you throughout the next six months will be a fucking walk in the park for me.”

      Her words—it’s meant to be intimidating, a courageous display of strength. But I see it—the tiny crack in her armor, and it’s tugging at the small thread of my humanity not many have had the privilege of seeing.

      As she slips on her shoes and shoulders past me, I let her be. I’m overwhelmed with the urge to grab her and make her tell me fucking everything because my gut tells me that her secrets, her scars, they’re not in her father’s prison file. And now…now I want to know what they are.
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      Maximo parks the car in front of the house, but before Leandra can get out, I grab her wrist and pin it down on the leather seat. “Let’s have dinner tonight.”

      “Don’t worry. I won’t be late again like I was this morning. I’ll make sure I’m on time for dinner.”

      “No.” I tighten my grip on her wrist and look at her. “I mean, have dinner with me tonight. Only us.”

      Her hair slips over her shoulder and down her back, curling at the ends. She turns to face me with a scowl. “You don’t owe me anything, Alexius, simply because we fucked.”

      “I know that,” I grit out. “Do I strike you as the kind of person who would do something I don’t want to do simply because I feel it’s owed?”

      “I don’t know what kind of man you strike me as.” She slips her hand from under mine. “But that doesn’t matter since this is just a short-term thing. We don’t have to know each other at the end of it.”

      I scoff, rubbing my chin. “And here I thought I’m the cold-hearted bastard in this outfit.”

      “You are. I’m just making sure I’m the coldhearted bitch who accessorizes well with you.” Her hand reaches for the door lever, but she pauses and sighs. “Let me guess. I’m child-locked.”

      “Can’t be too careful,” I mutter before getting out and rounding the car, opening her door and holding out my hand. She takes it, the touch of her warm palm against mine wreaking havoc on time, the seconds slowing down as if the universe wanted to give me the chance to look at her. To really look at her.

      A gentle breeze fans through her curls, the tresses touching her cheeks kissed with a blush of pink, the delicate strands clinging to her glossed lips. The sight of her slender neck and the memory of what it smells like has me wanting to bury my face against it while I come inside her again. I’m gripping her hand tighter, watching as she tucks her hair behind her ear. For the first time, I notice a scar there. It’s almost unnoticeable, but time is fucking with me right now, slowed down so I can take in everything about her. The dark sheen of her hair. The tiny freckles on either side of her nose that I haven’t noticed before. Her long lashes that kiss the top of her cheeks every time she blinks. I’ve never taken the time to observe her how any man would a beautiful woman.

      The click of her heels on the asphalt shifts time back in place, and she lets go of my hand—something I instantly dislike.

      “Dinner. Tonight,” I call after her, but she doesn’t look back. I’m left to stare at her as she saunters toward the house swaying her hips with newfound confidence as if she had been wearing designer dresses all her life. It’s sexy as fuck, and I’m already thinking of the next time I’ll take her cunt.

      “Jesus,” I mutter, swiping my palm across the back of my neck.

      “Things getting complicated?”

      I face Maximo leaning against the car, arms crossed and Ray-Bans low on his nose. “What gives you that idea?”

      His shoulders shrug underneath his leather jacket. “I’ve never seen you staring after any woman before. Usually, you’re the one walking away.”

      “I can tell you now, the only time I like staring at a woman’s back is when she’s bent over in front of me. So, I didn’t like this one fucking bit.” I point in the direction Leandra walked in, and Maximo snorts.

      “Things can sure change in the blink of an eye.”

      “No shit.” My phone vibrates in my pocket, and I pull it out, swiping my finger across the screen. “Nicoli.”

      “Someone’s talking.”

      “What do you mean?” I look at Maximo, who listens intently.

      “Uncle Roberto knows about Alicia’s murder.”

      “What?” I snap, pinching my nose, sure I’m about to get a motherfucking aneurysm.

      “He knows, and he’s on his way to see Dad now.”

      “Jesus Christ.”

      “Alexius, if Roberto is looking for a way to fuck you in the ass and prove you’re not the right guy to take Dad’s place, this will put him well on his way to doing just that.”

      “I know,” I breathe into the receiver when the sound of tires razing gravel has me looking in its direction, and I see Uncle Roberto’s Audi drive up. “The fucker’s here. I have to go.”

      I hang up and slip my phone into my pocket before straightening my suit jacket. “He knows,” I tell Maximo, who’s probably figured it out by now. “I think it’s time for us to finally use the leverage we have against my uncle.”

      “I’ll go get it.”

      Maximo’s footsteps disappear behind me, but I keep my eyes fixed on the Audi, watching my uncle get out from the back seat. There is nothing in his appearance that remotely resembles my mother. Sometimes it’s hard to think they are related, let alone siblings. Even in a five-thousand-dollar suit, he still looks like a sleazy fucking pimp.

      The sight of him is enough to tighten my chest, and seeing the subtle smirk on his face and knowing the reason behind it chafes at my spine little by fucking little. The bastard thinks he has what he needs to slam the first nail in my coffin. Little does he know burying me would never be an honor I’d ever allow to be his.

      “Uncle Roberto. What a pleasant surprise.” I plaster a subtle smile on my face and have my voice drip with a fuckton of fake sincerity.

      “Alexius. What a surprise to see you.” Oh, it’s a surprise, okay. The surprise is splattered all over his ugly damn face.

      He walks up and shakes my hand. “Usually, you’re either out somewhere taking care of business or locked in your office from dawn to dusk.”

      “Yes, well, my new wife insisted I take her shopping today, so I figured a few hours away from the family business won’t do any harm.”

      There’s a disgusting grin on his face. “You’re barely married, and already this girl has your balls in a twist.” It’s a joke, but I hear the disguised insult, and even though I’d love nothing more than to rip out his tongue, I smile, pretending to share the joke.

      “What can I say? Treat her like a queen during the day, fuck her like a slut at night, and you have a wife who simply can’t get enough of you. Something you still have to learn, hey, Uncle Roberto?” If I can’t break his face, I at least get to throw in a backhanded insult of my own.

      He pulls his eyes into slits, clearly unamused—and I clearly do not fucking care. “Is your dad home? I have something I need to talk to him about.”

      “He’s resting now and asked not to be disturbed.”

      “Well, this is kind of important and something I think worth disturbing him for.”

      “Why don’t you tell me what it is, and I’ll decide?”

      He slips his silk tie between his fingers and lets the end drop on his fat belly. The man needs to cut back on all the fucking chicken alfredo.

      Pursing his thin lips, he lowers his gray eyebrows. “Let’s cut the bullshit, Alexius. You already know what it is I’d like to bring to his attention.”

      “Of course, I do.”

      “He needs to know.”

      “He needs to rest and keep his strength up. Saddling him with more stress would be counterproductive.”

      He licks his lips and lifts his chin, scowling at me. “As head of the Dark Sovereign, he needs to know when a girl has been murdered at one of our clubs.”

      “And as my dying father, he needs to fucking rest. I’m handling it, Uncle. There’s no need for you to interfere.”

      “You’re quite the caring son.”

      “Something you don’t have.” I cross my arms and widen my stance. “Any word from Jimmy yet?” The urge to smirk is fucking overwhelming.

      “No,” he answers, clipped. “I haven’t.”

      “I wouldn’t be surprised if you don’t, though.”

      “Why? Do you know something?”

      I shrug. “Other than Jimmy being a low-life piece of ass…no. But I know that Jimmy goes where the party’s at, and I’m sure he’ll be back home when he needs your money or my resources to clean up the messes he always leaves behind.”

      Uncle Roberto scoffs, rubbing his jaw and glancing across the expansive lawn. “You’ve never liked Jimmy.”

      “I’ve never liked any of your sons. Speaking of, how’s Rome doing these days? Still happy about his decision to abandon his family?”

      There’s a glint of disdain in his eyes as he stares at me. Rome has been a touchy subject for him since he left. “No, Alexius. I haven’t heard from Rome, and I probably never will.”

      I purse my lips, feeling the tingle of sarcasm in my throat. “Pity. Who’ll ensure you get adequate rest when you’re a few months away from dying?”

      “What the fuck is your problem, boy?”

      I step closer, the tension between us so thick I can practically taste it. “My problem is you, Uncle. You come here, not giving a shit about my father’s health, only to insist on telling him about Alicia’s murder simply because you’re trying to fuck me in the ass and make sure I don’t take my father’s place once he dies.”

      “That’s not—”

      “Cut the crap. You can’t wait for my father to take his last breath, and until then, you’ll do everything you can to convince my father that I’m not suited for the position. But you are.”

      “I am!” he growls, jaw clenched and eyes hard. “I am better suited to lead the Dark Sovereign than you and your fucking brothers, who have nothing better to do than sit around, get drunk, and fuck whores.”

      The veil of my control tears in half, and I grab his collar, pulling him close—nostrils flaring and breathing fucking fire. “The last man who called one of our girls a whore is in a bag, chained to a motherfucking wrecking ball at the bottom of the river. Do not think simply because you’re family that exempts you from the same fate.”

      “Do not threaten me, you little shit,” he bites out and jerks free from my hold, veins bulging at his temples. “I’ve been a part of this business since before you were fucking born.”

      “But always as a follower. A council member. Not a leader, ain’t that right, Uncle?”

      “Fuck you, you little bastard.” The way his tongue darts out of his mouth like a snake, I’m sure he can taste his own venom that sticks to his words. “You do not deserve to take your father’s place.”

      “And you do?” I ask with a sarcastic sneer.

      “You can bet your entitled fucking ass, I do.”

      I fake a look of thought, casting my gaze up at the sky—dark clouds carrying autumn rain from the west, looming with ominous shades of slate. My glare cuts back down to him, my muscles tense and insides bitter with a kind of contempt I can feel curdle in my stomach. “If you deserve to be the leader, then why did my grandfather—your own fucking dad—marry off his only daughter to create a goddamn kingdom as powerful as ours rather than put you on the throne?”

      His throat bobs as he swallows, and he licks his dry lips but doesn’t say a word. So I inch closer, my fists vibrating as I struggle to stop myself from wrapping my fingers around his throat. “Even your own father knew you could never run an empire like this. He knew my father was the better man, which was why he agreed. And guess what?” I smirk, tilting my head to the side. “His blood runs through my veins, and the Dark Sovereign…is mine.”

      “Your father is no fucking saint.”

      “None of us are.”

      “Yet you talk about him as if he can do nothing wrong.” The scowl across his eyebrows speaks of hate, jealousy, resentment. He scoffs. “Your father has more demons than you’ll ever know. Secrets that will destroy this godly image of him you have inside that tiny fucking mind of yours.”

      I lean back, not liking what he’s implying one little bit. But chances are, the bastard is bluffing to rattle me, and I won’t give him that satisfaction of getting under my skin.

      “Speaking of secrets.” Maximo’s heavy footsteps stir the gravel behind me. “I’ve been keeping one of my own. Well, it’s not mine, but I’ve been keeping it for myself, nonetheless.”

      “What the fuck are you talking about?”

      Maximo hands me the recorder, and I clutch it in my hand without taking my eyes off Roberto. “It was my father’s birthday seventeen years ago. It was back in the day when I still thought my dear cousin had balls. When Rome and I still…got along. Best fucking friends. Thick as thieves.”

      “Get to the fucking point,” he demands. I’m not sure if it’s the sound of my voice or the mention of Rome that has his balls in a twist.

      “I was looking for Rome so we could go prank Isaia—our favorite pastime back then. And while I searched the house, I heard voices coming from the upstairs balcony. It was you talking to Ricardo, and Rome was there as well, leaning against the railing and staring at you like you were the devil incarnate.”

      Pain flashes in his eyes, realization slowly setting in.

      “I heard you talking about him. My dad. How you hated him, how you want to—how did you put it?—slit his throat and wipe out the entire Del Rossa bloodline.” I cock my head. “Including my brothers and me.”

      There’s this pause of utter silence where I’m not even sure my uncle is breathing. I’m not sure whether it’s shock or embarrassment I see on his face. Maybe a little bit of both. But what I do see in those muddy eyes of his…is guilt, and fuck me if I don’t soak it all up.

      “Lies,” he hisses. “That’s all lies.”

      “Is it? One of the first essential lessons my father taught me at an early age. There are three sides to a story. Yours, mine—” I hold up the hand recorder “—and this little thing.” I press the button. It’s an old recorder, one where you can still hear the tape turn, the static sound building the anticipation. And while my uncle listens to the sound of his own voice from seventeen years ago, I watch his face. I observe his every expression, waiting for the one where he finally realizes how complete and utterly fucked he is.

      The recording is only two minutes, but it’s enough to burn down my uncle’s entire pathetic fucking legacy.

      His cheeks ashen, the veins in his neck pulsing. “You’ve had that all this time?”

      “I was waiting for the perfect moment to share it with you. One where information like this would benefit me the most.” I hand the recorder back to Maximo and straighten my jacket sleeves. “Now, listen to me, and listen good. My father’s health is more important than any of this shit right now. But once he takes his final breath and the Dark Sovereign becomes mine, I will remove you, erase you, and burn that fucking chair you’ve been sitting on for years. You will not get a dime of our money, and I will seize every fucking asset you’ve ever acquired using Dark Sovereign money. And if you don’t surrender it willingly, I will burn it to the fucking ground.” My jaw is clenched, my teeth gritted, and I spit out every goddamn word, my anger rising to nuclear levels. Even though I’d like nothing more than to shove this recorder down his throat while I slice him open from nose to navel, I’m also a patient man, and I know he’ll get what he deserves. And I’ll be the one giving it to him.

      Fastening my suit jacket, I glare at him. “You have a few months to get all your pennies together…Uncle.”
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      The water burns my skin as it cascades down my back. But I like it. I like how the heat stings my flesh and seeps through my pores. The water pulses from the showerhead and feels like drops of ice pricking my skin right before the burn spreads. Taking scorching hot showers helps me navigate through my thoughts, my emotions. I’m not sure why, but it’s been my escape since I was a child—the hot water washing off my mother’s insults that clung to my skin.

      I clutch my knees tighter against my chest, the ache between my legs reminding me of what Alexius and I did. My mind gravitates to every single moment—every touch, every kiss, every painful delight he so expertly bathed me in while I lay beneath him, stretching my body to accommodate him…only him.

      I don’t regret it. I gave my body to him freely. It wasn’t like you’d see in the movies where the guy takes it slow, his touch gentle and his first thrust unhurried and careful. Alexius was right. That’s not how I wanted it; I just never knew it before today—before the moment he pushed inside me, hard and unyielding, claiming me without any inhibitions or caution. It was exhilarating. The pain, pleasure, and whirlpool of sensations consumed me like a flood. There’s nothing like it.

      Was it stupid of me to think I could resist a man like Alexius? A man mantled with power, cloaked with confidence, and veiled with sin. The perfect fucking trifecta.

      A balloon of water sloshed on the shower floor as I squeezed my wet curls. Being a virgin, I always thought sleeping with a man for the first time would be the most challenging part of finally starting an active sex life. Not knowing what to expect, the anticipation of pain, and the lack of confidence because you don’t know what the hell you’re doing. But losing my virginity to Alexius was the easy part. The hard part came afterward when I realized that even though he was inside me and changed my body to fit him, it didn’t change anything between us. Our dynamic is still chained to the bargain we made—a deal I still hate now, only for an entirely different reason…and that reason is currently wreaking havoc on my insides, leaving me with no idea how to sort through it. I wouldn’t change it, though. Even if I had a magic wand or a clock to turn back time, I’d still let him fuck me.

      Eventually, I drag my butt out from under the scalding water, the damp heat clinging to my skin. The mirror is fogged from the steaming shower, so I wipe my palm across it and catch sight of my reflection. A blue bruise sits on the side of my neck, the size of Alexius’ thumb, and I bite my lip, gently tracing a finger along the discolored skin. Something lights up inside me, a flicker of fever that excites me, thrills me—the idea of Alexius’ desire, his lust leaving a mark on my body. It’s like a blueprint of the places that entice him the most.

      New desire blooms between my thighs, wanting to experience it again—the clawing, the desperate pawing, and the choking that left this bruise behind. But I want it harder; I want it to leave more profound marks on my skin. I want to look into the mirror every day, see the proof of his possession, and see how his touch burns and his kiss stains. The thought of his rough hands on my hips, his hard cock hurting and pleasuring me from the inside while I scream his name and writhe beneath him—it’s like a goddamn match, and all I want is fire.

      I close my eyes, my thoughts taking me to a place deep within the darkness, a place where nothing can touch me, where I can give in to the most wicked of desires—fantasies labeled taboo in a world that consists of only black and white. Right and wrong with nothing in between. Nothing but me. 

      Flashes of Isaia’s naked body, his engorged cock bobbing as he circled the bed right before he fucked that woman from behind. God, the image is still so vivid. I can see every last detail—the way his abs flex with every thrust, sweat clinging to his smooth chest, the look of sheer dominant, primal possession while he fucked her. It was so raw, so fucking erotic seeing the lust in his eyes as he watched his cock slip in and out of her pussy. 

      And his eyes—brown orbs of dangerous confidence, and lines of unapologetic self-indulgence. He fucked her like he existed in a world where there was only sex. Lust. Gluttony. Claiming her even if it fucking hurts because all that matters is pleasure.

      I see the image so clearly, like I’m still there standing by his bedroom door, watching. My heart is racing, and a whimper wafts from my lips when I see Alexius there, too, lying naked on the bed, his head propped up on a pillow. His entire demeanor is that of a god, every muscle carved to perfection, his cock hard and ready. Fuck, I know what that cock feels like inside me, and I’m desperate to feel it again. 

      Alexius glides his hands up the woman’s thighs as he allows her to straddle him, his long fingers now curling around her hips, and she moans. Only, the woman is me. I’m the one straddling him, brushing my palms down his naked chest, my body preparing to take him. And as I lift my hips, the head of his cock prodding my entrance, I feel Isaia’s warm skin against my back, arms snaking around my waist and cupping my breasts.

      Both of them. They both want me. 

      My breath hitches, and I slip my hand beneath the towel, my pussy needing to be touched.

      What would it feel like to be with both of them?

      God. Who am I? What am I? I never knew this side of me even existed—a part of me that seems to need the darkness and craves the sin.

      “Leandra, are you in here?”

      I inhale sharply at the sound of Mirabella’s voice and knock one of the unused bottles of perfume off the bathroom cabinet. “Shit.”

      “Leandra?”

      “I’m in here,” I call, picking up the bottle from the floor, thankful it’s not broken. “I’ll be out in a second.”

      “You’re wearing this tonight.” Mirabella stretches her arm out and into the bathroom without looking in, holding a sheer black lace dress in her hand.

      “Uh, I have two questions. One, why am I wearing a dress tonight? Two, why will I be wearing a dress that’s small enough to hold in your palm?”

      “Excuse me, there is more than enough fabric holding this ensemble together. Take it before I walk in and force it on you.”

      I grab the dress from her hand and scowl with narrowed eyes. “You forgot about my first question. Why am I wearing a dress tonight?”

      I slip on my white nightgown and walk into the bedroom, holding the black dress.

      Mirabella looks amazing with her warm blonde hair pulled up in a messy bun, yet every strand seems perfectly placed. “You’re having dinner with Alexius,” she says calmly. Crossing one leg over the other, she watches me closely. “And that’s what you’ll be wearing.”

      “Of course, he told you.” I roll my eyes and toss the dress at the end of the bed before sitting down next to Mira. “I don’t want to have dinner with him.”

      “You don’t want to have dinner with him, or you don’t want to have dinner with him…alone?”

      “Both. Neither. I don’t know.” I pull my fingers through my wet curls and fall back on the mattress, staring up at the ceiling.

      Mira does the same, and we both stare at the same exact spot. “You should have dinner with him.”

      “I shouldn’t.”

      “It will be nice.”

      “It won’t.”

      “You’ll enjoy it.”

      “Never.”

      Mira snickers. “Isn’t it odd that I’m here trying to convince you to have dinner with your husband?”

      “This entire situation is beyond odd. In fact, I’ll find it odd when something normal happens around here.”

      “True.” I can hear the smile in her voice. “At least there’s never a dull moment in this place.”

      “I’m not sure I can survive this place.”

      “This place? Or Alexius?”

      “Both.” I turn my head to the side, looking at her. “How did you do it? How did you adapt to their world? Become a part of it?”

      She bites the inside of her cheek, and there’s a shift in the air around her. “I’ve always been a part of it, just never in the middle of it.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Her eyes close for a moment before opening again. “My father was in the same line of business.”

      I sit up on my elbows. “Sex clubs?”

      “That, and other stuff.”

      “What stuff?”

      Her eyes find mine. “Drugs.”

      My heart stops, and I can’t even swallow right. “Is the Dark Sovereign dealing with drugs, too?” The idea alone had bile swirling inside my stomach.

      “Not anymore. Not after what happened to my parents. Alexius’ father, Vincenzo, stopped all the Dark Sovereign dealings with drugs after taking Maximo and me in.”

      “What happened to your parents?” My voice is soft, and my heart is empathetic to the grief that resonates from her words because it’s something I can relate to, in a way. I’ve still yet to cry a single tear over my mother’s death.

      She turns on her side and rests her head in her palm as she leans on her elbow. “My parents were murdered when I was still a child.”

      “Oh, my God, Mira.”

      “Along with my older brother. Maximo and I would be dead, too, if it weren’t for Vincenzo. His men showed up just in time to save us from the drug dealing fuckers who thought they could get their hands on my father’s drug shipments.”

      My heart broke. “Mira, that’s terrible.”

      “Yeah.” Her eyes glisten in the dim light as she draws lazy circles with her finger on the sheets. “That night, they brought Maximo and me here, Vincenzo promised us that he would never deal or have any involvement with drugs again.”

      “And you believed him?”

      “That’s one thing about the Del Rossa men, Leandra. Their word is their bond.” She sits up. “Vincenzo took us in, raised us as his own, and nothing I do will ever show just how thankful I am for that. Yeah, they’re not angels. Their power and wealth don’t come from being model citizens. But when it comes to matters that count, their hearts are in the right place. All of them.” Mira crosses her legs underneath her and tucks a stray curl behind her ear. “So, what’s your story?”

      “My story?”

      “Yeah. How is it that you got involved with someone like Alexius?”

      I slip off the bed and clutch the nightgown tighter. “I’m just the girl from the wrong side of the tracks, and Alexius swept in, promising me a kind of freedom only money can give me if I agreed to be his wife.”

      “Oh. Like Beauty and the Beast.”

      “Well, kind of, yeah. If you want to romanticize it.”

      Mira stands and smiles, her eyes beaming. “Now, wouldn’t it be fucking amazing for you two to have the same ending? Alexius, the beast, changed to his true form by true love.”

      “Oh, my God. You are a hopeless romantic.”

      “I am. There is nothing as beautiful as a true love story.”

      I cock a brow. “Are you a princess waiting in a tower for her prince to rescue her?”

      “That I am,” she states with a proud smirk. “Now, until my prince decides to come for me, let’s focus on you and your king.”

      “Alexius is not my king or my Prince Charming.”

      “Of course, he’s not Prince Charming.” Her nose wiggles as she frowns. “But he’s a king, nonetheless.”

      “I don’t care.” I totally do care. “Our arrangement is temporary. I might not be from here, but I’m not naïve enough to think Alexius can be anything more for me. Besides, he’s a coldhearted jerk who doesn’t give a shit about anyone else, and I’d be really fucking stupid to fall for him.”

      “Ah-hah!” she exclaims, pointing at me, her eyes in slits. “I knew you felt something for him.”

      “What?”

      “You do feel something for him.”

      “No, I don’t. That’s absurd.” I turn my back on her. “I don’t know what the hell gives you that idea.”

      “Oh, the fact that you have very strong feelings when it comes to him—even if it’s just hate at the moment.”

      I spin back around. “That doesn’t make any sense.”

      “Of course, it does.” She shrugs, holding her hands up. “Love and hate are both powerful emotions, and both can closely mimic one another in intensity. In fact, they can be so similar that some people don’t realize what it is they’re feeling. Love or hate is often the same thing since all it takes is a second, one moment in time, for it to change from one to the other. When there’s indifference, that’s when hope is lost.”

      “That makes no sense.” It totally makes sense, and there’s a tightness in my chest, a feeling I’m desperately trying to ignore. “I don’t hate him, Mira. But I’m not stupid. My entire life has been one trainwreck, and I finally buried the pieces with my mother’s rotting corpse. I am not about to have Alexius destroy my life as well.”

      The rapid breaths of air hardly reach my lungs, and my hands are pulled into tight fists.

      Mira simply stares at me, her eyes a pool of pity and sympathy as she digests what just spilled from my mouth. “Your mother. She hurt you?”

      I rub one hand up my other elbow. “Not physically,” I whisper.

      “Sometimes it’s the emotional blows that hurt the most, and one finds oneself wishing for a fist rather than an insult or words meant to cause pain.”

      “You sound like you know the feeling.”

      Mira casts her eyes down, her shoulders lifting as she takes a deep breath. “I think we all have experienced something similar sometime in our lives.” She licks her rosy lips, studying me. “I want to ask you what happened to your mother, but I get the feeling she’s not something you’re ready to talk about.”

      Pressing my lips in a thin line, I shake my head lightly. Today has already been a whirlpool of emotions, and the last thing I want is to throw the memory of my mother into the mix.

      “Now—” Mira grabs the dress off the bed “—how about we get ready for your date with your husband?”

      “It’s not. A date,” I press.

      “Sure, it’s not.” There’s a smirk on her face that speaks a thousand words.

      I cross my arms and scowl. “Why is it that whenever Alexius wants something done when it comes to me, he always tasks you with it?”

      “Because he knows I have a way of getting what I want.” She shoots me a coy smile. “Can we get you dressed? I’ve already informed the kitchen of your menu for tonight. I’ve arranged for the patio to be set. Now, if I can get you ready in time, that will mean I aced all Alexius’ requests.”

      “Demands, you mean?” I slant a brow.

      “Requests.” Mira holds the dress in front of her, her face practically gleaming. “Let’s make sure he can’t keep his fucking eyes off you tonight.”

      There is a light knock on the door, and she prances over to open it, one of the staff pushing in a trolley carrying an ice bucket with a bottle of champagne. “I arranged for some refreshments.” She winks, and I’m convinced this woman has been sent to help me pave my way to hell.

    

  







            Chapter Twenty

          

          

      

    

    






ALEXIUS

        

      

    

    
      Maximo, Nicoli, and I spent the entire afternoon working out new security details for our clubs around town. Caelian and Isaia have been out, visiting the clubs to show a more prominent presence. And also to quiet down any whispers about Alicia’s murder. In this industry, rumors don’t spread like wildfire—they infect like an airborne virus.

      “We need to protect the girls against this psychopath if he decides to strike again, and we have to make sure Dad is protected should Uncle Roberto decide to do something real fucking stupid. The man is a loose cannon right now.” Nicoli lights a cigarette and leans back on the couch.

      “We’ll need more feet on the ground,” I say, pouring myself a drink, the neck of the crystal decanter lightly tapping against the glass. “And I’m not talking about your local fucking rookie security guards.” I turn to face Maximo leaning against the wall with his arms crossed. “I want ex-military, fucking leathernecks. I want men who can be ghosts and assassins at the same damn time, and I want them covering every inch of this estate.”

      “I’ll take care of it.” Maximo pushes himself off the wall, and I step up to him, looking him in the eye, making sure he knows how fucking serious I am. “There are a lot of people in this house we need to protect. So make sure you get the best of the best.”

      “I won’t let anything happen to this family, Alexius. I swear it.”

      There’s a moment of sheer understanding between us. We both have a lot to lose, and there’s no way we’re willing to let that happen.

      Maximo dashes out of my office, and I breathe deeply as I sit down across from Nicoli.

      “Do we know how our dear uncle found out about all this?” Nicoli takes a sip of his whiskey.

      “Who the fuck knows. But honestly, I’m thankful, because today I got the chance to say what I’ve been dying to say to him.”

      “And what’s that?”

      “That he has oxygen to breathe until our dad takes his final breath. After that, I’ll be sucking the life out of him until he’s nothing but a fucking speck of dust.”

      “And that’s putting it mildly,” Nicoli chimes in. “You know he’s not going to just roll over and play dead. He’s going to fight back.”

      “Oh, I’m counting on it.” I pinch the bridge of my nose, then roll my neck from side to side to ease the tension. It felt like I just lived two fucking weeks in one day. 

      Nicoli eyes me with suspicion. “What’s going on with you?”

      “Nothing. Why?”

      “You’re tense. I mean, you’re always tense. But you seem…distracted, and you’re never distracted.”

      “I’m fine.” I take a large gulp of my drink.

      “You’re lying. I can feel it.”

      “You know, this twinning thing is real fucking annoying at the best of times.”

      “Is it your wife?”

      “Among other things.”

      Nicoli shifts in his seat, then leans forward with his elbows on his knees. “You fucked her, didn’t you?”

      I get on my feet and refill my glass.

      “Oh, my God, you did fuck her.”

      I place the decanter down and pivot to look at him. “Not that it’s any of your business who I fuck, but—”

      “She’s getting to you, isn’t she?” He leans down and looks all fucking smug and entertained at my expense. “The poor girl from the other side of the tracks is fucking with your head.”

      I look over at the fireplace. The fire crackles, the wood slowly turning into embers of orange and gold. We’ve lived in this house all our lives. There are more than enough bedrooms for all of us to have three, but when we were little, Nicoli and I always insisted on sharing a bedroom—until we discovered pussy and ass. Even then, we decided to share. 

      Nicoli can be a royal pain in my ass and a grade A asshole most of the time, but I’ve always found it easy to confide in him, even if it subjects me to weeks of jokes and wise-ass remarks.

      “There’s something about her I can’t shake,” I say truthfully since I already know there’s no use in bullshitting my brother. I clutch my glass tighter in my palm. “It’s like she’s meant for our world. Like she’s supposed to be here.”

      “Let me guess, she’s giving it just as hard as you.”

      I scowl. “Your mind is incapable of thinking outside of the gutter, isn’t it?”

      He shrugs and brushes a hand through his dark hair. “Just saying it as it is. You’ve always been one who thrives on a challenge, Alexius, ever since we were little. If Dad tells you that you can’t do it, you’ll prove to him that you can. If Mom tells you that you’re not allowed to play outside, you’ll sneak out in the middle of the night, naked, and go piss on the porch just to show yourself you can do whatever the fuck you want.” He gets up and pours himself another whiskey. “So, my take on this is that she challenges you, has the balls to stand up to you, and that, dear brother—” he turns to face me “—is making your dick hard.” He takes a mocking bow. “And you’re welcome.”

      “For what?” I frown.

      “For analyzing your ass and telling you that you have a boner for your wife.” Nicoli grins like an idiot, and I merely stare at him, unamused.

      “Thank you for that. But I already had that figured out when I fucked her in Vicky’s dressing room this morning.”

      Nicoli burst out laughing, just as Mirabella walks in like she always does…without knocking. “Alexius. Your date with your wife is in five fucking minutes. Please tell me you’re not planning on being a total dick by not having the decency to be on time.” She crosses her arms, her eyes flashing with urgency. “That would be a new low, even for you.”

      “Jesus. Calm the fuck down,” I say, taking the last sip of my drink before getting up.

      Nicoli smirks. “You going to let her speak to you that way?”

      “I am,” I reply. “And don’t you dare shut her up, because when the day comes that she tears into you and insults you to a level where your own mother won’t love you anymore, I’ll enjoy every minute of it with my mouth. Shut.” I shoot him a sly grin, and Mira simply waves her hair over her shoulder, glaring at Nicoli while his smirk remains on his face.

      “FYI,” I start while shouldering past Mira. “It’s not a fucking date.”

      My mom comes walking down the stairs just as I’m on my way to the back patio. “Your dad would like to talk to you.”

      I pause. “Now?”

      “After dinner.”

      “Do you know what it’s about?”

      She smiles, but it doesn’t reach her eyes. “Of course, I do.”

      “Aren’t you going to tell me?” I ask as she takes the last few steps.

      “It’s not my place to tell you.”

      I sigh and place my hands on my waist. “I’m not going to like it, am I?”

      “Nope.” She lifts herself on her toes and places a kiss on my cheek. “After dinner.”

      “Yeah.” I sigh. “I’m having dinner with Leandra out on the patio. I’ll go see him before I turn in.”

      There’s a knowing smile on her face, her eyes slightly narrowed. “Dinner with your wife out on the patio? How romantic.” She turns away from me, heading in the other direction.

      “It’s not a date,” I call after her as she walks away, her heels clicking across the wooden floors. Now my mind is gravitating to my dad and what it is he’d like to see me about. Did Uncle Roberto decide to fuck with me by telling my dad? Surely the fucker can’t be that stupid. I would do anything to keep Roberto’s execution from this family until after my dad closes his eyes for the last time, but if my hand is forced, I will do it sooner.

      Fuck. Now I’m going to be distracted throughout dinner, wondering what the hell my father wants to talk about. Maybe I should just cancel dinner and see my father now and get whatever it is out of the way first.

      I walk up to the patio door and freeze the moment I set eyes on her. The woman standing with her back toward me, her hands on the rail while gazing out over the garden, is a fucking vision. I don’t make myself known. She’s too fucking beautiful, and I want to stare at her in silence, undisturbed, for longer.

      The black mini-dress hugs her body like a second skin, and the alluring shape of her waist sloping down from her hips to her thighs makes the perfect curve. My palm is already itching to grip it tight and pull her close. 

      I bite my lip, my gaze drifting down her slender legs, and I wonder if she’d let me fuck her right there on the rail while I force her to wrap those perfect legs around me.

      As if she’s not beautiful enough, the moonlight decides to fuck with my head some more by casting a glow down her silky curls, the night sky kissing the smooth, naked skin of her shoulders.

      With one slow step after the other, I stalk closer, hardly breathing until I finally close the distance between us. There’s a soft gasp from her lips, and I know she’s aware of me standing behind her even though I’m not touching her. The sweet scent of her perfume fills the night around me, and I inhale deeply, wanting more of it. My cock is already hard as fuck, my instinct to claim her knocking at my spine. I want to taste her. I want to kiss her, bite her lip, and make her come. I want to snake my arm around her, let my hand travel down between her legs and find that sweet spot that makes her scream my name. I want to hear the sound of her pleasure join the chorus of the night.

      Unable to resist, I touch her back, a gentle fingertip tracing down the arch of her spine. She sucks in a breath, and I ease her hair over her left shoulder before kissing her neck. The way she leans her head to the side, giving me better access, makes my heart race.

      “I want more,” I whisper, and her body shudders, my lips brushing against her ear. “I want to lift the skirt of your dress around your waist and watch you step out of your panties.”

      She leans her head back against my shoulder. “Who says I’m wearing any?”

      Motherfucker.

      I suppress a growl, clasping my fingers around her arms. “Did you come here with the intention to tease me, hoping I’d give you my cock again?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Say it.” I grip her arms tighter. “If you want my cock, say it.”

      Her hips move, causing the slightest friction against my crotch, and I close my eyes as the sensation ricochets through me. I’m not prepared when she reaches behind her back, rubbing her palm against my cock, earning a groan from my parted lips.

      “My little fucking temptress. Did Sunday School not teach you to never toy with the devil?”

      “No. But you’re welcome to teach me any lesson you want.”

      With a jerk, I pull her back hard against my front. Her hand grips my cock tighter, and I hiss. “Be careful what you wish for, wife. The lessons I teach will leave your pussy wrecked and body broken.”

      The whimper that falls from her mouth is the most beautiful sound I have ever heard, and desire flames through me as I reach down, slipping my hand under her dress. And sure as fuck, she’s not wearing any panties. “You shaved,” I murmur against her neck. “Well, aren’t you a little slut tonight, bringing me a bare pussy to fuck.”

      There’s a sharp inhale of breath when I called her a slut, and she opens her thighs for me, wanting me to touch her clit—needing me to touch it. “You want me to make you come, don’t you?”

      “Yes. Please.”

      Hearing her say please had my balls pulling tighter, and I slip a finger inside her, her body going rigid against mine. I easily find her clit, all swollen and wet. “Well, isn’t this a bit unfair, your cunt being so warm and slick while my cock is hard and dry?” I lean closer to her ear. “I want your cum on my cock, princess.”

      “Then fuck me.” God, I love this side of her, bold and daring.

      “Your pussy should still be aching after this morning. Did I not fuck you hard enough?”

      “It still aches,” she breathes, her body writhing. “But I want it to hurt even more.”

      “Jesus Christ.” I pull my hand from between her legs, grip her waist, and turn her around, ready to sink into her so hard, not giving a shit who hears us.

      I take her cheeks in my palms, lips burning to kiss her. Yet, as I force her closer, I catch the scent of champagne on her breath, and I pause, scrutinizing her expression, her eyes, the flush on her cheeks. “You’re drunk.”

      Her eyelashes fan above her cheeks. “I’m not drunk.”

      “You smell like expensive champagne.”

      “Then you should have a taste.”

      Her lips are glossed, enticing, and red. I press my thumb against her mouth. “I’d rather see your lipstick stains around the base of my cock.”

      “Hmm.” She seems to consider it for a moment, then pulls her bottom lip into her mouth and stares at me seductively. I’m not sure whether I should thank the champagne she consumed, since I’m enthralled with this side of her. So bold. Brazen. Irresistible. Or curse the alcohol for giving me a glimpse of her drenched in delightful sin she so confidently embraces. Now all I can think about is how far I can push her. How deep can I pull her into the darkness? And will she drown in it…or flourish?

      With my thumb, I ease her bottom lip out of her mouth, watching the plump red flesh as if it’s my next fucking meal. “Does my little stray want to play?”

      “I’m not a stray.”

      I snarl and press my thumb harder against her mouth, dragging a red smear down the side. “You’re my stray.”

      “I’m your wife,” she challenges, her eyes filled with liquid defiance and toxic desire, a lethal mix for both of us.

      Tilting my head, I stare at the delicate skin of her neck. “Seems like I fucked a little confidence into you this morning.”

      “Now imagine what a firecracker I’ll be if you fuck me again.”

      There’s no stopping the amused grin on my face as I look into her eyes, brown and amber swirls of certitude that scream of submission. Such a beautiful contradiction.

      It’s been a game of cat and mouse between us ever since we said the words I do. This constant push and pull, her wanting to see how far she can push me before I unleash, and me wanting to see how hard I can pull her before she breaks. Pull her into the dark where my shadows will never let her go.

      Footsteps sound behind me, and I watch as Leandra glances over my shoulder. “Isaia,” she says, and I can’t help but smile at the universe’s perfect fucking timing.

      I turn to face him as he walks up the patio stairs, hands tucked in his leather jacket, coming from the direction of the garden gazebo. “Weed before dinner?” I ask with mild sarcasm.

      “I figured why the hell not.” He shrugs and looks at Leandra standing next to me. I don’t miss the way he absorbs her, his leering gaze lagging down her body, appreciating her little enticing black ensemble. Understandably. My wife looks incredibly tempting in the dress she’s wearing.

      Something hard passes through my veins, spreading its weight to my chest. A molten unease settles in my gut as I watch him look at her, drink her in like she’s the sweet elixir of sin.

      Sharing women is nothing new to us. It has always been part of our little game in the dark. We share, we give, we take. And there’s never been jealousy. There was never a need for it. And I sure as hell won’t be the one to start now. This is my fucking kingdom, and it’s time I show her how I rule.

      I snake an arm around Leandra’s waist and pull her closer, the subtle scent of her perfume surrounding us as I pull her back against my chest, letting her face Isaia.

      The knowing look that passes between my brother and me is the same as many times before, and the air around us is instantly laden with anticipation. 

      “Alexius,” Leandra whispers, glancing up over her shoulder at me. “What are you doing?”

      There’s a spark of uncertainty in her eyes, but it’s burning too bright to be ignited by fear. It’s excitement.

      I brush my lips along the shell of her ear.  “You want to play, stray…so let’s play.”
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LEANDRA

        

      

    

    
      The fire of Alexius’ touch, together with the buzz of the champagne, has me all chained up, yet I have never felt so fucking free, dancing on the cusp of white-hot desire. I’m addicted to the confidence that flickers across my skin and the resolve that resonates from my words when I tell Alexius what I want. When I challenge him.

      Isaia’s eyes drift down my body, pausing at my hips before slowly dipping to my thighs. His eyes, the way he stares at me, it heats my skin, spreading all the way down to my throbbing pussy. I’m out of breath, trapped between Alexius’ hard body and Isaia’s hot gaze. Two brothers. Two predators. And all I want to do is offer them my throat.

      What the fuck is wrong with me? Ever since I walked through the front door of this house, it’s like the sins trapped between these walls have latched on to my mind, my body, corrupting every thought, every desire. I’m possessed with cravings I’ve never had before, my veins pulsing with something primal. Something uncontrollable.

      “Tell my brother what you told me,” Alexius urges as he guides us toward a bench placed by the patio rails.

      “Which part?” My voice is too soft, my skin erupting with electricity as he eases his palms down the sides of my arms.

      He sits and pulls me down with him, my legs on either side of the bench, and he forces my back against his chest, his hot breath now on my neck. “The part where you’ll leave lipstick stains around my cock.” Alexius takes both my wrists and guides them in behind my back. “Keep them there,” he orders, and my fingers brush against his hard length. Knowing he’s turned on, that his cock is ready, has me biting the inside of my mouth, my body slowly climbing.

      Isaia shifts his weight from one leg to the other, his eyes an intense inferno, and I like it. I like having them on me. Watching me.

      I lift my chin, knowing all too well what game Alexius is playing. I know the Del Rossa brothers share their women like they share their wine or whiskey. The thought should disturb me, make me want to run as far away from them as possible, but instead, it sends heat pooling between my legs, my curiosity heightened. My thoughts are filled with images of Alexius and me on the floor at the boutique while flashes of Isaia fucking that girl seep through the vivid pictures.

      “What do you think, Isaia?” Alexius snakes an arm around my shoulder, touching the corner of my mouth, and I imagine he’s wiping the smear he made earlier. “Do you think this shade of red would look nice around my dick?”

      “I don’t know about yours, but it would look fucking beautiful around mine.”

      Alexius makes a soft hissing sound as if he doesn’t like what his brother just said, yet he continues, his fingers finding their way around my throat, applying pressure. “What do you think…wife?” The way he drags out the word like a mere tease on his tongue makes my stomach clench. “You think you can suck us both?”

      Fuck. This is new territory for me. God, who am I kidding? This is all new territory for me. Men. Sex. Desire. Lust. Yesterday I was a virgin, and now I’m on a bench, halfway to a fucking orgasm, with two brothers watching me.

      My confidence is no longer as strong as a few minutes ago when it was just Alexius and me. I’m not sure about this. I’m not sure about anything.

      “Alexius,” I whisper, my heart racing at a million beats per minute. “What are you doing?”

      “I’m playing. Around here, this is how we play, sweetheart,” he growls. “Isn’t that why you came down here tonight in this tight little dress, with your red lips and smelling like champagne…to fucking play?” Abruptly, he palms my breast, but he’s not gentle, and I whimper, my lips quivering.

      “Alexius.” It’s supposed to be an objection, but it sounds more like a plea. “I don’t know about this.”

      “You said it yourself. You like the idea of someone watching us. Watching you.”

      “It’s fantasy, and totally different when it’s real.”

      “Oh, but it’s so much more powerful when a fantasy is real.” His voice is a seductive symphony dancing along my flesh, and I shudder when he sucks my earlobe between his warm lips.

      “Unravel with me, Leandra,” he murmurs, and I swear to God, I melt into liquid fucking desire. I’ve never felt something like this before—a lust without limits. Desire without boundaries.

      The air is palpable with more than just sex and anticipation. It’s laden with something stronger, an electric force that heightens everything but our inhibitions.

      Alexius’ finger slips into the neckline of my dress, and I close my eyes as he pulls the fabric to the side, exposing the mound of flesh, the cold air against my nipple soon replaced with his eager fingers teasing along the sensitive nub.

      Isaia…

      I open my eyes and look right at him, standing a few feet away, biting his lip, his heavily lidded eyes possessed with a hunger that reaches for me while his brother palms my breast. My body is heavy, but my mind floats, and I’m being catapulted at a hundred miles an hour to a place where I’m nothing but a fucking mess for these men.

      “Since you’ve seen my brother come,” Alexius starts, “I think it’s only fair you show him the same courtesy.” The dark tenor in Alexius’ voice sends shivers down my spine. “What do you say, Leandra?” he murmurs. “Let’s show my brother how fucking beautiful you are when you come.”

      My cheeks flush, and it spreads down my neck, across my chest, straight to my sex, all the while Isaia holds my gaze hostage. He slips off his leather jacket, tossing it to the ground, and I can see every curve of his chiseled chest underneath his white shirt. Veins bulge in his arms as he adjusts his belt, a cheap move to lure my gaze to his crotch, hard and pressing against his black jeans. God, I know what his cock looks like when it’s hard and thick. I’ve seen his firm body naked. I’ve seen him fuck.

      “Are you thinking about it?” Alexius rolls his hips, grinding his cock against my ass. “Are you thinking about Isaia fucking?”

      “Yes,” I breathe, and Isaia’s nostrils flare, his expression hard lines and sharp edges.

      “Good,” Alexius coos, dropping his hand from my breast, his burning touch traveling down my front, fingers folding around my thighs. I can’t take my eyes off Isaia as he follows Alexius’ hand, licking his lips as if he craves a taste. A taste of me.

      Abruptly, Alexius forces my legs open, and I inhale sharply between my teeth. Even from a few feet away, I can hear Isaia groan, and the sound is an aphrodisiac meant to fucking destroy women like me.

      My pussy is bare, open and now on full display for Isaia to see. My first reaction is to close my eyes, and I turn my head to the side, shying away from the fact that I’m so exposed, embarrassed, but Alexius grips my chin and forces me to look straight ahead. “Don’t you dare look away. You keep those pretty eyes of yours on my brother.”

      Isaia’s dark brows curl inward, a silent demand in his scowl. His expression is the same as the other night when he looked at the blonde woman he was with, staring down at her ass, two seconds before he sank into her.

      My embarrassment slowly fizzles, and with every breath, I find myself more and more enthralled by him, by how he stares at me, how the image of me ignites a sexual hunger in him that slowly starts to radiate from his dark irises. I don’t want to take my eyes off him. I want to see what it does to him while watching me, his own hand starting with his belt.

      “Isaia,” Alexius roars from over my shoulder. “You keep that fucking dick of yours in your pants, you hear me? All you’re doing tonight is watching.”

      Isaia slides his top teeth along his bottom lip, frustration darkening his eyes, just like the night that surrounds us. But he doesn’t object. He doesn’t say a word…because he knows Alexius is in control.

      He always is.

      Alexius.

      It settles me, eases the doubts knowing Alexius is in control, that he’s steering every second of this. Does this mean…does this mean I trust him? Do I trust my husband even though he’s given me no reason to?

      I relax against him, nestling my head into his chest, allowing his heat to melt into me, comfort me, and give me the confidence I need to let go. To lose control. To focus on what I want and not give a fuck about the voices of caution my lust is slowly drowning out.

      The second Alexius drags a finger along my wet pussy lips, I moan, the sensation gripping tight around every bone. The fire—it’s too much, and I’m already halfway over the edge. It’s no longer a question of yes or no, or whether I want to or not. I’m already too far gone, and the consequences no longer matter.

      “Tell me, brother, what does her pussy look like?”

      Isaia leans his head to the side, licking his lips. “Swollen. Hot. Fucking delicious.”

      “Oh, my God,” I whimper.

      “Alexius, I gotta have a taste, man.”

      “Not tonight, brother.” Alexius drags a finger through my slit, unhurried and gentle, one slow stroke at a time, spreading my arousal from my folds to my clit.

      I’m trapped between reality and fantasy, but I don’t want to be freed. I want to stay here with both of them, one touching me, talking me through it, while the other watches, keeping his thoughts to himself.

      What is Isaia thinking? Does he want me? Does he want to touch me? Kiss me? Fuck me?

      My hips rock, and I push my ass back to feel Alexius’ hard length and hear his rapid breathing in my ear.

      Alexius’ expert fingers find my clit, and I tremble against him, groaning with pleasure.

      Isaia takes a step closer, and Alexius goes fucking rigid behind me. “Take another step, and I will fucking gut you.”

      “Ah,” I moan, my legs shaking, my stomach clenched tight, my pussy slick and hot. The threat, the timbre of possession in his voice, laces around my insides, and I feel my arousal spreading down my thighs. Alexius’ grip on my pussy gets tighter, and I can’t take it anymore. I’m so damn close, my clit swollen and so fucking easy for him to touch and pinch.

      “Oh, you’re ready, aren’t you?” Alexius flexes behind me, reaching deeper between my legs, pushing a finger into me. “Ready to come for us, baby girl?”

      “Yes,” I whimper, my mind swimming and body coiled tight. Every fucking bone in my body feels like it’s on the brink of breaking, my spine nothing but molten lust and crazed pleasure.

      “Now, you keep your fucking eyes on Isaia while you come. Understand?”

      I nod, my breaths coming out with labored puffs, my chest rising and falling.

      “You’re fucking beautiful, you know that?” Alexius whispers for only me to hear. “Now, show my brother what a lucky man I am because I get to fuck you after this.”

      “Alexius,” I moan, but I keep watching Isaia, standing with his hands in his jeans pockets, lips pursed, and eyes hard. He doesn’t fucking move. All he does is…watch.

      Alexius sinks a second finger into me before tearing them out and pinching my clit—hard. “Come for us, Leandra. Make a fucking mess on this bench.”

      I cry out through the pleasure, my body shaking as the orgasm shatters with a kind of pressure that forces every muscle to pull taut, on the verge of snapping. But I never take my eyes off Isaia. I watch as he pulls his lips in a snarl, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. And while my climax tears through me, I imagine that this was what he felt like when he came while I watched him. This intense fucking euphoria that suffocates you with every breath, but you can’t fight it because it just feels too. Fucking. Good.

      Alexius’ lips are on my neck. “That’s my girl,” he murmurs, sucking and licking my heated flesh as I come apart in his arms, unable to breathe. I don’t want to breathe. All I want is to stay here and linger in this state of rapture.

      I’m so wet. I can feel it running down my thighs, Alexius’ palm slick and coated in my cum. I collapse against Alexius, my head lolling to the side as I try to catch my breath from the night air.

      “Isaia,” Alexius snarls. “Leave. Now.”
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ALEXIUS

        

      

    

    
       My palm is soaked, her pussy slippery and wet. I can fucking smell it, the scent of sex that clings to her. It’s driving me crazy. I can feel pre-cum leaking from my cock, her fingers still stroking me through my pants. But my eyes are focused on Isaia staring at my wife’s cunt.

      My wife.

      My. Wife.

      Possession anchors in my chest with the sharp spears of jealousy, and I don’t like it. I don’t like that I have the urge to rip my brother’s head off because of the way he looks at her. Like she’s prey. As if he could already taste her on his tongue.

      He’s too hungry for her.

      Too eager.

      “Isaia,” I growl. “Leave. Now.”

      When our eyes meet, a warning passes between us—my command for him to fucking leave. Confusion clings to his arched brows as he stares at me. I already know what he’s thinking, wondering why I’m greedy all of a sudden. I never have a problem sharing and having two Del Rossa cocks fill the holes of the same woman. I’ve watched Isaia fuck a girl whose cunt was clamped around my cock moments earlier and felt nothing—not a hint of jealousy. But now, the thought of him touching Leandra, sliding his cock between her legs, claws at my spine, and I don’t like it. I don’t like feeling anything that has the potential for weakness.

      Well, brother. You think you’re confused. Try being in my goddamn head right this second.

      Isaia adjusts his pants, and without a word, he turns and leaves. When he’s finally out of my sight, I find it easier to breathe and tighten the hold I have on my control.

      Leandra crosses one leg over the bench, closes her thighs, and slides a few inches away from me. There’s a faraway look in her eyes as she keeps them downcast, staring at her feet. “I don’t know what’s happening.”

      “I know what’s going to happen right now. You’re going to stand against that rail, hold on tight, and let me fuck you.”

      Long, raven curls fan against my face as she gets up on her feet and puts distance between us. “I’m serious, Alexius.”

      “Is there anything about what I just said that makes you think I’m not?”

      “I don’t know who I am around you.” There’s an urgent tone in her voice, her eyes cold and uncertain. “What I do know is ever since I’ve walked through your front door, you’ve managed to suck me into this world where there are no rules.”

      I smirk and get up off the bench. “See, that’s where you’re wrong. In this world there are rules. My rules.”

      “Well, not in mine,” she counters. “Your rules don’t apply to my world.” She shakes her head and tugs at her dress. “The last time I wore a dress like this, I got dragged into a fucking alley and was almost raped if I hadn’t managed to fight back and tear the man’s ear off.”

      If anger didn’t just blast through my fucking veins, I would have been impressed by the fact that she knew how to rip an ear. Another sign that she’s a fighter. A survivor.

      She brushes a strand of hair from her face. “This train is going so damn fast, and it would be naive of me to think that I won’t get hurt.”

      “You’re scared.”

      “Of course, I’m scared. I’ve been scared since the day you walked into the diner. You’re mindfucking me, Alexius. Not too long ago, you threatened to kill me if I didn’t go through with the wedding.”

      “You backed me into a corner,” I bark. “You put all my plans at risk by having second thoughts about walking down that aisle, and I don’t do well in corners, Leandra. I fucking burn them down.”

      “Well, I’m not a corner you need to burn. I’m supposed to help you get out of one, remember? Marry you and be your wife so you can get what you want.”

      “And in turn, you get what you want. Don’t forget that. Both of us are getting something out of this, not just me.”

      “I know that,” she snaps. “Why do you think I’m still here? Because you threatened me? I’m here because you were right. You were right when you said that during my first few days living here, seeing what life is like on the other side of the fence, I started to hope, thinking this could be my life, too. That I don’t have to wither away and fucking die in an old apartment that smells like death and piss.”

      “Then I don’t get what the fuck your problem is.”

      Her eyes are two dark pools of uncertainty, watching me like I’m the threat. The predator. The demon she fears most. “You’re fucking with my head too much,” she says, her voice shaking. “I went from a girl wearing layers of clothing, trying to cover as much skin as possible, hoping to go unnoticed by men everywhere, to wearing this little black dress, no panties, and having two men watch me come on a fucking patio bench. I don’t know how to deal with it or what to think.”

      “Did you like it?” I ask simply, not moving and keeping her gaze captive.

      She scoffs. “I’m not kidding around, Alexius.”

      “Neither am I. It’s not a trick question. Did you like it or not?”

      The smear of red I made below her lips is now faint, but it’s still there, and it’s making me want to fuck up her lipstick some more, this time dragging it all the way down her throat.

      “Tell me the truth,” I press. “No bullshit. Did you. Like it?”

      She hesitates, her chest rising and falling as she breathes. I can only imagine what kind of war is raging inside her head, her doubts pulling her in one direction while her desire forces her into another.

      “Tell me, Leandra.”

      “Yes. Okay? Yes, I liked it. I like all of it. The excitement. The lust. The thrill of giving up control.” She bites her bottom lip. “Too much. I like it all too fucking much.”

      If I could bottle the perfect amount of confidence and innocence, it would be her—the woman standing here, laying out all her truths in front of the devil who could easily pick it up and use it against her.

      “I’m not like you, Alexius. I’m not like any of you.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong.” I don’t take my eyes off her. “I think a part of you feels like you belong here, and that’s the part that’s fucking with your head more than all the sex or my little brother.”

      The way her cheeks heat to the perfect shade of pink only makes her more beautiful than she already is. “You made it perfectly clear that I don’t belong here.”

      “It wouldn’t be the first time that I’m wrong.”

      “And when would the first time have been?”

      I lift my chin. “It was in your apartment when I told you I wouldn’t fuck you.”

      She shakes her head lightly, a sardonic half-smile. “That wasn’t you being wrong. That was you lying.”

      “I wasn’t lying. I had no intention of fucking you then.” I stalk closer, my hands still in my pants pockets. “There was a second time, too. A second time I was wrong.” My glance from her eyes to her lips and back up. “In the car on our way here the first day, when I said this was just an arrangement and wouldn’t be anything more.”

      Something silent passes between us, with only the sound of leaves brushing as the breeze stirs with its icy tentacles lacing around us.

      “You’re doing it again,” she murmurs.

      I frown. “And what’s that?”

      “Capturing me in these moments where I can’t figure out what it is that you want from me. You want a temporary wife, but then you look at me like you do now and say things like that, and I can’t help but wonder if there’s something more you want.”

      “What if there is?” I step up to her, and I’m not even sure how I got here, how I managed to get so close to her so damn fast.

      The inner conflict that’s wreaking havoc inside her reflects in her eyes, the way she looks at me with equal parts uncertainty and desire. “Then I don’t know if I can give you what you want.”

      I’m only two breaths away from her now, looking down into those alluring amber swirls. “I think you can.”

      The way she bites her bottom lip has me starving to taste it. “All this…you, Isaia—I’m not supposed to like shit like this, Alexius.”

      “What? Because society taught us to all fit in the exact same box? That if we don’t, we’re some or other shade of fucked-up?”

      “It’s not that.”

      “Then what?”

      I notice how she nervously twirls her thumbs but then lifts her hand and licks her palm before wiping at the side of her neck, a bruise appearing beneath a layer of make-up. I reach up and gently ease a fingertip against the discolored flesh. “I did this?”

      She nods. “You hurt me. But that’s not the worst fucking part. The worst part is,” dark lashes fan as she finally looks at me again, “I liked it. And when I saw it, all I could think about was wanting more.”

      A tethered thread snaps inside me, and I grab her cheeks in my palms, slamming my lips against hers, kissing her so fucking hard, it hurts. She moans, and her fingers wrap around my wrists, trying to pull my hands away, but I don’t budge. I don’t move an inch. I keep my lips sealed to hers, forcing my tongue into her mouth, my spine electrified as her taste blasts across my tastebuds. It’s like nothing I’ve experienced before. I want more. I want everything. I want all of her.

      I snake an arm down her side and palm her ass, yanking her against me, feeling the heated shock of impact. The scent of desire and sex is still in the air, mixing beautifully with vanilla. Her tongue slides against mine, our lips an unruly and hungry fusion of passion and craving. I don’t want it to end. I want her taste to linger in my mouth.

      All it takes is a single breath, and she pulls away from me, tearing her lips from mine. “Stop. Just stop!” she exclaims, rushing backward as if my kiss had burned her, her lips swollen and fucking beautiful. “I’m trying to tell you that you’re confusing the fuck out of me, and you think kissing me will make it easier?”

      “I kissed you because I damn well wanted to, not because I give a shit whether it makes it easier for you or not. You came down here tonight because you wanted to fuck.” I spit out the word like it’s a spark right out of the pits of hell. “Where were these doubts when the champagne still buzzed in your system? When you were so eager to paint my dick with your motherfucking lipstick?”

      “Fuck you, Alexius.”

      I snort, rolling my eyes. “Is this the part where you lash out and have a mini fucking breakdown because you’re so confused with your sexuality, thinking you should be embarrassed because you liked Isaia looking at your cunt while you came? Grow up, Leandra.”

      Silence settles, yet one could sever the tension with a goddamn needle. “I’m not going to apologize for feeling confused and out of sorts.”

      “I’m not saying you should apologize. I’m saying own who the fuck you are, and stop feeling guilty for not fitting into the mold that the majority of the human race fits into.”

      Her tongue darts along her lips, leaving a tempting shimmer. “You think I’m confused because I think sex is wrong, that watching people fuck is wrong.”

      “Isn’t it?”

      “Huh.” She scoffs. “Am I that one dimensional to you? A girl who lost her virginity and now her delicate emotions don’t know how to deal with the aftermath?”

      “Then tell me what the fuck it is, because the woman who leaned against my chest with her legs spread for my brother to see sure as fuck didn’t seem like she was having a hard time doing it.”

      Flames burn behind dark irises as she glowers at me. “I used to get locked in a bathroom for hours while I’d listen to my mom scream because my father liked beating her before he fucked her. They would have friends over, share,” she spits out with disgust, “have fucking orgies, and I’d be left to crawl up in a filthy fucking bathtub covering my ears so I don’t have to listen to them moan and cry and curse while they enjoyed their sick little fuckfest. So, excuse me for feeling a little fucked up right now for liking the very thing that scared the shit out of me as a little girl.”

      “Jesus, Leandra.”

      Unease swells in my chest and knocks at my skull, her reality becoming more real to me by the second. I clench my fists at the thought of anyone laying a hand on her, and I’m instantly aware that I would kill to protect her. I would rip a fucker’s spine out of his throat right here, right now, for this woman.

      A gentle breeze picks up, and she hugs her arms. At that moment, she paints this perfect picture of fragile beauty—an inner strength that beams from her even though she’s so fucking delicate.

      “I can’t change your past or wipe away the fears that come with it, but you have the Del Rossa name now, which means you no longer have to carry them with you. No one will fucking hurt you now that you’re my wife, and that’s a guarantee.”

      “Only for six months, right?” she challenges.

      “I told you you’ll have my protection even after. And like I said before, I might be many things, but I am a man of my word.” 

      There is nothing but silence between us, but I don’t like how she looks at me. Like she doesn’t trust me. Smart. But I don’t like it.

      The silver bracelet around her wrist glints as she lifts her arm, reaching behind her ear.

      “You have a scar there.” I lift my chin and study her carefully.

      She stills and lowers her arm, her lips pressed together.

      “Where’d you get it?”

      “It’s a nervous habit,” she answers softly.

      I close the distance between us, and she allows me to touch her cheek as I turn her face gently to the side, staring at the scar. “Is it self-inflicted?”

      “Yeah, but it’s not like that.” She turns her head back, not wanting me to look at the scar anymore. “I just…I tend to scratch behind my ear when I’m nervous or stressed. I don’t do it with the intent to hurt myself.”

      “Why?”

      “Let’s just say you’re not the only one with a father who makes you do things you don’t want to.”

      “What did he make you do?”

      She shrugs away from me, but I grab her elbow and pull her back. “What did your father do?”

      “I don’t want to talk about it.”

      “You better tell me, Leandra, or I’ll be forced to imagine the worst fucking scenarios.” Needles prickle up my neck, black poison thickening my blood with rage thinking that he might have laid a hand on her. That he hurt her.

      “What does it matter?” Her hair swooshes over her shoulders as she jerks her arms free from my grasp. “And it’s not what you think.”

      “Your father was a drug dealer and backstreet pimp. So, tell me what the fuck it is I’m thinking.”

      Her eyes meet mine, and I can feel the war that rages inside her. It’s reaching for me, and I’m overwhelmed with the urge to fight it for her. But the way she presses her lips in a thin line is indication enough that she’s not about to tell me. Unfortunately for her, I’m not one of those men who will patiently wait for her to be confident enough to share her past demons with me. If she doesn’t tell me, I will find out on my own.

      “My reach can penetrate prison walls, Leandra. So, if you don’t tell me what the fuck he did, I will find out on my own.”

      “God, you’re an asshole.” Disdain wraps around her insult, but there’s passion in the brown irises that glare at me. Of course, she tests me, wanting to see how long I’ll allow her to keep her mouth shut. Oh, the games we fucking play.

      “Fine.” I turn and walk toward the table, pick up the glass of wine, and drink it all at once. I wipe my mouth with the back of my hand. “I have to go see my father. Enjoy dinner.”

      “Want to know the whole soppy story or the nutshell version?” she calls after me, and I still. “Fine,” she huffs. “Nutshell version it is. My dad is a sadistic psychopath who wanted to whore his little girl for drug money so he and my mother could get high.”

      My heart constricts, and my veins swell.

      Her body shivers as she wipes her nose with the back of her hand, biting back tears. “But before my dad’s friend,” she spits out with disgust, snarling, “could touch me, I ran. I ran out the door, down the stairs, and out of the building when a cop car drove by.” She’s no longer looking at me but rather at the ground, a faraway look in her eyes. “The cop saw me, and they stopped to help me. So, I had two choices. I could lie, run, never go back, live on the streets, and probably face a thousand more demons. Or I could tell the truth and hopefully save my mom from my psycho dad and maybe have a chance at some peace.” Leandra’s gaze cuts to mine. “I chose the latter, and not a single day of my life goes by that I don’t regret it.”
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      “You wanted to know,” I sneer, biting back tears. “Well, now you know. The story of a girl locked in a bathroom while her parents got high and participated in sex parties and gangbangs.”

      It’s the first time I’ve told anyone. It’s the first time I’ve heard myself say it out loud, and hearing the words come out of my mouth makes me realize just how deep the wounds are.

      The buzz of the alcohol is gone, and so is the rush of being desired by two men. I reach down and slip the heels from my feet. Feeling and looking sexy for Alexius had lost its appeal now that I’m laying my demons bare.

      I rough my fingers through my hair and stare at this spot on the patio floor stained with a slightly darker ring, maybe from a potted plant recently moved. My chest hurts as memories of my childhood pour in, as fresh and vivid as if they happened yesterday. “They would leave me locked in that bathroom for hours. I’d get so hungry that the tap water would make my empty stomach ache. Eventually, I started hiding food in the bathroom so I’d at least have something to eat.” I glance up at him. “That’s when raw instant noodles came in handy.” There’s a slight hint of sarcasm weaved through my words, remembering the day he was at my apartment asking about my choice of dinner.

      Alexius wipes a palm down his face, shifting his weight and settling those crystal blue eyes on me. They’re not as cold and hard as they usually are. Instead, there’s a softness that flashes there, almost…sympathetic. I hate it.

      “Don’t look at me like that,” I murmur. “I was a victim back then, but I’m not one anymore. So, I don’t need your pity. I don’t need you to feel sorry for me. I just need you to stop fucking with me.”

      I chew the inside of my cheek to stop the threatening tears from escaping. Mira warned me not to show weakness, or I’d get eaten alive.

      Alexius doesn’t say a word. He’s barely moving and simply staring at me as if I’m this wounded deer he doesn’t know what to do with.

      I purse my lips, my shoes dangling from my right hand. “I bet my father’s prison file didn’t tell you any of that shit, did it?”

      The muscles in his jaw clench. His nostrils flare. But he doesn’t say a fucking word, and I’m about ready to burst into a pathetic, sobbing mess that can’t happen in front of him.

      “I’m tired. I’m going to bed.” My feet barely make a sound as I cross the patio and walk past him. My arm touches his, and I gasp when his fingers wrap around my elbow, pulling me back. He looks down at me with a sideways glance, iced irises warm with something I’ve never seen in them before, sending the heat of a hundred suns through my chest.

      “No one will ever hurt you again. Ever,” he bites out in earnest. “I’ll make sure of it.”

      There’s this last ounce of strength inside me that I grasp on to as I place my hand on top of his. “Does that include you?” I murmur, pull his fingers from around my arm, and linger for a second more before walking away.

      The weight of our conversation follows me. It’s stuck to my shadow as I walk down the lighted hall, cursing this big damn house. All I want is to get to my room so I can lock the door and let the tears free without the burden of having to be strong around him. Around all of them. But it’s too much, and the tears break past my resolve, trickling down my cheeks.

      My walk turns into a run, wetness lapping across my lips, and I wipe my palm down my face before crashing into someone.

      Warm hands grab my shoulders, my cheek firm against a hard chest ablaze with heat. It’s too comforting for me to pull away, and I can’t stop myself from nestling my face deeper—needing the warmth and the touch as I sob, unable to control it any longer.

      Each tear burns as it escapes, each whimper cutting me open and allowing more pain to gush from my soul.

      “Leandra.”

      Isaia.

      Knowing it’s him only makes me cry more, grabbing at his shirt and pulling him closer, burying my face against his chest. There are so many reasons for me to let go and run away from him. But I can’t.

      He wraps his arms around my shoulders, and I’m cocooned against him as he holds me. He doesn’t say a word and only squeezes me tight, giving me this moment to be weak. To be fragile. Vulnerable. To be…sad.

      I have no idea how long we stand there, how long he has his arms wrapped around me, letting my tears soak through his shirt. My sobs turn to whimpers, whimpers to sharp inhales, until I’m finally able to breathe.

      “I’m sorry,” I mutter and lean back, but he doesn’t let go and keeps me trapped against him. “I didn’t mean to—”

      His lips crash against mine, and my every thought evaporates as Isaia kisses me. My breath is lodged in my throat while the saltiness of my tears mixes with the taste of whiskey on his tongue. And I’m frozen against him, his arms keeping me captive as my mind starts spinning out of control. His lips feel different, cold. But my body responds to him, desire lighting up inside me. Images of him watching me with my legs spread, his hardened expression painted with lines of lust—it’s filling my head. Yet something’s missing. It’s not the same.

      Alexius isn’t there. He’s not in that image, just like he’s not here now. And neither are the flames. The fire. The need to get burned…I don’t feel it.

      My fists clench, and I push against Isaia’s chest, forcing him to let me go. Instinct takes over, and I slap him across the face, the burn stinging my palm. “Don’t ever do that again.”

      Isaia touches his cheek and looks at me with an arrogant smirk on his face as if my slap merely turned him the fuck on. “I can look at your cunt, but I’m not allowed to kiss you?”

      “Don’t be a dick.” Resolve straightens my spine, anger drowning every last drop of lingering tears, and I shoulder past him, stomping down the hall.

      “Leandra,” he calls after me, but I don’t turn around. “I’m sorry.”

      I still.

      “I’m sorry, and I won’t touch you again.”

      I turn to face him, and he pulls a palm down his chin.

      “Not unless you tell me to.”

       

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
         

        Alexius

         

      

      

      I knew she had demons following her around. Don’t we all? I just didn’t think her demons were the same as the devil she craved. Now I understand her resistance—the constant hot and cold, and why she tries so damn hard to fight it. And God forgive me, but now I only want her to embrace it even more. To conquer her demons and fall at the devil’s feet in surrender. My feet.

      The courteous thing to do would be to go after her, talk to her, comfort her. But I think I’ve tempted her demons enough for one day. God knows mine are already frothing at the mouth, needing to tear into her. But not today.

      On my way to my parents’ room, I take the time to shake her, to clear the space in my head she’s been occupying all day. When I’m around my father, I need a clear head, and who knows what he’d like to see me about now. He rarely requests an audience in his room while feeling weak.

      I knock on the door, and my mom eases it open. She’s already wearing her nightgown, a soft lavender against her naturally tanned skin. “I was just about to go grab a book in the library,” she says, probably the first excuse she could think of to give us men some privacy. “Be nice, Alexius,” she whispers as she steps into the hall. “He’s weaker than usual today.”

      Worry settles on my brows. “Has the doctor been here?”

      She nods. “He gave him something to make him more comfortable.”

      “He should go to a hospital,” I urge, inching closer. “They can take better care of him there.”

      “He made us promise no hospitals. So just be patient with him, okay?”

      “Fine,” I concede and walk into the room, closing the door behind me. It smells like antiseptic and baby powder, the lights dimly set and dancing across the heavy draped burgundy curtains. My parents’ bedroom has always been vintage Italian with rich colors and mahogany furniture.

      As I round the corner, I find my dad sitting on the beige and gold striped bedspread wearing his black bed robe and his hands placed on either side of him.

      “Dad, you should lie down.”

      “Nonsense. I’m fine.” He inhales deeply, and I notice his untouched plate of food.

      “Not hungry today?” I ask and take a seat on the beige-tufted chair across from him.

      “I had a big lunch.” He’s lying. I can see it on his face. His sunken eyes and pale cheeks. But I don’t push it. My guess is he’s sick and tired of people nagging at him to eat, to sleep, to rest when he doesn’t want to do any of those things.

      I lean back and lightly prop my ankle on my other knee. “You wanted to see me?”

      “Yes. I just want to hear how you are doing. How your wife is settling in.”

      “She’s settling in just fine,” I reply. “Everything is good. You don’t have to worry.”

      “Oh, I’m not worried.” He clears his throat, then cranks his neck from side to side. The circles under his eyes are growing darker, his cheeks thinner. “I know this marriage of yours took place quite abruptly.”

      “As you asked.”

      “Yes.” His lips curve in a sardonic smile. “So, I have.”

      “Is there something on your mind, Father?”

      “You know, spending all this time in bed resting, it allows me to think of life—my life and all the decisions I made. Decisions that seemed like the right ones at the time, but now—” he exhales “—now I know they were wrong.”

      Worry settles in my gut, and I inch closer to the edge of the seat. “What’s going on?”

      “Pour me a whiskey, would you?”

      I shake my head. “You know I can’t do that. You just had your meds.”

      “Oh, my God,” he lashes out. “I’m already dying, Alexius. What difference is one glass of whiskey going to make? Jesus, I’ll get it myself.”

      “Sit. Down,” I order, getting on my feet and easing him back down by his shoulders. “I’ll pour you a drink.”

      He coughs, then nods. “The bottle is in my—”

      “Closet, behind the crates with old newspaper articles and dirty magazines.” I shoot him a sly grin. “It amazes me that I figured this out when I was fourteen, and Mom still doesn’t know about it.”

      My dad snickers. “I’m pretty sure she knows.”

      “Probably.”

      There’s a sense of nostalgia as I pull out the hidden bottle of whiskey and pour my dad a glass. Nicoli and I used to sneak in and take a swig of his secret stash every night before dinner.

      “And don’t think I don’t know about you and Nicoli sneaking in here before dinner every night.”

      I laugh and hand him the glass. “You knew?”

      “Of course, I did. I figured it out when my whiskey was suddenly becoming less and less without me drinking any of it.”

      “Shows how fucking stupid Nicoli and I were.”

      My dad chuckles and takes a sip of his whiskey, humming his approval as he swallows. “Having the four of you is one of the few things I’m convinced your mother and I did right.”

      I lean back in the seat, placing my elbows on the armrests.

      “Children are a blessing given to us by God. You and Leandra shouldn’t wait too long before having your own.”

      “Jesus, Dad.” Fuck, there’s always something with him. Nicoli was right. It was just a matter of time before this topic came up.

      “I’m serious, Alexius.”

      “We just got married, and you know the situation surrounding our marriage. Children are not part of the deal.”

      “It should be. You will never know the meaning of life until you’ve held your child in your arms for the first time.”

      I’m on my feet again, pacing across the luxury carpet at the end of the bed. “I didn’t even want to get married in the first place. The only reason I did it was because you threatened to hand over the Dark Sovereign to Uncle Roberto.” I spit out his name like bitter gall. “Is this why you wanted to see me? To give me yet another ultimatum, dangling my birthright in front of my face like a goddamn carrot?”

      “Alexius, sit down,” he orders, out of breath. “That is not why I wanted to see you. All I’m saying is, when you’re a dying man like I am, you start to think of all the things you would have done differently. The things you wish you could go back and change.” He takes another gulp of whiskey, grimacing as he swallows. “You fucking realize that you spent half your life chasing shit that means nothing to you when you’re on your death bed.” He scoffs. “All this money, these Earthly possessions,” he gestures around the lavish bedroom, “how the fuck is it helping me now? All the money in the world can’t cure me or prolong my life. And power? What is power when death can erase you with a mere snap of its fingers? There’s only one thing that matters, Alexius, and I regret that it’s taken me my whole life to realize…and that’s family. Loved ones.” He swallows the last bit of his whiskey before slamming the empty glass down on his bedside table. “For ninety percent of my life, I focused on the wrong fucking things, spent my time worrying and chasing things that don’t. Fucking. Matter.” His eyes find mine, and he levels me with his gaze. “There is one decision I regret the most now…now that my life is coming to an end. One wrong decision that pains me more than any amount of morphine or medicine can numb.”

      “And what’s that?” I ask, sitting down across from him.

      His lips press in a thin line. “It no longer matters.”

      “Clearly, it still matters to you.”

      “The window of time for me to set it right has long passed. There is no use for me to open up old wounds now. But for you,” he continues, “for you, there is still time. I want you to have something worth fighting for, and believe me when I say money and power is not it. I know that now.” He swallows. “But it’s a little too late for me.”

      For the longest time, we both sit there draped in this heavy silence, a grave sense of foreboding stealing the air of oxygen. And every second that passes feels like one moment closer to the end—an end we all knew would come eventually.

      My dad clears his throat and glances around the bedroom. “I need a favor from you, Alexius.”

      “Anything,” I reply, crossing my legs and clasping my hands in my lap.

      “It’s short notice, but I do not doubt your ability to pull it off in time.”

      “Out with it, Father.”

      “Your mother and I, it’s our wedding anniversary next month.”

      “I’m aware. Mom is planning a get-together, is she not?” I frown.

      “She is.” My dad straightens his shoulders, inhaling deep and letting out a long sigh. “I need you to put together an early anniversary celebration. Here. At the house. But she can’t know.”

      This makes me sit upright, shifting to the edge of the chair. “I can do that, of course. But if Mom has already made plans for a party next month, why surprise her with an earlier one?”

      My dad nods, staring out in front of him as if his thoughts are wandering someplace far from here. It’s the first time I fully realize that my father has become a frail remnant of the man he once was.

      He finally looks up, tired eyes pinned on mine with a heaviness that presses hard against my chest. “I need you to do this because I’m afraid I won’t be here next month.”

    

  







            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

          

      

    

    






LEANDRA

        

      

    

    
      It’s been more than a week since I told my truth to Alexius out on the patio. Days since I laid my demons at his feet after the erotic encounter that involved his brother. He’s been avoiding me since, or so it seems. I’ve only seen him at the breakfast table if I’m early enough to catch him, and at dinner when everyone gets together. Aside from occasional stolen glances and brief exchanges each day, there has hardly been any communication.

      My nights have been frostier, lonelier than usual, and I’ve barely slept. Fuck knows why I feel lonelier at night. It’s not like Alexius and I have been sharing a bed, and now he’s suddenly not there. Maybe I feel alone because I want him to be there, next to me. I want to feel him whenever I move, hear his breathing when I wake up in the middle of the night. All I think about is him, his lips, his touch, his body, the way he so easily pushes me over the edge. When I’m alone, my thoughts are filled with memories of what it’s like to be with him, to have my body come undone beneath his.

      His dirty mouth. His wicked touch. The cruel games he plays. I want more of it. The poor, little masochist stray and her billionaire, sadistic husband. It’s a match made in hell, but one I’d gladly burn for. 

      I have no idea where his head is. Why he’s choosing to keep his distance. Maybe that’s for the best. The less contact we have, the better. This is, after all, just temporary, and I’ve already fallen in too deep with him. Alexius is a dangerous man—not because of his surname or who he is—but because of my attraction toward him. How, every time our eyes meet, my chest tightens and my body ignites. How I constantly have to press my thighs together from something as simple as watching him circle his fingertip around the brim of his whiskey glass. He’s dangerous to me. To my heart. When I’m with him, I lose direction. I have no compass when I’m around him, and his eyes become my true north—a place where I could lose my heart within a single heartbeat.

      I have no idea what it is about him. He’s not a good man and has given me more reasons to hate him rather than fall for him. Yet there’s just something…something that makes me gravitate toward him. When I walk into a room, my gaze finds him first. When I wake up in the morning, he’s right there in my thoughts, and I keep thinking, hoping that this will be the day he’ll finally come for me again.

      I want him to. But I don’t.

      I want him to touch me. But I don’t want to become addicted.

      I want him to kiss me. But I don’t want to live for his taste.

      I want him to fuck me…but I don’t want to fall.

      Maybe it’s already too late. The tug in my chest is stronger than ever when I think of him. But I choose to ignore it. At least, I try to. The last thing I need is to let my fantasies of him and a future morph into something this marriage is not. Real.

      Mirabella has been a lifeline to me in this house. Alexius asked her to arrange a secret anniversary party for his parents, and she has gone out of her way to include me. It’s a fun distraction, planning a romantic celebration with the resources only the Del Rossa name can supply and with the freedom of an unlimited budget. It’s a welcome escape from my own thoughts that seem permanently dominated by piercing blue eyes.

      Mr. Del Rossa’s illness weakens him by the day, and he hardly comes out of his bedroom anymore. Maybe that’s part of the reason Alexius hasn’t been around much. Perhaps he’s already grieving the loss that will soon shake the foundation of this entire family. Alexius is a strong man, but grief has the power to bring monsters to their knees. Grief exposes weakness, and I can only imagine how hard it can be on a man like Alexius—a man who prides himself on strength, confidence, power.

      I don’t know what to think, or what to believe is true. The variables in our relationship are endless, and my mind is constantly running in circles.

      It’s cold today—the first real bite of winter with the faint pitter-patter of rain against the windows. It’s one of those days when I could easily stay in bed the whole day with nothing but chips and Snickers Bar papers littering the sheets, watching some sappy love story on the Hallmark Channel, preferably one where the girl gets the guy in the end.

      But that’s not the plan for today. Today, I need to star in the role I have come here to play. Alexius’ wife.

      The dress Mirabella picked for me is probably my favorite so far. It’s a champagne-colored satin cocktail dress with a high neckline, a pleated skirt, and hem that touches just above my knees, with a see-through lace down the back. My hair is styled in an elegant updo, with not a single curl falling out of place. The nude stiletto heels give me the lift I need not to have to hurt my neck every time I look up at Alexius.

      It’s our first public engagement we’ll be attending as a married couple. It’s his uncle’s birthday, and since his parents can’t be there, all four brothers have been instructed to make an appearance—Alexius the only one permitted to bring a plus-one. His wife. This family, especially the brothers, is a diverse force. It’s like they can shed their skin. As the Dark Sovereign, they are a united front, disciplined, stately, and follow the rules as if it defines them. But as brothers, as men, they all seem to thrive on breaking rules and revel in chaos.

      It’s a beautiful contradiction, really. Their ability to both keep and lose control.

      There’s a knock on the door, and in typical Alexius fashion, he doesn’t wait for an invitation before he walks in. “Are you ready?”

      I turn to face him, no longer fazed by the entitlement that seeps through his actions every now and then. “I am.”

      He scans down my body with liquid, brilliant eyes, and I’m not sure if it’s approval or apprehension I see flash in his eyes. “You look…beautiful.” Approval.

      “Thank you. You look quite dapper yourself.” I smile, appreciating how handsome he looks in his slate gray suit and matching tie. Alexius is always impeccably dressed, his appearance never short of perfect. Dark strands are styled back, the blue collar of his shirt complementing the hues of his eyes. He flicks his tongue across his sensuous lips, and my heart skips a beat, knowing how they feel against mine. It’s a sin for a man without a heart to have the face of an angel and the power of a god.

      I grab my purse and white shawl, draping it over my shoulders, and when I look back up at him, his eyes flash with something…warm. Something profound and unguarded. There’s a shift between us, a subtle shake within the space that keeps us apart. I can’t explain it. I’m not even sure I want to. All I know is…I can feel it.

      It’s different. Disarming. Genuine.

      The intensity is too much, and I’m too vulnerable, so I rip through the magic by looking away, my pulse racing as I reach for the spot behind my ear. Staring into his eyes makes me forget how to breathe, and I feel like I’m drowning, gasping for air.

      My stomach coils when Alexius steps up, leaving no space for oxygen around me as he comes so damn close, taking my wrist gently between his fingers. “Don’t.” He eases my arm back down but doesn’t let go of my hand. “You don’t have to be nervous. You’ll do great. I don’t doubt it for a second.”

      There are so many things I could say. A million words can jump from my tongue. But I remain silent, choosing to suffocate rather than sever the spell with words that can never articulate what it is I’m feeling for this man. The sexual tension is a tightrope beneath my feet, and I don’t fear the fall. I anticipate it. I want it. I want him.

      My lips tingle in need of a kiss, and all I want is for him to close the last breath of distance between us. To kiss me. Touch me. To soothe the ache I’ve felt since he claimed me for the first time.

      The brush of his fingertip along the top of my hand sends ripples of sensation up my arm. It’s in his eyes, the conflict buried between hard lines of resilience and blue billows of lust. He’s fighting it, and I have no idea why. But seeing that internal struggle, seeing him battle against the desire, only makes me want him more. I want to witness him lose the fight and unravel with me as we did before.

      He leans closer, and I want him to kiss me. I can already feel his lips and taste his tongue. I close my eyes, waiting for the one thing I want most, but disappointment floats from my lips with a single exhale as he kisses my cheek instead.

      “Come on.” He takes a step back. “The sooner we get there, the sooner we can leave.”

      Entranced, I shake the fog from my mind. “You’re not looking forward to your uncle’s birthday party?”

      “Uncle Roberto is the one thing that’s wrong with this entire family. The man is a fucking rat, and the only reason I haven’t kicked his ass into the gutter is because of my father’s promise to my grandfather.”

      “What did he promise?”

      “To always keep the two families united. No matter what.”

      I hook my arm into his elbow, and we walk out of the room into the hall. “What did he do that makes you dislike him so much?”

      “He’s a jealous motherfucker who wants to change things that aren’t his to change. His greed controls him, and he ruins everything he touches. His own damn son saw it and left before his dad could ruin him, too.” Alexius glances at me. “Stay close today. Do not leave my side, and you avoid my uncle at any cost. Understood?”

      Barbed wire tightens around my insides. “Understood.”
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      I can’t keep my eyes off her. I leave her alone for one damn second to get a drink, and every person with a penis gravitates to her. Not that I blame them. The woman oozes more confidence than I’ve ever seen on her, and her elegance is staggering. I’m amazed by her transformation. It’s like she was born for the role. Born to be my wife. 

      Born for me to keep.

      The way she glides through the crowd so effortlessly with her confident smile and carefully-picked words. Every woman in the room enjoys her attention while every man wants to stand near her, seemingly captivated by the conversation. They’re practically hanging from her lips, and I’m torn between wanting to cut their eyes out or split their spine in two.

      Often, she looks in my direction and touches behind her ear every time our eyes meet. I make her nervous, not the crowd or the wealth she’s surrounded with, because not once has she reached for her scar whenever her attention is gripped with conversation. It’s only when she looks at me that something passes between us through single glances.

      God, it’s torture keeping my distance from her. Knowing she lives under the same roof, sleeping in a room down the hall, makes the temptation so much stronger. Whenever she calls it a night and retires to her room, I wonder if she’ll be taking a bath, if she’ll be making herself come while she thinks of me, of how good it feels to fuck. My mind is constantly infected by her, and this sexual attraction that burns through my loins every minute of every goddamn day is growing into an obsession I can’t afford. But I try…I try to stay away because now that I know why she’s so conflicted over her desires and the sex, it fucks with my head. Leandra went from a stray to a temptress—a sexual fucking enigma that still has my dick in a twist. But now she’s also that little girl, locked in a bathroom, hungry, cold, alone, while her parents have sex parties with strangers. Her fucking apartment was club Myth—her parents running their own goddamn sex club with drugs and alcohol.

      Now, I don’t just want to fuck her. I want to protect her. I want to right the wrongs that have been done to her, which puts me in dangerous territory. It’s paving my way to a place where I’m not going to want to give her up when our deal is done.

      And that. Can’t. Happen. Yet it seems like I can’t stop it. Knowing she’s only ever had my cock, that she’s never been claimed by anyone but me, it has possession knocking at my bones, demanding I keep her. But how the fuck am I supposed to do that? This is just a bargain, a temporary arrangement that will end the moment my dad takes his last breath. And by the looks of it, that will be too fucking soon. I didn’t even want this in the first place, treating her like a dog on a leash because of something I was forced to do. Now, here I am, thinking of her moans, her cries, the beautiful arch of her back as she comes. 

      God, I have to have her again. That tight pussy of hers clamping down on my cock, her body wanting me deeper. I want to witness her innocence wither beneath my touch, her purity corrupted by my dick plunging into her. Jesus.

      “Why do you look like you’re about to sexually assault the oyster table?” Nicoli shifts next to me, and I reluctantly tear my gaze from my wife.

      “Please tell me it’s been at least two hours since we got here and that we can fucking leave now.”

      Nicoli looks at his Rolex. “I’d say we should give it another half-hour, then we can fuck off. She’s doing good,” he says, nodding in Leandra’s direction. “The guests love her. It’s like she fits right in.”

      “Yeah.” I grit my teeth. 

      “I don’t know how you do it, man.”

      “How he does what?” Caelian joins us, his eyebrows curved in a curious frown.

      “How Alexius here manages to keep his hands off his wife. She’s fucking gorgeous.” Nicoli emphasizes gorgeous knowing it’ll probably piss me off.

      “Yeah,” Caelian agrees, staring at Leandra in a way that I sure as fuck do not appreciate. “She’s definitely not the poor girl you brought home a few weeks ago. She’s blossomed…in a sexy as fuck kind of way.”

      “Yes, and you’re both assholes.” I take a large gulp of whiskey, needing the sting of alcohol to slake the jealousy that’s like concrete in my stomach.

      I don’t like the way my brothers are looking at her like she’s on fucking auction, and they’re deciding how deep they’ll reach into their pockets to bid on her. They aren’t even trying to be subtle in how they admire her in front of me. Their cocks are probably already dripping pre-cum in their pants.

      Fuckers.

      “Stop,” I demand, clutching my glass of whiskey tighter between my fingers. “Get your fucking dicks back in your pants, and stop staring at my wife as if you want her goddamn legs to fall open.”

      “Now, there’s a thought.” Nicoli smirks then covers it with his drink, taking a sip. “Oh, look. Even Uncle Roberto is taken by her.”

      My nostrils flare as I watch him stand close to her, practically hanging on to her lips as she speaks. 

      He looks in my direction, and our eyes meet. There’s a smugness to him, the way his lips curl at the edges, his eyes glinting with malicious intent. Still keeping eye contact, he touches her elbow. For everyone else, it looks innocent, a friendly gesture. To me, it looks like a dangerous game he’s playing, one he knows will fuck with my head.

      My top lip lifts in a snarl, and all I see is red. I don’t want him anywhere near her. I don’t want any man near her. The room practically smells like fucking testosterone, and my vision zones in on every set of eyes that look in her direction. I don’t even notice the women anymore. All I see are suits and ties, whiskey glasses and cufflinks, men capable of the filthiest, most vile thoughts. Every fucker here should be glad I can’t read minds. I will peel their spines from their bodies if there’s just a glimpse of my wife’s face in their thoughts.

      “Do none of these assholes know she’s my wife? They’re all practically drooling down her neck.”

      “You’re exaggerating.” Nicoli snorts. “They are not drooling down her neck, Alexius. My God, relax. Your boner for this woman is making you paranoid.”

      Isaia comes up behind me. “Who has a boner?”

      “Jesus Christ,” I growl. “You three better sleep with one eye open because I’m this close—” I hold my thumb and forefinger close together “—to cutting your motherfucking balls off.”

      They erupt with laughter, and I down the rest of my drink before slamming my glass onto the side table next to me. “I’m leaving.”

      “Hey,” Nicoli calls after me. “We said another half-hour.”

      “I don’t give a fuck. I’m taking my wife home. Now.”
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      The drive from the party was excruciating. We didn’t speak a word. While at his uncle’s house, I was sure I played my role exactly the way he wanted me to. I smiled, pretended to be immersed in the conversations, and acted as if I ruled this kingdom alongside him. And for a while, it felt like I did—the way everyone treated me with respect, admiration, as an equal. For the first time in my life, I didn’t feel like I was being looked down at like I wasn’t worth the clothes on my back. Instead, I felt like a real person, someone whose worth was immediately recognized with a mere glance.

      The experience was better than I imagined, and I loved walking through the doors at Alexius’ side, having all eyes on us. I saw how the women looked at him, their eyes melted chocolate of decadent desire, while men envied him with their bitter glares.

      It was indescribable. I felt invincible, untouchable by his side, as if we could rule the world together. It was my first taste of…power, influence, and I fucking loved it. During that time, the little girl sleeping on the bathroom floor was gone, the girl forced to live with the horrid reality that she had to work so her mother could continue poisoning herself. I was no longer that girl.

      But it was short-lived, the tormenting silence in the car sucking the life out of every good feeling.

      As soon as we arrived at the house, Alexius got out of the car and stomped inside without even waiting for me. His silence hurt. It still does, even now, hours after the party. A warm shower and comfortable clothes couldn’t even lessen the sting. It’s a slow ache that grips and squeezes, making it hard to keep the tears from slipping down the sides of my face as I lie on the bed, staring up at the high ceiling.

      God. I can’t stay here. I’d fucking suffocate in my misery alone in this room. I need fresh air.

      I grab a hairband and tie my curls into a high ponytail, and slip on a pair of tasseled, mid-calf boots. I don’t take the time to look at my reflection in the mirror. It’s one of those moments I just don’t give a fuck what I look like in a pair of black tights and an oversized top. After grabbing the first coat I find, I yank the door open and storm out.

      I need to be outside, in the rain, in the cold, shock my system into not feeling anything else.

      My boots hardly make a sound as I walk down the hall, the gray skies casting shadows through the windows.

      “Leandra.”

      My heart stops, and so do my feet. “Alexius,” I murmur then turn to face him.

      “Where are you going?”

      “I need to get some fresh air.”

      “It’s practically a storm outside.” He points out the obvious.

      “I know. But I’m suffocating in here, so I’ll take my chances out there.” I turn to walk away, but I stop and glance at him, frowning. “What did I do wrong?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I thought I did everything right. At the party. I acted exactly the way you wanted me to.” I shrug, my hands in my coat pockets. “But you’ve been angry with me ever since you rushed me out of there.”

      He rubs the back of his neck. “I’m not angry at you.”

      “Well, you sure as fuck aren’t acting like you’re happy about it either.”

      “Watch your mouth,” he warns, his voice a dark thrum of authority. But I walk up to him, determination fueling every step, making it possible for me to look him in the eye without cowering under his dominant gaze.

      “I will say whatever the fuck I want because clearly nothing I do is good enough for you. So, I might as well stop fucking trying.”

      With one swift move, he snakes an arm around my waist and tugs hard, forcing me to the side and out of the hall.

      The feel of his arm around me sends a rush through my bloodstream, and I inhale a double breath when he lets go and closes the door behind us.

      “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” I snap, spinning around only to be met with flaming blue eyes hungrily glaring at me.

      “That dirty mouth of yours is practically begging for me to fuck it.”

      “Fuck you!”

      “Give me twenty seconds, and I’ll make you come, get that pussy of yours slick enough to do just that.”

      “Jesus, Alexius.” Placing a palm against my forehead, I feel defeated and frustrated. Everything is chaos with him. Fucking mayhem. “You can’t just ignore me for fuck knows how long, pretend like I’m invisible to you and then suddenly you’re…you’re…God, I don’t know what you are right now.”

      “Do you not think all this isn’t fucking with my head as well? You weren’t supposed to happen, Leandra. You weren’t supposed to be this…this…fuck!” 

      “What?” I press. “I wasn’t supposed to be what?”

      “This…this fucking beautiful creature who manages to get under my skin every goddamn time I’m close to you. Do you know how many throats I slit inside my head at that party today? All of them,” he spits out. “I mentally killed each and every fucking man who merely looked in your direction because all I could think about was how you’re mine. How no one else can ever have you. How no other man has the right to even fucking look at you because you. Belong. To me.” Every word is a growl, a possessive snarl that echoes with a fierce fortitude that is the witchcraft that makes me want to surrender to him, do and be everything he wants me to. But I can’t keep playing these games. I’m too fragile, too weak to spar with him and win.

      Alexius takes a step forward, and I inch back, needing distance. “I’m not yours,” I murmur, slowly dragging my gaze up to his. “I don’t belong to you. I’m not something you can own, a fucking painting you can hang on your wall to look at whenever you feel like it. I’m a person. A human being.” Tears start to pool in the corners of my eyes. “I’m not your plaything, Alexius.” 

      “I know that.” He pulls his hand through his hair, frustration rippling from his broad shoulders. “You were—” He sucks air through his teeth, rubbing his fingers across his chin. “You were supposed to stay the wife I didn’t want until the day you walked out of this fucking house for the last time. But now—” He bites his lip. “Now you’re the woman I want in my bed, in my arms, everywhere. I want you to be where I am all the fucking time.”

      I turn away from him, needing a second without his eyes burning a hole in my soul, desperate to sever the chains that keep reeling me closer to him. Every word he speaks hammers one more nail deep inside my heart, and I don’t know how many more it can take before it bleeds dry.

      My thoughts go silent while I observe the room, taking it all in. The rich colors and bold textures create a feel of power and elegance. The floor is covered with a velvety carpet, heavy and plush, as if it could easily swallow your feet. The king-sized bed is covered with dark burgundy satin sheets, the posts of the bed a glinting chrome.

      “Whose room is this?”

      “Mine.”

      An electric current surges up my spine as I hear the click of the lock, anticipation blooming in my core. I can’t stop it. It’s not something I can control with him. There’s this invisible force that ignites whenever he’s near.

      I close my eyes and suck in air when I feel him step up behind me, so close his breath caresses the side of my neck.

      “Why can’t I stop wanting you?” he murmurs, his voice a melody that sings to my blood. His hands are on my hips, and he jerks me against him, letting me feel his hard length against my ass. I close my eyes as a rush of wetness spreads between my legs. “You think I’ve been keeping my distance because I want to?”

      “Why else?” I breathe out, hating that it’s so easy for him to manipulate my body—to smother my anger with desire.

      He brushes the hair from my neck, leaning down, pressing his lips below my ear, and I shiver. “Because all I want to do when I’m around you is spread your legs and wreck your cunt.”

      “Jesus,” I mutter, my mind fogged and body on the verge of bursting into flames.

      “See,” he murmurs. “That, right there, you like it dirty and filthy.” Abruptly, he squeezes his fingers into my hip, and I gasp. “You like it to hurt. You want it to hurt.” One hand lets go of my hip and eases up my back, weaving through my hair before tightening, pulling my head to the side, shooting pain across my skull. “And that makes us poison together, Leandra. Because I like hurting you. Your pain makes me hard. So fucking hard.” He sucks air through clenched teeth. “My cock could tear you apart from the inside.”

      “Then why aren’t you in my bed every night?” I challenge, and he rolls his hips, pressing his hard length against my ass.

      “Because I hate that you think our desires and fantasies are vile, twisted because of how others fucked up.” His teeth graze along the skin of my neck, and I moan as he nips my flesh, the sting ricocheting between my legs. “I want to fuck you knowing that there’s nothing but ecstasy running through your veins. I want you to come around my cock knowing your pleasure is unstained.” With one hand gripping my hair, his other moves down my front, cupping my sex, earning a desperate whisper from my lips. “I can’t give you the pain you crave when I know you resent yourself for wanting it.”

      My pussy aches as he strokes along my creases through the fabric of my leggings. “I don’t know what you want from me, Alexius.”

      “I don’t want you to stop.”

      “Stop what?”

      He jerks my hair hard, and I wince. “I don’t want you to stop being so fucking twisted. Don’t stop wanting the things I’m so eager to fucking give you.”

      “I don’t…Jesus,” I moan, his fingers tracing along the shape of my pussy, my core tightening. “Why would I stop wanting it?”

      “Your demons, Leandra. They’re keeping you from surrendering completely. Your past fucks with your head, and I want it to stop.”

      Flickers of memories drizzle through the haze of desire. The bathroom. The sounds. The screams. The sex.

      “Stop,” he whispers, palming my sex tighter. “Do not go there. Stay here with me.”

      “Alexius—”

      “I need you to trust me.” He eases tender kisses along my neck, gripping my hair tighter and pulling my head to the side even further, the muscles in my shoulders stretching and aching. But I relish the pain as it forces desire to go from a flicker to flame. “I want to make this right for you, Leandra. I want to open your eyes so you can see how freeing it is to embrace your desires, your fantasies, no matter how wicked. How twisted. But I need you to trust me first.”

      “You’ve given me no reason to trust you.”

      “You know as well as I do there’s no rhyme or reason for this insane fucking attraction between us. It’s driving us crazy, and we have no idea why.”

      “That’s probably the most truthful thing you’ve said to me.”

      “Want to hear something else that’s true?”

      I nod, humming a moan between my lips. He lets go of my hair, swiftly getting rid of my coat and top. I didn’t bother with a bra, and a growl ripples from his chest as his hands reach up from behind me, palming my naked breasts, my pussy tightening. Letting go of my tits, his hand wraps around my throat, his thumb pressing against my jaw. “I’m going to fuck you until every piece of resistance shatters, until the only thing you ever want to be is my dirty. Little. Slut.”

      It happens so fast that there’s no time for me to think or speak as he forces me onto the bed with a hard shove, my face flat against the mattress.

      “Ah,” I moan, my body screaming for more.

      Greedy hands tug at my leggings and pull them over my ass and down my thighs, the cold air harsh against my naked, heated skin.

      Alexius groans, dipping his finger inside me with ease, my arousal slick around his finger. “That’s what I’m talking about,” he murmurs, and I’m already squirming, gripping the sheets in my fists. “I’ve barely started, and your cunt’s already making a fucking mess.”

      He twists his finger, curving it upward, and I moan, arching my back. The lust, the need, it’s everywhere. In my bones, my skin, my chest, my throat—and I want more. I want it to steal the oxygen from my lungs so I can drown in it.

      His palm comes down hard on my ass, and I cry out, the sting of burning flesh taking me by surprise, yet I revel in pain, pushing my hips back, a silent way of begging for more.

      “Always so fucking greedy.” His hand brushes along the swell of my ass, his other hand working my pussy, two fingers sliding in and out, slowly driving me insane. “Rock these hips, baby,” he rasps, the hand on my hip curling into a fist. “Fuck my fingers as if my cock isn’t an option.”

      “I want your cock.” I lower my head onto the mattress. “I want to come on your cock.”

      “You will. But first, I want to watch your cunt swallow my fingers.” Another hard smack, and my flesh erupts, the burn rippling down my core. “Do not let me ask you again, woman.”

      I try to move my legs farther apart, but the leggings are only pulled halfway down my thighs. With his palm flat, he rolls my ass, opening my crease more, sinking his fingers deeper. I don’t have to consciously move my hips because my body is already rocking back and forth, needing to feel every inch of his fingers against my swollen center, the pressure mounting in my core.

      “That’s my girl.” He sucks air between his teeth, humming his appreciation. “Hmm, I can feel your pussy throbbing. You’re about to come, aren’t you?”

      “Hmm-mmm.” It’s there. It’s right there at the point of exploding. But I need more. I need something…

      A scream tears from my throat as Alexius bites down on my ass. Hard. The pain is a decadent flame that flares across my skin, giving me the last push I need to cross the edge. “Alexius,” I cry, my climax ripping up my spine, my stomach quivering, every muscle shaking.

      His fingers slip out of me, and I’m unable to keep myself up anymore, collapsing onto my front, my face nestled against the cold, soft sheets. Wetness clings to my thighs, and Alexius eases his palm along my ass, smearing my cum from his fingers onto my skin, followed by a slow drag of his tongue, lapping up the trail his fingertips leave behind. “I fucking love it when your pussy makes such a pretty mess for me.”

      I can’t speak. I can’t even move. My pulse is racing too fast, my body spent as my eyes flick closed.

      A gentle shudder wracks through my bones as his fingers travel back down, snaking in the sides of my leggings, easing them down my ankles, pulling them off.

      The mattress lifts as he gets up, and he disappears for a moment, but I can’t find the strength to turn and see where he is, what he’s doing.

      Air fills my lungs when I feel him brush my hair over my shoulder. I love how my skin tingles when he touches me. “Do you trust me, Leandra?”

      “Yes.” There’s no hesitation. None at all. When it comes to my body, I trust him. Right this very minute, I trust him. Only God knows if I’ll regret it tomorrow. But now is all that matters.

      “Lift your head for me.”

      I obey—his obedient little slut—and he places a soft piece of fabric over my eyes, blindfolding me. “What are you doing?” I whisper, still out of breath.

      “Get on your knees.” Placing his fingers around my elbow, he supports me as I lift myself onto my knees, straightening my back. “Now, give me your hands.”

      “What? Why?” I ask as the soft fiber of silk rope is tied around my wrists before his touch is gone.

      He’s gone.

      “Alexius?” I jerk my head from side to side, unable to see anything but darkness.

      “I’m right here.” A gentle touch of his finger underneath my chin has me lifting my face. He’s in front of me now, and I moan against his lips as he kisses me—slow, tender, affectionate. With every lap of his tongue, I drift further and further into him, new desire blooming with the colors of the most passionate kiss that wakes a million fireflies in my stomach. I’m lost. Completely and utterly lost within the moment. Within him. And I don’t ever want to be found.

      When he breaks the kiss, he palms my breast, and my lips part. Heat spreads from him to me as he leans closer, his chest touching mine. “Are you ready, stray?”

      “For what?”

      The mattress dips behind me, and a hard body presses against my back.

      I gasp, and Alexius’ warm breath coats my wet lips. “We’re about to show you how beautiful your desires can be.”
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      Her body goes rigid, her lips parted, and she stops breathing. I look at my brother, pressing his naked chest against her back. He knows the rules. I made him agree to it after the party. This is the reason why I kept silent during our trip back home. My mind was too occupied, conflicting thoughts racing from one end to the other.

      She needs this. You won’t control it.

      It’s the only way to make her see. You won’t control it.

      I need to do this for her. You won’t control it.

      I want her to slay her demons and wear her crown. You won’t. Control it.

      Ultimately, I knew this had to happen once the rules were set. For her. For us.

      I trace a finger down her chest, over the swell of her breast. “I’ve never been a jealous man, but you changed that. Now I’m possessed by it. By you and the six words that seem to play on repeat inside my head.” I touch my mouth to hers, a ghost of a kiss. “Touch my wife, and you die.”

      Shivers ripple from her body.

      “But my brother here knows what needs to be done. He knows the rules.”

      “Who is it?” she asks, her voice shaking.

      I place my finger in front of my mouth and glare at my brother, reminding him to keep the fuck quiet. “Rule number one. I’m in control here. Not you. Not him. Me. I’m the dictator, and I say what happens and when. Is that clear?”

      She sucks on her bottom lip, and I pull it out with my thumb. “I asked. Is that clear?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good. Rule number two—and this is for your protection as much as it is for my sanity.” I brush my hands over her naked shoulders. “You can’t ever know the man’s name sitting behind you.”

      “What?”

      “My brothers are the only people I trust in this entire goddamn world. There is no chance in hell I’d let it be a man I don’t trust, Leandra. And not knowing his name keeps it from becoming too real…for both of us. Do you understand?”

      “Um…Alexius, I don’t know—”

      “You don’t have to know anything,” I interrupt. “All you have to know is that I’m in control. And he will not speak. He will not moan or make a single fucking sound. You will never know, Leandra. Can you deal with that?”

      She nods, but I see the slight quiver in her bottom lip. The uncertainty clings to her skin as perspiration beads along her flesh, and I pepper kisses along her collarbone, licking my tongue along the curve.

      “Number three. This is it. After this, I will never share you again. Ever. This will be the first and last time because I swear to God I’ll slaughter every motherfucker who touches you.”

      I nod at my brother, giving him silent permission to touch her, to trace his palms down her naked arms. She sucks in a breath, pushing her breasts out further, her mouth forming the perfect fucking O.

      “Now that you know the rules of the game, I’m only going to ask this one time. Once you’ve given your answer, there’s no going back.” My fingertip draws lazy circles around her pebbled nipple, and her back arches slightly. I ensure the blindfold is secure, inching it down a little before cupping her cheek. “Do you want this?”

      I can’t say a part of me isn’t hoping she’ll say no because I’m already hanging by a thread just by watching my brother gently stroke up her arms. But I know what she wants and needs, so I’m not surprised when she nods.

      “Yes. I do.”

      I bite the inside of my mouth, making more eye contact with my brother. Eye contact is critical. It’s how we’ll communicate tonight.

      “But I have one rule of my own,” she says, shifting on her knees, looking straight ahead, blindfolded. “He can’t fuck me.”

      “I’m more than okay with that, but why?” I narrow my eyes at her even though she can’t see me.

      “You’re the only man who’s been inside me, Alexius. And I don’t want any other man to claim me. Only you. Please.”

      Jesus Christ, if it doesn’t feel like a thousand tons of weight has been lifted from my chest. The relief I feel is indescribable, and the only thing I can think of is to kiss her hard, forcing my tongue through the barrier of her lips, her taste exploding in my mouth.

      I push myself against her, her perfectly shaped tits pressing against my chest, her nipples brushing against my flesh. Hearing her say those words swept me up in a kind of rapture I’ve never experienced before.

      Reaching between us, I dip my hand down low, slipping it between her legs, her thighs soaked and pussy drenched.

      Her hips buck, and she exhales into my mouth, letting me inhale her very fucking essence. I rip my lips from hers, swiping a thumb along her bottom lip. “Now…is my little slut ready to play?”
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      There are no words to describe what I’m feeling, the overwhelming heat radiating from two hard bodies cocooning me. My sense of touch is heightened, Alexius’ skin smooth against my front while his brother’s is silky with a gentle shaving of chest hair brushing my back. It’s like they’re touching me everywhere, yet they’re hardly touching me at all.

      I wish I could see, watch their bodies flex and move, witness their desire across every line on their faces. But I get it. I understand why Alexius wants it this way, the anonymity of which brother he chose. It still doesn’t stop me from wondering who it is, whose hands are currently gliding down my sides as Alexius takes my nipple in his mouth, sucking hard and flicking his tongue against the bud.

      Is it Nicoli who has the same mesmerizing blue gaze as his twin?

      Or is it Caelian with his sexy smirk and full lips?

      Can it be Isaia with his honey eyes and fuck-everyone attitude? He kissed me once, and I know his lips feel nothing like his oldest brother’s. But I have no idea if it might feel the same as Caelian’s or Nicoli’s. God, this is such a mindfuck, yet it makes my heart beat faster.

      “We’re going to take good care of you,” Alexius says after popping his lips from my nipple. “Turn around and lean back against me.” His hands grip my hips as he guides me to turn on my knees. He doesn’t let go of me once, ensuring I know exactly where he is and where his hands are. Alexius. Always him. Always in control.

      I smell him when I sit back, his familiar scent of wild spice easing my nerves. My entire body is rigid, my tied arms pressing against his chest as he urges me back some more.

      Two warm hands start at my ankles, spreading liquid fire along my calves. My thighs tremble, and I can’t speak or think, only feel. Strong fingers wrap around my legs, and with a jerk, he bends my knees up before easing them apart. Wider…and wider, he spreads my thighs, cold air brushing my naked folds.

      I arch my neck, leaning harder back against Alexius. I’m high. Intoxicated, and I never want to come down.

      Alexius reaches over my shoulder and cups my breast, the swell fitting perfectly in his palm. “Well, it seems like my brother likes the sight of your bare pussy.”

      I’m panting already, ragged breaths escaping my parted lips, soft moans laced within every exhale. “I want to see him.”

      “Sorry, baby girl. That’s against the rules.”

      “Since when are you one to follow the rules?” I challenge, and he pinches my nipple, causing me to whimper.

      “Since you decided to fuck with my head and killing one of my brothers became an option.”

      I see nothing but black, the blindfold soft against my eyes as I look straight ahead, taking a wild guess that I’m looking at his brother. “Is he like this with all the girls he shares with you?”

      “Do not fucking speak to him,” Alexius snaps, gripping my chin between his cruel fingers, biting into my flesh as he jerks my head up. “Only me. Just. Me.”

      There’s a thrum of something dark in his voice, a frothing beast searching for a reason—any reason to strike. Outside of this room, I can challenge him, but in here, it’s safer not to.  

       A warm breath skids across my sex, and my body convulses. My core contracts and squeezes tight. I have to come, it’s so fucking close, and he hasn’t even touched me there yet.

      Soft lips kiss my inner thigh, the tip of his tongue licking and lapping at my hypersensitive flesh. My hips buck, searching, needing to feel his tongue against my core, licking my pussy like he’s starved for it.

      His touch is gone, and so are his lips. I want to cry out, moan, curse, and I yank my hands, pulling against the ropes. “Alexius, please.”

      He drags his hands from my shoulders, down my front, fingertips circling my nipples before descending farther, his palms flat against my hips, his thumb drawing a lazy circle. There are more hands on me now, on my knees, lifting them, and Alexius wraps his fingers around my outer thighs, keeping my legs up and spread. I feel him nod behind me, and I know he’s giving his brother permission to do what I so desperately need him to do. A warm mouth covers my sex, and I cry out as waves of pleasure ripple to my swollen clit, his velvet tongue licking, devouring me with one ravenous stroke after the other. The sound of him lapping at my wetness fills the room, fills my ears, and I can’t stop myself from rolling my hips, grinding my pussy deeper into his mouth, needing more.

      “How does it feel?” Alexius’ fingers tighten on my thighs.

      “So good,” I whisper, chased with a moan when his brother’s tongue licks from my entrance up to my clit.

      “Do you want to come?”

      “Yes. Please.”

      Alexius brushes his cheek against mine, letting me feel his breath, allowing his scent to surround me. “Before I let my brother make you come, you need to do something for me.”

      “Anything.”

      His lips touch my ear. “Make a fucking noise.”

      “Oh, God.”

      “I want to hear you. I want your cries to peel the motherfucking paint off these walls while you come.”

      “Ah…” His brother starts licking harder, faster, and Alexius’ grip on my thighs tightens, spreading them farther apart. Cold air rushes across my wet folds, and I arch my back, possessed with a million sensations as his brother’s tongue continues to dive into me.

      Alexius growls, his groans lacing with mine to create the filthiest ballad of utter and complete madness. But through the madness, something bitter slithers through. I feel it. It’s infecting me. It’s something…wrong and vile. Noises. Voices. Men groaning, swearing. Women crying out, screaming. The music, it’s loud. Too loud. And I’m cold. Nauseated.

      No. No. No. I don’t want to go there. I don’t want to be there, be that helpless little girl.

      Flashes of rose gray powder, spoons and syringes clog my memories. The dark alley I’d walk down to buy my mother her next fix.

      “Leandra.”

      “You useless piece of shit. It’s your fault they took him away. If you had kept your fucking mouth shut, your father would still be here, and he’d take care of me.”

      “It should have been you. You should have been the one they took away. Not him.”

      “Leandra, stay with me.”

      “I knew you’d fuck up my life since the day you were born.”

      “I don’t blame him for wanting to whore your lazy ass. It’s the only thing you’re good for.”

      “Don’t let them ruin this.”

      “It’s your fault. Everything is your fucking fault.”

      “No!” I cry out, tears slipping down my face. But Alexius slams his lips on mine, kissing me, and I can feel his desperation pouring into the kiss. He doesn’t slip his tongue into my mouth. He doesn’t turn it into a wet, erotic kiss. Instead…it’s easy, a simple kiss that shatters through the flashes and pulls me back. It’s a tug of war between my past and present—between the memories and pleasure.

      “You’re not that girl anymore, Leandra,” Alexius says softly against my lips. “You’re my woman now. My wife.”

      No words have ever sounded sweeter, and it drowns out the voices of my past demons.

      It’s him. Alexius. He’s in control. And he’s all around me. His scent, his feel, his presence. It’s all him.

      Pleasure blasts through my core when his brother slips a finger inside me. My climax explodes, my toes curling as it peaks, euphoria crashing against every bone, my legs trembling and shoulders shuddering.

      “There’s my girl,” he coos, and I inhale deeply as he lets go of my legs, his palms now on my breast, his touch gentle and warm.

      “Alexius,” I whisper, hardly able to breathe right. “I need you.”

      “I know you do.” He reaches under my shoulders and helps me sit up. “On your knees, like you would on all fours.”

      “You’ll have to untie my hands if you want me on all fours.”

      “Shh…just do as I say.”

      I’m weak, my orgasm still lingering in my veins, but I manage to balance myself on my knees, gently twisting my wrists against the rope. A hand takes my wrists and pulls back lightly.

      “Lean forward, baby,” Alexius commands, his voice slithering along my spine. And as I start to tilt forward, his brother pulls on my wrists a little more, giving me the balance I need to straighten my back. My muscles burn, the strain intense, but when I feel two hard thighs press against the back of mine, I whimper, new desire washing over my pussy.

      I feel his brother’s cock push against the slit of my ass. It’s hard, thick, engorged, and ready to fuck. It’s an unstoppable force that has me rearing back, wanting to feel more. The need to be filled is too overwhelming, but his brother inches back, keeping to the rules. It has to be torture for him not to be able to fuck me when his dick is so hard and my swollen pussy is begging for it.

      Weaving his fingers through my hair, Alexius massages my crown with his fingertips before tightening his hold. “When I fuck you, you’ll suck my brother’s cock until he comes. But there’s no chance in hell he gets to fuck your mouth before I do.”

      The tip of his cock is dragged along the line of my pressed lips. “Open for me, sweetheart.” And I do. I open my mouth, and he plunges his dick past my lips, forcing it all the way back. He’s not gentle or patient, giving me no time to adjust, and I gag. His cock is swollen against the roof of my mouth.

      “Relax your throat,” he grits out. “You need to take me all the way in your mouth. I want those lips of yours around the base of my cock.”

      My eyes tear up as I struggle to do what he says. I’ve never done this before. I don’t even know if I can do it right. But I want to do it. I want to please him and drive him fucking crazy, so he loses control.

      A hard smack comes down on my ass, blasting flames across my skin. I wince and cry out, jerking forward, taking Alexius’ cock deeper. He hisses, and I moan around his girth.

      His brother smoothes his hot palm along my stinging flesh, and I taste Alexius’ pre-cum on my tongue. The salty taste has me licking around the head of his cock, wanting more of it, my cheeks hollowed as I suck, slowly getting the rhythm.

      “You’re such a good fucking girl.” Alexius sounds winded, his breathing rapid and uneven. His hand tugs at my hair, guiding my head back and forth, gliding my lips up and down his shaft.

      My hips push back when I feel fingers prodding at my entrance, then tracing along the shape of my pussy. More moans and whimpers echo from my throat and vibrate around his hard length.

      “Jesus, fuck. You’re going to make me come.” With a swift jerk of his hips, Alexius pulls out of my mouth, pulling my head back. My scalp stings from the brutal movement, but all it does is intensify the lust, the anticipation, the need to lose control and fucking like it.

      “Grab her hips and turn her around,” he orders his brother, and I yelp when hands dig into my waist, flipping me around like I weigh nothing.

      “Now you’re going to suck my brother’s cock like it’s the last thing you’ll ever do, and you’re not going to stop until he comes. Understand?”

      “Yes,” I breathe out, and my hair is being tugged again, pulled and gripped tight.

      My back arches with Alexius’ hand gripping my tied wrists, the head of his cock already at my entrance.

      He plunges into me at the same time his brother forces his cock into my mouth, and I’m unable to cry out. Every nerve in my body is set alight.

      Alexius stretches my pussy with every thrust, and it still hurts a little. Not as much as it did the first time, but I’m not adjusted to his size yet.

      His brother’s hands are in my hair, tilting my face slightly, and I can only imagine him looking down, wanting to see his cock in my mouth, slipping in and out. He smells different. Earthy, almost. There’s an entirely different feel to him, his presence. It’s not like Alexius, yet it is. I can’t explain it, but right now, I don’t fucking care.

      I’m engulfed with so many sensations I don’t know where I begin and they end. My mouth, my pussy, I’m Del Rossa property now, owned by both of them, and the thought catapults me to another threatening orgasm.

      “No, you don’t,” Alexius says from behind me. “You don’t get to come before he does, understand me?”

      His brother’s dick slips from my mouth, and I curse. “Alexius, I can’t stop it.” God, it’s already starting to crest in my core, spreading to every bone, every muscle.

      “Make him come, stray.”

      I moan as his brother’s dick dips past my lips, plunging back. My tongue licks and laps around every curve and crease of his cock, and I manage to open my throat to suck him deeper while Alexius slams into my greedy cunt repeatedly, with one relentless thrust after the other.

      The grip on my hair tightens, and my mind is filled with flashes of what this image of us locked within each other would look like if anyone should watch.

      I’m bent awkwardly, kept in place with Alexius holding my wrists and his brother gripping my hair. The one fucking my mouth while the other desecrates my cunt.

      It’s too much, and it’s spiraling out of control.

      His brother needs to come, because I’m about to have my cum gush down my thighs.

      “Jesus, you’re so close to coming, aren’t you?”

      I moan and whimper, but all I want is to scream when his brother tears his cock from my lips and warm jizz shoots against my cheek. That’s the last push I need, and my orgasm explodes down my thighs. My pussy clenches, and I’m spiraling, spinning out of control.

      Alexius sucks air through his teeth, slamming into me so hard his balls slap against my swollen clit, and it’s almost painful, the oversensitive nub still throbbing while I come. His cock jerks inside me, his body rigid and thighs tight against the backs of my legs as he pours his release into me.

      The cold air burns my lungs, my breathing ragged and desperate. I’m lost in sensations, taken prisoner by them, and all I can do is collapse when Alexius pulls out of me and lets go of my hands.

      I’m lost in the moment, in this place where the world outside doesn’t exist. It’s just us. The two of us.

      His brother is gone, the click of the door following his absence.

      It’s just Alexius and me now.

      Only us.

      The way I want it to stay…always.

    

  







            Chapter Twenty-Seven

          

          

      

    

    






ALEXIUS

        

      

    

    
      The water is warm and soothing around us. The scent of lavender calms our senses and relaxes our muscles. But there is nothing more comforting than feeling her warm, naked, wet body against mine.

      She’s loopy, exhausted, her eyes closed as she leans against my chest, and I dribble water down her shoulder, the pearly white bubble bath lathered down her front, the tiny bubbles popping.

      I kiss the back of her head and inhale deeply, wanting to commit her vanilla scent to memory. “You okay?”

      “Hmm-mmm,” she hums, and her eyes flicker open. “You?”

      I scoff. “I’m more than okay. Why wouldn’t I be?”

      “Were you jealous?”

      “Now that’s a stupid fucking question if I ever heard one. I hated watching him touch you, seeing your cheeks hollow around his dick.”

      “Then why did you do it? Why put yourself through that?”

      I swallow, staring at the pearly bubbles clinging to her arm. “I knew you needed it. It was the only way to cut the tether that kept you from letting go of your past. You needed to experience the good side of sex and pleasure, something they ruined for you.”

      “It’s still hard,” she says, pained, “thinking that I can enjoy the things that ruined my childhood.”

      “There’s a difference between your desires and their depravities, Leandra. No one is getting hurt. By giving in to your desires, your fantasies, you’re not hurting anyone. They did.” I lift her chin, so she looks up at me. “They hurt you, and that wasn’t okay.”

      A sheen of wetness glimmers in her eyes, and she reaches her arm around my neck, lifting herself and locking her mouth to mine. “Thank you,” she murmurs against my lips, and those two words make me feel the kind of warmth I’ve never felt before. It’s like liquid, slowly spreading through my chest, filling every open space and drowning the darkness.

      She settles back. “So, you’re never going to tell me who it was?”

      “No. Never.”

      “Not even when I leave?”

      I stiffen. “Leave?”

      “You know,” she says softly. “When I leave after our deal is done.”

      My heart turns inside out, and my gut is instantly filled with concrete. Thinking of her leaving is the equivalent of hearing nails being dragged across a blackboard. Unbearable and borderline painful. 

      The possessive fucker in me starts hammering against my skull, screaming at me that there’s a better chance hell would freeze over before I ever let her go.

      Hearing her speak as if this is all still just a bargain, a deal, it makes the blood in my veins thicken with a rage I’m not sure I can control. There is no way I’ll allow her to walk out of this fucking house when she’s no longer my wife. There’s no way. Not a fucking chance. She’s mine—the wife I didn’t want but now refuse to give up. 

      God, I need to breathe.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah. I’m going to get us a drink.” 

      Leandra sits up as I lift myself out of the water, my feet leaving wet footprints on the tiles. I grab a towel, rough it through my hair before wrapping it around my waist. 

      “Will you go grab my robe for me in my room?” She leans back in the water, the soap suds clinging to breasts, the gentle waves giving me a glimpse of her rosy, pink nipples. 

      “Sure. I’ll be right back.”

      I kiss her cheek and stomp out, straight to the whiskey tray, and pour myself a drink, slamming it back in one gulp. The alcohol stings as it settles in my stomach, but it does nothing to ease the storm brewing in my chest. My head is a minefield, and there’s no telling which thought will have me erupting in a fit of rage—especially if she continues to talk about her leaving, like the last few weeks never fucking happened. 

      After swallowing the second drink, I grab a pair of sweatpants and walk to her room, scrolling through my missed calls. 

      Thank fuck I don’t run into anyone in the hall. I’m not in the mood for idle chit-chat or some trivial fucking sarcasm from my brothers. And I’m definitely not in the right frame of mind to see him. Turns out I’m a jealous fucker, and he knew that when he agreed to do this with us. But he also knows to keep his distance for a while—especially now while I feel this warped with the epic mindfuck that is Leandra Dinali. 

      Del Rossa. 

      Her name is Leandra Del Rossa, and I plan on keeping it that way.

      I scan her room, searching for a robe. Her bed is neatly made with not a single crease on the sheet. The room is so tidy, one would never think there’s actually someone staying in here.

      I open the top drawer of her dresser, rummaging through it in search of a nightgown. My finger brushes against a pair of white silk panties, and my cock stirs as I imagine her wearing it while I fuck her from behind, the panties bunched to the side and looped around my fingers. 

      The filthy fucker that I am slips it into my pants pocket, thinking we have the whole night ahead of us. Lots of time to kill with my new favorite pastime. Fucking my wife.

      I grab the first nightgown I can find, a little black number, then spot the birth control hidden underneath. There’s only a week’s supply of tiny little tablets left, and my mind races as I pick it up. She’ll need these refilled soon. All the ways I intend to fuck her from here on out, she’ll be taking these diligently every day. Until she leaves. 

      The beast prowls inside my thoughts, and I’m thinking of the million and one things I’d do to make sure she stays. Fact is, just because I’m fucking an angel doesn’t mean I’m shedding my scales. 

      I grab my phone from my pocket and swipe across the screen, staring at the packet in my other hand. “Maximo…I need to get my hands on some placebos.”

      “Alexius? I’ve been looking everywhere for you.” 

      I hang up the phone and drop the pills into the drawer before closing it.

      “Dad, what are you doing out of bed?” I turn to face him and instantly know something’s not right, his face paler than usual, and worried lines creased on his forehead. “What is it? What’s wrong?”

      “You’ve been keeping things from me.”

      “What?” I frown and walk up to him. “What are you talking about?”

      He leans against the doorframe, supporting himself. “Alicia,” he says, and my fucking heart stops. He knows. My father knows about the murder.

      I bite my bottom lip, the veins in my arms bulging as adrenaline rushes through my body. “Uncle Roberto,” I sneer. “I knew he’d run to you with this. That fucking piece of shit!”

      “Alexius,” he barks. “We can discuss you choosing to hide this from me later. Right now, we have bigger shit to take care of.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like the fact that there’s been another murder…at Myth.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
         

      

      

      I crouch, pulling my palms down my face as I stare at the scene in front of me. “Jesus,” I mutter. “Tarina.”

      “There’s no doubt,” Maximo says, circling her body. “It’s the same guy.”

      “No shit.” I straighten and rub the back of my neck. 

      Tarina’s body is strapped to a pole, her hands tied behind her back and ankles locked to a spreader bar, wrists slit just like Alicia’s.

      Caelian steps forward, his eyes wide as he takes in the gruesome image. “What the fuck is this?”

      “Where are her eyes?” Nicoli circles around the body.

      “Our guess is whoever this guy is, he’s taking souvenirs.” Maximo crosses his arms. “Check her ear.”

      Nicoli lifts a brow, then pulls a pen from his jacket before lifting her bloodied hair. “Jesus. It’s torn off.”

      “What the fuck is it with everyone and fucking ears lately?” I start pacing, unable to take my eyes off her. Tarina. This feels different. It feels personal, as if this guy targeted her specifically to get to me.

      “My guess is this is a hear-no-evil, see-no-evil, speak-no-evil thing. The eyes, the ear, her mouth that has been sewn shut,” Nicoli speculates.

      I whip around. “Is there a note?”

      “A note?” Both Nicoli and Maximo look around the room.

      “I don’t see a note.” Maximo walks over to a table in the corner, but there’s no note or blood vial.

      Caelian slips his hands into his jacket pockets. “He left a note with a Bible verse with Alicia’s body. Why not with Tarina?”

      This doesn’t make sense. Everything is done exactly the same as with Alicia. The eyes, the ears, the slit wrists, and I don’t have to reach between her legs to know there’s a cross, too. From where I’m standing, I can already see it protruding from her.

      “There has to be a note.” I step closer, inspecting the body. There’s so much blood. It’s already started to crust on her skin, the blood from her eye sockets dried in the shape of tears on her cheeks. My stomach curdles, my veins are ice, and my heart is racing. Her face is…

      “What is that?” I point to a tiny sliver of white sticking out between her lips. “Is that…is that paper? Get me a pair of scissors. Now.”

      Maximo hands me the scissors, and I step up, cutting through the tough, thick, black thread weaved in the form of X’s between her lips.

      “Fuck me,” Nicoli mutters, suddenly pale as a ghost.

      I pull the piece of paper from her mouth. It’s wet and covered in blood, folded in a tiny square to preserve the writing from getting smudged.

      I open it and swallow hard, reading the words out loud.

      

      
        
        The mouth of an adulterous woman is a deep pit;

        a man who is under the LORD’s wrath falls into it.

      

        

      
        Proverbs 22:14

      

      

       

      But it’s the second part that sends cold chills down my motherfucking spine, and my heart is nothing more than a large, hard block of ice.

      
        
        The Lord will deliver you all from evil, and I will be His instrument.

      

        

      
        I am, after all…your brother.

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *
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