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Playlist for the Mood

1. ‘Wicked Games’ – The Weeknd

2. ‘Family Ties’ – Baby Keem & Kendrick Lamar

3. ‘My Body is a Cage’ – Arcade Fire

4. ‘Power’ – Rapsody ft. Kendrick Lamar & Lance Skiiiwalker

5. ‘After Dark’ – Mr. Kitty

6. ‘Gangsta’ – Kehlani

7. ‘Like a Stone’ – Audioslave

8. ‘Blood In The Cut’ – K.Flay

9. ‘Love is a Bitch’ – Two Feet

10. ‘I Got 5 On It (Tethered Mix)’ – Luniz x Michael Abels (from *Us* soundtrack)


Chapter 1

Ava

The numbers on the invoices in front of me had started to blur. The neat rows of digits dissolved into more of a white haze the longer I stared at them. My pen hovered over the paper, unmoving, as a cold, dark feeling curled low in my stomach. It spread like ice through my veins, sharp and insistent, until my fingers went numb, and my chest tightened like a vice.

Something bad was about to happen. I could feel it.

My cousin Dewanda liked to say I had a sixth sense—that I could smell trouble coming before anyone else. That I had some type of magic. But it wasn’t some mystical gift. It was survival. I’d just learned how to brace for the worst, and to steel myself for whatever bad thing inevitably came crashing through my life.

And right now, that feeling was screaming at me.

“You listening to me or what?” My cousin’s voice cut through the fog in my head. I forced myself to focus.
“Ava, you good?” he asked, his brow furrowed.

I blinked hard, focusing on the stacks of invoices in front of me before looking up at him. “Yeah,” I managed, forcing a smile. “I’m good. Just… drifted off for a sec. What were you saying?”

He leaned forward, his elbows resting on his knees, his expression serious now. “I said you’re doing good here, Ava. Got Dewanda living nice,” he said, nodding toward the stacks of papers on my desk. “Legit money, a real business. I respect it.”

“I’m trying,” I replied, avoiding his eyes. Because I didn’t feel like I was doing well. Not really.

“Yeah, but there’s more out there than this,” he added, his voice dropping slightly. “You know that, right? You don’t want no husband? No kids? You always here. Don’t go out. You ain’t living.”

I met his gaze head-on, my jaw tightening. “Just say what you came here to say, Dre.”

I was tired of everyone telling me what I needed—and how I needed to live my life.

He leaned back in the chair, his expression hardening. “They’re having a memorial tonight. For your pops. It’s been fifteen years since… well, since it happened.” He paused, watching me closely. “You should come. Meet some people. Have some fun.”

I felt a familiar tightening in my chest, but I forced my face to stay blank. “I’m not going.”

“Why not?” he pressed. “People still talk about him, Ava. They still respect what he built. You should show up. They’ve been protecting you, making sure no harm comes to you on the strength of him since you moved here. You gotta show respect back.”

I shook my head. “I don’t want any parts of it. I lived too much of it already.”

His jaw tightened. “I get it, Ava, but you can’t erase where you come from. You’re still part of it, whether you like it or not. The store, the community center. You’re what he left behind.”

My father had done what he said he would. Using the money he made doing bad for some good was, in its own twisted way, admirable. He’d built something out of nothing—a legacy, a name for himself. But that didn’t mean I wanted any part of it.

I leaned back in my chair, the leather creaking under my weight. I met Dre’s gaze across the desk. “What he left behind was a mess, Dre. One that got him killed. I’m not going to honor that.”

I wanted to add that it got my momma killed too, but I bit the words back. He didn’t know she was dead. For years, I’d stuck to the lie that she’d simply run away, disappeared into the night to escape an abusive mobster. It was easier that way. Easier than admitting the truth—that she was buried in the backyard of the house my father had bought her.

Dre’s expression hardened, his jaw tightening as he leaned forward, his elbows resting on the table. “I see fear in your eyes, Ava. What are you afraid of?”

I stared at him, my fingers curling around the edge of the desk. “I’m not scared. It’s just not a life I want to be involved in. You should probably get out too. I’ll pay for you to leave. You want a million? Two?”

I’d been careful with the money Momma left me, investing it quietly over the years, letting it grow until I had more than enough to offer Dre a way out. It was my safety net, my escape plan—my way of ensuring I’d never be trapped.

Dre’s laugh was low and bitter. He shook his head, smirking. “I don’t need a handout, and I don’t want out. I’m a boss. Power, money, respect, that’s all I need. And these bitches. You need to at least have some fun, call that Luc—”

The landline on my desk rang, cutting him off.

“Give me a second, Dre,” I said, then reached for it. I knew it wasn’t nobody but Dewanda. She was late again.

“Yeah?”

There was a pause, then a voice that sent ice through my veins.

“Ava.”

I gripped the phone tighter, my knuckles hurting.

“Vito.” His name tasted bitter on my tongue.

“Long time,” he said. The words were casual, but his voice was cold. “I need you to come back home.”

In the back of my mind, I had always known this day would come. He had let me go too easily. I knew too much for him to let me be free forever.

“And if I don’t?” I asked, because I knew once I went back, my life would never be the same.

“You will.” He hung up.

My hand trembled as I set the receiver down. DeAndre was watching me, his brow creased.

“Who was that—and why you look like it was the boogeyman?” he asked.

“It was the boogeyman. And part of the reason why I leave the past where it’s at,” I muttered.


Chapter 2

Luciano

The room was damp, dark, and windowless, the air thick with the stench of decay. My father called it La Stanza del Giudizio—the Room of Judgment. It was where men who crossed us came to die. This room had heard more confessions, pleas, and regrets than any cathedral in the city.

Tonight, the condemned man before me was Tomaso Greco, tied to an old rusted chair. He was a relic of a dying generation of mafiosi—older than my father, old enough to be my grandfather. Too old to kill. Death would be a mercy. A reward. I wanted him to live as long as possible.

He was the one who had ordered my mother’s death all those years ago. I had watched him and his men rape and beat her with my own eyes. They left me alive—a silent reminder to my father that he had failed to protect his own.

Naked, bloody, and exposed, Tomaso didn’t beg for his life. He just watched me, like he’d expected this moment all along. Like he knew it was coming. He probably did. Everyone else involved was already dead.

As soon as I returned to the States from exile, I began hunting them down, one by one. Before them, I had been a good boy—quiet, unassuming, showing no signs of being like my father. They never expected I’d turn out worse than him because of what they’d done to me.

Their biggest mistake had been leaving me alive.

It had taken years to find Tomaso. He was like a rat, scurrying through shadows. I hunted him across continents, using every contact my father had—every bribe, every threat—until finally… here he was.

There was no fear in his eyes, only resignation. It made the blood in my veins burn. I wanted to see the same terror in his eyes that I had seen in my mother’s. I would. Eventually.

Today was the third day I’d had him.

The first two days, I’d lost control—almost killed him. But then I remembered a comic book I’d read once. A Wolverine issue. He’d caught the man who killed his family, locked him away, beat him within an inch of his life… and then called a doctor. He kept the man alive, dragging out his punishment, letting him suffer in prolonged agony.

Death would’ve been too easy, too kind. Wolverine wanted him to feel every moment of the pain he had inflicted—to linger in it. To be consumed by it.

Today, I started slowly. Using my fists. Each punch landed heavy and wet, bruising skin, breaking ribs, splitting lips. White noise roared in my ears, drowning out my mother’s screams as I poured every ounce of rage I’d buried into him.

He groaned, but he didn’t beg. I might’ve been impressed—any other time.

When my body grew tired, I stepped back, breathing heavily, my knuckles slick with blood. I glanced at one of the guards and jerked my chin toward the door.

“Get the doctor,” I ordered.

The guard moved quickly, fetching the one I kept on standby.

As the doctor worked, I turned to the pristine white sink in the corner—so out of place in this room of filth. I let the warm water run over my hands, watching the blood swirl down the drain. Tomaso’s labored breathing and the doctor’s muttered curses filled the air.

I caught my reflection in the cracked mirror above the sink. Hollow eyes stared back.

Sometimes I wondered who I would have been if it hadn’t come to this. If I’d grown up in a world where my mother had lived. Where she hadn’t been taken by cruelty. Would I be capable of softness? Would I have dreams? Would I thrive outside this world of cold, focused violence?

I was still washing the blood from my hands when my father entered the room, his heavy footsteps echoing on the stone floor. He glanced briefly at the crumpled, bleeding man in the chair, then shifted his gaze to me.

His indifference when it came to seeking vengeance against the men who killed his wife and stole his son's soul angered me. When the families negotiated a truce to stop a war, he agreed out of fear of retaliation. I did not. You can’t fear retaliation if the entire bloodline is gone. I made sure there was no one left to carry the names of the men involved, let alone seek revenge. It was a point of contention between us that I had bandaged over for the sake of peace, because he was the only parent I had, but it never stopped festering. One day, I knew that difference would matter more than blood. But not today.

“She didn’t show up,” he said, his voice gruff. “Ava. She’s at her mother’s house. Been there for hours. She’s going to run.”

Everything inside me went still. My heart dropped. I knew she wouldn’t just come—she had no reason to—but it still felt personal. Like she was rejecting me by not showing up.

My father watched me closely through the mirror, trying to read me.

“I’ll send someone for her,” he offered when I gave him nothing.

I shook my head immediately. “No. No one touches her but me. Warn everyone,” I said, my voice harder than I intended.

“I’ll get her myself.”

His eyes narrowed. “You sure about this?”

“Yes.”

I pushed past him and returned upstairs to my room. I stripped off my blood-soaked clothes and stepped into the shower, letting the scalding water burn over my skin. I scrubbed hard, washing away Tomaso’s blood, feeling the heat seep into my muscles. I wanted to be clean for her—at least physically.

I repeated the same strokes long after the water ran clear. I had to force myself to step out.

When I did, I went straight to the closet. Black shirts. Black pants. Black shoes. All identical. I picked one, then another, until finally settling on the right set.

I took my time dressing. Buttoning my shirt. Smoothing my hands down my chest. Adjusting the cuffs. Every detail mattered. Everything aligned. Precise. Perfect.

Before leaving, I paused in front of the mirror. Adjusted my glasses.

I thought about what Saint had said about Ava. You deserve her. After everything, you deserve to have something of your own.

I did.

And after everything she’d been through, she needed me. She didn’t know it yet—but she needed me. Even if she didn’t realize it at first. She needed someone who could see in the darkness. Someone who would burn the world down to keep her safe. Someone who understood what it meant to be shattered.

I had been watching Ava. Studying her for years. We fit.

She was too afraid to live, and I was too haunted live. We had both been shaped by the same thing—carved into what we were by the men who killed our mothers.

Ava thought she could run from this life. That she could pretend to be normal, build something clean, untouchable. But there was no leaving this world.

She belonged to it. Just like I did.

Blood in, never out.

I just needed to figure out how to get her to see things my way.

Leaning close, I traced the outline of my mouth with my tongue before attempting to speak. I blocked out the noise in my head and practiced greeting her.

“Hello, Ava. How are you doing, Ava? You look good, Ava,” I said slowly, my mouth shaping each syllable.

It felt strange. Foreign. I didn’t speak often anymore.

I repeated each phrase again and again, until my voice didn’t sound foreign to my own ears. Until my words came out as close to normal as they could.

I straightened, smoothing a hand over my shirt again. Making sure everything was perfect.

It was time.

I made my way downstairs. The house was quiet. The air dense. I suspected my father had told everyone to stay clear of me. He knew how anxious I was.

The front door swung open at my approach. I was met with two guards who led me to the awaiting car.

I stepped into the black SUV. Carlos, the driver, straightened as I slid into the backseat. I gave him a silent nod, then gestured to the four guards standing nearby.

Without a word, they got into two separate SUVs, ready to follow.

The convoy moved out. The driver didn’t need instructions. He already knew the destination. My father always instructed them.

I settled into the leather seat, my hands resting lightly on my knees. My expression blank, but my heart felt… strange.

What was this feeling?

I tried to chase it down, to put words to it—but I couldn’t.

Carlos cleared his throat, interrupting my thoughts. He stole a glance at me in the mirror before speaking.

“So… you ready for marriage, boss?” he asked casually.

I looked at him, meeting his eyes in the mirror.

“As ready as anyone can be for binding their life to someone else’s,” I replied evenly, watching as his eyes went wide.

He hadn’t expected me to answer.

I almost never did.

He went quiet after that.


Chapter 3

Luciano.

When I arrived at Ava’s mother’s house, the door was unlocked. I stepped inside, the stale scent of dust and neglect made my nose it. I moved through the house quickly, checking room after room, a growing sense of urgency gnawing at me, causing my heart rate to spike until it was beating like a bass drum in my chest. It didn’t ease until I found her in the backyard, sitting on the damp earth at her mother’s resting place. Her back was straight, her shoulders tense. I felt a strange pull in my chest.

“Make sure no one comes back here. If she runs, no one but me touches her,” I instructed Carlos and the two guards behind me. “No one lays a hand on her,” I repeated.

For a moment, I stood back and watched her.

My father was a ruthless man—cold, calculated, and lethal. But when he spoke about killing Ava’s mother, it was the only time I ever saw something close to regret in his eyes. She had humiliated him, he’d said. Not just by laying with the son of his enemy—though that alone was an insult—but by running afterward, as if she hadn’t vowed to belong to him in front of God.

My father didn’t tolerate defiance. Not from his men, not from his enemies, and certainly not from the woman he claimed.

She broke a sacred rule—a covenant our world enforced with blood. This wasn’t just about her. To the families, to his men, it was a test. If he let her go, if he allowed her to live, they’d see it as weakness. They’d think they could cross him and walk away untouched.

So he did what was necessary. Not because he wanted to. Because he had to.

Ava knew my father had killed her mother, yet she stayed in that house with him for two years. Condemned to misery, and yet she never screamed. It captivated me. I wasn’t sure if it was fortitude or delusion on her part—but whatever it was, it drew me in. There was something resolute—almost pathological—about the way she endured. Survived.

And she was mine. I had known long before I ever laid eyes on her that Ava was mine.

Her mother married my father to buy vengeance for her dead husband and protection for herself and Ava. He waged a war against the Colombians in her name—then she betrayed him.

When she cheated, then ran, she sealed Ava’s fate. And when she died, Ava was left to settle the debt—because in our world, obligations don’t die with the debtor. They’re inherited. They must be paid in full.

But she wasn’t just a payment. Not to me.

I wanted her.

I understood the inconvenience of my own selfishness to her, but it wasn’t enough to make me change my mind. I wasn’t interested in fairness. I didn’t believe in it anymore. The day my mother was murdered, something in me died. A switch flipped. When her screams stopped, everything became clear—crystal, sharp, and cold.

There was no mercy. No justice. Only power and who held it. Only violence and those who wielded it. Only possession and those who took. Fairness was an illusion. A lie for people who still believed the world owed them something.

Everything I knew now boiled down to two rules. Kill before you’re killed. Take what you want.

I took a step forward, closing the distance between us. Leaves crunched beneath my feet. She turned at the sound, her eyes lifting to meet mine. She caught her plush lip between her teeth.

She was beautiful—not in the way the world defined it, but in a way that made something inside me twist and claw and want. She was natural, earthy. Warm beneath the broken shell. She was warmth. And I was so cold.

I reached for her.

“Come,” was all I could manage after all that practice—one word, heavy with everything I couldn’t say.


Chapter 4

Ava

The soil slipped through my fingers, gritty and damp, as I stared up at the three-story mini-mansion that held my past. This was the house where I grew up. Where I had been safe. Where Daddy was still alive.

Ron Porter had moved weight from Miami to New Orleans, built an empire from blood and powder, and had a crew that answered only to him. He was ruthless and deadly. He never hesitated to lie, cheat, or put a man down.

To the rest of the world, he was a drug lord, a killer, a thief.
But to me?
He was just Daddy.

Big and broad like an oak, his skin dark as night, with a voice so deep it could shake a man to his core when he raised it. But he never raised it at me. To most, he was thunder. To me, he was warmth and strength. I was his baby girl. He taught me how to throw a punch before I knew how to tie my shoes. He put a gun in my right hand and a doll in my left. He showed me how to break down a kilo like it was as natural as teaching me my ABCs.

I loved my daddy. But I never put him on a pedestal.

He wasn’t just dangerous to his enemies—he was toxic to the person closest to him. From him, I learned that love came with collateral damage. He cheated on Momma like it was a habit he couldn’t break, and when she found out, she didn’t cry or beg. She fought back—sometimes with her fists, sometimes with whatever she could grab. A bottle. A lamp. A kitchen knife. She cheated back or cheated first.

And then, like clockwork, the cycle would reset.

He’d smooth things over the only way he knew how—money, gifts, and sweet words she wanted to believe. A diamond bracelet. A weekend in Paris. A new car, just because.
And she’d forgive him. Pretend none of it ever happened.
Until it happened. Again.

Their love was messy. Dangerous. Addictive.

People said Daddy would meet a bad end. That he had ruined too many lives to walk away untouched. They were right. One of his rivals buried him alive near Alligator Alley, then sent Momma a map with directions to his body.

Momma unraveled after that. She turned paranoid, withdrawn, obsessed with keeping me close. A year later, when I was fourteen, she remarried out of nowhere.
Vito Genovese.

Daddy had run Florida, but men like Vito ran the world.
He was nothing like my father. Short, pale, squat, and old. And Momma? A thirty-four-year-old brick house dipped in Godiva chocolate.
It made no sense.

By the time I thought to ask her why she had married him, it was too late. She was dead.
And Vito was the one who killed her.

I hadn’t seen it happen, but I was there. Hiding under the bed in the house my father had left us.
It was two years after they married. I was sixteen. That evening, Momma picked me up from basketball practice like any other day. But instead of heading back to Vito’s house, she drove us to this house. Our old home in Saint Pete.

Everything was still the same. Like it had been waiting for us. A time capsule of the life we once had.
I remember being shocked that she had brought me there—especially without Vito knowing. By then, he rarely let her out of his sight. He had men tailing her everywhere. Always watching.
Especially after he caught her cheating the second time.

I was surprised he hadn’t killed her the first time. Daddy would have.
"You leave me, I’ll kill you. You give somebody what’s mine, I’ll kill you."
But Vito wasn’t like that.
His possessiveness was different.
More twisted.
Maybe he was even deluded enough to think he loved her.

Momma, on the other hand, hated him. I could see it in the way she held herself when he was around, the way her body stiffened under his touch. The way she always seemed disgusted just to exist in his presence.

That night, she seemed different.
She had lit a cigarette, something she only did when she was stressed.
I asked her what was wrong.
She sighed. Long. Weary. As if I were a burden she didn’t have time for.

“Ava, go find something to eat, then shower and go to bed,” she said flatly. “I’ll explain everything in the morning.”
I did what she asked, believing there would be a morning.
I regret, to this day, not making her tell me then.

Later, when the crickets were at their nosiest, she burst into my room.
Snatched me from sleep.
Her hands were shaking.
“Hide,” she whispered.
Her breath smelled like fear and cigarette smoke.

She told me about the money she had hidden under the floorboards in her room. About the bank account in my name. She told me I needed to take the Greyhound to my grandfather’s house in Watts, California.
Then she pressed a dry kiss to my forehead.
"Them gang nigga’s were loyal to your daddy, they will keep you safe there."
She promised she’d meet me later.
Then she shoved me under the bed.

I barely had time to catch my breath before I heard the front door crash open.
Vito’s voice rang through the house.
Calling her name.
Then came her screams.
“No!” she cried. “No, please!”
I could hear his men drag her outside.

I wanted to run to her. I wanted to fight. But I was frozen. Stuck between terror and disbelief.
Then—
A scream.
Bloodcurdling.
And then—
Nothing.
Silence.

I don’t know how long I stayed under that bed.
Long enough for my muscles to lock up.
Long enough to pray to a God I wasn’t sure existed after all I’d seen and heard in my short life.

Eventually, one of Vito’s men found me.
Dragged me out. He took me downstairs to Vito.
This man stood in my face, looking directly into my eyes, and told me:
“Your mother went on a trip,” Vito lied. “She told me to take care of you.”
His hand moved through my hair. A mockery of affection.
My eyes never left the fresh mound of dirt I could see outside the window.

I didn’t cry.
Daddy had taught me better.
Tears were useless. Some things, you only share with God.
So I buried my grief deep.
Pretended Momma was just gone for a while.

I became a ghost in Vito’s house.
Silent.
Distant.
Only speaking when necessary.
Sometimes, I asked if he had heard from Momma.
He always gave the same answer.
“No, but I’ll let you know if I do.”
Without a hint of sincerity.

I stayed until I turned eighteen.
Then I went back to my father’s house.
Found the money Momma had hidden. I went to the bank and transferred the nearly $600k that had been waiting for me into a personal account.
I took a plane to California.

I moved into my daddy’s old house in Watts. A small three-bedroom. Used half the money to help my cousin Dewanda open a beauty bar. I invested.
And Daddy’s hood made sure I was safe.

For ten years, I stayed gone, hidden.
Ten years after Momma’s death, I still wasn’t over it.
Now I was sitting on the same dirt where everything fell apart.

I was supposed to meet Vito hours ago. I knew he was waiting. I just… couldn’t move.
I just sat there.
Staring at her grave.
My chest heavy with things I could name but wouldn’t dare.

A deep grunt pulled me from my thoughts.
I looked up.
Luciano—Vito’s son—stood over me.

Under normal circumstances, I would have been in awe. He was sin in a suit. With a strong jawline, plush lips, and these green eyes. He looked way too put together for a man covered in tattoos. Everything about him was a contradiction—like a scholar's hands wrapped around butcher's knives, or choirboy lips whispering threats.

But these weren’t normal circumstances.
And he wasn’t here just to be beautiful.
He was here to collect me for his father.

“Come,” he said, voice low, rough like it hadn’t been used much. He extended his hand.
I stared at it for a long time.

My muscles tensed, ready to pull back, to snap, to fight.
But what would I be fighting for?
Freedom?
That was gone the second Vito called.
Control?
I’d never had it to begin with.
Revenge?

I didn’t know

In the end, I took a breath.
And I took his hand.


Chapter 5

Ava

I didn’t even know Vito had a son until the year after he murdered my mother. I met him one afternoon when I got home from school.

Vito was in rare form, grinning like I’d never seen before, proud as he introduced his boy—Luciano. He was beautiful in that cold, dangerous way. All sharp lines and quiet intensity. Green eyes that didn’t blink much.
He didn’t say a word. Just nodded once, like that was enough. There were bloodstains on his sleeves—not the smeared kind from a fight, but streaks, like he’d wiped his hands clean and kept going.
I’d seen violent men before. But it didn’t look natural on him. There was something different in his eyes. Something detached.
That made me curious—about him, about the blood on his sleeve, about where he’d been, about why he looked like he needed a hug.
And when his eyes locked on mine, he didn’t just look at me. He was dissecting me. And I let him.
His mouth twitched into some version of a smirk that made the hair on my arms rise.
From the corner of my eye, I saw Vito shift. His posture stiffened.
Then his hand clamped down on Luciano’s arm, too tight to be casual.
“Come on,” he said low.
Luciano didn’t argue. He let himself be pulled away.
But his eyes stayed on me until the hallway swallowed them whole.

Later, I pieced together what I know now from the housekeeper and some of Vito’s staff. Apparently, Luciano and his mother had been kidnapped by a rival family after Vito killed their boss’s son. They locked Luciano and his mother in a room for days, forcing Luciano to watch as they did unspeakable things to his mother. Eventually, her body gave out. When they were done, they dumped Luciano at Vito’s doorstep.
He was never the same after that. He was "touched," as the chef put it. They sent him to his grandmother in Sicily to "fix" him, but you can’t fix what’s already broken. Ten years later, after his exile, Vito brought him back to groom him to be his successor.

After that day, Luciano and I existed in the same spaces, passed each other in the hallways of the house, breathed the same air in a world thick with violence, whispered secrets, and dirty money. But we never talked or touched.
Not until Tommy Dorn’s nose met my fist.

That day stayed with me for years, stitched into my skin like a tattoo.
Tommy was the kind of boy who thought the world was his for the taking. St. Augustine’s was full of them—spoiled, rich, untouchable. Vito said he had sent me there hoping it would refine me. That was ironic.
Vito didn’t care about refinement.
He cared about my silence. The campus locked down most of the school day. Filled with students who hated me for being different and a strict routine that kept me under his thumb. After school, I was in his home, where he could watch me.

Tommy was a bully who paid way too much attention to the way my uniform skirt clung to my hips. My mother’s curves had settled beautifully into my frame. And Tommy noticed.
He was never shy about it—telling me all the nasty, vile things he would do to me if he got me alone. He didn’t hide it either. His voice would follow me down the hallways, loud and vulgar for anyone to hear.

I was too strong to be bothered.
Until the day his hand slid too far up my skirt.
I swung. Hard as I could.
The crack of his nose breaking sounded brutal. His blood splattered against the pristine floor. Tommy went down hard, clutching his face, howling.
He talked a big game, but I found out he was pussy.

His parents were big donors with names that carried weight. They showed up at school within an hour of it happening and wanted me gone. Expelled. Erased.
They didn’t know who Vito was.

I expected Vito to handle it when they called him. To smooth it over.
But it wasn’t Vito who came to school that day.
It was Luciano.
He walked into that dean’s office like the air itself owed him something. He didn’t knock. There were no introductions. Just pure presence.
He was wearing his usual slack shirt. Hard jaw and cold eyes.
Tommy sat there, bandaged up, but looking smug. His parents on either side of him, already convinced justice would be served in their favor.

Luciano moved fast.
Grabbed Tommy by the collar and yanked him clean out of his chair.
Then the blows started.
Blow after blow landed.
It was violence that was meant to be felt.
The room erupted—Tommy’s mother was screaming, the dean shouting—but nobody moved to stop Luciano.
Because they understood.
He wasn’t just some kid throwing punches.
He was somebody dangerous.
He didn’t just beat Tommy. He made the boy pray to him. Made him beg.
And I stood there, watching.
Fascinated.
I should have felt horror. Revulsion.
But I didn’t.
I felt power radiating off of him and I basked in it.

Luciano landed one final blow, then stood.
Adjusted his clothes. Rolled down his sleeves.
His breathing was steady—like he hadn’t just painted the room with someone else’s blood.
His gaze flicked to me.
He didn’t say a word. Just held out his hand.
I took it.
He led me out. Past the stunned faces. Past the whispers.
His car was waiting at the curb.
He opened the door for me.

The leather was cold against my skin.
He didn’t talk.
Just drove. Keeping bruised knuckles on the wheel.
And for once since the night my momma died, my mind was quiet.
Not racing. Not spiraling with anxious thoughts.
Just still. And I wondered why.

We pulled up to an ice cream shop. An older lady with brown skin and gray hair greeted us.
He told me to get whatever I wanted.
I didn’t even like ice cream. But I ordered butter pecan anyway. Then I sat there, pushing it around, watching it melt, waiting for him to tell me why I was there, with him. I wanted to ask but couldn’t find the words.

Luciano watched me.
Then, without a word, he reached over, took the spoon from my hand, and tossed it and the ice cream in the trash.

Outside, the sun hung low, stretching long shadows across the pavement.
I don’t know why I did it—maybe it was the way he had my back, or maybe I just thought we both needed it.
The human contact.
I turned and wrapped myself around him.

He stiffened.
Like the touch caught him off guard.
I had heard he didn’t like to be touched. I almost pulled away.
But before I did, just for a second, his hand rested lightly on my back.

“Thank you,” I whispered against his chest.
He didn’t answer.
When I pulled back, his eyes were on me.
And there was something behind them.
Not pity. Not kindness.
Something else.
Something that made my ribs feel like they were being squeezed.

The drive back was silent.
When we pulled up to my house, I reached for the door, but his voice stopped me.
“I have to go away for a while. But no one will ever hurt you again.” He promised.
I watched him drive off, leaving me standing there, the taste of sugar still lingering on my tongue.

Six months later, I turned eighteen.
And I ran.
That was the last real interaction we had. Until today.

I shook myself from the memory as Luciano waited for me to take his hand.
“If I don’t come, then what?” I asked, but I already knew. A sinking feeling coiled tight in my gut.
“Trouble,” he answered simply.


Chapter 6

Ava

“Will you tell me what he wants?”

He didn’t speak, just shook his head.

I took his outstretched hand, and he intertwined our fingers. It was too intimate, but I didn’t pull away.

He led me to a black SUV where a blonde driver sat up front, with two more SUVs following behind us. We sat side by side, our thighs nearly touching. The silence was deafening, my heart hammering in my ears.

We pulled up to the house I’d run away from years ago. There were more guards than I remembered, stationed along the perimeter. The house smelled different too—it used to reek of meat, but now there was a floral scent that made me want to yawn.

Inside, a petite blonde woman around my age passed us in the hallway. She shot Luciano a hungry look, then rolled her eyes at me.

Luciano led me to Vito’s office and knocked. His father barked for us to come in.

He greeted me with a forced smile, and I returned it with one of my own, unsure of what to call him. I never really called him anything as a child, so I settled on “Mr. Genovese,” just like my Mississippi-born mamma taught me to address my elders.

He looked the same—short, squat, with hair too dark to be natural.

“Have a seat,” he said, gesturing to the chair across from his massive redwood desk. I sat, clutching my purse in my lap, while Luciano took the chair next to me, his hand resting on my armrest. Oddly enough, his presence brought me a strange sense of comfort.

Vito’s eyes flicked to my fingers. “Your hands are filthy, girl. What’ve you been up to?”

I ignored his question. “Why am I here?” I asked, my voice calmer than I felt.

Vito leaned back in his chair, the leather creaking under his weight. “You’ve been gone a long time, Ava. Too long. It’s time you came home.”

“This isn’t my home,” I spat.

His smile faltered, just for a second, before it returned, wider and more dangerous. “You’re wrong. This is exactly where you belong. Your mother made a deal, and now it’s your turn to honor it.”

I felt a chill crawl up my spine. “What deal?”

“She asked for my protection after your father died. For my help. And in return, she promised me herself—and you for collateral.” he paused before lying, as if he has to make himself. “When she ran, the debt for that favor became yours.”

I stiffened

He’d said 'collateral' like I wasn’t a person. Like my momma had the right to trade me off before I was even grown.

His voice was too calm and casual for me when every one of his words was hitting me like a punch to the gut.

I couldn’t even blame Momma because you do what you have to when you’re drowning. She was just trying to survive the only way she knew how.

“The families need some diversity—new times and all that. And your father’s name still holds some sway over certain communities.” He smiled, too pleased with himself. “You’ll marry Luciano. Give him a few kids.”

It took a moment for what he was telling me to really register. When it did, I shot up from my seat. Panic roared inside me, but before I could fully stand, Luciano’s heavy hand pressed on my shoulder, gently pushing me back down.

“Sit,” he whispered.

That single word and the look in his eyes chilled my blood.

I jerked away from his touch, sinking back into the chair, my heart racing. Vito continued as if everything was normal.

“Your wedding is tomorrow,” he said.

The room was spinning at that point, but I refused to let them see me waver.

I clenched my jaw and forced my spine straight, gripping the edges of the chair to anchor myself. Because if I let go, I wasn’t sure I wouldn’t crumble to the ground.


Chapter 7

Luciano

I was leaned against my father’s heavy wooden desk, my eyes fixed on Ava. I watched her reaction as my father laid out the inevitable terms of our arrangement. Ava sat straight-backed, chin lifted, her entire body a lesson in defiance. She was stunning to look at.

She shook her head. “Mr. Genovese, you know I don’t belong in this world. I don’t have the bloodline, the upbringing. I’m an outsider.” Her voice was deceptively soft, trying to appear less hostile, reasoning her way out of this. But I could see past the performance.

The signs all pointed to her being scared.
It was in the subtle tension in her jaw. The way she gripped the chair, then her purse. Her body language was a textbook case of fear masked by defiance. She was attempting to project control, but her physiological responses betrayed her. Her dilated pupils, the faint tremor in her hands gave her away.

She was scared. But she was also strong. She was holding on to control when most would have been frantic. It was proof that she was strong enough to endure this world.

“You can’t want that for your son. He needs someone else. A woman like you all. Who wants this.”

My father merely leaned back in his chair, hands folded over his stomach. His expression indifferent, he looked down his nose at her as if she were a child throwing a tantrum. Ava read him well. She turned to me.

“You don’t want this,” she tried, shifting tactics, her eyes searching mine for something—mercy, doubt, anything she could work with. I gave her nothing.

“Just marry someone else,” she pressed, leaning forward. “For an heir. You can have anybody.”

She was right. I could have anyone. Many women would gladly take my last name, bear my children, slip seamlessly into the life that came with being my wife.

But I didn’t want just any woman.
I wanted this. I wanted her. I had wanted her since the first time I saw her. I had just killed a man for the first time when we crossed paths. Most people would have looked away after seeing my blood-stained clothes. She hadn’t. Her wide eyes had locked onto me, not with fear, but with something else. 

That moment had sealed her fate. My blood had flared in my veins. It wasn’t lust, nor infatuation. It was like an instinct. She was mine and my mind and body had knew it.

“I want this,” I said simply. My voice was rough from disuse, but I made sure she heard every word.

Ava swallowed hard. “I don’t.”

I tilted my head slightly, watching the way she gripped the strap of her purse tight like it was an anchor.
“You will.”

I reached into my pocket, pulling out a small black velvet box. I opened it to reveal the platinum eternity band inside, its large, flawless diamonds catching the dim light like cold fire.
“I want this,” I said quietly, my voice hoarse. I was the reason she was there.

Out of guilt for what he did to her mother, my father had planned to let her be free, to let her disappear into whatever new life she had built after she ran. But when he said it was time for me to be married, I insisted on claiming her.

“My mother told me once that I’d know the woman I was supposed to protect. To devote myself to.” I lifted her hand and pressed the ring into her palm, closing her fingers around it.
“I knew the moment I saw you, Ava.”

Ava shook her head frantically. Her hand slid into her purse. When she pulled out a gun—I almost smiled. I hadn’t predicted this. I would have expected her to have a flimsy, girly thing—maybe a pink .22 that would fit neatly in her manicured hand. But no. This was a real weapon, a Glock 43, all matte black and unforgiving. Her hand was steady, her eyes cold as she leveled it at my chest.

“I’m not marrying the son of the man who killed my mother,” she hissed, her voice low and full of venom. Her anger was radiant.

A poisonous smile spread across my father’s face. “She ran away.”

Ava sneered in his direction. “Bullshit. You killed her and buried her in the backyard like fucking trash. I won’t pretend that’s not what happened anymore.”

Her anger radiated off of her.

I stepped forward before she actually decided to turn the gun on my father and shoot him. “Then why is the gun on me, not him?” I asked. I could understand her wanting to kill him. He had killed her mother after all. I would not be cross with her if she shot him—but I couldn’t let her. Because then I’d have to kill half the mob to keep her safe. I understood vengeance more than any other emotion, but now was not the time.

“I have never caused you harm or pain, Ava.” I had officially spoken more words to her than I’d spoken to anyone in years. I’d been practicing, forcing myself to find words through the noise that was always in my head. Sometimes it was my mother’s screams; sometimes it was just a chaotic roar. But right now, my mind and thoughts were clear. 

“Because you’re closer and faster. Stay back!” Ava shouted, her grip tightening. She clicked off the safety. “I’ll shoot your ass.”

I chuckled, low. “Do it,” I taunted, inching closer.

She began to back away toward the door, her eyes darting between me and my father. I followed, matching her retreat step for step. She had nowhere to go.

But then she pulled the trigger.

The crack of the shot was deafening, the bullet tore into my shoulder, burning like hot coals. I could tell she had been aiming for my heart. That was wise. I staggered slightly—but the pain barely registered. I’d been hurt worse before I turned ten. Ava, the supposed prey, had struck first. It was exhilarating in a twisted, cerebral way. It made my dick hard.

I took another step toward her, keeping my expression blank. “Impressive. You aimed too high though.”

She gave me a look that told me she thought I was crazy. Then she spun on her heel and ran.

I took chase. My father yelled for the guards. 

Sudden blood loss slowed me. By the time I reached her, Carlos had already grabbed her. He lifted her easily, then slammed her to the floor like she was nothing. Her gun skittered across the tiles, and her body hit the ground hard, a pained gasp escaping her lips.

Rage blinded me.

I stalked forward, stepping over Ava’s crumpled form, my focus on Carlos. He had been with me since I was twelve. But he had been warned—all the guards had. Nobody laid a hand on her.

I picked up her gun from the floor and pressed it to his forehead.
“Luciano, wait—” he started, panicked.

I was beyond reason.

I pulled the trigger. Blood sprayed across the floor, splattering Ava’s face as Carlos collapsed, dead weight on the ground beside her. Her eyes went wide, horrified. She tried to move away, wiping at the blood she was covered in. She barely managed to push herself up before I reached down, grabbing her by the arm.

“Please…” she whimpered, her voice small. I lifted her easily, scooping her into my arms. She passed out. Shock and pain put her under.

My father had caught up with us. His face was red and he was breathing heavy. “What the hell have you done, Luciano?” he yelled, eyes blazing. Carlos’s father was one of Vito’s oldest allies, and I knew the implications of what I’d just done—and I didn’t care.

“He touched her,” I replied simply.

I lifted Ava easily, cradling her against my chest. She went limp before I even took my first step, shock and exhaustion dragging her under.

“Because he touched her? You’ve just started a war within our circle,” my father snapped.

I didn’t stop walking. Didn’t even look at him.
“I don’t care.”

I didn’t care what my father said. I didn’t care about wars, debts, his fucking empire. All I cared about was her. She was the only thing I wanted. And now that I had her, I wasn’t letting go, and I wasn’t letting anyone harm her.

She was mine to protect now.

I heard my father calling my name. I ignored him. He wouldn’t follow.


Chapter 8

Luciano

In my room, I laid her down on the bed. She was still unconscious, her breathing even though. I sat beside her for a moment. I couldn’t take my eyes off her. I’d been watching her for years, flying to California when I had a chance, making sure she was safe and protected like I’d promised her.

I watched her from a distance as she built her business, as she laughed with her cousin Dewanda, as she moved through the world with a quiet strength that captivated me.

She never noticed me, even when I was right there. Once, she’d looked right at me through her, while I stood at her bedroom window. I memorized every detail about her. The way she tucked her hair behind her ear, the way her lips curved into a smile when she found something amusing. Her scent, her likes, her wants, her needs.

She was mine long before she knew it.

Her father’s family had done their best to shield her, to teach her how to survive. But that was for me to do now.

She belonged to me.

I had to pull myself away from her side when a wave of dizziness washed over me. The pain in my shoulder had started to throb. I stood, peeling off my blood-soaked shirt. The wound was still bleeding, but it was clean—a straight shot through.

Nothing I couldn’t handle.

In the bathroom, I cleaned it and stitched it up myself. It was just another scar.

Once I finished, I changed into a clean shirt and returned to her side. She shifted slightly in her sleep, her body tense even now, as if she could sense me watching.

I had waited years for her.
I could wait a little longer.

When she finally woke, her eyes opened slowly, blinking in the dark.
“Why are you doing this?” she whispered, her voice weak but filled with anger.

“I don’t know. It’s just something I need.”

“It’s because you’re evil like your fucking daddy,” she spat, glaring at me.

I leaned closer, my voice low. “I know.” I reached out, brushing a strand of hair from her face. She flinched but didn’t pull away. “And I’m sorry.” I couldn’t help what I was.

Confusion flashed in her eyes. “Sorry?”
“You don’t even know what that word means, do you?”

“Yes, I do. It’s a word meant to express regret. A recognition of the pain you’ve caused and, in most cases, a desire to make amends. It’s supposed to be a bridge back to understanding, a way to make the other person feel seen in their suffering.”

Ava’s eyes narrowed, her lips pressing into a thin line.
“And that’s what you’re doing? Trying to build a bridge?” she asked.

“No,” I said simply.

Her brow furrowed. “Then why even say it?”

“Because it’s a platitude that most people appreciate. And I understand that you need to hear it.”

Her expression wavered between confusion and anger, as if she couldn’t decide whether to scream at me or break down.
“So, you’re just saying it because you think it’s what I want to hear?”

“Yes,” I replied, my tone sounding clinical to my own ears.
“Because it aligns with the psychological comfort most people seek. I could tell you that I’m pleased to have you here, but it would likely make you even more hostile toward me. So I say I’m sorry instead.”

She shook her head slowly, her eyes narrowing with confusion. “What?” she asked.

“Don’t worry. It’s a temporary concession—a placeholder for something more tangible than words. Once we’re married, I can provide other forms of compensation for your discomfort. Protection, financial security, physical gratification, and a semblance of the autonomy you seem to crave.”

She tilted her head, eyes dragging over my face.
“And if I don’t want any of it?”

“We will be married regardless. Your acceptance is not a prerequisite for my pursuit. It simply alters the trajectory of how this unfolds.”

“Why are you speaking like that?” she asked.

I tilted my head slightly, studying her face.
“How would you prefer me to speak?” I asked calmly. “I don’t talk often, Ava. You’re educated, well-read. I’m trying to make myself as intelligible as possible. Is there someone you’d prefer I emulate? Like my father, perhaps? Less formal?”

She just stared, as if she were trying to figure out whether I was mocking her or being sincere. I wasn’t doing either. I was merely trying to find the right language, the right approach to make her understand. I took her silence as a sign to repeat myself, but less formal.

“Fine,” I continued, my voice lower, rougher.
“Let me put it another way. I can offer you protection. I can offer you money—enough to have anything you want, you’ll never need for anything. And pleasure. I’ll keep you pinned beneath me, your legs spread, your back arched, filled with me until you crave me.”

She squirmed, trying to shift her body further from mine, but it only seemed to heighten her discomfort. Her chest rose and fell a bit faster, her hands gripping the edge of the mattress tighter. She looked trapped—no, caged—and I found the sight thrilling.

“You’re disgusting,” she hissed, but there was a noticeable tremble in her voice.

“Maybe,” I replied, unbothered.
“But you like what I said. I know you find me attractive. Your pupils are dilated. You like the way I spoke to you. I will take note of that.”

“Fuck you,” she hissed.

“Oh, I will. When the time comes.”

She shook her head. “This is too much.”

“I can give you time to process. And sit quietly while you do.”

“Could you just leave?” she hissed.

“No,” I shook my head. “I don’t want to. I enjoy being in your company, no matter how hostile. And I’m not a man that does things he doesn’t want to do.”

“Why would you want someone here who hates you?”

“The hate will bind us,” I rebutted.

“What does that even mean?”

“Emotions like love and hate—they run on the same circuitry. They are produced by the same chemicals. But both tie people together. Eventually, you’ll confuse the two if I live up to my end of our bargain.”

Her jaw tightened, and she turned her face away, refusing to look at me. I could feel the anger radiating from her. I wasn’t bothered. She was frustrated with me, which was understandable.


Chapter 9

Ava

For six hours, he sat across from the bed I was in, not saying a single word, just staring at me. It was unnerving as hell. He was fucking nuts. I’d tried ignoring him, tried focusing on anything else, but the intensity of his stare made my skin feel too hot. I knew it was irrational, but he had me feeling as if he could see every thought I was trying to suppress, every ounce of fear I refused to show.

I finally broke the silence, unable to take it anymore.

“I’m usually good at getting myself out of bad situations,” I said, my voice trembling despite my best efforts to steady it. “My daddy taught me to face danger head-on and never show weakness. My momma taught me to be seen but not heard, to keep my emotions locked away.”

He didn’t move, didn’t even shift in his seat. He just kept staring, his expression unreadable. I kept talking, the words spilling out like I couldn’t stop them.

“I survived living with your father. I was filled with rage and sadness every damn day in this house, and not once did I flinch. I learned how to bury it all deep down, to smile when I needed to and stay silent when I had to. I never let it break me.”

My gaze flickered to his, and I felt my resolve waver.

“I can’t with you,” I admitted, my voice barely a whisper now. “You’re not like your father. It’s like you’re not even trying to scare me—you’re just being you, and that’s fucking terrifying. Because I really do think there’s no escaping you unless you let me.”

He was silent, still unmoving.

“Tell me how to get out of this,” I pleaded finally, my voice breaking. “Tell me what it’ll take for you to let me go.”

He leaned forward slowly, his eyes never leaving mine. Finally, he spoke.

“There is no way out,” he said, his voice low, almost gentle, like he was explaining something to a child. “I want everything you are, Ava. All your rage, your pain, your desire. There’s no deal to make, no compromise.”

He picked up his glasses from the side table, slowly wiping the lenses with a handkerchief. It seemed like a practiced gesture, and it made me think he didn’t even need them to see. Like it was an act to make him appear normal.

“I want to share everything with you, Ava,” he continued, placing the glasses back on his face. “Your body, your thoughts, your dreams. I want to be the center of your world, and you’ll be mine. You’ll be my death, and I’ll be your Thanos.”

My confusion deepened.

“What? You’ll be my what?” I asked, my forehead creasing in disbelief.

He looked at me like I was an idiot.

“Thanos. You know, from the movie? The villain who believes he’s saving the universe, even if it means destroying half of it. In the comic books, he’s in love with Death and willing to destroy the world for her.”

I stared at him, completely at a loss for words. He was comparing himself to a literal supervillain, and the worst part was, he seemed to mean it. His tone was honest, even affectionate.

I opened my mouth, then closed it again, unable to figure out how to respond to that level of crazy. I rubbed my temples, trying to ease the tension building behind my eyes.

“Can I go pee and shower? I have someone else’s blood and guts on me,” I finally asked.

He raised an eyebrow.

“Of course,” he said. “But I’ll be right outside the door.”

When I stood, his eyes stayed on me, tracking every movement, like he was planning five steps ahead, ready for whatever. He didn’t even blink, and his body was coiled with a tension that made it clear he’d be on me in an instant if I tried to run.

In the bathroom, I locked the door behind me, my heart pounding. This part of the house was unfamiliar to me—I’d never been in this wing during the years I lived here. Vito had kept me confined to specific rooms, always under his eye. But I knew the window faced the back of the estate, overlooking the woods. If I could just get through it, I’d have a straight shot. US-19 was about half a mile through the trees. I could flag down a car, maybe disappear before Luciano even realized I was gone.

I moved quickly to the toilet, not really focusing, just going through the motions. After I was done, I flushed, washed the blood from my face, then turned the shower on. I tossed a towel into the tub to muffle the sound of the water hitting the tiles so he would think I was in it. I pulled up the hem of my dress, tying it high around my thighs to keep it out of my way. The window was my ally—it didn’t make a noise as I shoved it open. I pushed the screen out. I grabbed the trash can and used it to lift myself. I climbed out, my feet hitting the damp ground outside with a thud.

I ran.

Branches lashed at my face and arms, tearing at the fabric of my dress. Not a minute later, my breath came in ragged bursts, and my lungs screamed for air. I hadn’t run like this in years. But I had to keep moving, to put as much distance as possible between me and that house. Heart pounding. Legs cramping. After about five minutes, I heard him.

“Ava.”

He wasn’t yelling—just calling out, almost conversationally. He sounded close. Too close. I pushed harder, my feet stumbling over uneven ground. Then came the sound of the four-wheeler—a low, mechanical hum that made my stomach drop. I kept running, but my legs were already ready to give out.

I was out of shape, and the distance between us was closing fast. The hum stopped abruptly. I turned, and Luciano sat casually on the four-wheeler, one hand resting lazily on the handlebar. His eyes were dark, locked on me like I was the prize he’d won. He didn’t seem angry.

“Come on, Ava,” he said. “Get on, or I can make you get on…”

His threat was calm, almost casual.

I squared my shoulders and stared him down. “Then do it,” I dared him. “Make me.” I knew I wasn’t going to beat his ass like I wanted to; I had seen him fight, there was no chance, but I was so angry for having to even be there, I was willing to try.

Something flashed in his eyes—pleasure, or something close to it. Or maybe hunger. And that gave me pause. Because why did he look like he was about to enjoy whatever came next?

He swung one leg over the side of the four-wheeler and dismounted slowly. He made his way over to me, crowded my space, towering over me. “You sure you want me to make you?” he asked, as if giving me a final out.

My fists clenched, nails digging into my palms. I stepped back and swung, my fist cutting through the air toward his face.

He ducked easily. His demeanor didn’t change; he was so unbothered, and that pissed me off more.

“You’ve got a good right hook. But you’re too slow.”

He blocked my next swing too, then caught my wrist. “Don’t wind up so much,” he said. “You telegraph your punches.”

I yanked my arm free and swung again. Missed.

“Keep your elbows in,” he added, sidestepping. “Your stance is too wide—you’re off balance. And your breathing’s off. You’re holding your breath when you strike.”

I saw red.

I wanted to scream. I wanted to hit him just once. I kept swinging—wild, messy. My only goal was to take his fucking head off. I knew better. My daddy had taught me how to fight. My cousin had sharpened that foundation. I knew how to plant my feet, how to breathe, how to wait for the opening.

But none of that mattered in that moment.

Rage hijacked my body and made me clumsy, made my vision tunnel. I kept swinging.

And he kept dodging.

He was toying with me.

“You aren’t done yet?” he asked, his tone condescending.

He didn’t wait for an answer or another swing.

He grabbed my wrist, twisting it behind my back. I gasped in pain as he forced me down, pinning me to the ground with his weight.

I struggled beneath him, trying to buck him off, but even with a bullet hole in his arm, he was too strong.

“Let me go!” I screamed, twisting my body in a last-ditch attempt to get free.

But he didn’t let up. Instead, he leaned closer, his breath hot against my ear.

“No, Ava. Calm down.”

I did the only thing left to do—I sank my teeth into his cheek. He managed to pry my jaw open before I could cause any damage.

I braced myself for pain. I had shot him. I had bit him. I’d run. I tried to fight him. I expected brutal retaliation. But his reaction wasn’t anger or violence—it was a low, guttural laugh. It sent chills through me.

“You’re so vicious.” His eyes burned into mine. “It’s doing something for me.”

He pressed his hips down, grinding into me. “See.” His dick was hard, long, and thick.

I shoved at his chest. My nails scraped against his shirt, but he didn’t move.

“Get off me!” I yelled, my voice breaking, trying to ignore how I could feel the heat of his body right through my clothes.

He didn’t move, just looked down at me, his face inches from mine. Why wasn’t he angry, out of breath, or at least a little rattled? I had fought him with everything I had.

“You can’t win this fight, Ava.” His tone was calm, almost clinical, like he was diagnosing my condition rather than speaking to me. “I will always be stronger than you. Always faster. Always prepared. Every move you make, I will have already anticipated.”

He shook his head.

“You knew you couldn’t win a physical fight against me, Ava. You knew, and yet you still tried.”

He shook his head, his lips brushing my nose.

“I admire it,” he admitted, almost to himself. “The refusal to accept what’s inevitable. The compulsion to fight, even in the face of absolute futility, is commendable.”

A pause. Then, his voice got softer, “But it’s insane and self-destructive.”

“What if one of the guards had caught you when you ran? I would have had to kill him, like before. What if I actually hit you back? Or decided I wanted to spread you open and take what I wanted from you, right here on this bitter earth?”

I felt my eyes go wide. My body went still.

He shook his head.

“Don’t do that. Don’t look at me with fear in your eyes.”

There was a pause from him. A slow blink. Then he continued,

“I won’t hurt you. But I will restrain you if I have to.”

He exhaled, as if considering his options.

“A straitjacket would be the most logical choice. They put Azula in one,” he mused. “It would be humane. Secure. You wouldn’t be able to waste energy on running when it’s pointless…”

His green eyes darkened, and I noticed his glasses were gone. He gave me a gorgeous grin that exposed his perfectly straight white teeth.

“But then, there’s another option.”

He leaned in slightly, voice dropping to a whisper, as if getting ready to share a secret.

“I could tie you to my bed instead. Keep you there until your body learns and your mind follows. Until you understand there’s nowhere else you should be.”

He threatened.

“I read this book once,” he continued. “It was about psychological submission—how the brain adapts under restriction. How if you bind someone long enough, limit their movements and their freedom, they start to attach to the only thing that doesn’t change.” His green eyes locked on mine.

“That would be me.”

I swallowed hard, my pulse hammering in my throat.

“But then,” he added, voice softening just a bit, “there was this other book. About sexual submission. Not the leather, spankings, and whips kind. This was deeper. Dirtier.”

His expression didn’t change, but his breathing had. It was faster and deeper.

“You tie her to your bed. And you tease and touch and edge her until her body only responds to your hands. Until she’s dripping from nothing but your presence. Until just the sound of your voice makes her thighs part, until she begs you to fuck her. Until you own her.”

My breath hitched.

He reached out like he might touch me, but didn’t. His fingers hovered an inch from my cheek.

“Yeah, I like the second option best.”

I wanted to want to scream at him, to spit in his face, claw at his skin until I drew blood. I should have.

Instead, I just lay there, my breath coming too fast, too shallow.

His words, and the weight of his body, had me feeling like a live wire was attached to my skin. I liked the second option too… If he was going to make me choose, I mentally added a caveat to excuse my shameful thoughts.

I opened my mouth to curse him, but nothing came out. My mind knew better than to give him an excuse. I tucked my lips, scared he might use anything I said as an excuse to actually tie me to his bed.

“Are you ready to get up and behave?” he asked when I didn’t reply.

I nodded.

He rose off of me to stand.

I scrambled to my feet, my body aching from the struggle. Nipples hard, between my thighs damp.

Luciano’s eyes dipped once—slowly—to the space between my thighs. Like he could see the wetness.

My face heated.

“Get on,” he ordered, gesturing to the four-wheeler.

He didn’t say a word as he drove us back. Inside the house, he pulled me along, his big hand wrapped around my wrist, past guards who didn’t react at all, steering me up the stairs and down a hallway headed back to his room. I was so embarrassed.

As we turned a corner, the blonde woman from earlier appeared. Tall. Slim. The perfect image of a mafia wife. Her eyes flicked over me, her thin lips curling with disgust, her manicured fingers tightening around the pearls at her throat.

“Why her?” she spat. “You could have had my daughter. And you choose her?”

Luciano paused, turning to her with an expression that was cold and devoid of any emotion.

There was a physical shift in the air.

The blonde woman must have felt it too because she took half a step back.

“Keep talking, Bianca, and I will make it so it seems like your precious daughter never existed. No body. No trace. Just a ghost in your memories,” he sneered.

The color drained from her face so fast I thought she might pass out. She hurried off down the hall like she really believed him. The way his voice had gone all menacing—I believed he might actually do it.

Luciano resumed pulling me along, his grip never loosening. When we reached his room, he let me go, opened the door, and shoved me in.

“I’ll return shortly,” he stated, his tone devoid of warmth. “Then we will discuss our impending marriage.”

I glared at him, my chest heaving, hand clenching at my side.

Why was this happening to me?

His green eyes were latched onto me, unblinking. He opened his mouth like he had more to say, then decided against it.

Turning, he walked out, leaving me alone in the room. I heard the door lock.

All I could think to do was stand there.

Then a thought crossed my mind.

Who in the fuck was Azula?


Chapter 10

Luciano

I made my way down to the basement, my footsteps echoing in the cold, damp stairwell. The air grew thicker, heavier as I approached La Stanza del Giudizio. Two guards stood at the entrance, their eyes snapping to attention as I approached.

“Leave,” I ordered, my voice flat.

They hesitated. “Leave,” I repeated. They all knew I rarely did that. They exchanged a quick glance before nodding and stepping away from the door. I stepped in, letting the heavy door shut behind me, leaving only me and the old man.

The once-feared old man was a pitiful sight—slumped in the metal chair, wrists and ankles bound with thick leather straps. His face was swollen, bruises mottling his skin, his lips cracked and bleeding from dehydration. But his eyes… they held no fear. No remorse.

I dragged a chair in front of him, the screech of metal against concrete slicing through the silence. I sat down, elbows resting on my knees, studying him.

“I watched you,” I murmured. “You’re good with your grandkids. I respect that. I like that you treated them well. They miss you.”

His jaw tightened, but his expression didn’t change.

“That makes you sad?” I tilted my head. “I don’t know why. Even if I hadn’t come for you, how much longer would you have left? I would think at your age you’d be settled with death.”

Tomaso remained silent.

“You know,” I continued, “your granddaughter Sarah? She’s the same age as my soon-to-be wife.” I let that settle before adding, “Ava graduated at the top of her class in high school. Seventh in business school.”

A flicker of confusion crossed his face. He wasn’t expecting this conversation.

“She’s smart,” I went on. “And stubborn. Frustratingly so. But I respect it. She built a business, made a life for herself despite having both of her parents murdered.” I exhaled slowly. “She’s capable of love.” My fingers tapped against my thigh. “I don’t understand love. But I want to. I want to be normal.” My gaze flicked around the dim room. “I want to give her a life that doesn’t involve this.”

I gestured to the darkness, to the blood-soaked past neither of us could ever escape.

“But I can’t. Because of what you did to me, Tomaso.”

Still, he said nothing.

His silence infuriated me.

My voice dropped, quieter now. “Today is the most I’ve spoken in years.” I let the words settle, heavy with truth. “I don’t talk much because of what I saw. Because of what you all did to me. I screamed loud enough for heaven to hear me, but it didn’t stop you. So I stopped trying.” I shrugged. “Most people don’t matter to me.”

“But Ava does…”

Tomaso finally made a sound, a rough, guttural laugh that turned into a cough. “What do you want from me, boy?” he rasped.

I leaned back, considering the question. “Advice,” I said simply. “You were married for quite a while?”

He nodded, slow and stiff. “Forty years,” he managed, his voice ragged.

“Then tell me,” I pressed. “How did you make it work, with the life we live? How do you keep a woman happy?”

His eyes flickered with something I couldn’t read. He let out a breath, a wheeze more than a sigh.

“You want the real answer?”

I gave a slight nod.

“You listen more than you speak. Even when you think you’re right. Especially then. You shut the fuck up and listen to what she’s saying underneath the words. What she’s not saying. You learn her silences like you learn her body.”

I didn’t interrupt.

“You stay consistent. Not just loyal, but dependable. You show up the same man every day, so she knows what part of you she can lean on when her world starts tilting.”

His breath hitched—maybe from pain, maybe from memory—but he kept going.

“You give her space to be more than what you want. You don’t punish her for needing things you don’t understand. You don’t try to win. You try to last. You let her be complicated.”

I stared at him, absorbing every word.

“And when she’s angry? When she’s spitting fire at you and calling you every name but the one she gave you? You take it. Because she has to know she’s safe being angry around you. That you won’t love her less for feeling too much.”

He coughed again, blood in the corner of his mouth.

“You want to keep her?” he said, voice weakening. “Then you make her feel seen. Not just when she’s dressed up and pretty. When she’s broken. When she’s tired of you and all your shit. You still stay. And you forgive her, even when she does the unforgivable.”

His words made me pause. I fought against compartmentalizing them. I wanted to be a man who took advice. I filed it all away and then I made up my mind about what needed to be done.

I stood up, pushing the chair back with a screech. “I had planned to keep you alive for weeks or months,” I told Tomaso. “I wanted you to suffer, to feel every moment of the agony you created. But Ava doesn’t like my father, and I won’t be returning to his house often. I won’t do things like this in the home I share with her. I don’t want her to know this part of me.”

He looked up at me, something like understanding crossing his face. For the first time, I saw a flicker of fear in his eyes. It was faint, but it was there.

“You say you’ve been married to your wife for forty years, and from what I saw, she was happy with you. She kissed you lovingly when you left home the morning I took you.” I paused, thinking over my next words and decided to extend an olive branch. “It is my wedding day tomorrow and I’m feeling sentimental.” I paused. “Should I have someone kill your wife? So she doesn’t have to live without you?”

His eyes widened.

I hadn’t expected the sheer terror that crossed his face. But once I saw it… it felt right.

Tomaso began to shake. “Non farle del male… please,” he stammered. His voice cracked with desperation. “She… she’s innocent…”

His dignity crumbled.

“Per favore,” he begged. “Don’t kill her.”

I watched him, unaffected. His pleas washed over me, empty and hollow. “Look at you,” I said, my tone sharper now. “Begging like a dog. After all the blood you’ve spilled, you expect mercy?”

He continued to babble, switching between English and Italian, each word more frantic than the last. “Io ti prego… I beg you… I beg you…”

So this was love—losing control, unraveling pride, fearing the loss of what mattered most.

I leaned forward. “Where was the mercy for my mother, Tomaso? Did you spare her? Did you listen to her pleas?” I inhaled a breath, trying to calm myself, but it didn’t work.

“There will be no mercy. You’ll die not knowing if your wife will end up here or not.”

He sobbed openly now, tears mixing with the blood on his face.

“Goodbye, Tomaso,” I said, reaching for the nearby hacksaw on the table.

I positioned the hacksaw against his neck. He was too weak and distraught to even try and move.

His sobs turned to screams as the blade bit into flesh. My injured arm burned with effort. But I kept going, even as sweat dripped down my forehead, even as my breathing grew labored.

The saw teeth caught on his vertebrae. I adjusted my grip, putting weight behind each pull. Cartilage popped. Tendons snapped. The hacksaw carved into Tomaso’s neck, turning his screams into short, wet gurgles. Blood pattered on the concrete like slow rain, triggering a memory.

And for a moment—

the room disappeared.

The scent hit me first. Gardenias, pennies, and the smell of rain in the air. It was the smell of my mother’s perfume mixed with blood. Her fingernails were dragging against the concrete, trying to hold on. They’d yanked her around, passing her from man to man. Like she was nothing. But she wasn’t. She was my everything.

"Shh," she whispered, voice shaking. "Close your eyes, cover your ears, and don’t make a sound, amore." That’s what she had told me just before they came in that last time.

I hadn’t made a sound—just watched as they drained the life out of her.

The memory snapped like a rubber band, yanking me back to the dungeon, to the blood under my boots, to Tomaso’s body twitching.

I exhaled through my nose.

He was dead. He was the final ghost I had to chase.

A chilling silence filled the room as I pulled his head free from his body. I lifted it, blood dripping onto the floor in thick streams. I walked it over to the table in the corner of the room. I placed it into a custom trophy case I’d designed myself, then carried it to the refrigerated room at the end of the basement.

Inside, there were eight other heads, each one neatly preserved in its own case. I placed Tomaso’s beside the others, closing the glass door.

Ava would never know about this room. But it was part of me, part of who I was. It was my legacy. My father had built his empire on violence and fear, but I would build mine on justice and vengeance. Everyone would know not to cross me.

I thoroughly cleaned my hands and face, scrubbing away the last traces of Tomaso’s life, like he was nothing more than dirt beneath my fingernails, because to me he was nothing more than dirt.

I looked at him one last time—his lifeless, vacant eyes staring back at me, frozen in a fear he never thought he'd feel. I felt myself exhale.

He was the final name on my list.

For years, my existence had been defined by one purpose—vengeance. Every breath I took, every move I made, had been leading to this.

Now, there was nobody left to hunt. No more ghosts to chase. No more names to cross out.

I should’ve felt… something. A sense of peace. Triumph. Relief, maybe.

But I felt nothing.

But now I had time. Now, I had time for her. No distractions. No unfinished business lurking in the shadows. I could be the man she deserved—at least, whatever version of that I could manage.

I’d never be good, but I could be... something adjacent to good. To her. For her, I could be hers.

I wiped my hands one last time, then turned away. Then I walked upstairs. I needed to talk to Ava about our wedding.

How did you convince someone who aimed for your heart—and damn near hit it—to trust you with hers?

When words were already hard, when they never seemed to come out right, when silence had always been easier?

It sounded impossible.

So deep in thought I almost didn’t notice my father leaning against the wall near the elevator. His face was a mask of barely contained fury, his lips pressed into a thin line.

“Carlos’s father is furious.”

I shrugged. “Carlos’s father is too much of a coward to retaliate. Are the wedding preparations ready?”

My father’s mouth twitched in irritation, but he answered. “Yes. The ceremony is set for two o’clock tomorrow. The guests have started arriving already.”

“Good,” I replied. Without waiting for a response, I pushed past him. I needed to talk to Saint.


Chapter 11

Luciano

I pushed open the door to Saint’s office without knocking, knowing he probably already knew I was there. There were cameras all over the compound. My eyes landed on Aria first, who sat on the edge of his desk, flipping through a magazine, her dark curls hiding half her face. Her swollen belly was impossible to miss. This was their second child in the three years since they’d married.

Saint didn’t look up right away, his focus on the screen in front of him.

Aria’s head rose from her magazine. She looked at me funny, like she always did, like she thought there was something wrong with me. I didn’t care. I knew there was something wrong with her, too. I didn’t know how Saint didn’t see it. Even after everything she’d done, he treated her like she was fragile.

But she was just like us, but she didn’t wear it on her sleeve. Saint and I had been turned into what we were, but I think she was born the way she was and had learned how to mask it. I could see it—beneath the surface, the same darkness that pulsed in Saint and me was living in her.

Saint told me she once called him a villain and herself a damsel. She was an antihero at best. She was dangerous, maybe even more so than us, because she knew how to present herself as harmless or normal—making her unpredictable.

I didn’t understand why he wanted her. She seemed like more of a liability he had to manage rather than someone he should have any real attachment to. She could tear down everything he’d worked for, and yet, he didn’t seem afraid. He didn’t care about her deceit or her lies—the same lies that had driven him to murder his own father after she convinced him he wasn’t his father. Her presence disrupted his carefully constructed world, yet he wouldn’t get rid of her. But then, when I thought about it, she was just a mirror reflecting his own chaos back at him. They served each other.

I dismissed the thoughts. She was Saint’s problem, not mine. I’d just keep her away from Ava.

Saint finally leaned back in his chair, closing his laptop.
“Luciano,” Saint asked. “What brings you here?”

I stepped further into the room, my hands in my pockets, trying to appear casual. “I’m getting married,” I informed him. “Tomorrow.”

Aria’s head snapped up at that, her dark eyes narrowed as she studied me. “Married?” she repeated, her tone dripping with disbelief. “To who?”

“Ava,” I said simply, ignoring the way her lips curled, as if she couldn’t believe anyone was marrying me. “I came to ask Saint to be my best man.”

“The Ava?” Saint asked.
I nodded.

Saint raised an eyebrow, his expression unreadable. “Best man?” he echoed. “Me? That’s… unexpected.”

I shrugged. “I was at your wedding, and I want to show Ava I have friends,” I admitted, the words feeling strange on my tongue. I wasn’t used to explaining myself, but this was important. I didn’t want Ava to see me as strange, as someone who existed in isolation. I wanted her to see that I could belong, that I could fit into her world—or at least, that I could pretend to.

Aria let out a low laugh. “Friends?” she said, her voice laced with sarcasm. “Is that what you and him are?”

I ignored her, my focus on Saint. “Will you do it?” I asked. I knew he would do it because I needed him to. Despite what Aria thought, he was my friend.

Saint studied me for a moment, his gaze calculating. Then he nodded. “Alright,” he said. “I’ll be your best man.”

Aria tossed her magazine onto the desk. “Did you take her, Luciano? Are you forcing her?”

“No,” I replied, my voice flat. “I didn’t take her. She was promised to me. I’m not forcing her. But our marriage is not a choice—it’s a requirement.” I left out the fact that Saint had actually encouraged me to take Ava.

Aria’s smirk deepened. “What? How does anything you say make it different than force?” she spat.

I kept myself from moving forward, to keep from engaging her husband. Saint would react poorly if he thought I was going to harm her. I would hate to have to kill my only friend. My gaze locked with Aria’s. “I don’t feel the need to explain myself to you, Aria. You are not morally superior,” I said, keeping my tone low. “Not with your history. You’re a liar, a murderer. No better than me or Saint, maybe even worse.”

She glared at me, her nostrils flaring.
“Who the fuck do you think you’re talking to?” she snapped.

“I’m speaking to you.” I tilted my head, observing her. “You’re a textbook example of cognitive dissonance, Aria. You’ve built an identity around being a victim, yet your actions betray that narrative. You’re suffering from a severe case of narcissistic tendencies—everything revolves around you, the lies you weave, and the manipulation you employ. The violence you claim to hate? You’re as capable of it as anyone. You’re just adept at concealing it behind that mask of self-righteousness. And your husband enables you because he has attachment issues, but I do not share the same affection for you. I advis—”

Aria cut me off. “Fuck you.” She jabbed a manicured nail in my direction. “You’re a fucking broken little boy in a man’s body. You don’t scare me.” She uncrossed her legs and stood.

I didn’t react. Aria thrived off reaction. “You should be scared, Aria.” Aria didn’t understand how much danger her bravado put her in. She had spent her whole life wielding power that didn’t belong to her—first her father’s, now Saint’s. She mistook their protection for her invincibility. But she had no real power. Not the kind that mattered. Without a shield between her and men like me, she wouldn’t last a day in this world. I didn’t understand why Saint let her get away with so much. Why he allowed her to run rampant, reckless, as if she weren’t one wrong move away from getting herself killed.

When she started moving in my direction, Saint slammed his hand onto the desk, the sound like a gunshot. “Enough,” he growled, his voice low and dangerous. “Both of you. Let’s move on, fuck.”

I turned to Saint.
“I apologize for the outburst,” I said to him, knowing it was a social norm to apologize for insulting one’s wife, though I meant everything I had said to her. “Your wife has a remarkable ability to provoke me. It’s why I tolerate her. She helps me learn how to manage my reactions to challenges without resorting to violence, despite the impulse.”

I turned to leave, pausing at the door. “I’ll inform you of the wedding time later today. Formal wear, please. I may also require your assistance before.”


Chapter 12

Saint

I watched Luciano walk out, then turned my attention to Aria. She stood by the window, wearing that infuriating, knowing smirk.

“Why do you always provoke him?” I asked. If I didn’t know that Aria purposely antagonized Luciano, I would have reacted differently to the way he spoke to her.

She turned to me, amusement filling her eyes. “Because that’s the only time he talks or shows any emotion. He’s usually acting like a robot. It’s for his own good—you heard him. I’m saving lives,” she said, her voice light, almost mocking. “Plus, I like pissing him off. He’s another one of these mob motherfuckers who think I’m making you weak.”

I stood, the chair scraping against the floor as I pushed it back.

“If anything,” she said, stepping closer, “I make you stronger.”

I caught her wrist before she could touch me. “Exactly,” I said, my voice like gravel. “But you don’t need to prove that to him. Or to anyone.”

She laughed, the sound sharp and bitter. “It’s fun, though. He’s so easily roused. Like a dog on a leash.”

I sighed. Aria was chaos incarnate, a storm I couldn’t control, no matter how hard I tried. And I had tried. God, I had tried.

She grew quiet, her smirk fading as she stared at the door Luciano had just walked through. I could see the wheels turning in her head, that sharp, calculating mind of hers working overtime.

“Do not involve yourself in whatever is transpiring between Ava and Luciano. She is not you, and he did not take her. It is none of your concern.”

I was relieved that Luciano had exercised discretion, refraining from mentioning that I had advised him to take Ava when Aria questioned him. He was typically direct—painfully so—whenever he chose to speak at all.

“I wasn’t going to do anything.” She lied. I could see it in her eyes—her pupils were blown open. They only did that when she wanted to fuck or when she lied. I had learned to read her well for my own sake.

“Are you sure?”

Her eyes snapped back to me, dark and unreadable. “You don’t trust me?”

“No,” I said flatly. She knew I didn’t trust her.

She didn’t respond, just walked over to the intercom on my desk and pressed the button. “Tell my guards to come up,” she said, her voice clipped. “I want to go home.”

She instructed, then turned to face me. I stepped closer, my hand cupping her cheek, my thumb brushing over the curve of her jaw.

“I love you, “Dolcezza” I said, meaning it. “Despite the fact that everything Luciano said about you was correct.”

I wasn’t naïve about who she was. Aria was the best liar I had ever met, and I had been raised by men who lied for a living. She told me what I wanted to hear, what I needed to hear, just enough truth laced in to make me doubt my own instincts.

And I let her do it.

Because I loved her anyway. She was the most reckless thing I’d ever done. And I’d do it over and over again.

She laughed, low and throaty. “I’ve apologized to you a million times, and you still won’t let that dark part of our history go.”

I opened my mouth to rebut, but she snatched her hand free, grabbed my jaw, and rose to her tiptoes, sliding her tongue into my mouth, cutting off whatever I was about to say.

This was her being manipulative.

I kissed her back, hard, my grip tightening on her jaw. Her mouth tasted like expensive pickles and strawberries, a weird pregnancy craving of hers.

Aria pulled away first, her lips swollen, her breath uneven. Her eyes flickered with something dangerous. Her hand went to my belt.

I grabbed it, stilling her. Though my dick ached, painfully hard and  was pressing against my zipper, I had work to do.

She pouted so pretty for me I almost gave in. I dragged a hand down my face, then exhaled sharply, adjusting myself through my slacks.

Pressing my forehead against hers, I lingered for the briefest moment before I reluctantly let her go. “Go home, Aria. I have several meetings.”

She gave me a soft, teasing look. “Yes, boss.”

My dick jumped.

Fucking hell. She knew exactly what she was doing. I reached for her, but there was a knock at the door that stopped me.

“Come in.”

Her guards stepped in, all in suits with cold eyes. Aria had picked them herself. She didn’t acknowledge them right away. Instead, she dragged her fingers down my chest, resting her palm over my heart for just a second before stepping back.

“I do love you. You know that, right?”

I nodded. “Kiss Chiara for me,” I said, referring to our two-year-old daughter, who was back at the house with her visiting grandmother. “I’ll be home on time.”

Aria nodded, turned, and walked out the door. The guards fell into step behind her, their presence a reminder of the world we lived in—a world where even love came with a price.

I sank back into my chair. Aria was right about one thing—Luciano was easily roused. But she was wrong about another. He wasn’t a dog on a leash. He was a wolf, and wolves were unpredictable. I wished she would leave him alone.

But I knew she wouldn’t. She was going to interfere somehow.

I pulled out my phone and dialed one of the guards who had just left with her. He answered on the first ring.

“Make sure you call me if my wife goes anywhere near the Genovese estate,” I ordered, my tone leaving no room for argument.

“Yes, sir.”

I ended the call and leaned back in my chair, exhaling slowly. I needed a suit.


Chapter 13

Ava

After limping my ass from the shower and into bed, I realized one thing while lying there in Luciano’s bed, surrounded by his sinful scent—I was exhausted, mentally and physically. I hadn’t slept well in the years since I’d been gone. I’d been staying up, worried about being forced back, about being tracked down.

Now that I was back, oddly enough, I felt like I could finally rest.

I knew I was safe because Luciano wouldn’t let anything happen to me. I had shot him, and he barely reacted. He had killed one of his men for touching me. He had protected me before. He had promised to protect me.

And besides all that, one thing had become terrifyingly clear in the last few hours—the life I built for myself was never mine. It was a trick of the light, a mirage that lasted just long enough to convince me that I was free. That illusion was shattering now, and I couldn’t stop it.

So why try?

And I didn’t even have it in me to want to go back to trying…

Was I giving up? No.

Was I giving in? Yes.

Why?

Because for the first time in years, I didn’t feel like I had to be on guard.

Luciano wouldn’t let anything happen to me. He wanted me enough to kill for me.

That realization should’ve terrified me. But instead, it made my eyes drift closed.

I didn’t know how long I slept before the sound of the door clicking open woke me up.

Luciano.

I could feel it was him. The air shifted when he entered a room, the temperature changing, the energy bending around him. I continued to lay stock still.

“You’re awake.” His voice was smooth, calm. He was always so calm.

I sighed, opening my eyes, blinking up at him. He stood at the edge of the bed, unmoving. He had on all black again, his crisp black shirt rolled up to his forearms, showing off his tats. He looked clean, composed—like he hadn’t just killed a man in front of me hours ago. Like he hadn’t chased me through the woods on some primal shit. He was so handsome too, reminding me of an evil version of a superhero who hid behind their glasses. I wondered what his superpower would be. Was that why he wore the glasses he obviously didn’t need?

“I have something to say,” he started. “I practiced this before I came in, so my words wouldn’t come out fragmented, cold—like earlier.”

I stayed silent, surprised at his admission.

He tilted his head slightly, removing his glasses, locking his eyes on my face.

“I’m not trying to keep you locked up, Uccellini. When we’re married, you’ll have freedom—more than most women in our world. You’ll have money. Security. A life no one can touch. You’ll have me.” His jaw tightened. “And you’ll be untouchable.”

His hands flexed against his thighs, like he was already imagining strangling the life out of anyone who dared cross me.

“No one will hurt you again. No one will take from you again. Because I will destroy them, Ava.”

I swallowed. There was something unhinged in his eyes—and I believed every word. It was oddly endearing.

“You don’t have to love me. I don’t require that from you,” he added quietly. “But you will be mine. And I’ll be yours in return.” He leaned in slightly, lowering his voice to something almost intimate, almost gentle. “I’ve waited for this. For you. I want this.” He blinked.

I stared at him. “Okay.”

He stilled, his breath halting for just a second. “Okay?” he repeated, like he hadn’t heard me right.

“Just like that? Okay?”

“Yes.” I nodded. “I could fight you tooth and nail. Or I can take advantage of the opportunities you’re offering. Besides, would you change your mind if I said no?”

Luciano’s brows pulled together, his head tilting just slightly. “No, I would not. But your response is illogical,” he said finally.

I blinked. “What?”

“Your acquiescence,” he clarified, his tone measured and back to normal now. “You have fought every step of the way. You ran. You resisted. You fought me. You tried to kill me…” He paused, his eyes flicking briefly to his shoulder. “And yet, with no further coercion, no negotiation, no counteroffer, you suddenly concede. That is not how human behavior typically works.”

He stepped closer.

“When faced with an undesirable outcome, most people exhaust every option available before surrendering. When fighting fails...They beg, plead, attempt manipulation, or, at the very least, demand terms. You have done none of those things.”

I stared at him, trying to figure out why he was making things more difficult by overanalyzing them. I had agreed. What more did he want?

“Which leads me to conclude one of two things,” he continued. “One. You are attempting to lull me into a false sense of security before making another escape attempt. That would be unwise.” His gaze flicked down to my wrist, to the bruises forming there from my last failed attempt to run.

“Two. You are in a state of psychological exhaustion so severe that you have bypassed the stages of resistance entirely, landing at resignation. Which would mean you are more fragile than I originally assessed.”

I swallowed.

His fingers brushed the edge of the blanket near my hip—the briefest touch, but it was enough to make my skin burn.

“Well?” he asked, still watching me like I was a specimen under a microscope. “Which is it, Ava?”

I exhaled, my pulse hammering in my throat as I just whispered the truth.

“Two. I’m tired. Not fragile though.”

Luciano remained still, watching me. Waiting. As if he needed me to quantify my exhaustion, to break it down into something measurable, something he could categorize and file away in his weird brain.

“I’m tired of fighting,” I admitted. “Tired of running. Of looking over my shoulder. Of feeling like every second, I have to be on guard because I was scared your father would find me and drag me back or kill me. I’m tired of being afraid of what will happen next. Of knowing I don’t control anything—not really. Of pretending I do.”

His eyes flickered. He considered me for a long moment before nodding, as if he was filing my answer away for later analysis.

“Understood.”

I released a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding.

“But if you’re lying—”

“I’m not. You didn’t rape me.

You didn’t torture me.

You somewhat respected my boundaries even when you could’ve abused your power. For someone raised around violent men, that says something about you.”

His fingers twitched like he was about to touch me but remembered himself just in time. “Whether you’re lying or not. You’re mine, Ava,” he said, quieter now, like the danger had gone underground but not disappeared. “Do you understand?”

I wasn’t sure what he wanted me to say.

I nodded, then shifted under the comforter, stretching my sore limbs. I reached down and pushed the covers back slightly, the cool air hitting my bare skin, breasts exposed, nipples tight. Might as well get used to sleeping next to him.

Luciano went still.

“I’m sleepy. Are you coming to bed?”

His eyes drank me in slowly. His throat bobbed. His hands curled into fists.

Then his expression changed—he suddenly looked startled, like I’d short-circuited something in that strange, brilliant mind of his.

Then he turned so fast that his shoulder—the one I shot him in—banged against the doorframe. He didn’t stop or cry out in pain. He rushed from the room.

Leaving me to wonder what the fuck had just happened.


Chapter 14

Luciano

The door shut behind me, sealing out the rest of the house. The air in La Stanza del Giudizio was thick with the scent of bleach, covering the mold, blood, and decay.

I let out a slow breath. The heads sat where I’d left them.

I pulled the only chair in the room to face them.

Then I sat, exhaling through my nose, pressing my fingers against my temples.

I stared at them, their empty eyes fixed on nothing, their mouths frozen open, like they had something important to say before I took it from them.

I leaned forward, elbows resting on my knees, adjusting my glasses.

“To have reached this age without knowing the warmth of a woman’s flesh,” I started, “without experiencing the most fundamental of human instincts—it’s unnatural.” My throat was sore from overuse, but I couldn’t stop. I needed to get some things off my chest. “I am an anomaly. A deviation from the expected trajectory of a man in my position.”

I tilted my head, studying them. “And whose fault is that?” I paused as if they could answer, then answered for them.

“It’s yours. You all stole normal from me. You pried it from my hands before I even knew what it was.”

I continued, tapping my fingers against my thigh, considering my next words. “It wasn’t lack of opportunity. Nor lack of desire.”

My gaze drifted to Tomaso’s. “I should be like other men. It is expected. It’s biological. Instinctual to want to fuck. And yet—” I exhaled slowly. “I can’t.”

I sighed. “Theoretical knowledge, I possess in abundance. I have read, I have observed, I have studied.” A pause. “But the practical application remains an equation left unsolved.”

I tapped a finger against the surface of the table once. It pushed away my urge to knock all the cases to the floor.

I want Ava so much. I saw her naked today.”

My jaw tightened. “And do you know what I did?”

I let the silence stretch.

“I ran.”

The word was bitter on my tongue.

I pressed my palm flat against my thighs, steadying myself.

“I was hard the second I saw her,” I admitted, because what use was lying? “Years of thinking, planning, waiting—I wanted to take what she was offering. But I fucking ran.”

I tilted my head, staring at them.

“And that is your fault.”

“I was supposed to be normal.”

Normal men didn’t have to study intimacy like a test they needed to pass. They didn’t have to practice their tone, their body language, their words, their expressions just to appear human.

Normal men didn’t run at the idea of sex with someone they wanted.

I had read about trauma responses. How the brain rewired itself to protect against pain, how it shut down what it couldn’t process. I had spent years dissecting the science behind what I had become, but no amount of analysis could fix it.

Not after what I’d seen. I had been there. In that room. Watched my mother scream until her throat was raw, until her voice gave out entirely. I had seen her stripped, brutalized, broken, her body taken.

And now, years later, I couldn’t look at pale skin without thinking of her. Couldn’t see bare flesh without remembering that day.

Ava had no idea what I lacked. What I might not ever be able to give her.

I would never be normal.

Ava deserved normal.

But I deserved Ava.

There should be reward for survival. For endurance.

And Ava deserved me because I would go to war and win so she could have the peace she craved.

The door creaked open behind me.

I turned to face it.

My father walked in.

“The guards said you were down here.” He stepped forward, his shoes clicking against the floor. “I assume there’s a reason for that?”

I straightened, adjusting my glasses. “I couldn’t sleep.”

He hummed, eyes flicking to the heads, then back to me. He studied me.

Then—

“Go to bed, Luciano.” His voice was level but firm. “We have more guests arriving tomorrow. You’ll need to be well-rested.”

I nodded, moving to stand.

I took a step and he stopped me, his hand resting on my shoulder.

He exhaled. “You’ll also have to settle things with Carlos’s father. Eventually.”

I nodded once.

“You understand what that means?”

“Yes,” I said, because it was what he wanted to hear, but I didn’t give a fuck about Carlos’s father. He would have to do what I’d done. Seek vengeance and die or live with doing nothing.

It made no difference to me.

Silence stretched between us.

I just stared at him. Could see the guilt in his eyes. It was always there. He felt responsible for what happened to me. To my mother.

I didn’t blame him for the actions of others.

I blamed him for the exile.

For sending me away like I was an inconvenience.

He called it necessity. Survival. He framed it as protecting me. But I know the truth—he didn’t know what to do with me.

My grandmother had been cruel. I think she made me worse.

She believed that I shouldn’t feel.

I was a boy, so to her, that meant I could not afford softness. Could not afford grief. Could not afford to be anything other than what she expected a man to be.

She called my silence strength. My detachment discipline.

She never considered that maybe I just needed a hug. A platitude.

I respected my father. He had never been abusive or cruel to me. He’s a powerful man, a leader. I understand why men followed him. I understand why he’s feared.

But do I love him?

I don’t know.

I remember only having fondness for my mother. She was warmth, softness. I can still hear her voice in my head when the screaming stops, still remember the way she smelled, the way her arms felt around me.

The years before she was taken are murky, fragmented pieces that don’t always make sense. But I remember her.

I don’t remember loving my father.

But I know he loves me.

I see it in the way his gaze lingers on my face, in the way he watches me like he’s waiting for something—a hug or some affection. He hesitates sometimes before speaking, like he’s trying to choose words that won’t push me further away. He doesn’t do that for anyone else.

I must have been a lovable kid for a man like him to take my feelings into consideration. He had been indulgent even.

“Get some sleep, son,” he said, interrupting my ruminating.

He left without another word.

I turned back to the heads. I sighed. I needed to make peace with the truth.

I was never going to be normal.

Now I just needed to make sure Ava understood that too.


Chapter 15

Luciano

I woke up to the feeling of eye on me.


My eyes blinked open slowly, the world coming into focus in pieces. The dim lighting, the heavy warmth of the blankets, the scent of clean linen. Luciano was sitting at the edge of the bed, watching me.

“Good morning, Uccellini.” His voice was smooth today..
I blinked at him, still caught between sleep and reality.
Then I saw the dress.

It was draped over a chair in the corner. Pristine white, it looked out of place in the dark room.
“That’s my dress.”
Luciano followed my gaze, then looked back at me. “I know,” he responded matter-of-factly.
“Do you like it?”

I sat up slowly, my muscles aching, my mind still foggy from sleep. “It’s… beautiful.”
It was.
But it didn’t feel real. Like if I actually tried to touch it, it would disappear.

I swallowed and looked at him. “How?” “How did you know?”
Luciano adjusted his glasses, his expression unreadable. “In your room, after you left. I found it—your board of all your dreams and wishes and hopes.”
I frowned. My heart was beating funny.
“I have everything you left behind,” he continued. “Everything. Your books, your clothes.”

I stared at him, my throat tightening. I barely remembered making that board. It had been so long ago, another lifetime. Before my mother was murdered.
“You cut out pieces of a future you wanted—a house, a career, places you wanted to visit. ‘You wanted to be a lawyer,’” he said. “Columbia. Harvard. NYU. The brochures were stacked on your desk.”
“I analyzed the contents thoroughly,” he continued.
“I selected this dress based on those preferences,” he concluded simply. “It is not an exact match, but it aligns with your initial criteria.”

A part of me wanted to laugh at how absurdly analytical he sounded. Like this was a business acquisition rather than my wedding.
But another part of me—one I didn’t want to examine too closely—felt something else.  Why was he going all out for me?

“You kept all of that?” I asked, my voice quieter now.
“Yes.”
“Why?”
Luciano tilted his head slightly, as if the question itself was irrelevant. “Because it belonged to you. That made them important to me.”

Luciano studied me for a moment longer before asking, “Do you still want it?”
I didn’t know if he meant the dress.
Or the life I had once imagined.
“Want what?”
“The life,” he clarified.

The idea of him offering me the life I had dreamed of before everything fell apart was almost laughable.
So I did laugh. “How is my mundane dream of fighting for the good guys—something you can even offer me?” I asked, my voice laced with skepticism. “How does that fit into your world, heir to a mafia throne?”

Luciano didn’t hesitate. “If you want to finish school, you will. If you want to become a lawyer, you will. If you want to fight for the good guys—” He gave a small shrug. “I will ensure you win.” His voice was absolute.

I stared at him, searching his face. He was serious.
“That doesn’t make any sense and it’s in contradiction to who you are. Plus, you can’t ensure I win. You can’t just buy or manipulate justice, Luciano,” I scoffed.

He tilted his head, eyes sharp behind his glasses. “That is exactly what justice is—something that is bought, controlled, and manipulated by those with power.” His voice was calm, but there was an edge to it. “You know that. You wouldn’t have been drawn to law if you didn’t.”

“Maybe you can do all that. But you can’t buy back the past, though. Those were dreams of another version of me.”
Luciano didn’t even blink. “No,” he agreed. “The past is immutable.”

I exhaled. I had expected him to argue, to tell me that money and power could undo anything. That with enough control, even time could be bent. But he didn’t.
He just agreed.

“But,” he continued, “I can control the future.” He leaned in slightly, his gaze unwavering. “I can’t give you back what was taken from you, Ava. I can’t rewrite history. I can’t resurrect your mothers ghosts.” His fingers flexed at his sides like he wanted to touch me. “But I can make sure you never lose anything again.”

He leaned back suddenly, his back going stiff.
“And don’t mistake evolution for erasure, Ava,” he stated, voice measured. “You are not an entirely different entity than you were before. You are simply a revised version. The foundation remains.”

I stared at him. “You sound like a fucking self-help book.”
“I’m explaining it in the way I best understand.” He rebutted.

For some reason, I needed to see his eyes without the glasses.
I reached up slowly, brushing my fingers against the frame to see how he would react.

He didn’t stop me, so I slid them from his face.

Without the glasses, his eyes were clearer.

“You know… what happened to you… your mother, what you went through… it doesn’t have to define you. You can be more than controlled, cold and analytical.”
The only reaction I saw was his fingers twitching where they rested against his thighs. He still didn’t speak.

I searched his face, feeling my own heart beat faster. “Something makes me think maybe… maybe there’s still a piece of you untouched by all of this.”
 

“Make no mistake, Uccellini. I am what they made me.”


I swallowed hard, my fingers tightening around his glasses.

His fingers flexed at his sides before his hand lifted, hesitating for only a breath before he traced the curve of my jaw. His touch was surprisingly light, as if he wasn’t sure he was allowed to do it.


“But if there is anything in me that is mine… anything worth salvaging… you are the only person who will ever get to see this. It will only belong to you.”

I felt my breath catch. What was I supposed to say in response to that?
His hand fell away, leaving behind a ghost of warmth.

For a moment, neither one of us spoke. It felt like we were  in one of those TV shows moments, where two people reach that edge—where the air’s thick with everything. One wrong move and we’d fall into each other… or break apart completely. Neither happened.

He breathed out,  straightened, adjusted his cuffs, and stood. “Your stylists will be here soon.”
I frowned. “Stylists?”
“Yes.” He glanced at his watch. “Hair. Makeup. Dress. Jewelry. I’ve arranged everything.”


He reached for his glasses, removing them from my hand, and put them on. “They’ll be here in twenty minutes.”
Then he turned to leave.

“Luciano,” I called after him because I wanted to see something. I had noticed something when he’d seen me naked. Despite his bravado when he made sexually charged comments, he almost seemed shy about intimacy.

He paused, his hand resting on the doorknob, his back rigid. He didn’t turn around.
Slowly, I slipped out of bed, the sheet still wrapped around me. “Look at me,” I said, my voice softer this time, testing. This would be my olive branch.

He turned, our eyes connecting.


“You’re very handsome today.” He was dressed in a tailored three-piece black suit, the crisp white shirt beneath it highlighting the ink curling up his throat and peeking from his cuffs. His dark hair was neatly styled, a stark contrast to the sharp, calculating green eyes that met mine. He did look very handsome.

A flush crept up his neck, turning his face red.
Luciano Genovese was blushing.

I bit the inside of my cheek, suppressing the urge to laugh. He was the most unhinged, calculating, dangerous person I had ever met. And I’d met a lot of dangerous men. But a simple compliment had him looking like he didn’t know what to do with himself.

“Describe it.”
“Describe what?”
“Describe why you find me handsome.” His voice was steady. Analytical.
I frowned, caught off guard by the request. “I don’t—”
“Ava.” It was a warning. What the consequences would be, I didn’t know—but I didn’t want to find out.

“You have good bone structure,” I said, shrugging. “Strong jaw, high cheekbones. Your face is symmetrical. Thick plush lips, pretty, expressive eyes. The suit helps make you look… expensive. And the tattoos under the suit make you look fuckable.” I licked my lips.

Luciano nodded once, and turned like he was ready to walk out. His face was redder.
“Why do you ask?”
Without turning, he said, “So I can always look handsome for you.”
And then he walked out.
Leaving me staring after him, completely thrown.
This was going to be different.


Chapter 16

Luciano

Saint sat back in the chair across from me, legs stretched out, the picture of relaxed indifference. We were in a guest room where I had gotten dressed. The smell of cigar smoke lingered from earlier. I stood straight-backed, hands folded behind me.

“What did you call me in here for? My wife causes trouble when she’s too idle.”

I almost sneered. I didn’t think he would bring Aria. But it should have been a foregone conclusion.

“I have never engaged in sexual intercourse.” My tone was flat. Matter-of-fact.

Saint smirked, shaking his head. “Yeah, I know.”

I narrowed my eyes. “How?”

“This is a small circle, Luciano. Women talk. And they talk about you rejecting them.” He tilted his head, watching me like I was some rare creature under a microscope. “You’ve never fucked anyone. Never touched anyone. Hell, never even tried. And I heard you ran when one woman got nude in front of you.”

I had. Her pale skin and flesh reminded me of my mother’s body.

“The only reason people haven’t called you a eunuch is because they’re scared of you.”

I stayed silent, jaw tight.

Saint exhaled sharply, his amusement darkening into something else. “You need to get over what happened to you and your mother.” His tone was direct, unfiltered. “You’re about to have a wife.”

I clenched my teeth so hard my jaw ached.

Saint leaned forward slightly, his voice dropping. “You need to slip your hand around her throat, whisper in her ear that she’s yours, and fuck her against the wall. You can either fuck her properly and often, or someone else will—and she’ll let them. Just like her mother did.”

I moved fast.

The gun was out of my holster and pressed to his forehead before I even registered pulling it. My other hand gripped his collar, yanking him up so we were eye to eye.

Saint remained unfazed. His reflexes were just as sharp, his reaction just as swift.

Cold metal pressed under my chin.

“You really like her?” he grinned, as if the safeties were still on our guns. There was a structural deviation in his psyche, a fundamental misalignment in the way he processed the world. It was what made him— him. What made him insufferable sometimes. It was why I understood him. Why he was my only friend.

“You and I have an understanding, Saint. But do not mistake that for leniency when it comes to her. I will kill for her. I will die for her. And if you ever speak down on her again, I will put a bullet in your skull and mourn you as an afterthought, friend.”

Saint held my gaze, his eyes dark. I knew that look. He was in that space just before you pull the trigger—when the decision has already been made, when the body just needs to catch up with the mind. He pulled himself back, his mouth twitching to something cruel.

“If you ever put a gun to my head again, I won’t just return the favor,” he said, slow and unhurried, like he wanted to make sure I heard him. “I’ll put you in the fucking ground, friend.”

My grip on the gun didn’t falter.

Neither did his.

We stared at each other, the room thick with the kind of tension that made lesser men nervous, made them sweat. But Saint and I weren’t most men. We had both seen too much, done too much, to blink first.

The door opened.

My father walked in.

We both separated as if we were kids caught fighting in the schoolyard.

Saint rolled his shoulders, like he was shaking off the moment, slipping back into his usual air of careless arrogance.

I adjusted my cuffs, smoothing them down as if I hadn’t just been a breath away from pulling the trigger.

My father stopped just inside the doorway, eyes volleying between us. He looked vaguely irritated.

“Do I even want to know?” he asked, voice flat.

Saint smirked, finally holstering his gun. “Just a friendly disagreement, old man.”

My father’s gaze landed on me.

I said nothing, slipping my gun back into place.

He sighed. “Luciano, we need to talk.”

Saint took the hint. He gave me one last look, then turned and strolled toward the door.

Just before leaving, he glanced over his shoulder. “Remember what we talked about. All of it. See you there, friend.”

I didn’t dignify that with a response.

The door clicked shut behind him.

My father exhaled through his nose, stepping further into the room. “Are you sure about this?”

I straightened. “Yes.”

He studied me for a long time. “You can let her go back to California. We’ll find someone more suitable.”

I felt something in my chest go tight. His words were making me angrier.

“No,” I said simply.

“She shot you, Luciano.”

I inclined my head slightly, considering his words. “Yes. But I forgive her because she wanted to shoot you.” I met his eyes evenly.

A muscle in his jaw flexed. “And you’re fine with that?”

“Yes,” I answered without hesitation. “Given the vengeance I sought for my own mother’s murder, it would be hypocritical of me to condemn her for attempting the same.”

His eyes narrowed slightly, watching me the way one observes something that doesn’t quite make sense, something that should fit a pattern but doesn’t.

“You can’t compare the two. Her mother was not innocent.”

I adjusted my cuffs. “That may be… but the parallels are evident.” I met his gaze, unwavering. “A child left behind, forced to survive in the absence of justice.”

“She’s unpredictable.”

I nodded. “So am I.”

“She could betray you.”

“So could you,” I rebutted.

My father exhaled sharply, pinching the bridge of his nose before muttering under his breath, “Cristo santo, Luciano.” His jaw tightened, his fingers flexing at his sides. “Sei un dannato testardo.” He sighed, shaking his head. “You’re always too fucking logical.”

“Logic is what we all should rely on.”

“I suppose,” he said finally, the closest thing to a concession I’d ever get from him. “At the very least, she has you talking again, and that’s good.”

I inclined my head slightly, neither confirming nor denying.

My father shook his head, then exhaled, adjusting the cuff of his suit jacket as he looked at me and changed the subject as he often did. “Let’s get this over with,” he said, voice even, unreadable.

“Everyone's here. It's a fucking spectacle.” He shot me a look, dry and unimpressed. “Everybody wanted to see you with an actual woman after all these years.” He chuckled under his breath, then schooled his features. “If you're going to do this, you gotta do it right. Stand tall. Look them in the eye. Make sure they know exactly who you are.”

I recognized this for what it was—a customary pep talk, an obligatory exchange meant to steady me before I walked into a room full of watching eyes. A formality. A script fathers and sons were supposed to follow.

It wasn’t needed, but something in the way he looked at me gave me pause. It was subtle, almost imperceptible, but I caught it.

He was waiting.

I realized, after a moment, what for.

Some sign of affection. Some indication that I still saw him as something more than a business associate. That I still saw him as my father.

It was absurd.

But I played my part. I reached out, stiff and deliberate, and placed my hand on his back. It was a hug but more contact than we’d had since I was a child. I didn’t like people touching me.

“Merda, son. You’re fucking strange,” he muttered. But he didn’t move away.

We stood there a few more seconds. I pulled away.

My mind shifted back to thoughts of what Saint said.


Chapter 17

Ava

Luciano arrived at my door precisely on time.

Three hours had passed, and he still looked meticulous.

His green eyes swept over me, assessing. “You are beautiful.”

“Thank you.” I did look beautiful.

He looked like the devil dressed in Brioni.

He turned, offering me his arm. He smelled like smoke and steel. It was a scent that didn’t just cling to him—it belonged to him.

I took his arm quietly. My brain was running a thousand miles a minute, trying to process what was happening as he led me down the staircase, through the living room, formal dining room, the kitchen, then outside.

The garden had been turned into exactly what I had imagined.

Everything was white. White doves in a white cage. I remembered that Italians never spared money when it came to weddings—even a fake one, I guess.

There were white flowers, the twinkling lights strung down the aisle, making the entire scene look like something out of a dream. A dream I no longer recognized as mine.

Everything was exactly as I had imagined when I was sixteen and still believed in fairytales.

Rows of pretty black chairs were filled with people, about two hundred—some I recognized, many I didn’t. The pews were a sea of power and danger, a mix of the city’s elite and the underworld. The mayor sat in the front row, his polished smile at odds with the tension in his shoulders. He didn’t want to be there—or maybe he did and just felt like the sheep he was, amongst the wolves. Beside him, men in expensive suits with cold eyes and colder smiles—Vito’s associates, his soldiers, his empire. They were all here, a reminder that this wasn’t just a wedding; it was a statement.

And at the center of it all, Vito Genovese.

His expression was neutral, but I could see the arrogance beneath it. My hands curled into fists at my sides. One day, me and him were going to have a reckoning, and either I’d be dead, or he would.

There was no in-between.

I forced myself to look away.

Beyond the strangers, beyond the men who had built their empires on violence, I saw them.

My cousins.

Dre and Dewanda were there.

Their eyes volleyed between me and Luciano. I could see what the hell written all over their faces. They wanted to know when all of this happened.

“I invited them,” Luciano answered my unasked question.

This was the type of power he was talking about—where you could invite the family of the bride you were forcing to marry you and weren’t afraid of any backlash.

I nodded. A priest was less than a foot in front of us.

This was happening.

I was marrying Luciano.

At the altar, a man equally as handsome and tatted up as Luciano took a place beside him.

Luciano gripped my chin, bringing my attention to him.

His green eyes locked onto mine, and for a moment, everything else faded away.

The priest spoke some words I didn’t hear.

Then, Luciano spoke.

“I have thought about this moment for years,” he admitted. “I have imagined the variables, the possibilities. I have tried to calculate what this would feel like. But there is no formula for this. No logical equation that can define what you are to me.”

His grip on my fingers tightened, just slightly.

“I’m not a gentle man. But I’ll kill for you. Die for you. That’s all I know how to do. I will not lie to you. I will not abandon you. I will not be anything other than what I am. And what I am… is yours.”

I didn’t realize I was holding my breath until I exhaled.

I swallowed hard, my heart hammering.

His vows were… 

They weren’t romantic in the traditional sense. They weren’t poetic or flowery. But they felt like him and I felt them.

I hadn’t prepared anything to say.

I had expected to stand here, go through the motions, accept my fate.

But now, standing in front of him, something in me made me want to speak.

“I don’t have vows prepared. But I’ll say this—I’m going to trust you. I don’t know what this is going to be, or if I’ll ever feel the way you do. But marriage is an experience, and I’ll let myself experience it.”

Slowly, he nodded.

The officiant cleared his throat and continued the ceremony.

Honestly, I zoned out again until he pulled me into him. His lips brushed against mine, he slid me just enough tongue to make me forget where we were. It wasn’t a messy or desperate kiss. It was control wrapped in heat, possession masked as restraint.

He tasted like mint, clean and cool.

When he finally let me go, I blinked up at him, my breath uneven.

Luciano was already watching me, eyes dark green behind his glasses, his smirk cocky, showing me he had layers.

A few seconds later, he slipped the ring he’d tried to give me the day before on my finger. And just like that, I became Ava Genovese.


Chapter 18

Ava

The reception was inside the house. I watched everybody through tipsy eyes. It was a spectacle of wealth and power, draped in white and gold—and something much darker.

The room was filled with criminals dressed as kings, men who had spilled blood sitting beside politicians who pretended their hands were clean. The women were dripped in diamonds, their gowns sweeping the marble floors as they laughed with lips painted red. The music made me feel sleepy. Business was still being conducted, but discreetly over champagne flutes. It reeked of danger.

I liked this. I couldn’t deny the pull to the dark side I was feeling. It felt better being on the inside than outside looking in.

Maybe it was the liquor that had me thinking like this. Maybe it had loosened my inhibitions—I’d drunk more than my fair share. Or maybe it was all the promises Luciano had made. Or maybe it was heredity. I was my daddy’s daughter, with his blood running thick in my veins. It was whispering to me in a voice I couldn’t ignore—didn’t want to ignore.

Just a glimpse of the power I could wield had me questioning everything I thought I knew about myself. Was I really so different from the people in this room? Had I been lying to myself all along, pretending I could outrun the life that had shaped me? I had prayed for peace, for a life untouched by the chaos that had defined my childhood—but peace had never come. And it wouldn’t now that I had been pulled back in.

Maybe I belonged here. Not as a victim, not as a pawn, but as a player.

Luciano cleared his throat, drawing my attention. He was so handsome, with his crazy-ass. There was something innocent about him when you looked past the trauma though.

"What would it be like… to control a man like him? To have unwavering, unquestioning devotion? To know that with just a word, just a touch, I could direct that violence wherever I wanted? To have him ruin people for me."

He would probably do anything for me with the right motivation. But what motivated someone like him? I’d have to find out and use it to my advantage.

We sat at the head table, side by side, just the two of us, looking out into the crowd. His hand was resting on my thigh beneath the table, fingers tracing slow, lazy circles against the skin just below my hip. At some point, he had pushed the fabric of my dress higher—just enough to bare my thigh to him.

His touch was light, almost absentminded.

But it was driving me crazy when I paid too much attention to it. The pretty panties I was wearing were a mess.

I shifted slightly, pressing my legs together, trying to break the contact and ease the ache between my thighs. His fingers stilled for half a second. Then he spread his palm wider, pressing it into my thigh, pinning me in place.

I stole a glance at him and met his eyes.

Tilting his head slightly, his green eyes gleamed behind his glasses as he stared me down.

There was a challenge.

He was daring me to move away from his touch.

What had happened to the blushing man from hours earlier? I wasn’t tipsy enough to ask.

I turned away.

My eyes landed on his father, who sat nearby, his presence a black hole. I could feel his eyes on me even when I wasn’t looking. He wasn’t happy about this marriage, not really. Now he would have to deal with the daughter of the woman he’d murdered again. And that would always make me an inconvenience. A reminder of the woman who didn’t want him.

I sneered before I could stop myself.

He raised his glass in my direction, then tapped the guard next to him. When the blond bent down, he whispered something to him, his eyes never leaving mine.

The guard righted himself, crossed the room, came to stand next to Luciano, and leaned in, whispering something in his ear. Luciano stood, adjusting the cuffs of his suit. “I’ll return shortly, Mrs. Genovese.”

The way he said my new name sent something akin to an electric shock down my spine.

Then he leaned in and pressed a kiss to the side of my mouth, and my throat suddenly felt dry and my tongue felt heavy, my body warm.

He walked away, disappearing into the crowd. Two men came out of nowhere, flanking me like shadows. I breathed in deep to compose myself.

Twenty-four hours in, and I was in this too deep. This wasn’t normal, and I shouldn’t be acting like it was. I had shot this man hours ago, and now I was clenching my thighs at the sound of his voice. Damn near cumming on myself because he put his lips on me.

What the fuck was wrong with me? Had I snapped?

Was this some kind of psychological break? A trauma response to my shotgun wedding?

Or was this just who I really was—a girl made for destruction, built for chaos, wired to crave the very thing that would ruin me? My momma had been the type. Drawn to power. Seduced by violence. She let it swallow her whole. Was I just following the script written in my blood? Was she in me?

Or maybe I wasn’t just responding to him—I was responding to what he made her feel.

Unbreakable. Untouchable. Worshiped. Owned. Like when he beat Tommy for me. I guess the body remembers, even when the mind protests.

A waiter set a fresh glass of expensive champagne in front of me, snapping me back to reality.

I needed to stop drinking, I thought as I reached for the wine glass with trembling fingers. The rim was cold against my lips, but nothing could cool the slow burn spreading beneath my skin.

Maybe I was just horny. Horny for Luciano. I hadn’t wanted a man in years.

A few seconds later, my cousin Dre finally made his way over, towering over me before pulling me up into a tight hug. His arms locked around me.

Dewanda had been flirting and drinking all night, deliberately avoiding me. I knew her—she probably thought I had been hiding Luciano from her, and now she had an attitude. She didn’t like when I kept things from her. I’d let her be for a while longer.

“You good?” he murmured.

I nodded against his shoulder before stepping back. “Yeah. How are you all here?”

His eyes narrowed. “We got a call and were told you were getting married and to get on a private jet to Florida. Why didn’t you tell me you were marrying Luciano?”

I frowned. “You say it like you know him?”

Dre scoffed. “What you mean? I know him because of you.”

I just stared at him.

“He came around a lot,” Dre said, watching my face closely. “We knew he was mob, but he never brought trouble. Helped the gang out sometimes. Never said much, but he’s cool. After learning y’all were getting married, I assumed he was always around because of you and you just never told us. I swear I even seen him coming out of your house a few times. Then months passed without him showing up. I thought y’all had broken up or something. That’s why I invited you to the memorial. To meet someone new...”

I felt something cold slide down my spine. What in the fuck was he talking about? I hadn’t seen Luciano since that day after ice cream. He had been around my family, in my house?

I turned, my eyes scanning the room until I found him—Luciano.

He stood a few feet away, speaking in low tones with one of the older men in suits.

As if he could feel me watching, he lifted his head, locking his gaze onto mine.

He didn’t blink. Didn’t move.

He just watched me.

Probably like he had been all along.


Chapter 19

Luciano

I should’ve been handling business.

My father sat to my left, his presence a heavy, unspoken reminder of the empire I was meant to inherit. His fingers drummed lightly on the table, a habit he’d had for as long as I could remember. He was calm on the surface, but calculating. To my right, Saint leaned back in his chair, his sharp eyes scanning the room like a predator. He didn’t trust the mayor, and neither did I.

He was conniving just as much as he was sniveling. He sat across from me in his expensive bespoke suit, his hands folded neatly, pretending they weren’t stained with the same blood as the rest of us.

He’d shown up at my wedding, begging for my father’s favor, and now he sat there, acting like he belonged.

The room was a powder keg of power—men who owned this city, men who’d built their empires on blood and silence. They could make or break me when I took over. But none of it mattered.

Not when she was looking at me like she wanted to set the whole damn room on fire.

Dre told her.

I knew it the moment her lips pressed into that thin, dangerous line. The way her jaw tightened, the way her eyes narrowed—like she was dissecting me, peeling back layers to expose the rot underneath. Dewanda, who had been cold to her all night, suddenly softened, placing a hand on Ava’s arm. Sisterhood. Ava had figured it out. She knew I’d been in her world long before she knew my name. That I wasn’t just some ghost passing through her life.

I’d been watching her.

And now she hated me for it.

There was a faint tightness in my chest, a sensation I couldn’t quite categorize. It wasn’t guilt—I didn’t do guilt. It wasn’t fear—I didn’t feel fear. I couldn’t name it. That was a variable I hadn’t accounted for. I didn’t like it.

Then I saw Aria.

Wearing one of her fake smiles, heading in the direction of Ava. Aria was poison—subtle, insidious, sinking in before you even noticed the wound.

I didn’t need her planting ideas in Ava’s head. She was already teetering on the edge of understanding after what Dre probably told her, and Aria would only push her over.

I stood abruptly, the legs of my chair scraping against the floor. I didn’t bother saying anything to anyone as I walked away.

I was halfway across the room when—

Pow, pow, pow. Gunshots rang out.

The first shot cracked through the air like a whip. The second came a heartbeat later. One of my men dropped about ten feet away from me from a headshot. The third shot took another guard down.

I cataloged the details. Three shots. Two dead in seconds. The shooter was skilled, efficient. My pulse remained steady. My hands didn’t shake. Fear was a luxury I couldn’t afford, even if I’d been capable of feeling it.

I needed to get to Ava.

I saw Dre grab Ava and start running. He was pulling her along. She stopped long enough to kick off her shoes.

Good girl.

My body moved before my brain could catch up. Pushing through the chaos. Cutting through the crowd. My eyes scanned the room, analyzing every movement, every face. The shooter wasn’t in the open.

There were screams. Tables flipping. Glass shattering.

Another shot.

I saw Dre stumble, his body jerking as the bullet hit him. He dropped.

Ava barely caught herself before hitting the ground beside him. She was wide open and exposed.

I moved. Faster.

Out of nowhere, a shooter stepped out of the crowd. Weapon raised.

My heart rate didn’t spike like it should have. I wasn’t afraid of dying. Death would be a reprieve for me. I’d made peace with it when I was eight years old, watching the life drain from her eyes. Death was just an end. A conclusion.

But Ava wasn’t safe yet. That meant I needed to live.

My hand went for my gun—

A shot rang out from behind me.

The shooter jerked. A hole tore through his skull.

I spun, gun already in hand—

Aria stood behind me. Gun smoking.

I hadn’t expected her intervention in saving me.

She didn’t like me. Not even a little. So why? Why risk herself while she was pregnant?

Her eyes locked on mine, and for a moment, I saw it—the flicker of something softer beneath the ice. She nodded. Just once. And that was enough.

Then Saint was on her, lifting her off the ground, pulling her to safety. She let him, but her fingers stayed curled around the weapon.

Another shot rang out, then another. Two more guards were dead. More than half the room was cleared out.

Where were the shots coming from?

Everyone had been searched. Everyone had been cleared.

My eyes slid off the man Aria had killed.

The shooter was in a catering uniform. This had been set up—in twenty-four hours. That was troublesome.

I heard my father’s voice. Sharp and urgent.

I turned—saw him being rushed out by his security, his face pale but composed. He caught my eye for a split second.

I only looked away for a second.

When I turned back—

Ava was gone.

A void opened in my chest.

Not fear. Not panic. Just... emptiness.

For the first time in forever, I felt helpless.

I hadn’t felt this since I was eight years old.

But I wasn’t eight anymore.

Now I had the power and capability to move the world to get her back.


Luciano 20

The party was over.
Dre was in the hospital, Dewanda had gone with him, but not before she stood in front of me, her face twisted in rage.
My father had been rushed away.
The music, the champagne, the fucking celebration—all of it erased like it had never happened.
Because none of it mattered. Because Ava had been taken.
Her cousin had confronted me. "You did this," she hissed, voice shaking. "You're the reason she's gone." She accused me, though we had no idea why she was gone. This could have been anything. A power play, a kidnapping.
I hadn’t responded.
I didn’t need her to tell me any of the things she was saying.
I already knew.
I let my wife be taken.
On my wedding night.
I should’ve left her where she was.
I told her I could protect her. I told her she’d be safe with me.
And now she was gone.
I was a man who fixed things. Who handled problems before they could become real threats. Who saw every angle before the first move was even made.
And I’d let them take her.
I should’ve been faster. Seen it coming. Done something. But I failed her. Now, fixing this was the only thing that mattered.

Dewanda had shoved me. She wasn’t scared of me. I could have crushed her windpipe in seconds, but she still lunged at me, still swung.
Saint pulled her back before she could do any real damage, but that didn’t stop her from yelling at me. I understood her anger.


"Get her back, Luciano," she growled. "Or I swear to God, every gang banger from Cali will be in Florida by tomorrow on your ass and the motherfuckers who took her. Play with it if you want to."


Then she left.


Now, it was just me.


Those who I suspected were involved, and a line of my men—the ones who had failed Ava. Sixteen people about to meet death.
Saint was beside me, silent. He knew what was coming. He had sent Aria home with guards.
My hands shook.
With rage.
With fear.
I hadn’t been scared in years. I was scared of losing Ava. Ava was out there. Somewhere. Where the same things that happened to my mother might happen to her.
The thought made my stomach twist, made my vision swim with red.
I couldn't think about what they might be doing to her. I couldn’t.
I pushed the fear down, buried it deep. The screams were loud in my head. I ignored them.
I pulled my gun and shot the first man in line directly in the heart.
His body collapsed to the floor. It would be a second before his brain even registered he was dead.
Blood splattered across my suit.
I turned to the next man. “Do you know anything?”
He shook his head frantically.
Bang.
Another body hit the floor.
Grown men whimpered.
“Let’s start over. My wife is missing.”
I said it calmly, controlling my rage.
"I need you all to understand something."
I let the silence stretch. Let them feel it—the fury radiating off of me.
“If I don’t get my wife back, if I don’t find her…” I exhaled, letting my head tilt slightly. “Not a soul among you will live to tell the story. None of your fucking bloodlines will be left to trace. Because after I kill you, I will make it my life’s mission to kill each and every one of your family members.”
Someone choked on a sob, the sound muffled like they were trying to swallow it back. I didn’t look to see who it was. It didn’t matter.
I lifted my arm and shot the man in front of me.
Saint exhaled loudly. “You’re wasting bullets.”
I didn’t look at him. “I have plenty.”
Saint started to continue. “Luciano, you shoul—”
“Shut the fuck up.”
I heard him growl in his throat. I turned slightly—just enough to meet his eyes. I would shoot him too. I didn’t need him trying to rein me in. He had cut off the heads of two men and killed a dozen more for simple verbal disrespect towards his wife. Mine had been taken, on our wedding night.
I had already asked questions and gotten nothing. Seeing death loosened tongues much faster than threats of death.
Another shot. Another body dropped.
Then someone broke.
A young guard—sweating, shaking, desperate. His voice cracked. “I didn’t do—”
My phone rang.
I answered, because I already knew he was about to plead for his life rather than give me answers. I was starting to think the people lined up here didn’t actually know anything. I put the phone on speaker. Maybe the person calling me had answers.
“Who— is?” I could hear how low, dangerous my voice sounded. I had never before heard this tone.
“I followed them,” Aria cut me off.
Saint went rigid beside me.
“Aria, what the fuck are you doing?” His voice was close to panic. “You’re fucking pregnant!”
“I saw two suspicious vans when I was leaving out the back way. I snuck away from the guards and followed. I couldn’t stand there and watch her just be taken,” she snapped. “I’m parked a few blocks down from where they stopped. They’re in some kind of warehouse. You need to get here fast.”
Saint ripped the phone from my hand. “Get your ass home, Aria. Now. I swear to fucking God—”
“I’m already here, Saint. Do you want the location or not?”
I gritted my teeth.
Saint looked at me like he wanted to punch something. Break something.
But Aria was right.
I grabbed the phone back. “Drop a pin. Now.”
The call ended. A second later, the location hit my phone.
I turned to Saint. “You coming?”
His face was carved from stone. “Of course I’m fucking coming.”

I lifted my phone, my fingers moving quickly as I sent out the order. Soldiers. As many as I could muster. They’d be ready in minutes.

Saint was next to me, barking commands into his own phone, his voice sharp and urgent.

“I don’t care who’s on what right now,” he snapped. “Get them to the address I send you. Now.”

I didn’t know who we were up against. Didn’t know how many they had, how armed they were, or how far they were willing to go. But it didn’t matter. We’d be ready.

My hands were steady as I slid my gun into its holster, but my mind wasn’t. I could hear my mother screaming in my head.

The sound was faint, distant, but it was there, clawing at the edges of my thoughts. My thoughts were flashing a hundred miles a minute. I could see the blood on the floor, pooling beneath her body, trembling, before it went still. That could easily be Ava.
I could almost feel her blood on my hands, sticky and warm. I clenched my fists, my nails digging into my palms, the pain grounding me.
Focus. I needed to focus.

“Luciano,” Saint called my name, his voice cutting through the noise in my head. “Move. Let’s go get our fucking wives,” he yelled.

I didn’t respond. I couldn’t. If I opened my mouth, I wasn’t sure what would come out—a scream, a curse, or something worse. Instead, I nodded, my jaw tight, and turned toward the door.

The men would be there soon. We’d move fast, hit hard, and leave nothing standing.

But as I stepped into the night, the humidity drying the sweat on my skin, I knew one thing.

I wouldn’t survive losing Ava.
Because without her, I was nothing but a ghost—a hollow shell of a man who had already died in that room with his mother years ago.
Which meant I had to make sure there was no one left alive who thought they could take her from me and live to brag about it.


Chapter 21

Ava

The first thing I noticed was the smell—bitter and burnt, like coffee. It clung to the damp air, mixing with the sharp, salty scent of ocean water.

The second thing I noticed was the pain.

My wrists burned, rubbed raw from the zip ties biting into my skin. My cheek stung from where I’d been shoved into the van, my ribs ached from the struggle.

I was sober as fuck now.

Getting kidnapped and thrown into a van could do that to a person—especially after watching one of your favorite cousins get shot. I was sure Dre was okay. I saw the bullet enter and exit his shoulder. He’d survived more than a few bullet wounds already.

My pretty white dress was torn and dirty. I thought the worst thing that could happen at my forced wedding was actually being forced to get married, but my luck was shit—so of course, I was taken.

I sat still, heart hammering in my chest, breathing slow. Controlled. If I let the fear take hold, I’d lose.

So I stayed quiet.

I kept my head down, kept my eyes forward. Didn’t speak. Didn’t beg.

A man—tan, squat, and balding with a stereotypical amount of gold jewelry—lorded over me in a too-tight suit. He smelled good, though. Expensive. Breathing him in helped me stay calm. I didn’t see the other men, but I could hear them. He wasn’t alone. We were in a warehouse full of crates.

“You know why you’re here, don’t you?”

I didn’t answer.  I didn't know either.

His chair scraped against the concrete as he leaned closer. 

“You’re the reason my son is dead.”

I lifted my eyes to his.

"The man who was shot yesterday? I didn’t ask Luciano to kill your son."

His face twisted with fury, and a memory of him being there the night my mother was killed clicked in my head.

I swallowed, keeping my gaze locked on his. “I remember you.” I said it almost absentmindedly, recognition hitting me hard. It was the kind of memory that stays buried until the person’s face is right in front of you. Like a ghost stepping into the light.

His head tilted.

“You were there,” I said quietly. “When my mother was murdered. You pulled me from under the bed. Your name is Matteo.”

Recognition lit his eyes.

“You know I have no reason to want to be here,” I whispered. “I didn’t ask for this. I didn’t tell him to kill your son.”

I saw it coming before it happened but couldn't avoid it.

The back of his hand cracked across my face.

"Fuck!" Pain exploded through my skull, my head snapping to the side. My vision blurred. My cheek burned.

A sob tore from my throat before I could stop it.

I had never had a man hit me—never had anybody hit me so hard. The rage in my chest made me feel unhinged.

I laughed, with tears running from my eyes. I don’t know if it was because laughing was easier than crying, or because the situation was so fucked, that all I could do was let the hysteria I was feeling crawl up my throat and spill out.

I tasted blood, the copper tang spreading over my tongue, but I ignored it.

I met his eyes.

“Luciano is going to kill you,” I said confidently. I didn’t know Luciano outside the handful of encounters we shared, but in two of them, he had protected me. Even if I died there today, I knew Luciano was going to kill him.

His jaw clenched.

“You think I’m afraid of that little psychopath?”

I smiled, feeling blood paint my teeth.

“You should be.”

“Luciano is not God, Ava.”

The words slithered from his lips like a taunt.

I licked the blood from my split lip and stared back at him.

“I know. God is merciful.” My voice was calm, quiet. Absolute.

The second slap came faster and more brutal than the first. A fresh wave of pain exploded across my cheekbone, my ears rang. My breath hitched, but I didn’t cry out this time. I wouldn’t give him that again.

He grabbed a fistful of my hair and yanked my head back, forcing me to look up at him. My scalp burned, my neck straining, but I held his gaze.

“I plan to call him and tell him exactly where I’m keeping you. I want him to come,” he crooned, voice thick with something dark, breath rancid. “I want him to walk through that door, thinking he’s some fucking savior. I want to watch his face when he sees what I’ve done to you. And then—” his grip twisted harder, sending sharp pain through my scalp, “I’m going to kill you slow. Right in front of him.”

His lips curled.

“It’ll splinter the little mute freak. Rip him apart from the inside out.” He chuckled, deep and vile. “And maybe, just maybe, I’ll let him live after. Let him walk away with another woman he couldn’t protect to mourn. Just like his mother. Just like before.”

 I wanted to spit in his face.

“Enjoy breathing while you still can,” he snarled.

Then he was gone.

I waited. Counted to ten. Then twenty. Listened.

I shifted in the chair. Twisted my wrists, ignoring the bite of the rope. 

I barely got one wrist free when the door creaked open.

I froze.

A woman stepped inside—a Black woman, my age. Then I realized it was Saint’s wife. Luciano had introduced us at the beginning of the reception. She said she would talk to me later. She was gorgeous, plump but a size or two smaller than me, skin a shade or two lighter. She was wearing a flowy blue dress with a split up the side.

I tensed. My eyes fell to her belly. I remembered—she was pregnant.

I opened my mouth to tell her to leave.

She brought a finger to her lips.

“Shh.”

My words caught in my throat.

She stepped closer, crouching down, eyes scanning the room.

Then, softly—

“I’m Saint’s wife. Aria.”

My brain stuttered.

I blinked at her, struggling to process why she was there.

“I remembered. Why are you here, pregnant?”

I licked my split lip. “I called our husbands and told them where we’re at?”

“He’s on his way,” she said.

My stomach twisted, but I sighed. Rage-filled, merciless Luciano was on his way.

I shook my head. “You shouldn’t be here.” I looked pointedly at her stomach. “Go before you get hurt. I can handle whatever happens.”

Aria chuckled, crouching lower. “Oh, you are sweet as sugar, just like Luciano said you were and brave, but this world is going to eat you alive.” She tittered.

I stiffened.

Her lips curled. “Tied to a chair, bruised and bloody, and you’re worried about me? I’m the one with a gun.”

I exhaled shakily. “How did you even get here?”

Aria smirked. “I followed the van that took you.”

Before I could respond, we both heard it—

A door, far off in the warehouse. Footsteps.

She moved faster than a pregnant woman should be able to, pressing a finger to her lips again before she disappeared behind a stack of barrels.

I heard boots on concrete.

A shadow stretched across the floor, and then Matteo stepped back into the dim light.

And he wasn’t alone. My heart sped up to a rate that couldn’t have been healthy.


Chapter 22

Ava

The man behind Matteo was tall—big as fuck, tatted, his skin dark and he was inked from his hands to his neck.  He was fucking handsome. He had that presence that not many men had, that made me want to shrink, even though I fought the instinct. He looked at me, then back at Matteo, confusion clear in the way his brows pulled together.

“Who is she?” His voice was deep, smooth, with something dangerous underneath.

Matteo hesitated, like he didn’t want to tell him.

“Luciano’s new wife.”

The air shifted. The man’s entire body went rigid. His nostrils flared, and his eyes went wide.

Something wasn’t right.

“What the fuck, Matteo?” His hand flew toward his waistband. He pulled a gun and pressed it to Matteo’s temple.

Matteo took a step back, his hands half-raised in defense. "Listen, Brooker."

“Fuck listening. If Luciano comes, then Saint’s coming,” Brooker snapped, everything he said sounded lethal, he looked lethal. 

“You know we got a partnership. You knew what the fuck you were doing when you called me here to back you up. What the fuck you trying to get me involved in?”

Matteo stammered, his hands trembling as he tried to talk his way out of it. “Brooker, listen. We get rid of them both, and you can take over. No more Saint. No more Luciano. You run the city—”

A gunshot sounded. The noise was so loud my eardrums felt like they’d burst. I jumped, the instinct to run spiked my adrenaline. 

Matteo’s body jerked violently. Blood splattered across the floor as he crumpled. There was suddenly a hole in his rib area, just short of his heart. I heard the bullet hit the cement floor right before he did. I didn’t know who screamed louder—me or him.

Aria stepped into plain view, gun raised, her expression cold.

The guy—Brooker—blinked, and lowered his gun then let out a slow breath, shaking his head and throwing up his hands. “I just got back into town,” he muttered. “Didn’t know none of this shit had happened. He offered me half a mill to have his back, but didn’t say who he was going against.” He explained quickly, like he was scared of her.

Aria barely acknowledged him. Instead, she strode forward, grabbed Matteo by the hair, and yanked his head up. He was still alive.

“So you were going to kill my husband when he didn’t have shit to do with your dead ass son?” Her voice was smooth, almost melodious, but there was something vicious curled beneath it and in her eyes. She was a killer. I liked the thought. She continued, berating Matteo. “That makes me think you were coming for me next, because everybody knows damn well I wouldn’t have let that go.”

Matteo’s mouth opened, blood dribbling from his lips, but no words came out.

Movement came from the back.

 Matteo’s men were going to kill all of us.

A bunch of men stormed in, guns raised, confusion etched into their faces.

Brooker turned toward them. “Stand down,” he ordered. “Keep Matteo’s men in check out back. Don’t let them enter this fucking warehouse. Kill anybody who tries.”

A literal fucking tear fell from my eyes as I exhaled.

Without a word, they left like soldiers, ready to do their commander’s bidding.

Who in the fuck was Brooker?

Aria crouched beside Matteo, grabbing him and shaking him by his hair. “And you tried to use my cousin,” she said, her grip tightening. “You dirty motherfucker, you really tried to get my kinfolk to kill my husband.”

Then she backhanded him so hard his head lolled to the side. But she righted him, yanking his head back up by his hair. The way he was wheezing, I knew he was hurting.

I don’t know why, but watching her abuse him—watching him bleed—sent a sick thrill through me. I wanted to trade places with her.

Aria wiped her palm on her dress, then turned toward Brooker. “Cut her loose.”

Brooker, without hesitation, pulled out a knife and sliced through my restraints. My arms fell limp at my sides, the pain of circulation returning making me wince.

I exhaled sharply, rubbing my wrists as I stood shakily.

Aria straightened, her eyes locked onto Matteo’s barely conscious body. Then she glanced back at Brooker.

“Tie him to the chair.”

Brooker didn’t argue.

Matteo groaned weakly as Brooker hauled him up and forced him into the seat I had just been tied to. They bound him tight, ropes cutting deep into his skin.

Blood dripped from his nose, his mouth. His breathing was shallow.

Aria took a slow step back.

She pulled out her phone.

She pressed speakerphone. “Saint?”

She frowned. “Saint, it’s handled. We’re fine.”

Static. A garbled noise. Then…The call dropped.

Aria stared at the screen like she could will the signal back. She tried again.

I swallowed hard, my breath uneven. I was confused. I was scared. My body ached, my face ached. My mind was struggling to keep up with what the fuck was going on. I just stood there.

Brooker pulled out his own phone, muttering under his breath when he got the same result. He exhaled sharply, shaking his head. “Just wait,” he said. “They’re coming.”

Aria didn’t look at him.

Her eyes were on Matteo, bound and broken, barely holding on she looked at him like that wasn’t enough, like she wanted his soul too. She took a slow step forward, tilting her head slightly as she studied him.

She moved. Quick when she reached out, grabbed Matteo’s jaw in her hand, digging her long acrylics into his face. A big diamond gleamed on her ring finger, making me glance at my own, which was just as big. In twenty-four hours I had been forced to marry, kidnapped, and abused.

Florida fucking sucked.

Matteo groaned weakly, eyes fluttering open just enough to look at her.

“Stay woke, motherfucker,” she taunted, fingers digging further into his bruised skin.

The sound of tires on gravel made us all pause.

She let Matteo go.

Engines. Multiple. Could be heard—then they all went silent.

Brooker exhaled, slipping his phone back into his pocket. “Them crazy motherfuckers here.” He shook his head.

Aria stepped away from Matteo, smoothing down the front of her dress like she was getting ready for pictures. A smile curved her lips.

“Brooker, beloved. Could you give me a second alone with Ava?”

I wondered why she wanted me alone. I wouldn’t lie and say my heart rate didn’t spike a little.

She walked over and whispered in my ear, squeezing my shoulder before she walked off toward the front of the warehouse. I didn’t know what to do, so I stood stock still. I couldn’t look at Matteo—his wheezing was getting worse.

The moment she stepped through the open doors, I heard him.

Luciano.

His voice—low and calm, but lethal in the way only his could be.

I exhaled, my whole body trembling.

It was over.


Chapter 23

Saint

The road stretched ahead like a black river, the convoy of SUVs cutting through the night, fast and silent. We were moving with purpose. With blood in our veins and war on our backs.

My grip on my gun was too tight. My jaw felt like it might snap from how hard I was clenching it.

What the fuck was she thinking?

“She won’t listen,” I growled, more to myself than to Luciano. “Doesn’t fucking listen.”

He didn’t answer. Of course, he didn’t. He was sitting there like a goddamn statue, staring ahead. He was in a dark place. I could feel it radiating off him.

I knew him.

Luciano wasn’t calm.

Luciano was the eye of the storm.  

I kept ranting, unable to stop myself, though I knew I was talking to myself. I just needed to distract myself from losing my mind. “She’s pregnant, and she’s out there playing fucking hero?” My nails dug into my palms. “I swear to God, I’m putting a tracker in her neck when we get back.”

Luciano didn’t even look at me when he spoke. His voice was flat.

“Why would you expect her to listen? She lies to you,” he continued, his tone void of judgment—just stating a fact. “She’s manipulative. She tricked you into killing your own father.”

A muscle in my cheek jumped.

“But she’s also smart. Resourceful. Fearless. Those are good qualities.” He exhaled, like it took a lot out of him to compliment her. He glanced toward the window as the city flew by. 

His gaze finally flicked to me, emotionless. “You need to start thinking with your brain and not your heart and dick. Maybe then she wouldn’t always be ten steps ahead of you.”

My grip on my gun tightened. He was pissing me off. But I also noticed the shift in his opinion of Aria—it was less abrasive, for him. He was also less cold, and talking. Ava was good for him. I was happy for him.

I opened my mouth to ask him why the change.

red and blue lights lit up the night, cutting me off.

Shit.

Up ahead, two sheriff’s cars blocked the road.

The SUVs slowed.

Luciano barely blinked.

I exhaled through my nose. Cops were a problem I could handle. But this? A lineup of men strapped with enough ammunition to level a goddamn city? If the cops took too long, if one of them got nervous, if someone pulled their gun before we could shut it down—this would turn into something ugly.

One of the officers approached the driver’s window.

“We got reports of a line of black SUVs driving recklessly down 275. Where’s the fire?” he asked the driver.

Luciano rolled down his window.

“Miguel Herrera,” Luciano said his name. Flat. Casual. Like he wasn’t holding a loaded gun in his lap, like there weren’t twenty fucking SUVs behind us full of men ready to maim and kill.

I stared at the side of his face.

“I made it my business to learn about all 131 members of this sheriff’s office,” Luciano said “I know your family. Your wife. Your little boy.”

Luciano leaned slightly forward. “My name is Luciano Genovese. You know who I am.”

I watched the officer process his words. His body  language screamed that he wanted to retreat but he stood his ground.

Luciano didn’t blink before he threatened an officer of the law.

“If you don’t walk away right now, your family will be dead by tomorrow.”

The weight of his words settled heavy in the humid night air. There was no yelling, no theatrics. Just fact.

Deputy Miguel Herrera stumbled back, his face losing all color. His partner opened his mouth—maybe to object, maybe to be stupid—but Herrera spun fast, snapping, “Let them through.”

The other deputy hesitated.

“Let them fucking through!” Herrera screamed, voice raw with something close to terror.

The other deputy gave the order over their radio.

The blockade dissolved.

The road opened.

Our convoy surged forward, twenty SUVs deep, tires screeching against asphalt as the engines growled in unison.

I let out a humorless laugh. “Damn, man.”

Luciano didn’t respond. He wasn’t here. Not really. His body sat still, hands loose on his knees, but I could tell his mind was already inside that warehouse—already tearing through walls, already peeling flesh from bone.

My phone rang.

I answered before the first buzz ended. “Aria?”

Nothing.

Just static.

Then I heard a sharp inhale. A chair scraping against concrete.

My whole body locked up. “Hello?”

More static.

A ragged breath.

The sound of my heart hammering filled my ears.

I turned to the driver, my voice sharp. “Drive faster.”

Ten long minutes later, we arrived at the location. Our men spilled out of the SUVS, checking clips, loading rounds.

My eyes were locked on the warehouse door.

Luciano stood next to me, still as a grave.

I turned to my men. “If our wives don’t make it out,” I said, voice cold, absolute, “nobody in there does.”

They nodded.

That was it. That was the whole conversation.

A second stretched long.

The warehouse door creaked open.

Aria stepped out.

Untouched.

She leaned against the doorframe, arms crossed, eyes dragging over the line of armed men, the sea of black SUVs, the pure, violent chaos she had dragged us into.

Then—she smirked.

“Come in. Leave the men.”

Then she was gone.

My grip on my gun tightened.

I wanted to fucking strangle her.

No matter how fast I was, no matter how many times I told her to stay put, to be careful, to just once listen—she never did.

She never fucking would.

I couldn’t abide by it anymore.

Not the recklessness. Not the arrogance. Not the way she played these games, knowing damn well the stakes weren’t just hers to bear.

At some point, she had to learn.

At some point, she had to understand that if she kept testing my limits, one day, she’d cross a line she couldn’t come back from.

We were going to have a talk.

A real one.

Not a fight. Not a warning. Not a growled "Aria, what the fuck were you thinking?" before she kissed me and laughed it off and I let her.

No.

This time, she was going to sit the fuck down and listen.


Chapter 24

Luciano

The warehouse’s fluorescent lights flickered like dying stars over Matteo’s broken form. He sat before me, a ruined man, his breathing wet and labored. Blood dripped from his split eyebrow onto the concrete—each drop a ticking clock counting down his final moments.

I adjusted my cufflinks, the silver catching the dim light.
“There’s a saying, Matteo. ‘A man who doesn’t understand the rules of the world he lives in won’t live long enough to break them twice.’”

My polished Oxfords clicked against the floor. “I thought you understood that much, at least.”

Matteo spat a glob of blood and phlegm near my shoe. A final act of defiance, I guess.
He wasn’t going to beg. That, at least, I respected.

Aria shifted impatiently, her manicured fingers tapping against her thigh. Saint stood statue-still beside me, his expression unreadable—but I knew he was angry beyond reason. Ava stood behind me, half-hidden. The sight of her face—bruised and battered—made my jaw tense.

But my focus stayed on Matteo.

“I didn’t think you had it in you to cross me,” I admitted. “I knew you were vengeful over your son. But I credited you with sufficient wisdom to comprehend the delicate equilibrium that keeps our world from descending into chaos. The order. The rules that keep men like us from turning into fucking animals.”

My voice rose.
“Wives are off-limits. Children are off-limits. Or at least they should be.” I shouted.

Ava jumped, taking a step back.
That angered me.
This was Matteo’s fault. He should’ve come for me—not her.

Matteo let out a wheezing breath, his chest heaving. “He was my only son.”

“Your son’s death brought me no pleasure.” I crouched, bringing us eye to eye. “But he knew the rules. He made a choice, and that choice got him killed. It’s your fault, really. One doesn’t introduce a lamb to wolves, then feign surprise at the carnage.”

I grabbed his face, forcing him to meet my eyes when his head seemed too heavy to keep straight.
“Your son died by the code you raised him on.”

I stood, withdrawing the Beretta from my waistband. The metal was warm against my palm.

“These are the rules we live by.”

The barrel lifted to his forehead.
The safety clicked off.

“Wait.”

Ava stepped forward, chin lifted. “Let me do it.”

A beat of silence.
Saint’s eyebrows rose.
Aria’s lips curled into something between approval and amusement.

“Taking a life changes you,” I warned.

Her fingers flexed at her sides. “I shot you,” she reminded me.

She had.
She hadn’t hesitated. My shoulder throbbed as if her speaking about the bullet she’d put there had activated the pain.

I reversed my grip on the Beretta and offered it to her.

Matteo’s eyes widened. “You wouldn’t let her—”

“This is perfect,” I cut him off.
“Megghiu moriri d’un colpo di l’omo ca d’una ferita di fimmina.”
Better to die from a man’s blow than a woman’s wound.

It was a belief the old mafia held like gospel.
A wound from a woman dishonored the bloodline.

Ava took the gun with both hands. She settled into a shooter’s stance. I’d heard her father taught her to shoot.

Matteo cursed us in Italian.

“Che le vostre anime brucino all’inferno per l’eternità! Maledico il tuo sangue, la tua stirpe… e quella puttana che chiami moglie! Non troverete mai pace, né in questa vita né nella prossima!”
May your souls burn in hell for eternity! I curse your blood, your bloodline… and that whore you call a wife! None of you will ever know peace, not in this life, not in the next!

“You’re not the first man to curse me before dying.”

Matteo spat again, his teeth red. Then he looked toward Ava.

“Che le vostre anime brucino all’inferno! E tu, Ava Porter—la figlia di una traditrice—credi davvero di essere al sicuro con lui?”
And you, Ava Porter—the daughter of a traitor—do you really believe you’re safe with him?

“What did he say?” she asked, eyes locked on mine.

I told her the truth. “He said you’re not safe with me.”

She stared at me for a second, scanning my face—
Then she  pulled the trigger.
And when the shot rang out, she didn’t flinch, she didn't look away.

Matteo’s body jerked, then collapsed like a marionette with cut strings, nearly tipping the chair he was tied to.
The Beretta clattered to the floor.

For a moment, there was only silence.
Then Ava broke.

A sob ripped from her chest, her whole body shaking.

She didn’t resist when I stepped forward. Didn’t say a word when I scooped her up into my arms.

I walked past Saint, past Aria, holding her.
No one moved. No one spoke.

Outside, the night was cool. The scent of salt water hung heavy in the air.

One of the guards stepped toward me.
I didn’t slow.

“No. Stay,” I ordered “Tell no one to follow me.”

He nodded.

I opened the passenger door, set Ava down gently. Her face was wet. Her shoulders trembling.

I got behind the wheel, closed the door, and drove.
No headlights behind me.
Just us.

Ava curled into herself, one hand gripping the hem of her ruined dress, the other pressed to her mouth.

I kept my eyes on the road. 

I'd read what felt like a million books on grief. My vocabulary was extensive.

But there were no words I could think to say to her to make her better. I knew from experience. So I didn't try.


Chapter 25

Luciano

We drove for an hour and some minutes. Ava sat stiff beside me, her torn wedding dress stiff from drying blood, her wrists raw, angry purple bruises on her face.
The sight of her pain sent a white-hot rage through me so intense my knuckles ached around the steering wheel.
I should've taken Matteo’s hands first before I let her kill him for putting them on her.
Should've made him watch as I—

My phone buzzed again, cutting into my thoughts. My father. The screen flashed for the twelfth time since we'd left. I silenced it, tossing it into the backseat.

Ava didn't speak. Didn't ask where we were going. Just stared at her own reflection in the window, her fingers hovering near her split lip.


The memories of my mother were torturing me. I could see her swollen face, her broken fingers clutching at nothing as she was held down. I could hear her screams. I'd been small then. Useless. I couldn’t protect her,
but I could protect Ava.
Now that I was the monster in the dark.
But I had failed her today. It would never happen again.

I kept driving until we made it to Orlando.
We arrived just after 2 AM. The streets were quiet, the air felt thick.
I drove her to a condo I had bought in a family community for us. No one knew this place. Not Saint. Not Aria. Especially not my father. No one would look for us here, surrounded by soccer moms and minivans and the smell of fresh-cut grass.

No cameras. No gate codes. There was no reason for anyone to believe the boogeyman or a mob heir lived here.
I parked in the private garage, pulling the door down behind us. Ava didn’t move. Not when I turned the engine off. Not when I reached for her hand.

“Come here,” I instructed.

She let me help her out. I lifted her into my arms, felt the way her body tensed just slightly before surrendering. She buried her face in my neck, and I carried her through the kitchen entrance.

Inside, the air smelled of citrus cleaner and untouched linen.


I  kicked the door shut behind us.
I carried her straight to the bathroom in our bedroom. I set Ava on the counter, leaving her legs dangling.

"You need to bath," I said, turning to the tub. I turned the faucet on. The water roared, steaming up the room.
I added lavender oil—it was her favorite, then  I turned to her.

Her eyes were glazed, her lower lip swollen where Matteo had split it. A bruise darkened her cheekbone in the shape of a man's fingers.
I should've kept him alive longer.
Should've taken my time.
Should've made him scream, then cut off his head so his soul couldn't leave earth.

My second phone vibrated against my thigh. I silenced it without looking.

"Can you undress?" I asked, forcing calm into my voice.


She didn’t say anything.

I exhaled through my nose, pushing the memory away. "Then I'll do it."

I reached for the straps of her dress with steady hands, but my pulse was a wild thing, running rampant in my chest. I had never undressed a woman before.


The fabric slid down her body, pooling at her feet. I pulled off her bra, then panties. I kept everything clinical, not stopping to admire how soft her naked flesh looked.

The water turned pink when she stepped in. I bit the inside of my cheek until I tasted copper.
She didn’t need to see me angry right now.
I knew the fundamentals of caring for someone.

"Look at me," I demanded.
She did.
Her eyes were bloodshot, her lashes clumped with dried tears.
I cupped water in my palms and let it trickle over her shoulders, washing away the grime, the sweat, the remnants of Matteo's touch.

Mine.
The word was a chant in my skull.
Mine to clean.
Mine to fix.
Mine to keep.
Mine to protect.

My phone buzzed again.
I should have killed Matteo after I killed his son.
I will not make that mistake again.

“I’m not blaming you, Luc.”
 She said, as if she  had read my mind.

She wasn’t blaming me.
But she should’ve been.

I didn’t answer. My words were suddenly gone again.  I just stared at the bruises on her skin like they were carved into me too.

I knelt beside the tub, soaped a cloth and dragged it gently down her arm, over the red marks on her wrists. Wiping away the blood, the dirt, and hopefully the remnants of what had been done to her. The cloth passed over a cut on her wrist, and she winced.
“Sorry,” I murmured.
Silence

I kept going. Careful. Methodical. Like every inch of her deserved reverence. Because it did.

I rinsed the soap from her skin, careful over every bruise. Every one of them was mine to make right.
“You’re safe now,” I said, trying to speak life back into her, but even I didn’t believe it fully.
Not yet. There were people I had to kill.

I pulled the drain in the tub and watched the dirty water disappear, then I helped her stand and turned on the shower to wash her clean.

When she was clean, I lifted her out, wrapping her in a towel as thick as a blanket. She swayed on her feet. I was sure it was from the shock and exhaustion hitting her all at once.
I carried her to the bed, sat her on the edge, and reached for the first aid kit.

Her split lip needed ointment. The raw skin at her wrists needed bandaged. I tended to each wound with clinical precision, keeping my touch feather-light.


"You’re good at this," she whispered out of nowhere.
I paused. "At what?" I was confused.
"Fixing broken things. I feel better already." She smiled softly.

My chest tightened.
I finished bandaging her wrists, then brushed my thumb over the back of her hand. "You’re not broken."
She laughed again, but it was weaker this time. "Liar."

I cupped her face, forcing her to meet my eyes.
“You’re not broken,” I said. “You’re injured.”

She blinked slowly.
“Broken implies nonfunction. Irreparable. But after everything—past and present—you’re still here. Still fighting.
That’s not broken. That’s resilience.”

Her lips parted like she wanted to argue. I didn’t give her the chance.
“You survived it. You protected your mind, even when your body was under attack. You endured. You’re not broken, Ava.
You’re proven. You are not less because something happened to you. You're more. Refined by it. Tempered. Like steel. That’s closer to whole than it is to broken.”

For a second, I thought she’d pull away from me.
Instead, she leaned into my touch.
I pressed my forehead to hers, our breaths mingling.
"Sleep, Uccellini," I whispered. "I’ll be here when you wake."

I laid her down in the bed, tucked the blanket around her. Her hair fanned across the pillow, still damp, haloing her face.
She stared up at me.

“Do you even need those glasses?” she asked, voice low and heavy—she was seconds from sleep.

“No. I don’t need them,” I said, settling beside her. “But people love patterns. So I gave them one.
Something to focus on—something harmless. Instead of noticing that I don’t speak much.”
I paused, then added, “It’s interesting, how human nature works. They never suspect the quiet guy in glasses is capable of carving out a man’s throat.
Take off the glasses, and I’m just the quiet guy who might actually do it.”

She smirked. “So it’s your disguise?”
I nodded once. “Worked for Clark Kent.”

Ava chuckled, low and sleepy. “You look like a male model whether you speak or not. That’s enough.”
She yawned, her voice softening, slurring just a little. “You should stop wearing them. You have beautiful eyes. I like being able to see them…”

Her words trailed off. A beat later, she was snoring lightly.

I slid the glasses off, folded them, set them on the nightstand.

I stood over her, watching the rise and fall of her chest.
I turned off the light and took a seat at the foot of the bed.
My phone kept buzzing.
The world kept demanding answers.
I’d let them wait.
I stayed right there. Silent. Still.
Watching over her.


Chapter 26

Ava

You know how you wake up and immediately remember everything that happened the day before because it never left your mind—even in rest?
That’s how I woke up.
Adrenaline pumping. My heartbeat loud in my ears.
The wedding. The kidnapping. The blood.
It all came rushing back in vivid detail.
I had killed someone.

And I didn’t feel ashamed.
Didn’t feel evil.
Didn’t even feel guilty.
But I was still in pain.

My wrists ached. My ribs, my face too. Every breath reminded me of what happened.
I inhaled.
The sheets smelled like lavender and linen—clean, soft, familiar.
I opened my eyes.

And they landed on him.

Luciano.
Sitting across from me in a black chair, legs spread, forearms resting on his thighs, eyes locked on mine like he hadn’t looked away all night.

“You always watch people sleep?” I rasped. My throat was dry, my voice cracked and worn.
He tilted his head just slightly. “Only the ones I almost lost.”

His words hit me right in the chest. 

I sat up slow, wincing, body stiff and aching. I remembered how careful he’d been with me last night.

“Luciano…” I whispered. “You asked me last night if I was broken. Are you?”

He didn’t blink. Didn’t hesitate.
“Yes.”

I tilted my head, watching his face. He was so unreadable. Was he angry? Sad? Or just… resigned?

“But not useless,” he clarified. “Not beyond function. Just… compromised. Certain parts of me don’t work the way they’re supposed to. Empathy, for example. Spontaneous joy. I have to manufacture those things. Mimic them.”

He watched me, letting me sit with that before continuing.

“All because of what happened to me. I don’t process things the way normal people do. I calculate. I analyze. I act. But I don’t… feel the way you do.”

A pause, like he was making sure I was still with him.

“I know how to protect. How to provide. How to eliminate threats. But connection? Intimacy? That’s not instinct for me. That’s work. It’s why you’re here. You make that work easier.”

“I can’t  understand love. I think the chemicals in my brain were altered.  But I’ll spend every day trying to understand the parts of you that make you happy. Isn't that all that love is anyways?”

"I guess it is." I didn't know whether we were right or not. 
 I didn't know shit about love. 

He nodded then he straightened his back.

“I have to handle something. I’ll be back in a few hours. You’re safe here.”

I sat up straighter. “Wait—”

He turned, halfway through the doorway, and looked over his shoulder. “Don’t open the door for anyone but me.”

And then he was gone.
The door clicked shut behind him. I stared at it, chest tight.

Was he truly incapable of all the things he claimed—or was he running from them?
To me, he seemed more emotional than he realized.
Just… without the flowery words.

His honesty was brutal. Unvarnished. And after the life I’d had, I didn’t need sweet nothings whispered in my ear.
He promised effort. Protection. To try—and for a man like him, that meant more than love ever could.

I stared at the door longer than I should have before sliding out of bed. The hardwood was cool under my feet. I went to the bathroom first, then naked, wandered the condo I’d been stashed in.

It wasn’t what I expected.
Not sleek, sterile luxury like his father’s house.
This place was warm. Cozy.

The kitchen smelled like lemon cleaner. Sunlight flooded in across polished counters. It was fully stocked. A soft couch sat in the living room.

In the bathroom, I saw a bottle of my favorite lotion—lavender vanilla. Same brand. Same scent.
My eyes scanned the shelf.
My soap.
The stuff I used for my hair.
My perfume.

My stomach twisted.
Dre had been right.
He’d been watching me.

I stepped into a side room—his office, I think.
There were walls of books. Psychology. Strategy. Power dynamics. Criminal profiling. Self-help. Hundreds of them, some with sticky notes still sticking out the sides.

And comic books. Lots of them.
Batman. Punisher. Spawn.


His computer setup was impressive—multiple monitors, a desktop, laptop, tablets. Games stacked nearby. Custom desk that ran the length of the wall.
But no phone.
No way to reach the outside world.

The front door wasn’t locked though. I checked. I would be stupid to leave after what happened.

I went back into the bedroom. Found one of his shirts and put it on.
I headed to the kitchen and started pulling out ingredients.
Eggs. Sugar. Butter.


I baked when I was nervous.

The front door opened sometime later.


Luciano stepped in, pulling off his suit jacket.
His white shirt was soaked in blood.

My breath caught. “What happened?”

He unbuttoned the shirt, peeling it off like it was nothing.
“Matteo had a brother.”

I stared. He said had a brother.
“I wasn’t leaving him alive to retaliate,” he said simply. “That’s not an option.”

He pulled out a phone, dialed a number, then handed it to me without a word.
“It’s for you.”

I pressed it to my ear.
“Ava?!” Dewanda’s voice.
Relief broke through me like lightning cracking glass.
“D… I'm so glad to hear from you. Are you and Dre alright?”

“I’m with Dre right now. He’s okay. I’m putting him on a flight to California, but I’m staying.”


“No, you don’t have to—”


“I’m not letting you stay there alone. You can argue if you want. You’ll lose.”

I smiled through the lump in my throat.


“Oh—and by the way?” Dewanda’s voice turned smug. “I fucked Brooker. He’s paying for my hotel.”


“What?!”


“Stress relief. Don’t judge me, Mrs. Married to the mob.”
I laughed. A real, sharp laugh. “I wasn’t.”

We talked a little more. I learned who Brooker was from her. Then she hung up, promising to see me soon.

Luciano came out of the bathroom in nothing but gym shorts slung low on his hips, chest still damp. A T-shirt slung over his shoulder.
My eyes followed him without permission.
He moved like something coiled. Always ready to strike.
Dangerous.
Hot.

My pussy perked up. 

But I shut her down. Not now.
Later.

I thought about what he’d done to Matteo’s brother. What he’d done for me.
I thought about Aria. The way she walked into that warehouse like she couldn’t be touched. Like she was untouchable.
I wanted that.

“I want you to teach me everything you know,” I said before I could second-guess it. "how to fight. How to kill. How to shut off my emotions.

He froze.
“I want to be like Aria,” I added. “She’s fierce. Unafraid. Vicious.”

Luciano turned slightly. 
“Aria is dangerous,” he finally said.


“I know,” I said. “That’s what I admire.”


“She’s also deceitful,” he added. “You admire what she projects, not what she is.”


“What does that mean?”


“She tricked Saint into killing his own father.”


I blinked. “What?”


“And why would she do that?” I asked.


“Because Saint’s father killed hers.”

My heart slowed. My brain didn’t.


I didn’t see anything wrong with what she’s done.

I respected it.
I wanted to be like her even more now. I wanted revenge too.
I tucked that thought away for later, keeping it to myself.

“Even if not like Aria,” I said moving the subject away from her on purpose, “I want to be your equal. I want to be able to protect myself.  Protect you if need be.”

He pulled on his clean shirt.  “Being my equal means losing parts of yourself,” he said. “It means understanding how fear works. How to use it. How to kill without hesitation. How to manipulate every room you walk into. How to survive betrayal—and still smile at your enemies while planning their funeral.”
 

“I’m not afraid. I can do all of that.”

He stepped closer. His eyes burned into mine.
“Then I’ll teach you.”


Chapter 27

Luciano

The restaurant was all marble opulence and overpriced ego. Gilded mirrors reflected dead-eyed waiters who moved around the establishment like ghosts. They’d seen too much to be bright-eyed and bushy-tailed. Everyone spoke in hushed tones. Power didn’t have to scream. It just existed. Heavy. Silent. Absolute. I wanted Ava to see that. She was emotional. Passionate. She was fire where I was ice. I appreciated that about her, but fire got you killed in rooms like this if you didn’t know when to dim the flame.
This was her first lesson.

Ava sat beside me, dressed in an all-black fitted dress, that hugged all her lush curves, her body defiled it—turned it into something obscene, and I was having a hard time concentrating.  Her hair swept back from her face. She looked perfect—until you looked too close and saw the bruises still fading on her jaw. She didn’t fidget. She didn’t speak. She just watched.
Good.

Across from us, Don Russo, tall, athletic build, in his mid-fifties, he had slick black greasy hair,  and wore cheap suits, but he smelled of expensive cigars. He poked at his osso buco like it offended him. He didn’t have enough dignity to be considered anything more than he was—a liar, a thief. He was the boss of the Russo family.

Beside him, his sons postured like bored jackals, dangerous only in theory. They were remedial, a waste—more likely to die before they could take their father’s place because they used the minuscule amount of power they had to abuse. They’d created too many enemies, earned no respect, and instilled too little fear to establish any real authority.

Saint sat to my right, twirling a cigar between his fingers like he was bored, but I knew that look. He was coiled and ready for whatever came.
 

“Your boys skimmed two hundred grand from our last shipment,” Saint said, tone light. “That’s bad manners.”

Russo’s eldest son, Marco, leaned forward, smirking. “Prove it.”
 he said.

I didn’t answer. Just reached into my coat and slid a photo across the white linen tablecloth.


It was Marco’s mistress. Naked. Smiling. Surrounded by bricks of cash. What Marco didn’t know was Sophia was a plant and  had convince Marco to steal it, then confirmed that they stole it. We needed a reason to take their piece of the pie, and Marco’s dick got it for us.


I saw Ava’s eyes flick from the picture to Marco’s face.

“Now,” I said calmly, “we are no longer the intermediary. We’re selling directly to your people. Or I personally deliver these pictures to your wife.”

Extortion was sloppy, left too many loose ends. Coward’s work. I preferred a firmer hand. But Saint couldn’t afford any more bloodbaths. This was easier. We knew Marco would agree to whatever we said. His wife was the daughter of Giuseppe Gotti. He ran Brooklyn like a private empire—old school, no-nonsense, and madly loved his little girl. He would slit Marco’s throat in his sleep if his daughter so much as cried over another woman.

I smiled like we were just talking business. Like I hadn’t just ripped the floor out from under him.
"Agree," I said, tapping the edge of the photo. "This is a chance to stay alive. One you’ll only get once."

Marco’s father slammed his fork down. “You little—”


Saint cut him off as he tapped ash into his wine glass. 

“Careful. Remember, I’m the reason your nephews are sleeping with the fish in Tampa. Would you like to join them?” Everybody knew Saint had murdered his nephews on his father’s orders, but the Russo family wasn’t brave enough to do anything about it even with the connection they had to Gotti.

The table went quiet.


I let the silence stretch until the Russos couldn’t take it and snapped. Then the chairs screeched.
Don Russo stood so fast his napkin flew off his lap and fluttered to the ground. “Figli di puttana!” he snarled, slamming a fist against the table hard enough to rattle the silverware.
Marco muttered something under his breath and kicked his chair back. The younger son lunged toward Saint but was caught by an arm across the chest from his father.

Curses flew. Russo’s voice rose in a storm of spit-laced Italian. Everybody in the restaurant eyed us, then went back to their own business. They knew not to let their eyes linger too long. Nobody wanted to be a witness.
The Russos stormed off.

I sipped my drink.
Saint relit his cigar.
Ava exhaled hard. “That was fucking exhilarating.”

I opened my mouth to respond but saw Aria approaching the table. In a flowy white dress, her belly seemed even more round than just a couple days ago.
Of course she came.

Saint didn’t even look surprised. He stood to greet her, kissed her cheek like he hadn’t told her to stay the fuck home. But I suppose he was used to her doing exactly what she wanted, with no regard for his opinions or warnings.

"Ava," Aria said, making a beeline for our side of the table. She leaned down toward Ava, a rare, genuine smile on her face. "How are you holding up?"

I bit the inside of my cheek to keep from saying something that would’ve crossed the line. I didn’t want Ava anywhere near Aria.

But I owed her—for the reception, for the warehouse. For saving Ava. So I kept my mouth shut. Sat back. Watched.

Ava smiled. "I’m okay. Thanks to you."
Aria’s eyes flicked to me, amusement in them. "See, Luciano, I’m not all bad."

I looked at her evenly, keeping my voice calm. “No, you’re not all bad. You’re just manipulative. Cunning. Unapologetically self-serving. But effective. That makes you valuable.”
I took a slow sip of water. “Let’s not mistake usefulness for virtue, though.”

Aria grinned wider, but it didn’t extend to her eyes. “You never miss an opportunity to tell me how you feel, Luciano. But I think we should change the subject. I’d rather your wife form her own opinion of me.”

She turned her full attention back to Ava.
“I recently heard about your mother,” she said, tone deceptively light. “Do you think about it much? What happened to her? What Luciano’s father did?”

The air shifted.
Ava blinked, her smile fading. “All the time.”
My jaw tightened.

“For years,” Ava continued, voice even but tight, “I pretended she just… ran away. Like he told me.” She glanced at me. “Easier to be angry than mourn.”

Aria tilted her head. “You ever think about revenge? Like Luciano got for his mother?”
Her voice dropped slightly, like she was letting Ava in on a secret. “Did he tell you about La Stanza del Giudizio? The Judgment Room? And all the souls that haunt it because of him?”
She tapped her long red nail against her chin. “Shouldn’t you help your wife avenge her mother, Luciano?”

I didn’t speak. 
“But how would that work,” she mused, still smiling, “considering Luciano loves his father. He wouldn’t kill him for you.”

Ava turned to me. “What’s the Judgment Room?”
I stared at her.
Didn’t answer.

Saint, who’d been just watching with glassy eyes, sat forward. “Aria—stop.”


Aria didn’t even look at him. “She should know what he did to the men responsible for his mother's death. What he’s capable of. What he won’t do for her.”

Saint stood without another word, scooped Aria up—one arm under her thighs, the other around her back—and walked straight out of the restaurant.
She didn’t fight it.
Just smirked over his shoulder, eyes on me the whole time.

And Ava?
She was looking at me.
Curious.
Not scared. Not angry. Curious. Just like the first day I met her.


Chapter 28

Saint

We were barely through the front door before I lost it.
“Go to bed, Aria. Don’t say a word to me,” I snapped, tossing my keys onto the marble table so hard they bounced.

She stopped halfway down the hall and turned, arms crossed like she hadn’t just walked into a fucking war meeting pregnant and smug like she ran the world.
“Don’t start with me tonight, Saint.”

I laughed—short and ugly. “You came to the restaurant after I told you not to be there. Then you tried to sow discord into another person’s marriage. It wasn’t your right to tell Ava what you did. What the fuck is it going to take, Aria, for you to listen to me? You want to get shot? Have our children grow up hearing stories about the mother they never met?”

She didn’t say anything. Just stared at me like I was overreacting. Like I was the crazy one.

I took a step toward her. “I’m about two seconds from pulling a Don Benedetti and locking you the fuck away in a castle in Italy until this baby’s born,” I growled. “Treat you like the old-school men did.”

Her eyes widened. “You wouldn’t.”

“I would,” I said, voice cold. “Because clearly nothing else gets through to you.”

She opened her mouth, and I braced for one of her verbal grenades—but nothing came.
Instead—
Her eyes filled with tears.

I froze. 
“What the hell are you crying for? I'm—” I started to apologize, but stopped. This was her being manipulative. It had to be. Aria didn’t cry.

She shook her head. “You let him talk to me like that,” she said, her voice cracking. “Luciano. Every chance he gets, he cuts into me. And you just sit there like I’m not your wife. Like I don’t deserve to be defended.”

The lump that rose in my throat tasted like guilt and bourbon.

“You give as good as you get,” I muttered, arms crossed, trying to hold my ground. “You don’t need anyone to fight for you.”

“That’s not the point,” she said, tears spilling now, her voice rising. “I know how to handle myself. But that doesn’t mean I don’t want you in my corner.”

She wiped her face, her hands shaking. “I’m sorry about what happened to your father, Saint. Even if I’m not sorry he’s gone. I wish things were different. I wish we met another way. I wish there wasn’t always this fucking wall between us, like I’m the enemy and you’re just waiting for me to betray you again.”

I stood there, fists clenched at my sides, staring at the woman I’d die for— who had just made me feel like I was failing her.
“I’m getting fed up.” She warned. She sniffed and dropped her gaze, then looked up at me again—wide-eyed, exhausted.
“I never wanted to be your enemy, Saint,” she whispered. “I’ve been trying to make up for what I did by being your wife, giving you the family you want, loving you regardless, as you play victim and act as if you didn’t have anything to do with what happened. I can’t do that anymore.”

Holding her belly, she turned and stormed down the hallway. I heard the bedroom door slam.

And for the first time in years, I didn’t have a single goddamn thing to say.
I dragged a hand down my face, bone-tired. 


Chapter 29

Ava

The car ride home was quiet.
Luciano had one hand on the wheel, the other resting loosely in his lap, and his jaw was tight the entire way. I didn’t push. Not yet. But I would. My curiosity didn’t believe in timing.

We walked into our home. I still couldn’t believe that in less than a month I’d been forced to marry, accepted my fate, shot my husband, and been kidnapped by a vengeful father—who I killed. I kicked off my heels before he could even close the door. My ankles were sore, and my head was full of questions—one in particular I couldn’t shake loose.

He dropped his keys into the dish near the door and loosened his collar.

“Why do you hate Aria?” I asked. No preamble.
He had been heading toward the bedroom but paused. He frowned. “I don’t hate her. I don’t even dislike her,” he said finally. “I just don’t trust her.”

I raised an eyebrow. “She saved both our lives.”


“I’m aware.” He met my gaze. “I thanked her for it. That doesn’t mean I ignore who she is.”

I studied him quietly.

“She loves Saint. And Saint’s your friend. I think you should be nicer. You really seemed to hurt her feelings. That’s why she lashed out. She had a smirk on her face, but her eyes were sad.”

He nodded. “She did save us. And if you want me to be kinder I will. If you choose to be also—remember, kindness with people like her should be deliberate. Not automatic.” He turned and kept walking toward the bedroom, loosening his tie now, his voice low but even.
“You should observe her the same way I taught you to observe a threat.”

We were in our bedroom now.
“I’ll keep that in mind. Now tell me about the room. The one Aria mentioned. La Stanza whatever.”

Luciano didn’t answer me. He walked out of the room. I heard the refrigerator open. He came back with two bottles of water.


“It’s an old dungeon my grandfather had built under the house my father inherited—the one you lived in. They used it for enemies.  I tracked down the men who killed my mother,” he said.  “Every single one of them. It took years.” He set the bottle down. “It’s where I took them. One by one. I tortured them. Then killed them.”

I thought about it.
“I can understand that. And respect it. Also—what Aria said about your father. I would never ask you to kill him because of what he did to my mother.”

He tilted his head slightly, a flicker of something unreadable crossing his face. “Why wouldn’t you ask me to?” he asked—like it was unbelievable that I wouldn’t.

I took a slow breath. “Because… I believe you would.”

He stared at me unblinking.
I felt he was waiting for me to elaborate, so I did.

“I think you’ve already suffered enough. You lost your mother. You lost your childhood. If I asked you to kill your father… you would. Not for justice. Not even for me. You’d do it because you think that’s the cost of keeping me.”

He blinked. Slowly. 

“And I don’t want that,” I said, stepping closer. “I told you I was tired. I think you can afford me the peace I need to rest. I didn’t marry you to hurt you. You having to kill your father would hurt you. He’s who you have left. He’s my enemy, not yours. I married you because I saw something in you no one else seemed to see—and that would be lost.”

He crossed his arms, watching me closely. “And what is it that you see in me?”

I looked up at him.
“A man who’s still capable of something feeling something other than grief and anger. A man who survived terrible loss. A man who doesn’t know what peace feels like, but who still wants it for like me. 

His jaw flexed. He looked like he was chewing on those words.

“I don’t want you to lose one more piece of yourself on my behalf,” I said quietly. “Not for revenge. Not for history. I want you whole. Or at least, whatever version of whole you are right now.”

He stared at me like I’d just unraveled some equation he’d never been able to solve.
And for once, Luciano didn’t have anything to say.

Abruptly, he turned and continued getting undressed. I wondered what he was thinking. He was probably overanalyzing my words and compartmentalizing them like a robot. I didn’t ask.

I just watched him from the bed as the shadows the cracked blinds let in played across his skin while he moved through his nightly routine. He would undress, brush his teeth, gargle, waterpik, shower for thirty minutes, take a swig of Listerine on the way out of the bathroom because it "helps brighten the teeth," he told me.

He peeled his shirt from his body, revealing the lean muscle stretched tight across his back. 

I looked away. I thought about that room again. Those men deserved everything he gave them for what they did to his mother. I had thought about doing the same—but I wasn’t brave enough. I still wasn’t. Not yet.

He drew my attention back to him when he stepped out of his pants.
His body looked like it had been cut from something ancient—like marble or clay pulled straight from the cradle of earth.


There was nothing soft about him. Not in his stance. Not in the way he moved. Not in the way he existed in the world.

My thighs pressed together as heat bloomed low in my belly, spreading like fire through my veins.

Is it possible to cum just from looking at someone?
I was so horny. I was tripping.

It wasn’t just the way he looked—it was what he was.
Power in its purest form. A man who could kill without blinking, but who also bandaged my wrists like I was made of porcelain.

That contradiction was the turn-on.

I said slowly, “Can I ask you something else, Luciano?”

He turned, one brow arched. “You can ask anything.”

“Why haven’t we had sex?”

He blinked once. “I didn’t expect that from you.”

“Why not?”

“I married you under duress.”

“Understandable.”

“Why else? I can see in your eyes there’s something else. The blank stare is gone.”

He frowned—and that was as rare as a smile.
Silence stretched a beat too long before he exhaled.

“I’m a virgin,” he said.

I stared. “Wait. What?”

“You heard me.”

“No way. What was all that about days ago? ‘I’ll have you beneath me,’ and all that. How are you threatening me with pleasure when you’ve never had sex?”

He cocked his head.
“I don’t need experience to understand what I want. Or what I’m capable of.”

He stepped closer, voice dropping slightly.
“I read. I observe. I listen. You don’t think I’d study how to touch the woman I want?”

He let a beat passed.
“I’ve imagined it. With you. Every detail. Every breath. So no—I haven’t done it. But that doesn’t mean I won’t be good at it.”

His fingers brushed the side of my face—barely a touch—but it tightened my nipples and caused my pussy to leak.


The pad of his thumb traced the curve of my jaw, the shell of my ear, down my neck. His hand wrapped around my throat—he applied just enough pressure to make my pulse stutter.

A tiny whimper slipped out of my mouth and my pussy walls clenched.
Then his hand was gone. A single finger dragged slowly down the center of my chest, before splaying his hand over my heart.

He chuckled. “Why is your heart beating so fast, Ava,” he murmured, “ You look like you want to  beg me to fuck you. Virgin or not.”

I stepped back immediately, heat rushing to my cheeks.
Luciano just smirked.
I had to compose myself with a deep breath.

He was off, but he was sexy.

“Now I really don’t believe you. Not after that little display. And look at you… You’re handsome, terrifying, and emotionally constipated, sure—but look at you. Like, really. You're all the things most women go crazy for.”
I shook my head. “No woman ever tried to give you any pussy?” I couldn’t believe it.

To me, it looked like he cringed.
“They did. Most of the women… reminded me of her though. I can see her naked, being abused, her pale skin bruised.”

“Your mother?” I said softly. 

“That’s fucked up but it makes sense.”

He nodded.

I crossed the space between us. I pressed my hand to his chest.
He tensed instantly. 

“It’s okay,” I whispered. “No pressure. No more sex talk.”

He looked down at me, his voice lower than before. “You don’t remind me of my mother.”

I tilted my head. “No?”

He shook his head slowly. “You make me think things I’ve never thought. I’ve been turned on since the first time I saw you. I just… didn’t know how to approach you.”

“Well, we can figure that out together. We can build up to it.”

He nodded once.

I leaned back just a bit. “One more question.”

He narrowed his eyes. “Another?”

“All those things in this place. My lotion. My soap. My favorite candle scent. Even the hair products I use. Clothes in my size in the closet. You watched me, didn’t you? How did I miss that you were there?”

He didn’t deny it.
“Yes,” he said simply. “I watched you. I wanted to make sure you were protected. And you didn’t see me because it wasn’t the right time.”

“That’s… kinda creepy,” I said, half smiling.

He didn’t smile back. “I know.”

I stepped closer again, resting my hands on his chest.
“But it’s also kind of… sweet. In a dark, obsessive, fucking crazy type of way.”
I chuckled.
“Endearing, even,” I added.

He looked at me like he didn’t understand the words I was speaking and was about to ask me why—or the logic or science behind it.
I sighed.

God help me.
I was starting to actually like my emotionally stunted husband.


Chapter 30

Ava

I woke up drowning in sweat.
Not the kind that came after a nightmare. My stomach clenched so hard it felt like my insides were being gripped by invisible hands. I couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t scream. Could barely move.
I knew this pain. I’d felt it before.
I had dealt with fibroids since I was a teen. My yearly check-up had come and gone because I was in Florida, being forced to be married.

But this time, it wasn’t dull or manageable. It wasn’t the usual discomfort I’d learned to live with. The pain was blinding. Like something had snapped or burst open inside of me.

My hand went to my stomach.
“Luciano—” I whispered.

He was awake and hovering before I could say it again.
He flicked on the bedside lamp, his face a mask of sharp lines and concern. “What is it?”
“My stomach,” I gritted out. “I think something’s wrong. Something’s really wrong.”

I felt the bed shift, the thud of his boots. A second later, his arms were under me, lifting me like I weighed nothing. There was no way he wasn’t in pain—his arm that I shot couldn’t have healed yet—but he was carrying me.
“I’ve got you.” His voice was low. No questions. No panic. Just action.

He didn’t put me down until we reached the car. He was so in control. I tried not to let the pain make me seem weak.
Even though every bump in the road felt like glass tearing through my gut. I blacked out.

I woke up to the sound of a heart monitor and the sterile beep of something tracking my life.
The room smelled like alcohol wipes and hand soap. My mouth was dry. My body ached.
“I heard you wake,” a nurse said.

She was a pretty Black girl my age with long braids. She stepped into the room with a tablet and a smile that was entirely too cheerful for me.


“Your husband stepped out to get some coffee. Said he’d be right back.”


I blinked. “Luciano?”

She laughed. It was loud and warm and made me feel guilty for being annoyed with her. I shifted in the bed.


“Girl, yes. Tall, broody, scary as hell. He was almost kicked out twice. He scared one of the residents half to death when he tried to move your IV.”

I tried to sit up. Regretted it instantly.


“Don’t,” she warned gently. “You had a ruptured fibroid. That pain you were feeling? Could’ve gotten real bad if he hadn’t brought you in when he did. He advocated well for you. He told the doctor to check everything. Said, and I quote, ‘Check everything. If anything happens to her…’”

She paused, smirking. “He was threatening everybody. And everybody believed him.”
I blinked hard.
She patted my arm. “He’s something else, that man. You’re lucky.”


"I am." I agreed.

When Luciano came back, he didn’t say much. But he looked me over like he was trying to X-ray me to make sure I was okay.
Then he sat in the chair beside my bed, arms crossed, coat still on over his expensive silk pajamas like he didn’t plan to stay long—but he didn’t move. Not for hours.

He didn’t sleep either. I watched him from the corner of my eye as I drifted in and out of sleep, as the nurses came and went. His face was unreadable, but I could see the tension in the line of his jaw. I didn't say anything because I knew he didn't want to talk.

When I shifted and winced, his eyes were there instantly. He reached up and pushed the button for my pain meds.
“You’re okay,” he said.

The discharge papers came the next day.
Luciano carried my bag. My prescriptions. Then me, when I got dizzy trying to stand and get out of bed and into the wheelchair the nurse had brought for me.

My whole face was hot because it felt like everybody in the hospital was looking at me as we left.
Once we got back to the house, he didn’t leave my side. Not once.

Every pill was on time. He made me soup. Gave me water. He watched me sleep. No sugar, no dairy, no processed food. The doctor’s instructions had become his doctrine.
If it said I needed rest, I got it. If I even tried to argue about doing something for myself, he just stared until I backed down.

He barely spoke until he decided to apologize.

“I’m sorry.”
It came out of nowhere.

“Because it’s a social norm?” I asked, because I was confused as to why he was apologizing.

“Because I let this happen. If you wouldn’t have been—”
I cut him off.
“This has nothing to do with you. I know you researched fibroids. You know that.”

“But it feels like it is my fault,” he said—and he was right. Because of him, I’d missed my appointment.
But he had been violent for me. Brutal. Protective.
And now he was... this.

Gentle.
Careful.
Quiet.

I think I was a little harsh in my judgment of him. He wasn’t emotionally stunted he just processed differently.
He felt everything—deeply, completely. But in silence

“It’s not your fault. Why don’t you lay with me and watch TV or something? You need to relax.”

He nodded and stripped down to his boxers.   My eyes got cut on the deep v that led to his dick. 


Even in pain, my vagina reacted to him being nearly naked. I sighed as he laid next to me. It was still hard for me to believe he was a virgin. 
 


Chapter 31

Luciano

It had been eighteen days since the wedding. Twelve since she killed a man. Ava’s training was on hold—doctor’s orders. She’d had the fibroid removed. The procedure had gone smoothly, but I hated seeing her under anesthesia, hated the hospital scent clinging to her skin. I almost prayed.

Now, we were just... existing.
It was odd, the quiet. No violence or talks of violence. Just me and Ava in our world. She’d declined a honeymoon. I thought it would be a good time, but she said, “Maybe on our anniversary.”

Her saying that to me stayed with me. I thought about it when I washed the dishes. When I sat across from her eating the dinner she cooked for us. When I stood over her at night watching her sleep. It meant we had a future. And she was thinking about it.

I hadn’t spoken to my father since the wedding. I sent a message the day after everything happened. Just a brief, I’m alive. He responded by telling me to come home. I hadn’t responded. I wanted to leave my life behind for a while longer. But not for much longer. I had responsibilities.

I was on the couch with Ava now. She had her feet in my lap, a blanket over her legs, and one of my favorite comic books open in front of her.

Moon Knight. It had a complicated storyline. Split personalities. Unreliable narration. Psychological trauma. Redemption arcs. She wanted to know what it was about, and I was trying to explain it in the most logical way possible, but she wasn’t getting it.

“So he’s like Batman but times three, in the same body,” she said.

I blinked. “No. He’s not like Batman inside one body.” I tried not to raise my voice. “He’s three different personalities. All of them fighting for control.”

She frowned. “That sounds exhausting.”

“It is. That’s the point. Marc Spector—he’s the main identity—has dissociative identity disorder. But he’s also the avatar for Khonshu, an Egyptian god of vengeance.”

Her eyes widened. “So wait—he has real mental health issues and a god in his head?”

“Yes.”

“Who are the others?”

“Steven. He’s the soft one. British. Polite. Doesn’t want to fight. Then there’s Jake. He’s…Unstable. Efficient. He gets things done without anyone’s permission.”

She tilted her head, about to say something else when there was a knock at the door.

I stood immediately, setting her feet aside and reaching for the gun tucked between the couch cushions.

I checked the peephole.

Saint.

Still, I opened the door slowly, the barrel aimed low.

Saint stood on the other side, flustered and annoyed. “Seriously?” he said, eyeing the gun. “You answer the door like a hitman?”

“I didn’t invite you.”

He stepped inside anyway, brushing past me. “Your wife did. Now shut up and listen, I ran up the fucking stairs…”

I looked back to Ava, who was sitting on the sofa looking at me, guilt written all over her face. I shouldn’t have given her a phone.

Saint drew my attention by slamming his hand down on my shoulder. “Aria’s coming up with your wife’s cousin,” he said. “And I need you to do that masking shit you do—whatever the fuck you call it—and apologize to her for what you said to her.  Out of societal norms or whatever you say…”

I blinked once. “Why would I do that?”

“You made Aria cry. I don’t want to have to shoot you in the arm your wife didn’t, to prove to her I’m on her side. Just apologize.”

It was a strange request.

Seconds later, Aria walked in with Dewanda, all baby bump and attitude. Ava stood to greet them, but I caught her wrist and pulled her back into the bedroom before she could take another step.

“Luciano,” she said, startled, “what—”

“You can’t let people just come here,” I said evenly, closing the door behind us. “Even if it’s your cousin. Even if it’s my friend. Not without a conversation first. You want to remain safe?”

She looked up at me, exasperated. “It’s Saint and Dewanda. It’s fine. I need to socialize.”

I studied her for a moment. “Am I not enough?”

She paused. “Can I kiss you?”

I blinked. “What?”

“Can I kiss you?”

We’d been building up to this. Little touches. Shared moments. But we hadn’t kissed since our wedding.

“Yes,” I said.

She rose to her tip toes. Her lips touched mine. Lightly.   It was nice. The second she slid her tongue in my mouth—I snapped. My hands moved to her waist. I pushed her toward the bed. My fingers pulled at her shirt. I needed it off of her.

“Luciano,” she whispered, breathless. “Calm down.”

 tugged the shirt again.

She slapped my hand.

“There are people here. I just wanted to show you are enough.”

“I can tell them to leave.” My dick was so hard and leaking. I was suddenly more ready than I’d ever been.

She laughed, hand still on my chest. “No. I’m cooking dinner. We’re going to entertain.”

My jaw tensed. I blinked once. Then twice.

 Entertain?

I glanced toward the bedroom door as if I could see beyond it, then back at her, my mouth tightening into a flat line. Every cell in my body rebelled against the concept. My eye twitched.

But I nodded—slow, reluctantly.

Because she wanted it. And that was starting to matter more than my discomfort.

She left the bedroom, humming under her breath. I took a few breaths, adjusted my sweatpants.

Saint and Dewanda were already settled on the couch. Aria was sprawled in one of the chairs like she owned the place. Of course she was.

I approached her slowly. She looked up. I could tell a scowl was about to over take her face.

“Saint told me to apologize,” I said, tone flat. “I didn’t mean to hurt you with the truth. I assumed you were stronger. I will adjust.”

Aria gave a saccharine smile. “Thank you, Luciano. But don’t strain yourself. I know apologies  aren’t in your programming.”

I tilted my head. “Why do you do that?”

“Do what?”

“Take shots when I’m offering a white flag. Is it a defense mechanism? Because I will allow it. If it makes you feel better.”

Her smile faltered just a little, and I knew I was correct.

“Aht, aht,” Ava fussed. “Don’t you two start. You are just like each other.

Too Smart for your own good. Luciano wears glasses to hide behind and Aria uses femineity, but y’all are the same none the less.  I understand it’s hard looking into a mirror and seeing a bright reflection of yourself but get over it.”

“I am not untrust—”

Ava cut me off. “Please, Luciano. Come help me cook.”

Saint remained quiet as usual, but I could see his jaw was tense. He wasn't pleased with me. I would refrain—for him.

I followed Ava to the kitchen.

Dinner was… tolerable.

I sat at the head of the table, as expected. Ava to my right, Saint across from me, flanked by Aria and Dewanda. The chairs were too close. The room too warm. Everyone talking at once. I was saying nothing as usual.

Saint was telling a story—something about a smuggler in Spain. His voice was too loud. His laugh even louder. I didn’t hear most of it. I will admit he seemed more relaxed—and dare I say it, happy—since Aria.

I couldn’t help noticing the way Dewanda looked at me. Every few seconds, her eyes cut in my direction like I’d insulted her mother and she was waiting for me to do it again so she could attack. I understood her hostility.

Aria barely ate. She pushed a piece of grilled squash around her plate like it had personally offended her. She smiled when Ava spoke, but I could tell my words had affected her.

If I’d paused long enough to calculate the kind of damage this life had to her body, her mind, her relationships—I might’ve masked and been nicer to her. I might have been more… strategic in response to her insults. People like us don’t deserve kindness, but we needed it.. Truth can sometimes cut deeper than a knife. I hadn’t thought about any of that until Ava. I would adjust my behavior.

Ava reached for my hand under the table, her pinky brushing against mine. 

 She laughed with Dewanda, her shoulders relaxed, her head tilted back. I just watched her. 

Later, when Ava was saying goodbye to her cousin, I overheard something that made my chest swell.

“I think I’m really going to give this marriage a try. For real.”

Dewanda raised a brow. “Yeah? Even after all this mafia shit? The kidnapping. The shotgun wedding?”

Ava grinned. “Yes. I’ve been fascinated with Luciano since we were teens, since he walked into the dean's office. This shit is so surreal… I want to see where it goes,” she added, her voice dropping as she hugged Dewanda tighter.

I stayed perfectly still in the hallway, hidden in the shadows.

She said she had been fascinated with me. Since we were teens.

Those words stuck to me like glue. Fascinated. As if I were a puzzle she couldn’t quite solve but wouldn’t give up on. 

I felt myself almost… smile. 


Chapter 32

Luciano

The argument started over Moon Knight.
Again.

“You’re missing the point,” I said, arms crossed as I stood by the window, back tense. “You can’t judge him by one issue. You have to read the arc.”

Ava rolled her eyes, lounging on the couch in a tank top and those damn shorts that did something violent to my self-control. Especially after that kiss. I wanted to kiss her again. To touch her.
But I didn’t know how to do that without analyzing it first.
How do I move closer? Where do I put my hands? What’s the most effective way to express need without sounding needy? What the fuck was I supposed to say?

“You want me to read six volumes of mental breakdown just to understand a man who doesn’t even know who he is?” she interrupted my thoughts.

“Yes,” I snapped, forcing myself to go back to the conversation at hand. “That’s the whole point of identity fragmentation.”

“Why do you care so much about people understanding your favorite trauma hero?”

“Because he’s misunderstood. People look at him and think he’s crazy. He’s not. He’s compartmentalized. That’s different.”

Her eyes softened a little. “Luciano,” she said gently, “I think it’s because you identify with Moon Knight?”

I didn’t answer. But I did.

She stood slowly, padded over to me. Her fingers reached for the collar of my shirt. I didn’t move.

“I want to try something. Maybe it’ll get you out of your head and I can get a break from the Moon Knight conversation.” Her voice was sultry now, her eyes low.

She grabbed my hand and led me to the couch. I didn’t even know what she was about to do, but I was anticipating it.

Then she dropped to her knees between my legs, like it was the most natural thing in the world. My throat closed.

“Ava…”

“Shhh,” she whispered, her hands already working at my belt. “Let me show you something.”

I could’ve stopped her. I didn’t. I didn’t want to.

My heart was hammering like a gun about to go off as she freed my dick from my pants. I was already hard. She hadn’t even touched me yet.

Her eyes met mine. “Tell me if you want to stop.”

I shook my head. Fast.

She smiled, and then she leaned forward and took me into her mouth—and fuck.

I didn’t know how to breathe any longer. My hips jerked up on instinct, and a moan ripped out of me before I could stop it.

I gripped the edge of the couch. Her mouth was warm, wet, and so much more than I was prepared for. I could feel every flick of her tongue, every pull of suction. It was too much. Not enough.

And I couldn’t stop making noise.

“Ava,” I gasped, “fuck—please…”

She popped off just long enough to ask, “Please what?”

“Don’t stop,” I breathed. “I need… I need more.”

I wasn’t supposed to sound like that. So needy. So wrecked. But she kept going, going deeper. I couldn’t control the way my body responded. I started moving, thrusting violently up into her mouth. She gagged. She didn’t stop me.

I cataloged every sensation, every stutter of pleasure so I could relive it mentally. My muscles twitched. My thighs flexed under me.

I didn’t know I could feel this. My mind blurred. And then—

“Ava,” I choked out. “What are you doing to me…?”

She didn’t answer. Just gave me this wicked grin before she did this thing with her tongue.

My vision went white. My whole body spasmed. I tried to say something, tried to tell her I couldn’t take it, but all that came out was a broken sound that didn’t even feel like it came from me.

I was gone.

Split leaked from the side of her mouth. 

God, it was too much. My hands clawed at the couch, and the moment I thought I could hold back, to make it last. I all snapped.

“I’m gonna—fuck, Ava—Ava—”

I came hard.

She slurped and gulped as hot, sticky ropes spurted out of my dick, eliciting a throaty grunt from me. The feeling left me shaking. She swallowed all of it.

And she didn’t pull away. She kept going until I couldn’t take any more, until I whimpered, until I was twitching and clinging to the edge of sanity.

Then she eased her mouth off my shaft, slowly. All my nerve endings were firing when she French kissed the head then swiped her tongue over it—like she was tasting the last drop of something she didn’t want to waste. My eyes rolled at the sensation.

With bright eyes she looked up at me. “You good, baby? Still want me to read Moon Knight?” she asked.

I couldn’t speak. Could barely see straight. All I could do was shake my head. Suddenly, her understanding Marc Spector didn’t matter so much anymore.

She tucked me back into my pants, stood, and touched my face like I was something fragile. I leaned into it. I couldn’t help it. 

I did something I never thought I’d be able to do.


I pulled her into me without asking, with thinking about it. I held her. 

I nuzzled into her neck and whispered, “I’ve never felt anything like that before.”

“Oh, wait, it only gets better,” she tittered.





Chapter 33

Luciano

The facility was buried in a warehouse district outside Tampa. Quiet. Hidden. Private. Only accessible to people who had enough money and power to gain entry.

It wasn’t on any map. You needed a biometric scan to even step through the front gate. Inside, it looked like a cross between a military compound and a high-end dojo. White walls, reinforced mats, shooting ranges that stretched the length of a football field.

Killers had been trained here.

And today, Ava was mine to shape here.

She stood in front of the shooting stall in black leggings and a fitted top that did absolutely nothing to help my focus. Eyes locked on the target ahead. Legs steady. Breath even.

“Feet shoulder-width apart,” I instructed, stepping behind her. “Elbows soft. Shoulders down. Line the sights with center mass.”

“I am,” she murmured, voice calm but teasing. “I got this, Professor.”

“Finger off the trigger until you’re ready,” I added.

“Ready,” she said—and fired.

The shot cracked through the air. She hit the target. Not center, but close. Good thing she hadn’t been aiming that well when she shot at me.

“Not bad.”

“Not bad?” She looked over her shoulder with a smirk. “That’s a kill shot.”

“Lung, not heart.”

“Still dead, right?”

The question didn’t need an answer.

I moved her to the dummy next. A life-sized male replica, thick foam over a reinforced structure. Realistic enough to bleed when you stabbed it—thanks to an internal blood pack.

I handed her the blade.

“If someone grabs you from behind,” I began, “you don’t aim for the chest. It’s too hard to pierce quickly without an opening. Go for the soft tissue—throat, armpit, lower abdomen, femoral artery. Here, here, or here.”

I pointed each out. She watched, then suddenly tilted her head.

“You know… seeing you like this?” Her lips curled. “It makes me wet.”

I paused. She was amused but I wanted to hold her down and shove my dick as deep into her as it could go. 

“This is serious,” I replied stiffly after clearing my throat. I was second guessing myself about sex again. What if despite all I’d read, I couldn’t please her? I changed the subject, forcing my eyes away from her hardened nipples.

“I’m demonstrating necessary and efficient self-defense tactics designed to neutralize threats with maximum effectiveness and minimal exposure. The average attacker expects panic. You need to know this… What they don’t expect is decisive, calculated aggression. For example, if you’re taken from behind, there are four likely grip patterns—”

“Luciano.”

I looked at her.

“Cliff Notes version, please.”

I blinked. “Cliff Notes?”

She shrugged. “You don’t have to give me an encyclopedia version. I can’t learn anything if you drone on. So give me the good parts only, baby, then show me.”

She bit her bottom lip. My pulse jumped. My dick throbbed. I imagined sliding my hand under her waistband and rubbing her clit until she moaned for me.

“Fine,” I muttered, taking the blade from her hand, frustrated that I couldn’t make myself touch her like I wanted. At this point I was simply a prisoner of my own mind and I realized that, but how did I adjust? I knew she would allow me. “You’ll remember more through muscle memory anyway. Let’s actually do it.”

We moved to the mat.

I demonstrated a basic hold—rear mount, arm across the throat, one knee planted to control movement. She wiggled her ass.

I groaned.

She twisted suddenly, and she ground her hips back against me, into my hard dick—slowly, and I knew she was deliberately taunting me.

My grip faltered for half a second.

She rolled beneath me, flipped us, and sat up on my chest, straddling me with a grin.

“That’s not a real defense,” I muttered.

“It worked, didn’t it?”

I looked up at her, pinned under her weight, both hands flat on the mat. “That’s not the point. That’s not a strategic maneuver. Not plausible in most situations. Not everyone will be sexually attracted to you.”

She rolled her eyes.

“You overthink everything. I would not try to use my body to fight someone who was actually trying to hurt me.” she replied laying down on top of me,

I simply nodded because we were nose to nose now. Her breath on my lips. My pulse was in my throat. Every one of my  nerves was on fire.

I could’ve flipped her.

But I didn’t.

Suddenly, all I could think about was her mouth and the way she had used it on my dick. The way she sucked me like she loved it. The way she looked when I came on her tongue.

The way she had wrapped her lips around me. The wetness. The pressure. The feeling of my spine tingling.

“But I’ll be good and let you teach me your way,” she whispered.

I nodded once. Slowly. For some reason, I heard Saint’s voice in my head from two years ago, and I wished I would’ve taken her when he told me. She was quickly becoming my entire world. I felt seen. Not in the way my father or the people who knew what happened to me saw me. I felt… understood.

Completely.

Loudly.

By someone who wasn’t trying to fix me or study me. Just meet me exactly where I was.

I didn’t feel like a weapon.

Or a son.

Or even a man built from grief.

She was making me feel like hers. Like I could have everything I wanted as I was.


Chapter 34

Luciano

Ava wanted to do more physical training. I was surprised when she asked me to come back the very next day. She stood in front of me, hands at her sides, waiting.

She wore black leggings and a fitted long-sleeve tee, her hair piled on top of her head in a messy bun. No makeup. We'd just finished cardio. She looked exhausted—and sweaty—but beautiful to me.

I picked a knife off the table—a 7-inch fixed blade with a full tang handle and carbon steel edge. Tactical and sleek.

“Guns are for distance. This? This is up close. Quiet. Controlled. Personal.”

She took it when I offered, feeling the weight of it in her hand.

“It’s heavier than the ones from yesterday,” she said. “Do I stab or slice?”

“Depends on your message,” I said, stepping behind her. “Stabbing is panic. Slicing is precision.”

I moved in closer, kept my voice low in her ear. “Grip it higher. Thumb here. Index wrapped, not straight. You’re not trying to look good. You’re trying to end a life.”

She adjusted her stance, mimicking the shift I guided her through.

“You ever used one on someone before?” she asked.

“Yes,” I said, stepping back. I went over and dragged the weighted dummy from the wall. It had a rubber torso with the body’s major arteries mapped in red. Blood packs were beneath the skin so it was realistic enough to train.

I stepped back and nodded toward the dummy.

“You’re a woman,” I continued. “In this life, if you’re in real danger, it’ll be from a man. If they get close enough, you don’t fight. You finish. You strike to kill. Fast. No announcements. No dramatics. You cut the power, the oxygen, or the motor function.”

She looked at me. “How?”

“You don’t go for the chest. Too many bones. Too much margin for error. You go for vulnerability. Soft tissue. Arteries. Places evolution didn’t expect to be pierced.”

I pointed again to the dummy.

“The femoral—severs their ability to run. They’ll bleed out in under three minutes if you hit it right. The brachial slows them down. Makes them desperate. Sloppy. The carotid?” I tapped the side of my own neck. “You don’t need strength. Just angle and speed. One slice. Deep enough. That’s it.”

I stepped closer, watching her hands, her posture.

“If they grab you, don’t pull away. You’ll lose leverage. Move into them. Use your proximity. Under the ribcage, up and in. Don’t think. Just move.”

I leaned in, voice lowering.

“Because you’re a woman. They’ll expect hesitation. You give them finality.”

“The way you keep saying I’m a woman almost sounds offensive.”

I didn’t respond to her comment. Her being weaker than most men wasn’t an insult. It was a reality.

“Do it. Show me,” I said.

She stepped forward. She swung, moving like someone who wanted to understand what she was capable of. That was more dangerous than talent.

The first slice was surface only. The second was deeper—clean across the simulated brachial artery. Red spilled from the dummy.

I saw her chest rise.

“Again,” I said.

She went for the femoral this time. Sharp. Committed. Fake blood sprayed out, coating the rubber legs. Her hand was wet with it.

“Again,” I yelled, until I could see she was wearing herself out.

She stopped and looked down at her blood-streaked fingers. Then up at me. There was fascination—and something darker in her eyes, making me think Ava might have another side.

“What happens if I miss?” she asked, breaking me from my thoughts.

“You don’t,” I said simply. “But if you do… you don’t stop. That’s when you stab.”

Her lips parted like she might speak—but she didn’t.

She raised the knife again without prompt and jabbed it into the fake body—then smiled.


Chapter 35

Ava

Luciano sat at the edge of the bed like he was preparing for war, not about to go down on me for the first time.
Shirt off. Hair slightly messy from my hands. Lips swollen from kissing. Dick hard.
But this man was still overthinking, like he was prepping for surgery instead of cunnilingus.

“I read that rhythmic pressure from the flat of the tongue combined with suction on the clit—”

“Luciano.”

His eyes snapped to mine, locked in and intense. Dark. Obsessed. It was messed up, but I got giddy sometimes when he looked at me like he couldn’t live without me.
I was laid out across the bed like an offering—robe open, legs spread. My body was ready. Had been ready. But his brain was calculating like I was a calculus problem he needed to solve not a woman who needed to be touched.

“This isn’t a research paper,” I said gently, curling my fingers at him. “Get out of your head.”

He swallowed hard. “I just want to do it right.”

I tilted my head. “Then stop trying to be perfect. Be present.”

Still, he hesitated. So I sat up, reached for him, and pulled him between my legs. My voice dropped to a whisper. I felt like I would scare him away otherwise. 

“Start with a kiss. A lick. Taste me. You don’t need instructions—just listen to me, watch my body. Make me feel good. You want to make me feel like I made you?”

It was his idea to return the favor. He offered first thing when we woke up.
My words must hae  flipped a switch in him.

Luciano lowered his head slowly, eyes locked on mine. He started at my neck, pressing kisses against my flesh.
He kissed across my chest, sucked my right nipple between his lips, teeth grazing just enough to send a shock through my spine.

“God,” I whimpered.

He continued marking my body with his teeth, leaving a trail with his tongue until he dipped between my thighs.
He kissed the inside of my right thigh first. Then the other. I hissed.

“Don’t tease me, baby. Eat.”

When his mouth met my pussy, he was cautious at first, poking with his tongue like he was testing the taste.
I almost laughed, but he flicked his tongue and I moaned. Loud and honest.
That sound sent him spiraling.

He licked me like a man who had something to prove, drawing slow, intentional circles on my clit. I could feel his mind mapping it all—the wetness, the tension, the way my thighs clenched filing it away.

“You like that?” he asked, voice muffled.

“Mmm, more pressure,” I breathed, hips rolling against his mouth. “Flatten your tongue.” He did “Right there. Faster.”

He adjusted immediately. Focused. Locked the fuck in. His mouth was so warm. 
And then his hands came up, firm on my thighs, holding me open. I liked the agression.

“I read that pressure builds faster when—”

“Luciano,” I yelled, tugging his hair. “Shut the fuck up and keep going.”

And he did.
God, he did. He used everything—tongue, lips, pressure, rhythm—and once he found what made my voice catch, he mastered it.

My back bowed off the bed. I let go of his hair so I wouldn't snatch it out.  My fingers twisted in the sheets. My whole body sang.

“Oh my God—”

“like that?” he asked, voice muffled, tongue still moving.

“Don’t stop,” I breathed. “Don’t even think about stopping.”


He slid one hand down, fingers teasing my pussy hole. When he pushed two inside, curling them as he caught my clit between his lips and tugged on it—

I lost it.
My thighs clamped around his head. My hands flew to his hair, yanking. My back arched off the bed.

“I’m close—fuck, baby, right there—don’t stop!” Cream started flowing out of me too fast for him to catch. I could feel it running between my ass cheeks, wetting the bed. My Stomach clenched then my hole body warmed and spasmed.

Then—
BANG BANG BANG.
Three knocks. Hard. Fast. Interrupting the aftermath of my orgasm.

Luciano’s head lifted just barely. His mouth was soaked. His jaw tight. He looked like he wasn’t sure if he should be grabbing his gun or going back down on me.

BANG BANG BANG.

My chest was rising and falling, I breathless and felt shaky.

“You finish?” he asked, hand already reaching for the pistol on the dresser.

I nodded. “Yes.”

BANG BANG BANG.

Whoever it was really wanted to speak to one of us.

“Fuck,” he muttered.
He stood, wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, but didn’t look away.

“Go answer the door. It could be important.”

Luciano grabbed his gun off the nightstand, checking the magazine, his trigger finger tapping the trigger.
He left the room without a look back.

I stayed there for a second—spread out, flushed, legs still twitching. Trying to catch my breath.
When I composed myself, I yanked the robe closed, tied it tight, and followed him downstairs barefoot. Didn’t even bother wiping between my thighs. I could still feel him on me.

The second I reached the bottom of the stairs, I heard Saint.

“The Russos… killed a bunch of our men.”

My body went still.
The front door was only cracked open wide enough to speak through. I could see his jaw was tight as hell. Saint stood just outside, hoodie damp, covering half his face.

Luciano didn’t speak.

“Hit two spots at once,” Saint continued. “Warehouse on Ninth. One of the safehouses in Oak Creek. Five dead, maybe more…”

Luciano opened the door wider. “How long ago?”

“Hour and a half, maybe less. I came straight from the scene. Your father said come home now.”

Luciano’s shoulders dropped, then he just nodded once.


Chapter 36

Ava

The car ride was quiet. I had insisted on going to Luciano’s father’s house with him. He was okay with that, under the circumstances.

Luciano had one hand on the wheel, the other resting on his thigh. Jaw clenched. Eyes locked on the road like they were the only thing keeping him from snapping. He didn’t want to go back. Not yet. I understood.

He cut the engine. Didn’t look at me.

“You don’t have to come inside,” he said quietly.

I unbuckled. “You know I’m not staying in the car.”

He nodded once, jaw tightening again. Then he opened the door and got out, came around and held the door for me, leading the way.

Inside, I sighed. Dead silence met us, despite the fact that guards lined every wall. The house smelled like day-old cologne—different brands, gunpowder and sweat. None of the men made eye contact as we moved through the house.

I followed Luciano to his father’s meeting room, just outside the formal dining room. He was seated like a king at the head of the conference table. His gaze cut to me like a knife. Luciano taught me that a blank face unsettles more than a threat—nothing shakes an enemy like not knowing what you’re thinking. I kept my features schooled, though I felt like my skin was too tight. How was I going to face the man that killed my mother over and over again? It was easier to commit to Luciano when I wasn’t thinking about his father—or seeing his rat face all the time.

Saint stood near the fireplace, arms folded. He looked tense as hell. He must’ve broken all the speeding limits to get here.

“You disappear  and don’t come back until we’re bleeding, and I demand you to?” his father snapped the second Luciano crossed the threshold.

“And then I find out from him”—he jabbed a finger toward Saint— “not you—that the Russos took out seven of our men. That one of our warehouses looks like a fucking war zone. And where have you been hiding?”

“I wasn’t hiding.” Luciano rebutted. 

“No? Then where the fuck were you?” He looked at me when he asked the question.  Like I was the reason for Luciano’s absence. The reason blood had been spilled. Like his son didn't have a mind of his own.

Luciano didn’t cower. “We were off-grid. It was intentional. So, where I was will remain untold.”

Vito blinked once, hard. Then laughed—a hollow, bitter sound that echoed off the walls.

“Che cazzo dici?” he hissed.
“You barely speak more than a few damn words in years, and now—now—you’re a fucking smart-ass because you came back with your dick wet?”

His voice rose. “I put everything in place for you to take the reins, and this is how you show me you’re ready?”

Luciano stayed still.

“You said you had it handled!” his father barked, pointing between them. “You both should have made sure!” His nostrils flared.

Saint muttered, “We did—until they moved on the warehouse.”

He turned back to Luciano. “The bodies are stacking now, Luciano. First, you let her get snatched at your own wedding”—he nodded toward me— “and now this. We look vulnerable. And now the only way we can gain that respect back is through bloodshed. I want the Russos dead.”

He stood. “And you two will be staying here. If you won’t take guards, then you don’t leave this house again. Not until I say so.”

I started to speak.

Luciano cut in first. “That’s not necessary—”

“I’m not asking.” His father’s eyes narrowed. “You want to play like this world won’t reach your doorstep? Fine. Do it when the war is over.”

Luciano’s jaw flexed. Then he turned to me slowly.

I hated it—every part of it. But I knew his father was right.
So I nodded once.

We’d stay.


Chapter 37

Luciano

“I want to see it.”

I lay on my back, one arm behind my head, staring at the ceiling—still as stone.
War was coming.
Not the kind you negotiate your way out of.

The Russos didn’t just attack us—they made the other rival families brave. Gave men with grudges a reason to crawl out of the holes they’d been hiding in. There was chatter about us being vulnerable.
Saint had created a trail of enemies.
They were watching.
Waiting.

Aria had her own trail. Her enemies became Saint’s by default. That’s what love does. You inherit their hate, whether you want to or not.
My father had enemies.
Saint’s father had enemies.
Now we’d have to clean up everyone’s unfinished business or fight everyone at once.

I wasn’t afraid of dying.
But I felt fear.
Not for me. For Ava.

I should’ve left her in California. Should’ve watched from a distance like I always did. Let her keep her quiet life. I could’ve stayed a ghost. Could’ve kept protecting her without her ever knowing.
But I was selfish.
And now, if something happens to me—
My chest tightened.

I made Saint promise to take care of her. I made him look me in the eye when he said yes.

Ava was curled next to me, her cheek pressed to my chest, her fingers moving in slow, lazy circles against my stomach.

“I want to see it,” she said out of nowhere.

I didn’t answer right away.
I knew what she meant. The Room. La Stanza del Giudizio.

I stared at the ceiling, willing my pulse to slow.

“Not now. It’s not the right time,” I said.

“But I still want to see it.”

She sat up, the sheet slipping from her shoulders. My shirt hung from her body, barely buttoned. She didn’t look afraid.

“Please,” she added, soft, lips pouting.

I should’ve said no again.
But her voice did something to me. Softened me.

I didn’t want her to see that room.
I never meant for her to know it existed. Never meant for her to know that part of me.

Something I couldn’t describe burrowed under my ribs and ached.
What I did in there felt private. It was where I let the darkest parts of me breathe.
She wasn’t supposed to see the monster in me.


I cursed Aria for ever mentioning it.
I’d kept it hidden for a reason.
But I didn’t deny her.

I got out of bed, in my pajama bottoms, she was wearing the shirt. I led her down there—not sure if I was ready to expose myself, but doing it anyway.


Chapter 38

Luciano

"Why take their heads?" she asked. "Why not just shoot them?"

I watched her carefully as I answered. "I read something once. About an old myth—Scythian warriors. They believed the soul lived in the head. That cutting it off didn't just kill a man—it erased him. Took everything. Power, memory, legacy. Gone."

My fingers flexed at my side, remembering the weight of Tomaso's skull in my hands. "A bullet ends a life. A severed head ends a lineage."

Her eyes never left the heads as she nodded slowly, like that made perfect sense. Then her gaze drifted to the security monitors mounted in the corner, showing every angle of the basement.

"Can I watch?" she asked suddenly.

The question shocked me—but it did. "Watch?"

"Yes. The footage. Of you. Doing this." Her fingers  reached out and touched the hacksaw I used handle, testing its weight. "I want to see how you move. How you look when you're taking them apart."

Something dark and dangerous sparked in the space between us.

Again, I thought to say no to her. I shouldn’t have even recorded what I'd done in the first place,—but doing so was proof that they were gone.  It stopped the screaming in my head. It was proof that I had avenged my mother. 

They brought everything on themselves when they took us—when they left me alive. They wanted to die and I could watch them doing so over and over again. 

Hearing them confess to what they'd done was proof I wasn’t just a monster.
I was… a product of cause and effect.

And I was going to let her watch them because part of me needed her to know that. Needed her to see the arithmetic of my violence and understand—

I wasn’t the sin. I was the consequence of it.
I was what they made me.

But I wanted to know why she wanted to watch them.

I stepped closer, watching how her pupils dilated. "Why?"

"I told you I want to learn to be your equal." Her thumb brushed a dark stain on the blade. "In every way."

“Okay,” I nodded.

She followed me to the corner where the monitors were mounted. I opened the laptop that controlled the feeds, pulled up the Tomaso footage, made sure the sound was off so she wouldn't hear our talk, I  skipped to the part I knew she wanted to see. Then I hit play. She didn’t look away.

Her eyes fixed on the screen and stayed that way, unblinking, as the footage played. The HD images showed every detail.

She leaned in.

I watched her watching me. She looked to be in awe.

"Here," I said, pausing the footage. My finger tapped the screen where my grip shifted on the hacksaw. "The first cut is easy. The second, you meet resistance."

Her pupils dilated further.

I rewound, zoomed in on the moment bone gave way. "You don’t force it. You let the blade work. Angle up—" I mimed the motion between us, close enough that my knuckles nearly brushed her collarbone. "—or your arms will shake before you finish."

She said, "replay it."

So I played it again.
She studied it like a scholar.

She turned to me suddenly. "What does it feel like... getting vengeance for your mother?"

I paused, finding my words carefully. "There's a moment right after it—when it's done—where it's quiet in my head. No screaming. No replay of what happened. I can't hear crying anymore and there's just... stillness. It’s exhilarating."

I glanced down at her, at the way her chest rose and fell too fast. "But it doesn't last. That's the thing no one tells you. Vengeance is a ritual, not a cure. You can cut off every head. Burn down every house. You can watch the light leave their eyes and still..."

I swallowed hard. "It doesn't get rid of the residual."

Her lips curved downward. "You can hear your mother's screams?"

I nodded.

"I used to wake up hearing gunshots," she said softly. "For years. My body would brace for impact like the bullet was going to hit me instead of her."

The sadness in her eyes ignited something feral in me. It made me want to destroy everyone that had ever hurt her. My father most of all.

Suddenly, she moved.
Fast.
She rose to her tiptoes. Her mouth crashed into mine, angry and hot, teeth clashing before our lips could settle against each other.

Her bite split my lip. I tasted iron and toothpaste.
Her fingers tangled in my hair, pulling hard. We moaned in each other’s mouths.

I responded without thinking, Just on instinct and need.
It felt like the heads were watching.

I should’ve cared. Should’ve pulled away. But instead, it made the moment better—because there was something obscene about it.
It blurred every line—between violence and pleasure. Between grief and love. Between pain and power.
And it made sense. To find pleasure in a room surrounded by the men who almost took everything from me. Ava was giving me everything that shouldn’t be possible back.

I spun her around, her breath catching as I bent her over the steel table. Her palms flattened against the cold surface, legs spread instinctively.

I was... too aware. Not just of her, but of everything. The sound of my breath in my throat, the way my hands fumbled with the hem of her shirt, the slick glide of her skin against the metal table beneath her.

We were facing the heads.
All eight of them. Lined up behind the glass, frozen in death.

I fumbled, pulling down my pajama pants. I yanked her hips back and drove my dick into her. Hard.

For a moment the world narrowed, and all I could do was feel the slick heat of her around me.

I was inside her.

Fuck. She was so tight, I had to grit my teeth.
It felt like stepping into fire.  Like her pussy was punishing me for making her wait.  She cried out and whispered for me to move.

I started working my hips. Going deep, then harder. Deeper. I was desperate.

She took it all, her cries making my blood boil. The sounds of our bodies—wet and wild—echoed off the cold concrete walls.

And they were watching.

She pushed back—meeting every thrust.

We didn’t fuck with tenderness.
There was nothing sweet about this.
It was lust and rage wrapped in skin.

Sweat slicked her spine, my fingers dug into the softness of her ass. Each time I slammed into her, the metal table groaned.

Crash.
The force of our movement knocked one of the trophy cases loose from its shelf.

The glass hit the ground and shattered, a head inside—an old one, graying at the temple—rolled out and thudding once before coming to a stop by Ava’s foot.

Neither one of us seemed to care.

I pushed Ava’s head down against the cold steel.

The sound of her—the way she moaned, whimpered, begged—made my blood boil.

She came first, clenching around me so tight. Her voice cracked as she called my name, the sound bouncing off the concrete walls.

I followed seconds later, hips jerking uncontrollably as I emptied my cum inside her. One hand on the nape of her neck, the other flat on her back, holding her in place while I gave her everything.

We didn’t move for a while.
Just stayed like that—fused together, panting, surrounded by the stench of blood, steel, and sex.

When I finally pulled back, she braced herself against the table, shaky.

Glass glinted on the floor. The head stared up from where it had fallen, its eyes empty and cold.
But Ava was still warm. That was all that mattered.

She glanced back at me over her shoulder.

“That’s the first time,” she breathed, her voice hoarse, “you didn’t analyze something before doing it.”

I grabbed her chin, tilted her face to mine, and kissed her slow.

Nothing—had ever felt more fucking right.


Chapter 38

Saint

I didn’t know what tomorrow would bring. We were supposed to take care of the Russos—finally tie off the bleeding end of that mess. But before that happened, I needed to talk to my wife.
In case it was the last time.

It was quiet—real quiet. She had been upset with me since the Luciano incident. I felt bad about making her cry, but if I was being honest… she deserved some of what was said.

Luciano didn’t pick fights. He responded. That was the difference, though they were alike in a lot of ways like Ava had said.

Aria  pushed him—kept poking, prodding, trying to get a rise out of a man who usually stood still under fire.
She admitted she got some type of sick joy out of it.
So why would I ruin a friendship, or risk inner fighting with a man who knew every part of my empire—even more so than me?

Now here we were, two stubborn people sitting in the aftermath.

I cleared my throat.

Aria had one leg tucked beneath her, her fingers playing with the edge of a throw pillow. She wouldn’t look at me, not fully. And I didn’t push her.

“I heard you, Aria,” I said quietly. “The other day. When you cried.”

Her eyes flicked up to mine—quick, mean. I knew she didn’t like me mentioning that she had cried. But she had.

“I’ve never seen vulnerability from you. Not once...” I swallowed. “Seeing you cry... it was eye-opening. I didn’t realize how much you were holding in.”

Her throat worked. She blinked slowly, then sat forward, elbows on her knees.

“I’m sorry.”

“I’m sorry too. But you don’t really have anything to apologize for anymore,” she said, voice barely above a whisper. “I do.  For everything. For the manipulation. For lying. I justified it. Even as I saw the resentment building in your eyes…”

She looked at me. “I need you to forgive me.” She sighed.
“I don’t think I could survive loving someone who might one day hate me,” she admitted. “I can see that happening between us.”

I nodded.

“I don’t hate you,” I said. “But I get why you think I could.”

She didn’t answer, and I didn’t blame her. We’d built something real, but it was laid over ruins—on top of betrayal, blood, and secrets.

“No more lies, Aria,” I said firmly. “No more manipulation. No more secrets. If this is going to work, it has to be honest. I don’t care how ugly the truth is—just give it to me straight.”

She nodded slowly, her bottom lip caught between her teeth.

“And you need to start listening to me,” I added. My voice didn’t rise, but I sharpened it. “You keep putting yourself in danger. And I know you think you’re invincible, but you’re not. You’re my wife. You’re the mother of my children. I need you here—alive.”

“I just be trying to help—” she started.

“I don’t need you to help like that,” I snapped. “Not when it means risking your life. Not when it means showing up where you don’t belong and meddling in shit that can turn fatal in a second.”

Her gaze dropped.
I wasn’t done.

“And stop with Luciano,” I said. “Stop poking at him. I know you think he’s cold and calculated, and needs  to show emotion,  but that man will kill for his wife. And I won’t let my wife get killed over a jab that didn’t need to be said. So that would mean a bloody fight I might not survive. Don't push us there.”

Her chin trembled.  “Okay,” she whispered. “No more games. No more jabs. I’ll listen. I’ll try.”

“Don’t try, Aria. Do.”

She nodded her head.
I nodded.

I reached for her face, brushing my knuckles down her cheek. “I just want us to be better. Start fresh. Start over.”

She pulled back just enough to look at me. “Okay,” she whispered again. “Then let’s start now.”

She held out her hand. “Cora Arial Charles,” she offered. “Nice to meet you.”

“So I’ve earned your last name,” I said.

She rolled her eyes. “Shut up, like you didn’t already know it.”
I had known it—ever since I found out her father was still alive. Her mother told me, but that was our little secret.

“Hi,” I said softly. “I’m Saint Valentine.”

Her lips curled upward.

And just like that, we started over.


Chapter 39

Luciano

My father’s study reeked of power and rage.
I stood off to the side, watching him pace behind his desk like a caged wolf. His cigar had burned down to ash between his fingers, untouched. That told me everything I needed to know. He was furious. He wouldn’t waste a good cigar on any other emotion.

“They hit one of the trucks,” he said finally, his voice like gravel dragged through glass. “Six dead. Two of ours, four civilians.”

Saint leaned against the wall near the liquor cabinet, arms crossed, expression blank but alert. Brooker stood near the window, hands in his pockets, quiet and calculating as usual. None of us spoke. We were all waiting for the part that came next.

My father turned to face us fully. His eyes locked on mine first. “I want them gone. All of them.”

“Define all,” I asked, because all to me meant bloodlines.

He stepped closer. “Anyone who had a hand in this. Anyone who knew and didn’t say. The entire fucking organization if we have to. And them motherfuckers who called us weak.”

Saint let out a slow breath. “You’re talking full-scale sweep. That’ll draw eyes.”

“I don’t care,” my father snapped. “They came for me” He brought his hand down on his desk.
“Li voglio morti tutti. Fategli ingoiare il nostro nome insieme al loro sangue.”
("I want them all dead. Make them swallow our name along with their blood.")

I glanced toward the file on his desk. Surveillance photos. Maps. A printout of Russo’s latest shipping manifest. We had everything we needed.

Brooker walked forward and tapped the map with a knuckle. “We start on the south side of St. Pete. They have no friends there. That’s where they’re weakest. We cut the head off last.”

Saint looked at me. “You good with that?”

I nodded. “Sweep the street dealers first. No mercy. Make it loud. Pay the officers who need to be paid to look the other way.”

My father lit another cigar and exhaled through his nose like a dragon. “This is your mess now, Luciano. You lead it.”

I didn’t blink. “Then it’s already done.”

He watched me for a beat. But he didn’t argue.
He really didn’t have an argument.

He knew what I was capable of.
And he knew I’d get the job done.


Chapter 40

Luciano

It took us only two days to kill the bulk of Russo's men and track down Russo’s oldest son, Marco.


They had all gone into hiding, running from the war they started, letting their men die.


We found him in Gainesville. He wasn't just running from us after I'd sent those picture to his wife. Her father wanted his head too.

He had been in cheap motel. Room 207. 

Marco Russo was supposed to be the smartest son.
Not smart enough.

We had him gagged and tied in the trunk of the SUV within five minutes of breaching the door. 

Now we were back in the storage facility Saint owned.
There were concrete floors. Hooks in the ceiling. A drain in the middle of the floor.
Everything you needed to strip the truth out of a man.

Marco was naked, zip-tied to a steel chair and blood was dripping from the shallow cuts on his thigh.

Saint paced behind him, rolling his sleeves up like he was prepping to gut a fish.
Brooker sat on a crate in the corner, smoking a blunt and watching like he was waiting for his turn.

I stood directly in front of Angelo.

He was breathing hard, eyes flicking between the three of us.
But I could already tell… he was ready to give in.

“Let’s not waste time. Where are they?”

He laughed. Coughed. Spit blood. “I’ll never tell you shit.”

I nodded.
Then I jabbed my hunting knife I was holding into his forearm.

His scream echoed off the concrete walls.

Saint stepped up and slapped him hard across the face with the flat of his blade. “This isn’t even torture yet. This is encouragement. Tell us. ”

“I’m not te—” Angelo started.
I pulled my knife from his arms and  slammed it down into the meatiest part of his thigh.

He shrieked.

I crouched down and whispered near his ear.

“Marco. Think very carefully. You’ don’t have to die tonight. What happens next depends on how useful you become.”

He whimpered.

“I—I don’t know where my father is.”

I said nothing.

“But my little brother—he’s in Sumter. In a safe house in the woods.”

The silence was heavier than the blood on the floor.

“You gave him up,” Brooker said, standing. “You really gave up your own baby brother and we didn’t even work that hard for it.” He sounded disgusted.

Young Russo shook his head frantically. “You made me.”

Saint spat on the floor.
“I’d die before I gave up blood.”

“That’s because you have something resembling loyalty,” I said. “He doesn’t.”

Then I put two bullets in his head.


Chapter 41

Ava

The library smelled like old leather and polished wood. It was familiar. I used to get lost in it when I still lived there, reading my life away.

I was curled up in the oversized armchair tucked near the window, trying to read but not really absorbing a word. The book was open on my lap—The Prince by Machiavelli. It was about cold, calculated men. Just like the man whose house I was in.

I didn’t like being in Luciano’s father’s house, but Luciano had insisted I stay here until things with the Russos were cleaned up instead of going back home. It wasn’t like anyone knew where we’d been. But he said it was a precaution. “Temporary.”

I hated it.
I hated the heavy quiet that hung over this place, it made mw feel like the walls themselves were listening. I hated the way everyone tiptoed around his father like he was some fucking king.

But mostly—I hated that Luciano was out there.
Hunting. Being hunted.

I ran my fingers over the edge of the page I wasn’t reading, trying not to let my mind spiral. But it did anyway.

Four days had passed since he’d left. He hadn’t called since yesterday morning. I had spoken to Aria, though. She said he and Saint were moving in phases, orchestrating calculated hits. She assured me they’d be fine, and I believed her. But it didn’t stop me from worrying.

I thought about calling Dewanda but didn’t want to involve her in anything dangerous. Last time I spoke to her, she said she had been dodging Brooker. My cousin was a commitment-phobe, and that worked out for her because she liked gangbangers and fuckboys—they didn’t care. But despite Brooker running a criminal organization, he didn’t seem like either. She might have a problem on her hands, especially when it came to men in this town—it seems they’d kidnap a bitch quick.

A breeze shifted the sheer curtain beside me, and I looked up.

I watched Vito Genovese walk into the library. I felt my nose flare but didn’t curse and tell him to get the fuck away from me like I wanted to—curiosity got the best of me.

He was big and heavy but always moved with the kind of calm, lightness that came after too many years of watching people bleed at your command. He felt untouchable. I would too, I guess.

“I don’t want trouble,” he said, lowering himself into the chair across from me like this was just another conversation between family. “I want understanding.”

“Do you?”

He nodded. “I know you’ve drawn your conclusions,” he continued, voice low. “About what happened with your mother. But we need to move forward.”

I tilted my head. “Do we?”

“Yes. For Luciano’s sake. Don’t you think he’s lost enough?”

There it was. The plea dressed up as strategy. He had a lot of fucking nerve.

I nodded and folded my arms. “You want peace. For Luciano’s sake, I can give you peace. But you have to tell me the truth.”

He didn’t say anything. I continued.

“Say it. Out loud. Admit it to me.”

Silence.

“Admit that you killed my mother,” I said, voice calm though I was feeling anything but. “And then explain why.”

Saint’s father met my eyes, and for a moment, the mask slipped. Just a little. Just enough for me to see part of the truth in him. He had loved my mother. I assumed that.

He studied me, then exhaled like he’d been holding something in for a long time.

“Your mother came to me,” he said. “After your father got himself killed.”

My fingers curled around the edge of the cushion.

“He fucked the wrong woman. I know you know of their infidelities—you lived with them, everybody knew.”
I nodded because he was correct. They fought all the time, and I’d listened to my mother cry night after night, rode with her to other men’s houses—men who gave her the attention she wanted, or men she used to make my father jealous—just for them to end up back together.

He continued, “A Colombian’s wife. They were going to wipe you both off the map after they killed him. No witnesses. No mercy. She came to me because she knew I had weight. Because your father and I were cordial. Because she knew I’d protect you both.”

I didn’t speak. Not yet.

“She offered herself to me, then you as collateral,” he continued. “She knew I wanted her. I’d made no secret of it over the years. I had one caveat—don’t embarrass me. Don’t take what I offer and spit on it in public. And she agreed.”

I heard him, but I didn’t hear him.

“But your mother…” he paused, jaw flexing. “She fucked one of my enemies’ sons. After all the blood I spilled in her name, after everything I’d done to build respect back after losing Maria… after Luciano was taken. She made all that moot.”

His voice was tight now, but not remorseful. Just bitter.

“She didn’t even try to hide what she was doing. That’s what pissed me off the most. She made a fool of me. So I did what I had to do.”

I didn’t know if it was rage or nausea crawling up my throat. Maybe both. Everything he was saying was probably true from what I’d pieced together.
But still. She was my mother, and he killed her. My anger couldn’t be reasoned with.

“And you expect me to be understanding?” I asked, nearly yelling.

Vito didn’t react. He leaned back in his chair, eyes cold and unapologetic. “I expect you to be smart,” he said simply. “You’re married to my son now. It’s too late for revenge.”

I said nothing. Just stared. Deciding eventually I would slit his throat.

He continued. “And I expect you to be grateful. I let you leave. I gave you a chance to disappear, to run and hide like your mother should’ve. But you didn’t. You went to the most obvious place—to your father’s family—like it wouldn’t be easy to trace you. You sat in that life and wasted the time I bought you.”

My jaw clenched.

“I knew Luciano would come for you eventually,” he said. “As soon as he handled the men who took his mother from him, I knew you’d be next. He’d go looking. I knew you would end up right where you are the moment I saw the way he looked at you. When he disobeyed me and went to that school and nearly killed that kid because of you.”

“You’re framing this as my fault?”

“No. I do think,” he said slowly, “you’re part of the reason you’re here. I stalled. I gave you time. Even after everything your mother cost me.”

His condescending words crawled under my skin like ants.

“After she betrayed me,” he added, “I still fed you. Protected you. Clothed you. Kept the Colombians from finishing what they started. Until this day, you’re under my protection from them. You don’t have to like me, Ava—but I kept you breathing. That should count for something.”

I could feel my blood heating beneath my skin. He was such a self-righteous motherfucker.

“You might not like what I did, but you understand it.”

The worst part?
I did. I understood that there were no clean hands in this world. And it was natural to try and justify the mess the you made.

I nodded, giving him that.

“I know you’ve got a mean streak under that soft skin. I saw that hatred in your eyes for me. I knew you would have shot me instead of Luciano if you could have. Don’t make me kill you Aria. I know you’re plotting against me.”

I didn’t deny it.

He leaned forward slightly. “You won’t be able to turn Luciano against me either. You won’t be able to trick him into pulling the trigger like Aria did Saint. I know you’ve talked to her. Don’t let her put any ideas in that pretty little head of yours. Luciano’s not that weak.”

I smiled.
Slow. Even. Sweet.

“No,” I said. “I wouldn’t do that.”

That much was true. I didn’t need to. If it came down to it and I asked, Luciano would do it willingly.
But that wouldn’t please me.

Because the truth was, I didn’t want Luciano to take that burden.
I didn’t want him haunted by it the way he is with his mother.

This was my cross to bear.
One day. When the time was right, I’d get rid of it.

So I took a slow breath and lied.

 "I forgive you,” I said softly.

His eyes narrowed.
“Do you?”

“I do. For Luciano. Because this is a twisted world we’ve all been dragged into and sometimes you have to do things that don’t make sense to survive. Let’s keep things… amicable.”

He looked relieved. Even proud of himself. He thought this was the end of it.

I stood up and returned The Prince to the shelf, letting my fingers trail over the spines of the books.
Then I left the room, leaving him sitting alone, thinking he had won.


Chapter 42

Luciano

We were parked two clicks out, behind a line of pine trees, just shy of a crumbling dock on Lake Panasoffkee.
The house wasn’t visible from the road.
But that was the point.

Russo had chosen isolation instead of fighting the war he started. His sons were dead because of him.

There were men inside with him.
At least six. Maybe more.

I crouched near the tree line, watching through a scope.
Brooker stood beside me, chewing gum like we weren’t thirty feet from a bloodbath.
Saint was quieter than usual, eyes scanning the tree line, dead calm.

This was our second strike in three days.

Before Ava, these missions were the only way I ever felt anything.
But now?

The buzz was muted and dull, like music under a closed door.
I couldn’t stop thinking about her. Her warmth. Her voice. The way she touched me. Her taste.

I blinked once and reset.
Focus, Luciano.

I tapped my earpiece.

“Two by the dock,” I said. “They look like they’re going in through the back door…”

Brooker raised his rifle. “You want the welcome party?”

“No. We’re going in quiet. There are other cabins nearby.”

Saint cracked his knuckles. “I’ll take care of the two in the back.”

“Leave the father to me,” I said.

We approached, silent as ghosts.
We all had our way in. Brooker climbed to the second-story window.
Saint was ahead of me, going through the back door.
I entered, stepping over two bodies he’d put down quietly.

The air smelled like bleach and old wood.

“Luciano,” Saint’s voice came through my earpiece. “It was just him, guards, and the son. They’re upstairs. Third door.”

“Status?”

“Bleeding.”

The upstairs hallway was quiet.

I found everyone in a bedroom at the end. Giovanni Russo. Thinner than I remembered. Hair still Greasy.
He was tied to a chair, sobbing.
His son, Angelo, was already slumped in a chair, blood trailing down his temples. Saint had been gentle.

Russo Sr. looked up when I walked in.

“Luciano,” he wheezed. “Let’s talk.”

I shut the door behind me.
Brooker didn’t move, just kept the gun trained on Russo’s head.
Saint looked up briefly from his phone and gave a lazy nod before returning to whatever he was doing.

I walked to the middle of the room.

Giovanni shifted, the chair creaking beneath him. “You’re smarter than this. You don’t need to—”

I backhanded him.

His lip split. Blood welled.

Saint didn’t look up.
Brooker chuckled.

“You had your chance,” I said, my voice flat. “The deal we made was sufficient.”

Giovanni blinked fast. “It wasn’t—”

I hit him again.

“It’s no use, Russo.”

He shook his head. “You don’t have to do this.”

“But I want to,” I said.

I took my knife from my boot.
Pressed the blade to Giovanni’s neck—applying just a whisper of pressure.

Russo’s eyes darted. Panic bled into the whites. “You kill me, you’ll make more enemies than you know. Can you afford that?”

“No,” I said. “But you’re still dying tonight.”

Russo looked up at me, eyes wide with the kind of fear that made men bargain with ghosts. His breath came fast—shallow.
The knife slid across his throat clean. A crimson line bloomed beneath his jaw. His body jerked once. Then again. Then stilled.

Brooker let out a low whistle from across the room. “Guess that’s that.”

Blood pooled around Don Russo’s chair, soaking into the cracked wood.

I didn’t linger.
No parting words. No final glances. No ceremony.

Nobody followed.

I left the cabin and jogged the mile back to where the three cars were parked.
I slid into my car, the door thudding shut behind me.

The engine roared.
I drove alone.
No music. No thoughts I wanted to keep. Just the hum of the road. 

By the time I stepped into my father’s estate, the sun was threatening the horizon.
My clothes clung to me, stiff with blood. My boots left muddy prints on the marble.

No one stopped me.
No one dared.

I climbed the stairs to my bedroom and pushed open the door.


Chapter 43

Luciano

Ava was turned on her side, the blanket twisted around her waist, one arm stretched across the pillow like she’d reached for something in her sleep and missed.
I stood there, watching for a while. But then—
I needed to see her face. Needed to feel her breathing on mine. 

The floor creaked under my boots as I stepped closer. She stirred, eyelashes fluttering. Then her eyes opened—landing on me.

“You’re back,” she whispered.

Her voice was hoarse, sleep-roughened, but the relief in it was palpable.

I sat on the edge of the bed. “Yeah.”
She reached out, her hand brushing my cheek, fingers sliding into my hair. “Are you hurt?”

“No.”

She stared at me like she was trying to see past the blood, past the violence. And maybe she did. Because she leaned up and kissed me.
Soft. Unhurried. Her lips moved against mine.

I let her pull me in.

Her fingers found the buttons of my shirt and worked them open slowly. I didn’t move. My body was still on edge, tight with adrenaline, wired from days of blood and death. I hadn’t exhaled since I walked out the door days ago.
But I did now—when she kissed my throat. Then my chest. Her breath was warm on my skin, making the hairs on my flesh stand on end.

I slid my hands under the oversized tee she wore and pulled it over her head. Her skin was smooth, warm. Her nipples peaked in the cool air.  I leaned down, brushing my mouth over the swell of one breast.
She gasped, fingers curling into my hair.

I kissed her chest. Her throat. The space just beneath her jaw. I worshipped every inch—because she was the only thing left in this world that made me feel like I still had a soul.

I flicked my tongue over her right nipple, then sucked it between my lips. She moaned, tangling her hands in my hair, holding me.
Her body arched toward me.

“Make love to me, Luciano.”

Knowing that she wanted me—that broke something in me.
My base desires took over.

I undressed the rest of the way and slid under the covers with her.
There was no rush like before. No roughness.

I kissed her again until she was shaking for me, breath caught somewhere between a gasp and a moan. Her thighs trembled, lips parted, chest rising and falling like she didn’t know whether to run or beg.

I pressed forward, the thick head of my dick slipping between her slick folds until I was pushing into her inch by inch.
Her back bowed, a gasp punched from her throat as I sank deep. There was something divine in the way I felt being inside her.

“Look at me,” I growled, settling between her legs. “Don’t you dare close your eyes.”
I needed to see her eyes. I needed to see her.
Needed to stay grounded.

She obeyed—barely.

I started moving. I’d never get used to this feeling.
Pushing and pulling my dick in and out, in and out, until she was meeting my thrusts.
Her hands stayed on me. Her eyes never left mine.

Her mouth parted into a silent “O.”
She jerked against me when my tongue circled around her nipple.

“Oh! Don’t. Stop,” she breathlessly pleaded, spasming and twitching on the sheets.

She came with a soft cry that didn’t belong to anyone else.
It was mine.
A sound only I would ever hear.

I followed soon after, burying my face against her neck as I came inside her.

When the climax subsided, I rolled off her. The aftershock of my orgasm settle in my bones. I felt good, but still uneven.
She sat up, her skin glowing.

She rolled out of bed and walked naked to the bathroom, my cum slipping down her thighs.
The sight made my dick twitch like I hadn’t just emptied my soul into her.

“Come on, you smell,” she threw over her shoulder before disappearing behind the door.
The faucet roared on.
I followed her—because it was logical to do so.

Steam fogged the mirror. The tub was filling. She stood beside it, pouring a concoction that smelled medicinal into the water.

I made my way over, stepped in, and sank. The water was hot enough to wash away sins.
She knelt beside me and dipped a cloth into the water.

“I’m three episodes into the show,” she murmured, running the cloth over my chest.

I raised an eyebrow.

“Moon Knight,” she clarified. “I couldn’t read the comic, but I’ll watch TV. You weren’t wrong. It’s chaos.”

I grunted, eyelids heavy.

“He makes sense to me now.”

She didn’t wait for my reply. Just dipped the cloth again, sliding it over my arm, washing off the bad deeds I’d committed.
When her fingers skimmed my ribs, I caught her wrist.
She looked at me.

“You’re real?” I asked. The words came before I could stop them. Just to be sure.

Because the screams had stopped. I realized it now.
They’d been gone since I took her to the hospital.
I hadn’t heard them since.
In the past, that only happened when I dreamed.
Was I dreaming?

She leaned in and kissed my forehead. “Yes.”
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Usually, after returning from missions orchestrated by my father, the adrenaline would fade, leaving behind a feeling I couldn’t name.
I used to think it was calm.
Now I know better.
Loneliness.

I looked up the word once, just to be sure—the absence of connection. That’s what it had been all along.
A void I had grown so used to, I mistook it for peace.
And now that I know the difference, I never want to feel that way again.

“What are you thinking about?” Ava broke into my thoughts. Her voice was soft, still lazy with sleep.

We hadn’t left the bedroom in two days. The outside world could wait. She’d spent most of the time curled beside me, barefoot in one of my T-shirts, her legs warm against mine, her hair twisted into a lazy bun she never bothered to fix.

She didn’t like the housekeeper service. Said it made her uncomfortable having strangers pick up after her. I told her it was something she’d have to get used to.

Right now, she was lying next to me, trailing her long nails over the scars hidden beneath my tattoos, pausing at the one above my ribs.

“I was thinking about how it used to feel... after a job,” I said. My voice came out low, flat. “That silence when it was over. When the blood had dried and there was no one waiting.”

Her fingers went still.

“I think I mistook it for calm,” I continued. “But it was loneliness. And now that I know the difference… I don’t ever want to feel it again.”

She reached for my hand and threaded her fingers through mine. “You won’t. I’m here.”

Before I could respond, there was a knock at the door.
One knock.

I didn’t need to ask who it was.
“My father,” I said quietly.

He didn’t wait for me to answer. “Luciano. Now,” he barked through the door.

I pressed a kiss to Ava’s temple and stood, dressing quickly. When I opened the door, he was flanked by two guards, arms crossed.

“I got Saint’s report,” he said. “I want yours.”

I nodded and led him to the study. Thirty minutes later, I gave him everything—the names, the locations, the bodies. The Russo family was no longer a problem.

“Good work,” he said simply.

We left the study. At the top of the stairs, Ava was waiting.

“I ordered breakfast. Vito, you should join us.”

I paused.
Even he paused.

But she smiled politely and, without waiting for an answer, turned and walked down the stairs.

He looked at me sideways. “She’s being… agreeable.”

I said nothing.
Because I was  trying to figure it out what was going on.

Downstairs, we sat at the table she’d arranged. Pancakes, eggs, fruit, coffee—enough for everyone, even the guards. She invited them to eat. And they did, awkward and unsure, clearly waiting for someone to correct them.

No one did.

My father watched her. So did I.

After breakfast, I followed her upstairs.

“What was that?” I asked, eyes on her as she changed into a pair of jeans.

She looked over her shoulder. “Breakfast?”

“With him. With his men.”

“We talked,” she said, pulling a shirt over her head. “Your father and I have an understanding now.”

I narrowed my eyes. “What kind of understanding?”

“The kind that keeps the peace. I didn’t forgive him for anything. But I’m not trying to start a war either.”

I didn’t like it. Couldn’t say why. But it stirred something in me I didn’t trust.

“Why are you getting dressed?”

“Aria called. She wants to go shopping.”

I went still. “Shopping?”

“She has a list. Baby stuff. I said I’d go.” She moved past me toward her purse.

“I don’t like it.”

“You don’t like anything.”

She was smiling when she said it, but the way she avoided my eyes didn’t sit right.

“You said things were safe for now,” she added. “This is just two wives of the mob doing something normal for once.”

I hated that sentence.
Normal didn’t exist for people like us.

Still, I nodded once. “Fine.”

But it wasn’t fine.






Ten minutes later, while I was in the shower, I heard her voice.


I stepped quietly to the cracked bathroom door.
Just in time to catch the end of her sentence.

“…Yeah. I’m sure. Just be ready when I call, okay?”

A pause.

“No. It's not that crucial.”

Then there was silence.

I heard the bedroom door close.

I left the bathroom, naked and wet. I watched from the upstairs window as she climbed into an SUV. Aria was already inside, her son strapped in beside her. Two guards followed close behind, just like Saint promised when I’d called him.

Must have been Aria she was talking to.
I didn’t like the thought of them as friends.

Aria would be a bad influence.
I wanted to see what they were up to.

I tracked them to a coffee shop.

After getting drinks, they went to two shops. A boutique on Howard. A baby store near Westshore.

They laughed. They shopped.

Their outing looked harmless.
So I left.

But even as I drove back, a strange pressure sat in my chest. Not panic. Not paranoia. Something else.
A whisper in the gut.

I didn’t believe in gut instinct.
I dismissed it.
I ignored the warning in my blood.
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Today the facility smelled of sweat, metal, and the faint copper tang of the dummy’s fake blood. Ava’s hands were stained red, her breathing steady despite the brutal drills I’d walked her through.

She was good.

Most people hesitated before driving a blade into flesh—even synthetic flesh. They flinched at the crack of bone or the spill of fluid, even when they knew it wasn’t real.
Not Ava.

Her strikes were clean. Purposeful. Cold.

“Again,” I said, watching her reposition in front of the dummy.

But this time, she didn’t go for the thigh or arm like before.
She went for the throat.

She slashed at it fast, viciously. The rubber split like wet paper, the blood pack bursting in a sticky red arc that splattered her collarbone.

She didn’t even blink.
Didn’t step back, either.

She leaned in, eyes fixed on the gash she made like she was studying it for later—the angle, the pressure.

“Ava,” I said.

No response.

“Ava.”

Still nothing.

She pressed two fingers to the dummy’s neck, right where the carotid would pulse beneath human skin.

“Ava,” I said again, voice louder.

Finally, she turned, blinking like she’d just woken from a dream. “Hmm?”

“You keep going for the throat,” I said, stepping closer. “Why?”

She smiled.

“Because it’s the most efficient way to do harm,” she said. “You said so yourself.”

True. But there was something in her voice—something that made my gut tighten.

“You’re picturing someone when you’re doing that.” My voice was even. “Who is it?”

She didn’t answer.

Instead, she closed the distance between us. Her fingertips slid under my shirt.

Eyes hooded. Lips parted. 

Her body collided with mine as her hands curled into my collar, yanking me down to her height. She shover her tongue in my mouth.

My hands shot to her waist. She tasted like adrenaline and copper. Her tongue slid against mine and I groaned—low, guttural—some primitive sound I didn’t recognize as mine.

The knife she'd been using hit the floor with a clatter.
She didn’t notice.

With my help, she climbed me, wrapping her legs around my waist.
Palms full of ass, I steadied her as her hips rolled against my dick. I was  hard and aching, wondering if I’d ever get used to the feeling she brought on.

She felt like sin and salvation.
Redemption and reckoning.

She kissed like she meant to leave marks. Bruises. Memories. Like she was distracting me.

She pulled away first, lips swollen, pupils blown wide. Her breathing was ragged, her chest rising fast beneath the smear of synthetic blood on her shirt.

“Stop overthinking?” she whispered against my mouth. Then slid down my body onto her feet.

I stared at her. Heart hammering. Mind blank.
Breath caught somewhere between want and worship.

“You’re right,” I agreed.

She gave me a smile that made me feel weak.
I was overthinking.
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Ava wanted a night off from everything.
She chose an amusement park. I had never been to one. It was chaos—screaming children, blaring music, the smell of fried sugar and meat. It was a battlefield of overstimulation.

Ava was thriving.

She practically bounced ahead of me in jean shorts and a crop top. I trailed behind, hands in my pockets, calculating escape routes and measuring the structural integrity of the roller coaster in the distance.

“This place is absurd,” I muttered as she handed me a cone of cotton candy.

She didn’t even look at me when she said, “Just shut up and eat the pink cloud.”

I frowned at it.

She raised a brow. “You’ve never had cotton candy?”

“I know what it is,” I said flatly. “It’s sugar. Colored air. It serves no purpose. Has no nutrients.”

“Just try it, robot.”

I tore off a piece. It dissolved on my tongue—sweet and immediate. Pointless. Soft. Warm somehow. I hated how much I didn’t hate it.

“See?” she said, triumphant. “You like it.”

“I tolerate it.”

“You like it.”

“I’m tolerating it very thoroughly.”

She laughed—loud.

“You enjoyed it. And you’re enjoying being here. I saw you almost smile on the roller coaster.”

I shook my head. “Enjoyment is subjective.”

“God, you’re such a grouch. You need to channel your inner child,” she said, linking her arm through mine. “He’s in there somewhere. Probably hiding behind your encyclopedic knowledge of where to stab people.”

We kept walking. I let her drag me to a balloon-popping game I knew was rigged and still managed to win her a sad-looking purple bear. She hugged it like it was made of gold.

Out of nowhere, a little brown-skinned boy with big eyes stepped in front of us. “Hey!”

He was no older than five—wide-eyed and alone, ice cream cone dripping down his wrist. His forehead was damp from sweat, and his lip wobbled when he looked up at me.

“Are you a superhero?” he asked, blinking.

I stared down at him. “No.”

He frowned. “But you look like one. Like the one with the sticks. The blue one.”

“Nightwing?”

He nodded.

I crouched slightly. “Where’s your mother?”

The kid’s eyes welled. “I don’t know. I was just looking at the fish in the glass and then… she was gone.”

My jaw clenched. I scanned the crowd—clocked exits, security, and the most likely direction a frantic mother would come running from.

“She’s probably losing her mind right now,” I said flatly. “That’s what happens when you disappear. Kids who wander off don’t always come back.”

His lip trembled. “I didn’t mean to.”

“Doesn’t matter. Bad people don’t care if you mean to. Stay close to the people who keep you alive. That’s how you don’t end up in a van somewhere.”

“Luciano,” Ava snapped, crouching beside the boy. “He’s a baby. Stop it!”

I didn’t say anything. But I wasn’t wrong.

She softened her tone and looked at the kid. “What’s your name, sweetie?”

“Jacob.”

She gave me a pointed look. “Stay with him. I’ll go find help.”

I wanted to argue. I didn’t do kids. Didn’t even know how.
But I nodded.

She stood and took off, weaving through the crowd. I sat on the bench beside the boy. He glanced up at me with big, damp eyes.

“You look strong,” he whispered. “You could beat up bad guys if they tried to take me. Huh?”

“Yes. But even strong people get taken,” I said. “That’s why you don’t ever walk away from your mother. And when you’re big and strong like me, you learn to protect her.”

He didn’t say anything else—just stared at me like I was an actual superhero.

A few minutes later, a woman came sprinting toward us, sobbing. Ava was behind her. The boy ran to her, burying his face in her stomach. She thanked us through tears and held his face like she thought he might disappear.

I didn’t say anything.
Ava did enough of the comforting for both of us.

Later, as we walked toward the exit, she was quiet. Then she glanced at me.

“I think you would make a good dad.”

I looked at her. “I’d have to keep them in a fortress.”

I didn’t want an heir like my father expected. Bad things happened to children. I don’t think I would survive what happened to me happening to a child.

“A fortress isn’t always a bad thing... if it has windows.”

I didn’t answer.

Instead, I reached for her hand and said, “We go back to the condo tomorrow.”

She sighed. “Let’s stay for a few more days. Just to be sure everything’s calm after the Russo fallout. I didn’t want to say anything, but your father’s guards make things feel safer.”

I hesitated. I was ready to have privacy again.

Her thumb brushed my palm. “Please?”

I nodded slowly. “A few more days.”
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I woke up cold.
The side of the bed where Ava usually slept was empty, the sheets cool to the touch.

A strange tension started in my chest—slow but rising. I sat up, scanned the room. Her slippers were gone. So was the robe.

I checked the bathroom. She could have been in the kitchen.


I pulled on sweatpants, not bothering with a shirt. There was a guard outside the bedroom when I opened the door.

“Where did my wife go?” I asked.

“She—uh, she went downstairs, sir.”

“Downstairs?”

He swallowed and nodded.

My blood stopped moving.
Not because it was forbidden for her to go down there. She could go anywhere she pleased.
But why was she down there?

I took the steps fast, bare feet silent on marble. Through the hall. Past the kitchen. Past the cellar doors.

The metal entrance to the Judgment Room stood cracked open.

I stepped in.
The air hit me first. Cool. Dry. Sterile. The place had been cleaned recently—I could smell the products.

The screens were on.

Ava stood dead still, watching me on the screen.
Shirtless. Blood-slick. Driving a knife into a man’s throat.
Another screen played—me dragging another by the hair to the steel table.

She just... stared.

I crossed the room, coming to stand behind her.
Her posture was eerily calm.

“Ava.”

She didn’t turn.

“Ava.”

Finally, she looked over her shoulder. “Hey.”

I searched her face. Her expression was unreadable. Detached, almost.

“What are you doing down here?”

“The guards let me,” she said simply. “I asked. They looked scared to tell me no.”

“Why did you come down here?”

“I wanted to see.”

“See what?”

“This,” she said, nodding toward the screen. “I find it fascinating.”

Fascinating.
I didn’t like the way she said it.

“When I showed you this,” I said slowly, “I didn’t expect you to sit here watching it like entertainment.”

She shrugged. “Isn’t that what it is? People watching something they can’t do and don’t understand? I wanted to understand. I wanted to learn to be like you. Your equal.”

My stomach twisted.

“Don’t come down here anymore. Not without me.”
I wouldn’t bring her again—so this was the last time she’d step foot in this place. The head and recordings would be destroyed by weeks end, as a matter of fact. I didn't need any of it anymore.

“Why?”

“Because I said so.”

I stepped forward, placing my hand gently on her back. Her skin was warm. Her body wasn’t tense.
But something was off.

We needed to get away from that house.

“We’re going home.”

She looked at me. Her eyes were wide—innocent, even. But I saw the glint beneath it.

“Now?”

“In the morning.”

She smiled. Not sweet. Not sharp. Just... neutral. That wasn't her smile.

“Okay,” she said.

We went upstairs without another word.

She stripped off her robe and climbed into bed like nothing had happened.
I watched her get under the covers, then turned off the lights.

As I slid into bed beside her, she poked my chest lightly. “You’re in your head again.”

I didn’t answer right away.

She smiled wider. “I can hear the gears turning.”

“What are you up to, Ava?” I asked—flat-out.

She laughed. Rolled onto her side and pulled the blanket over her shoulder. “Nothing. I just want to understand the man I married.”

My jaw tightened.

She kissed my shoulder. “Go to sleep, Luciano. It’s late.”

I lay back. Eyes open.
Something wasn’t right.
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“We’re leaving,” I said to my father.

My father didn’t look up from his glass. Brandy at seven in the morning. But he looked like he hadn’t slept so I guess it was okay.

He exhaled once through his nose. “I need you here. You’ve proven yourself with the Russo sweep. It’s time we start the transition to you taking over.”

“Ava doesn’t need to be here, and everything is still as it was.” I knew her strange behavior had something to do with my father and being in that house again. “I’m ready to step up. I just won’t live here.”

“No,” he growled.

“I’m not asking.”
I had left Ava upstairs packing. Telling him was a simple courtesy.

 His head snapped up, eyes like flint.
“You never used to talk to me like this. Hell, you never used to talk at all. Now you’re telling me what you are and aren’t doing?”
His knuckles whitened around his glass.
“She’s got your head twisted. Don’t forget who raised you to be who you are.”

Before I could respond and tell him he hadn't raised me. and explosion shook the house.

BOOM.

The sound split through the estate like thunder.

Followed by another. BOOM.

My head snapped toward the windows. “What was that?”

My father stood slowly, placing the glass down. “I don’t know.”

I turned toward the door. “We’re not waiting to find out.”

I grabbed his shoulder and met his gaze.
“Take Ava. Go to La Stanza. Lock the door from the inside.”

His eyes narrowed. “Luciano—”

“If anything happens to me,” I said, voice low, even, “you protect her. You watch her. You owe me that.”

He gave one short nod.

We didn’t speak again.

We sprinted through the halls.

At the top of the stairs, we made for my bedroom. I flung the door open.

Ava was crouched low beside the bed, wide-eyed, clutching a pillow to her chest like it would protect her.

She looked up when I entered, breath ragged. “Luciano?”

I was across the room in seconds. I lifted her up, scanned her for injuries, then kissed her—hard, quick.

“You’re going with him,” I said, already pushing her toward the door.

“What? No—”

“No arguments.”

I started dragging her toward the door where my father stood.
His guards stood behind him.
Weapons drawn. 

I locked eyes with my father. “Lock the door from the inside.”

The guards flanked them, weapons raised, and they disappeared down the hall.

Ava looked back once.

I nodded to her. Then turned.

BOOM.
Another explosion rattled the windows.

I ran.

Downstairs. Out into the courtyard.

Forty guards. Guns drawn. Eyes wild met me.

Smoke billowed from the estate gates.
A black SUV was burning in the driveway—just the frame was left.

I pulled my phone.

“Saint.”

“Yeah?” His voice was tense.

“We’re under attack. Blown vehicles in the drive. We’re locking down.”

“I’m on my way,” he said. “Bringing a crew.”

I shoved the phone in my pocket and started barking orders.
"Sweep the grounds.
Check the security panels.
"Secure the perimeter."

Who the fuck had come for us?
 No one had every come to my fathers home. We had too many enemies to figure out who without someone or something,

Saint pulled up fifteen minutes later, flanked by four black trucks.
His men dispersed fast, checking corners, scanning rooftops.

We searched for nearly an hour.

Nothing.

No bodies.
No shooters.

Just three exploded cars.

I stood in the driveway, hands in my pockets, trying to make it make sense.

I ran it all through my head and suddenly it all clicked into place.

The lockdown.
The panic.

Ava.

My stomach turned.

Ava and my father were alone in a sealed room.

My brain started firing.

The tapes.
The questions.
The training.

She had been planning something.
I knew it—but I couldn’t figure out what.
I got distracted.

She needed a locked room and with him.

And I’d handed it to her.

“Fuck.”

I turned and sprinted for the house.

“Luciano!” Saint’s shout chased after me. “What’s wrong?”

I didn’t answer.

I couldn’t.

Because if I was right—

I was already too late.
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The door clicked shut.
Silence.
Then—crack.

The shovel connected with Vito’s skull, sounding like splitting oak. He dropped like a sack of bricks, his body slamming into the concrete hard enough to rattle the shelves.
I didn’t wait for him to move.

The rope was already waiting. It was the same thick industrial kind Luciano had used to teach me knots. "Always double-loop it," he’d said, his hands guiding mine. "No room for mistakes."
No mistakes now.

I paused for a second to think of how Luciano would feel, knowing he’d trained me to kill his father. I felt bad.  I really did like Luciano.
I could even see myself loving him one day.
But this wasn’t about love.

It was about justice.
About the way men like Vito and my father poisoned everything they touched and expected to be honored for it.

Vito killed my mother.
And then he sat across from me, smug and composed, like her death was a business deal I should understand.

If I was right about Luciano, he would forgive me for killing him.
If I was wrong? I was dead. Either way, Vito didn’t get away with what he’d done.

I dragged Vito’s limp body to the chair, heaving him up with a grunt. His head lolled, blood dripping from his temple onto his thousand-dollar shirt. I tied him fast—wrists to the arms, ankles to the legs. Tight enough to bruise.

The calm I felt as I walked to the sink was odd. It was like  I was standing in the eye of a hurricane—everything around me was violence, chaos, and destruction, but all I felt was stillness. Only purpose.

The water ran cold over my fingers. I watched it swirl in the bucket I’d found until my reflection stared back at me. I finally recognized the person looking back. Not the victim. Not the survivor.

I carried the bucket back across the room and threw the contents directly into Vito’s face.

He gasped awake, sputtering, coughing, head jerking up like a man brought back from the dead. His lips curled. “What the fuck—”

His eyes widened when he saw me.
“Ava?” His voice was hoarse, disbelieving. “What the hell is this?”

I crouched in front of him, eye level. My hand trembled slightly as I brushed hair from my face—then I smiled.


“You know what this is.”

“I—no! I—”


“You killed my mother,” I interrupted, voice low. Cold. “I’ve hated you every day since.”

He exhaled hard through his nose, lips curling in disgust. “She knew what she was getting into.”
“She begged you for help,” I leaned forward. “She offered you everything. And when she made one wrong move, you buried her.”

His jaw clenched. “She disrespected me. She made me look weak, little girl.”

I stood up. “That didn’t mean you put a fucking bullet in her.” I yelled, then calmed myself with a deep breath before continuing. “But you did. And now you’re here. In the room where you judged everyone else.”

Vito laughed then. Actually laughed. Blood on his lip. “Luciano won’t let you get away with this.”


“Yes, he will.” I tilted my head. “You’re the reason Luciano is like this—empty, violent, hollowed out before he was old enough to understand what love even looked like. And when you couldn’t stomach raising him yourself, you sent him off to be brutalized by your backward family in Italy instead of loving him. All that pain, all that silence… that’s your legacy. You made a monster, and now you'll choke on your own blood—because he created me. 

My mouth twisted. “I’m not worried about retaliation. Luciano would’ve killed you for me if I’d asked. Because I give him what he needs. I nurture him. I remind him he’s still human. I helped him find his voice.  But I didn’t want that for him. I can kill you myself.”

Vito’s jaw tensed. Blood trickled from his temple, and still, he held my gaze like he was clinging to whatever pride he had left.


“You think it was easy?” he spat. “Looking at him after what happened to my Maria? After what they did to her in front of him? Every time I saw that boy, I saw my failure. My weakness. You think I sent him away because I didn’t love him? I did it because I couldn’t bear the look in his eyes. Because every time he flinched when when I tried to even touch him, I felt like I was being fucking shot in the heart.”

I tilted my head slowly. My voice dropped to a whisper—measured, dangerous.
“So you punished him for your guilt. Decided not to love him because you couldn’t keep him safe…”

“Cazzo! Figlio di puttana! Io amo mio figlio, fottuta stronza!” (“Fuck! Son of a bitch! I love my son, you fucking bitch!”)
His voice cracked, raw and furious. He exploded, shaking the chair.


“I fucking love my son. He won’t tell you different—he knows it! He knows!”

“He won’t tell me different, Vito,” I murmured. “Because after today, I’m going to erase you from his mind. I won’t even let him mourn you. When he gets sad, when the past or memories of you try to pull him back to that hollow place your neglect left him in—I’ll fuck it out of him.”

His mouth twitched.

 I smiled.


“I’ll do filthy, depraved things to him. I’ll read his comic books and play his games. I’ll keep his nightmares quiet and the screams at bay with the sound of me moaning his name. I’ll love all over him. Give him kids. I’mma make him happy to spite you.”

He stared at me, then laughed again—this time bitter and broken. “You saying all that means nothing. You’re not built for this. You think you can take a man’s life and walk away clean?”


“Yes,” I whispered. “I already did. I shot Matteo. Saint and Luciano didn’t tell you that part, did they? And you aren’t even a man… you’re a rotten fucking corpse. Like a vampire. Like a zombie. I'll sleep like a baby. You’ve been a dead man since the night you took my mother. I was always going to kill you. I just didn’t know how. Then you brought me back here and left me in the hands of the man who could give me the strength and skill to do it."

His breathing stuttered. That was the first time I saw real fear crawl across his face.
He leaned forward as far as the rope would allow.."Itdoesn’t matter what you say. You kill me, you burn everything down. Luciano—he’ll never forgive you. The Families will turn on him when they find out. You’re putting a target on his heart.”

“You underestimate your son,” I said. “He’s already scarier than you ever were. Smarter, too. He’s like the fucking Grim Reaper. He'll come out on top. You should be proud. You raised the devil. But enough small talk. He’s going to figure out soon enough I was the one behind all the blown-up cars.”

I pulled the blade from my jeans pocket—one from the facility—and dragged it along the edge of the chair as I stepped closer.

“You’re not brave enough,” Vito spat. But his lip trembled.
“I don’t think you believe that,” I said.

He opened his mouth to speak.
I gripped his jaw and dragged his head back.
Then, with one clean, decisive pull, the blade glided through skin and muscle like butter.

The high I felt had to be comparable to what crackheads or heroin addicts chased—good enough to make you steal from your own mother.
 I felt giddy.

Blood gushed from Vito's, hot and fast, soaking his collar, painting the concrete beneath him. His mouth opened—gasping, choking.

I stood back. Watching.
Watching him die.

I heard the door slam open behind me. Heard Luciano’s voice, He was franticly calling my name, asking what I’d done.
But I didn’t turn.
Not yet. I needed to see him take his last breath.

“Ava!” Luciano’s voice cracked like it was ripped from his chest.
I finally turned.

He stood frozen, staring at his father’s body.
Saint was with him.
He shook his head at me. Then—

Bang. Bang.
Saint dropped the two guards where they stood.

Luciano didn’t move.
He just stared at me. “Why?” he asked, barely above a whisper.

I stepped around Vito’s body, sneering. It annoyed me that he was asking me this question. He knew why. “Because he deserved it. Just like the men who killed your mother.”


Chapter 50

Luciano

I came back from whatever haze I’d slipped into, and it felt like my world had tilted.
My father’s body was slumped forward, mouth still parted in shock. His eyes—cold, dead. Blood pooled beneath the chair like spilled ink.
He was gone.
Dead.
At her hands. My Ava.

I didn’t speak. Couldn’t. Something inside me cracked wide open, a soundless scream trapped in my throat.

Saint stood behind me, his gun still smoking from the guards he’d just put down. He looked at me once and understood everything I needed from him. He nodded.

“I’ll make sure no one comes in the house. I'll call the cleanup crew. Get the story worked out in our favor,” he said.

I took Ava.
I grabbed her by the wrist—rougher than I would have two hours ago.
I dragged her past Saint, past the dead guards, and up the stairs.
She didn’t resist. Not once. Her face was unreadable, eyes locked ahead like she was somewhere else.

I slammed the bedroom door behind us and let her go, pacing three steps before turning back.

“Explain.”

She raised an eyebrow. “Explain?”

I pointed a shaking hand at her. “Don’t play with me. How did you plan this? Was Aria involved?”

Her mouth twitched. “You think Aria helped me?”

“Didn’t she?”

“No, why would I involve a pregnant woman in this” she said indignantly. “She had nothing to do with this.”

My hands fisted at my sides. “Then who?”

She walked past me—calm, collected—and sat on the edge of the bed like we weren’t standing in the aftermath of her murdering my father.

“I finally stopped lying. I told my cousins my mother didn’t run away on our wedding night.”

My blood sped up.

“Dre came back from Cali to help me.”

I stared at her.

“He’s the reason the cars went boom,” she said. He did it when you followed Aria and I, like I knew you would. I needed a distraction to get your father alone.”

My head throbbed. “But you killed my father?” I couldn’t believe I was saying those words. I didn’t think she was capable.

“So?” she laughed, and it sounded cold. “So you can hunt down the people who killed your mother, cut off their heads, keep them in glass cases and call it vengeance, call it grief—but I have to show restraint?”

I didn’t answer. She was right.

“Fuck that,” she snapped, her voice rising. “You loved your mother? Good. I loved mine too.”

“You used what I gave you,” I said, my voice flat. “Turned it into a weapon and aimed it back at my father.”

She stood now. “Yes.”

“You asked me to train you… knowing you’d kill my father?”

“No,” she said. “I hadn’t planned on doing any of this. But your father decided he wanted to act like my mother deserved what he did to her. I was so hurt.”

She paused.

“And then I remembered what Aria told me that night I was kidnapped. That if I was going to survive this world with you, I’d have to be harder.”

I took a step back.

“Soft women get eaten alive,” she said. “You let me kill Matteo. You gave me the power. Showed me what I was capable of. And it gave me the courage to kill your father.”

"I'm like you now," she said softly, her eyes steady on mine. "I told you I wanted to be."

There was no apology in her tone. Just fact.
And everything she said was factual.
I understood her.

My breath stopped.

“I created this,” I muttered, more to myself than to her.

She tilted her head. “No. Your father did.”

She stared at me like she hadn’t just said the most damning sentence of her life.

She was right, though.
To her, my father was like the men who created me.

Still, I hadn’t felt this much anguish in a long time.

Everything inside me felt twisted. My jaw locked. My hands twitched.

I knew what I had to do.

I pulled my gun.

Her eyes widened. “Luciano…”

I didn’t need to hear anything else.

I knew what I had to do. It was the only logical think after everything that happened.

I aimed at her—


I hadn't cried in years. But  tears ran down my cheeks today as I  pulled the trigger.


Epilogue

The long mahogany table stretched the length of the room, carved by hand and old as any vendetta in this life. My father once sat at its head, flanked by men who feared him more than they trusted him. Now I sat there. Silent. Watching.

Six dons. Each one older than the next. Each one waiting for me to blink first.

They wouldn’t get it.

Saint stood at my right—suited, calm, hands resting on the table like he had nothing to prove. Brooker was to my left, arms folded. Together, we were the future.

The old-school mafiosi were out of date. Too loud when they were violent. Too quiet when they weren’t. They made noise instead of impact, clinging to the illusion of power with gold watches and outdated codes. They took kids. Killed women. Called it necessity. Said war had no rules, no lines—only winners.

But it was sloppy. Emotional. It made enemies out of ghosts and martyrs out of mistakes.

That needed to change. That would change.

Don Salvo leaned back in his chair, his belly stretching the buttons of his suit.

“Four months ago, you barely spoke. You were your father’s shadow. A couple months after he’s gone, now you’re barking orders and claiming his chair?”

I looked at him. Calm. Patient. I kept my voice low.

“Yes. He built his empire for me. He always made that clear.”

Don Miragliotta, old and thin as glass, cleared his throat.

“You say you’re ready. But this… transition… should be handled carefully.”

“What you’re suggesting,” Salvo said, “is that you want control over all your father’s operations. Distribution. Enforcement. Smuggling. And we’re just supposed to nod along like good little boys?”

“You’re not boys,” I said flatly. “But you will nod.”

A few of them chuckled.

Carlotti scoffed. “I say we split it. Divide the ports, the docks, the routes.”

“No. I want what’s mine. All of it.”

Salvo leaned in. “Or what?”

I leaned forward slightly. My voice didn’t rise. It didn’t need to.

“You must’ve forgotten who I am.”

I pulled my gun from inside my jacket and laid it on the table.

“I’m the reason eight bloodlines no longer exist.

We’re the ones who took out the Russos. Quietly. Completely. No witnesses. No retaliation.”

I glanced down the table.

“You want to split what my father built?

Care to challenge me for it?”

“Challenge us for it,” Saint spoke up.

Silence fell over the table.

Even the men who loved the sound of their own voices shut the fuck up.

“I take your silence as agreement?”

Miragliotta swallowed hard, then nodded. The rest of the men followed.

“Now,” I continued, “tell me none of you had anything to do with my father’s death or my wife being shot. Say it clear. Say it loud.”

One by one, they denied it.

I knew they weren’t lying. But telling them my wife had done it would’ve caused too many problems.

“Good,” I said. “Then this meeting’s over.”

I stood, turned, and walked toward the exit. Saint and Brooker followed me. No one else moved.

I knew they’d be plotting my demise as soon as I was out of earshot.

As we walked out, Saint leaned in. “They’re scared shitless.”

“They should be.”

Outside, the air smelled like rain and salt.

Saint looked at me. “You going home?”

I nodded. “Yeah.”

The ride back was quiet. Just the hum of the engine and the beat of my thoughts.

When I pulled up to the condo, the light in the living room was on. Ava’s silhouette moved behind the curtains.

Something loosened in my chest.

Coming home to her every night made me feel like I deserved life.

Inside, she was curled on the couch in a T-shirt and shorts, a blanket across her lap, comic book in hand.

She looked up.

“You’re late.”

“I made you dinner,” she added, not looking away from the page.

I said nothing, just dropped my keys in the dish and sat beside her.

She didn’t wait for me to ask. Just handed me the book.

“Finished it.”

“Finished what?”

“Moon Knight. The last volume that’s out.”

I blinked. “Already?”

She nodded. “Yep.”

I  looked at her. Really looked.

She’d healed nicely. The scar on her shoulder from the bullet was faint now. I had to shoot her to take suspicion off of her.

I kissed the scar.

I should hate her.

For what she did.

For what she planned.

But I didn’t.

Because everything she did… I’d done.

I understood revenge. I’d lived by it.

It was logical. Clean. Clear.

When I looked at her, I didn’t see betrayal. I saw a reflection.

She was like me. Like she said she wanted to be.

She did what I had done for my mother.

And deep down… I knew my father deserved it.

He made monsters. She was one of them.

If I condemned her, I’d have to condemn myself.

And I couldn’t.

Not when she’s the only person who ever made me feel human.

We had our talk.

We fought.

She apologized.

And I forgave her.

Because loving her was the only thing in this life that made sense anymore.

She exhaled. “You smell like gunpowder and power. Did your meeting go well?”

“Yes. I’ll take you to the next one.”

She shook her head. “Nah, I think I’mma leave the mobster stuff to you.”

I nodded. “Okay. Then tell me what you think about Jake Lockley.”

I settled in, wrapping an arm around her.

"Hey, before we get to Jake, I've been meaning to ask you for months. Who is Azula? She asked out of nowhere, face serious enough to make me laugh. 
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