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I'm back

I know y'all see the name and think... This is a Valentines day book. It aint. It was inspired by Valentines day. I be thinking of Valentines as a sweet day,  and Aria and Saint aint sweet. If I wrote a Valentines day story, it would be more like Summer Rain or Prettier Women(Y'all read those?). 




I was just in the mood to write some mafia shit, to be honest. LOL




This is actually going to be the first in the series. Luciano is up next. You meet my evil Clark Kent in this book.




Remember. These are fake people. Folks cursed me out all 2024 for my imagination. I think I deserve a break 2025. LOL 




See y'all next month...








Listen




Take Me to Church – Hozier


Blood in the Water – Grandson
Saint’s theme

Control – Halsey
Aria’s theme

You Should See Me in a Crown" – Billie Eilish


Skin – Rihanna

Animals – Maroon 5


Take What You Want" – Post Malone ft. Ozzy Osbourne, Travis Scott


House of Balloons / Glass Table Girls" – The Weeknd


kwn - worst behaviour



Prologue.







I can't forget the day I met her. 

It started out as a normal day.

As a kid, the air in my father’s house always felt thick with power. It made it hard to breathe and swallow.

Men in suits moved quietly through the halls, more shadows than people, their presence a constant reminder of the world I was born into. 

I knew the rules.

I followed them or I was brutally reminded.

That day, my father was meeting with Drake Heart, a local kingpin who people only feared when they crossed him. Otherwise, he was respected—a fact my father hated. He couldn’t stand that a man who commanded respect without demanding it held as much influence as he did. It gnawed at him, the way Drake moved through the world with an ease my father could never replicate, no matter how much he tried. I had hear that from his mouth.

I was in the den, pretending to be preoccupied, waiting for my father to start his meeting with Drake so I could watch TV—Teen Titans, specifically. That was the only time I could escape him, when he was too busy making deals to try and mold me into his image.

I heard her father’s booming voice first, directing her to go play, loud enough to echo down the hall. Then, my father’s voice followed, directing her my way. A few seconds later, she walked in.

She was small, dressed in a frilly pink dress and shiny shoes, her brown face glowing, her wild curls tamed by big bows. She looked so innocent and clean. She didn’t  look like she belonged in a place that smelled like cigars and tension.

She was a burst of color in a black-and-white world.

Her eyes found mine, and her face lit up like she’d been waiting for this moment. She walked right up to me, held out her tiny hand, and introduced herself—her voice steady and sure, despite her size.

“I’m Aria Heart.”

She was seven or eight. I was ten.

I blinked, caught off guard. She didn’t act like  the other kids I had interacted with before. There was no fear in her eyes, no brokenness. I wasn’t used to talking to kids who were from  this world but hadn’t been affected by it.

She looked so... calm, happy.

In a world full of evil, it seemed that she had been untouched by the darkness.

And for some reason, something in me made me want to keep it that way. To protect her. It made me stand up straighter.

I glanced down at her hand, unsure if I should shake it or not. She just stood there, waiting, like she would wait forever until I did.

Finally, I shook it. Her grip was strong, like the one my father had drilled into me. It didn’t match the softness of her face.

She tilted her head, studying me. “You didn’t tell me your name,” she said matter-of-factly. “And do you want to play dolls with me?”

I blinked again, caught off guard by the question.

“Dolls?” I repeated.

“Yeah!” she said, grinning. She had perfect white teeth.

I looked at her, then at the door, hearing the muffled voices of our fathers still talking outside. It felt like an eternity before I said anything.

“I don’t... I don’t play with dolls,” I muttered.

“You do now,” she said without missing a beat. She handed me a brown doll in a bathing suit, its plastic eyes staring up at me blankly.

“Okay,” I muttered, unsure why I even agreed. “Fine.”

Her grin widened, and she spun around, clearly pleased with herself.

We were in the middle of taking our dolls shopping when I heard my father’s voice. He was using the hard tone that even made dangerous men’s spines straighten.

I didn’t move. You didn’t flinch. You didn’t cower to men like my father. I knew that even as a kid. You either stood tall or got crushed.

“Saint!” he snapped, his eyes narrowing when he saw the doll in my hand. “What the hell are you doing in here holding that fucking doll?”

I raised my hands to protect my face, bracing myself, ready for what was coming—a punch, a slap.

But before he could hit me, Aria moved, planting herself in front of me.

A barrier. Shielding me from him.

“Don’t you hurt him!” she yelled, her small body vibrating with anger. Her fists were balled, like she was ready to fight my father head-on—this man who was ten times bigger than her—if she had to.

It was ironic, since just minutes ago, I had felt the need to protect her.

For a moment, my father just looked at her, like she was some bug that needed to be squashed. His eyes were filled with so many unkind things. But then, suddenly, he smiled, letting out a chuckle under his breath before his hand moved, aiming to pinch her cheek.

She wasn’t having it.

Her small hand shot up and slapped his away with a growl—an actual growl—like a little yappy dog you had to kick to shut up.

“Don’t touch me,” she snapped, her little face fierce.

At that moment, the door opened again, and her father walked in.

He was huge, his skin the color of the darkest night. He reminded me of a book I’d read once, about a man who challenged a locomotive. He was dressed in a pair of suit pants but wearing Jordans. His haircut was sharp, waves rippling like they belonged to the ocean.

I didn’t expect the jovial laugh that erupted from him as he leaned down, pulling Aria his way.

“Who you out here fussing at, little girl?” he asked, chuckling. “This boy messing with you?” He smiled in my direction.

Aria didn’t take her eyes off my father. “He was gonna hit him for being nice to me. He didn’t want to play dolls, but I made him.

Her father chuckled, a deep, rumbling laugh that seemed to shake the room. “You just like your mama. Forceful.” Then he turned to my father and added, “Don’t blame the boy. My daughter has a way of making people do what they don’t want. And some unsolicited advice.” He nodded in my direction. “You treat them bad, and they might end up turning on you.”

He smiled at me again, and for the first time ever, I felt respected and protected in the presence of an adult male.

He interrupted whatever my father might have said when he cut his eyes back to Aria.

“Come on, girl. We gotta get home before your mama finds out I brought you here.”

She nodded. “Yes, Daddy.” And took his hand.

“Bye, Saint,” she called over her shoulder with a smile, then glanced back at my father with a glare. “That’s your name, or just what your mean daddy calls you?”

“That’s my name,” I said, a little too loudly.

My father cursed in Italian, his voice lower than usual, like he didn’t want to be heard by anyone other than me, but the irritation was clear on his face.

“Saint, move your ass,” he said. “We’ve got work to do.”

I didn’t argue. I never did. I just followed him, leaving the den and the dolls behind.

But as I walked away, I glanced back at Aria one last time. She was looking at me, smiling, her little hand waving at me like we were old friends.

That moment stayed with me, tucked away in the back of my mind.

She was Aria Heart, the girl who stood up to my father, who didn’t flinch, who didn’t back down.

She was unlike anyone I’d ever met.

◆◆◆

A few days later, I was surprised when my father came into my room and told me to go into the den to play with Aria. Her face had been in my mind—the way she stood up to my father, the way she wasn’t scared. I hadn’t expected to ever see her again, let alone have him tell me to play with her. He’d made such a big deal the first time.

When I walked into the room, she looked up from the toy in her hand, a set of pink and purple clackers, her eyes widening as if she didn’t expect me to actually show up. She ran over and wrapped her thin arms around me. It wasn’t quick. She held on like she thought I really needed a hug.

When she pulled back, her eyes narrowed.

“What happened to your face?” she asked.

I raised my hand and rubbed at the bruise on my cheek. My eye was still black from a few days ago when my father got angry that I broke a glass in his office after he forced me to eat with him. My father was like that. One minute, he’d be calm, talking business, trying to make me fit into his world. The next, something small would set him off, and all of a sudden, I’d be reminded of how easily everything could break. How easily I could break.

“It’s nothing. I fell,” I lied, my voice low. I didn’t want to explain my father to her.

Aria didn’t buy it. She stared at me for a moment, then shook her head, as if I was the one lying to myself.

“You don’t have to pretend,” she said, her voice quiet but firm. “I know what men like your father do. My daddy told me. He says men like your daddy don’t know how not to be violent. They don’t know love. Only destruction. And sometimes... their own loved ones are the ones who feel it the most.”

I swallowed hard. “My father says love is why he has to keep me in line. He says it’s for my own good, that the world won’t be kind to a man who doesn’t know discipline.”

She wrinkled her little nose. “Your daddy sounds stupid. And mean. That’s why you need this.” She looked at me with those wide, innocent eyes as she reached into her pretty pink bag and pulled out something small and shiny. My mind didn’t register at first that it was a gun. Because why would she have a gun?

My heart rate kicked up as I took it from her and stuffed it in my hoodie. “You shouldn’t have this,” I said. “You’re too young. You’re a kid.”

She grinned at me. “What are you, ten?” she asked. “You’re a kid too, silly. Besides, my daddy taught me how to use it and carry it safely. My momma too. He said so people won’t hurt us before we can hurt them. You can keep your daddy from hurting you with it.” She said it so casually, like it was the most normal thing in the world. “You point, pull the trigger, and then pow.”

I didn’t know what to say. I just stared at her, the gun heavy in my hoodie.

Aria changed the subject to all her favorite animals, and she didn’t stop talking until she realized I wasn’t talking. She turned to look at me, her eyes searching mine. “Do you ever talk, Saint?”

I shrugged. I didn’t talk much. Not like she did.

“I do talk,” I rushed out. “I just don’t know how to talk to you.”

She giggled. “You talk to me like you talk to anybody else.”

“I don’t talk to anybody else much either. My father said a child is to be seen and not heard.”

“Well, you should talk more and not listen to him,” she said.

A second later, her father walked into the room. He smiled at Aria, and then turned his gaze to me.

“Hey, son,” he said, his voice deep and smooth. “You look healthy. Despite the eye.” He grinned. “Duck next time. Then come up and jab him in the ribs. You’re big for your age—he’ll feel it if you put your weight into it. He might still whoop your ass, but at least it won’t be for nothing, and you’ll feel better about that ass-whooping, right?”

And in that moment, I decided something. I would be more of a man like him than my father. They were both powerful, but where my father ruled with fear and insecurity, Drake was confident and controlled. Even at that young age, I knew he carried the kind of calm power that made everyone around him want to follow him.

Aria was nodding her little head, like she agreed with everything he said.

He gave me a pat on the shoulder before turning to his daughter. “It’s time to go, Aria. Say goodbye to Saint.”

Before she could say anything, I looked up at him. “Wait a minute,” I said. “Just... a minute. I’ll be right back.”

He raised an eyebrow but didn’t argue. He nodded once.

I didn’t waste any time. I ran upstairs to my dresser in my room, where my mother’s ring sat. I hadn’t met her—she died when I was born—but my grandmother had told me it was her favorite and gave it to me when my father was going to throw all her stuff away. My grandmother is dead now too. It was just my father and me.

The ruby gleamed in the light as I picked it up, my fingers brushing the smooth metal.

I ran back downstairs, my heart pounding, and handed it to Aria without a second thought.

“This was my mother’s,” I said, my voice shaking. “I want you to have it.”

She took the ring from my hand, her eyes wide with surprise. “It’s beautiful,” she whispered, her fingers tracing the ruby. Her father eyed me like he was trying to figure out if I was a boy or a man in a boy’s body.

Aria just stared at the ring like she was mesmerized by it. It was the first time she wasn’t talking a mile a minute. Her father looked at me with a smile. “So, is this a formal engagement, Saint?” he asked, sounding like he was teasing me. “Are you asking for my blessing to one day marry my daughter?”

“Maybe,” I shrugged. “I don’t know, sir. I just wanted her to have it.”

He looked down at Aria. “Do you accept his proposal, princess?”

“Yes, daddy,” she giggled, bouncing in place. “I’ll marry him.”

He laughed again, clapping me on the shoulder. “You’ve got my blessing then, son. If you do one day ask,” he said. “If you survive this life, you’ll need someone strong like her to help you.”

His words resonated with me because even at ten, I knew survival wasn’t guaranteed. Not in my father’s world.

As they left, he added, “You’ll need a strong woman like my daughter to stand by you through the thick of it, like her momma does me.” He laughed, shook his head, then told Aria she would see me later, but it was time to go.

I wanted to tell her father what I knew—that my father was planning to kill him. But I stayed silent. Fear held my tongue, and loyalty, misplaced or not, kept me rooted. When Aria looked back and waved, I couldn’t help but feel like I was losing a part of myself.


Chapter one

Saint

The summons to my father’s side of the compound came without explanation, as it always did. The message said I was needed it at home.

But this place wasn’t a home to me, though I had grown up in it. It was just a structure, a stage where performances of family and duty played out. It was a battlefield. A fucking dump, where the air reeked with memories of a childhood filled with abuse and manipulation.

My father’s guards didn’t look at me as I passed. They knew better. Their loyalty was to him—but their fear? That was mine.

I nodded at the guard in front of his office door. “Where is he?” I asked.

“In the room,” he answered.

I didn’t need to ask which room. I knew.

I made my way a few feet to the elevator. The doors slid open, and I stepped inside, pressing the button for the bottom floor. The elevator dropped, and as the doors opened, the metallic tang of blood hit me. The pungent smell of iron was unmistakable. It clung to the walls, the floor, the air—like the house itself was bleeding.

But the violence that happened down there had lost the power to disturb me a long time ago.

I kept walking. The muffled sounds of my father’s anger echoed in the distance.

When I pushed open the door to the makeshift dungeon, I found a man in the chair, barely conscious, his ribs being cracked by my father’s baseball bat. The sound of metal meeting flesh was loud, jarring, and visceral the first time you heard it, but the thousandth time didn’t even register. It was background noise.

When my father saw me, he let the bat drop from his hands. He was covered in sweat and blood, his white button-up sticking to his skin, his thinning hair looking like it hadn’t been combed in days. His sunken eyes met mine—his breath coming in heavy pants that made him wheeze, his face splattered with blood. He wiped his hands with a towel while he caught his breath.

“Saint.” His tone was clipped and serious. “This motherfucker stole from us.”

He tossed the towel aside and reached for his phone.

“Kill his son. I just sent the address to your phone.” He ordered me like I was a dog he had told to go fetch.

The man in the chair, about fifty, overweight, bloody, broken, and barely able to speak, pleaded through cracked lips. “Please... kill me... not my son...”

He was wasting his breath. His son was as good as dead.

My father grabbed the man by his shirt, holding him still, then he folded himself to look him directly in the eyes. “Your son will die. And you? You’ll live. A father shouldn’t have to bury his child. But you—you’ll carry that weight until it buries you because you were stupid enough to cross me.”

He released the man with a shove, letting him collapse back into the chair, broken and gasping.

Something about my father’s cold, detached words made me think harder than they should have. A father shouldn’t bury his child? But he sent me out every day to do his bidding, risking my life without a second thought.

Why wasn’t he afraid to bury his son? To bury me?

A wave of resentment threatened to wash over me, but I pushed it back. There was no room for weakness or emotions.

My father turned to glare at me, his jaw tightening. “Go. Now,” he barked.

I gritted my teeth and walked out of the room with his words still hissing in my head, but I had to focus now.

I signaled for the guards outside the room to follow me. Without question, they trailed behind like shadows.

In the car, I made my mind go blank as the city outside the window passed me by. The hum of the engine was the only sound filling the silence. My men were in the back, not speaking, not moving—waiting for orders.

When we arrived at our destination, I stepped out of the car. The night air was harsh against my face. The weather in Florida during February wasn’t usually this cold. The guards moved ahead of me, their footsteps silent on the pavement. It was barely midnight, and we were in a residential neighborhood, but I wasn’t worried.

Everybody in this city knew that when it came to me, even if they heard something, they heard nothing.

I had already explained what I needed from my father’s men. One kicked in the door with a single, clean strike, the wood splintering like it was paper.

We flooded the small house. It smelled like cheap candles, though the furniture was expensive.

“Go get him,” I ordered.

All four men didn’t hesitate. They marched off like soldiers ready for war.

A few minutes later, they came back out, dragging the victim with them, his hands cuffed behind his back.

“There was a girl in the room too,” one of the guards said, dragging her in front of him and pushing her to her knees.

I looked at her, then at the boy, who was already pleading.

“I’ll give it all back. I swear I will. I didn’t mean to take so much. Just—just don’t hurt her.”

I found his pleas for her admirable, in a way. The self-sacrifice he was willing to make—it spoke to something in me.

But it didn’t matter to me if he begged or pleaded for her life. He’d stolen from my family. He knew better.

I never understood why people always thought they could defy the rules, push the boundaries, and not face the consequences.

“Make it look like a robbery,” I said, my voice low. “Tear this place apart.”

My guys moved off toward the back, searching the house for anything valuable. I stayed with Jason, watching as he continued to beg for his life, for her life. His voice cracked, desperation in his eyes.

“Please, please,” he begged. “Just... just let me make it right.”

He looked so pathetic. I’d die before groveling.

It wasn’t my job to listen to his pleas. I only had one job—to make sure my father’s orders were carried out.

The sound of footsteps behind us drew my attention.

I turned around and found a woman at the door, her gun aimed at my face. Her stance was firm, her hand steady. No fear. She was ready and prepared to shoot me.

“Who the fuck are you?” Her voice was commanding.

I studied her, my gaze moving over every thick inch of her. Her hood was pulled low, covering most of her face, but I could still catch the fire in her eyes. She was shorter than me, but not small—all curves, all presence.

Then I saw it.

The ring. My ring.

Gleaming, right next to her trigger finger.

It was the ring I’d stolen from my mother’s jewelry box and given to her. I got my ass beat brutally when my father noticed it was gone. But it was worth it.

Aria Heart.

Of all the places to find each other again... the world was bringing us back together in the worst way.

I had only met her twice as a child, but those moments were burned into my memory. I had never stopped thinking about her. I had always wondered what had happened to her.

“You gave me a gun once,” I said. “Now you have one drawn on me. Oh, how times have changed, Aria.”

She squinted, her eyes narrowing as she took a step closer, her voice dropping to a whisper.

“Saint?” she breathed out.

I didn’t move. I didn’t say anything else. I couldn’t.

The gun was still trained on me, but I could see it in her eyes—everything had shifted.

I was not a man of myth, but this felt like the moment where fate decided it was time to push us together again.


Chapter two

Aria

Saint.

The boy I had met only twice but had thought about at least once every day since. He was the last person I expected to lay eyes on.

I kept the gun aimed at him, my fingers tight around the grip. He wasn’t the boy from the past anymore. I had heard about him. I had inquired about him. His name was whispered in the darkest corners of society now.

They called him Il Santo, the Patron Saint of Death.

He was his father’s sottocapo and enforcer. Saint now carried out his father’s deadly decrees, killing without remorse. The softness I remembered had been stripped away, replaced by a man molded by violence. I could see it in his eyes—the emptiness, the coldness.

His daddy had broken him, twisted him into an image of himself. They looked nothing alike, but Saint dressed like him now.

His father was known for his suits. He was always in these expensive bespoke creations, his slick, greasy, dirty blond hair perfectly in place. He was the kiss-the-ring type, with big, gaudy jewels gleaming on his fingers.

But where his father had been polished and put together, Saint was rougher, rawer. Tattoos covered his skin like a second layer, ink creeping up his neck and his hands—his appearance more chaotic.

I knew his daddy was a bad man the first time I saw him, even at that young age. Not just because he was a criminal—my father was one too—but he wasn’t like Donato.

My father had a sense of loyalty, a code he lived by. He didn’t beat children. He didn’t kill women. He didn’t destroy just because he could.

I knew Saint’s father had done both.

I used to listen when my father talked about the men he dealt with—even when he didn’t know I was listening. I knew all the secrets he tried so hard to keep from me. I was a sneaky little girl, always watching, always listening.

And after a while, he stopped even trying to hide them from me. And he started teaching me how to use the information he possessed.

As I stared at the new Saint, a knot twisted in my chest. I couldn’t help it. I felt sad for him.

I ignored his comments.

“Saint. What do my friends have to do with you, Valentines?”

I kept my eyes locked on him, refusing to look away—not even once, not even for a moment to check on Jason and Isabella. They were whimpering, but I couldn't afford to lose focus.

“He stole from my family,” he said flatly. “He has to die, and the girl too. Since she saw me. No loose ends.”

“What about me, Saint?” I asked, narrowing my eyes. “You going to kill me too? I know who you are.”

His head tilted slightly, like the question surprised him. He shook his head slowly.

“I would never harm a hair on your pretty little head. And I won’t have to. You know the rules. You won’t talk. If I kill him and leave her alive, she most likely will. Look at her. Even after he caused her to lose her life, she’s staring at him with love in her eyes.”

He spat like the very idea tasted bad in his mouth.

Isabella whimpered but stayed quiet otherwise.

I didn’t take my eyes off Saint. I swallowed, my fingers tightening on the gun. I didn’t have to see her to know he was right—she would talk.

“What if I just shoot you right now?” I asked.

He didn’t answer at first. He didn’t even blink.

“You won’t,” he said, sounding confident.

It was cute that he had such faith in a girl he’d only met twice as a child.

Saint suddenly let out a low whistle. The smile on his face was downright evil.

Three men suddenly came from the back of the small house, filling the room with their dangerous presence. The click of their weapons made the air feel thicker. They all raised their guns, aiming them at me.

I blew out a breath and steadied my hand.

I felt the press of a gun at the back of my head. One of Saint’s men was behind me.

I hadn’t paid enough attention to my surroundings.

Fuck.

I didn’t move. I held my gun, aim steady. The cold metal of the barrel against my skull was enough to make the room spin, but I would not relinquish my weapon. My pride wouldn’t let me. It would have to be taken from me.

Saint walked over and plucked it out of my hand.

I gritted my teeth, forcing myself not to try and take it back from him. I had to crane my neck just to look up into his eyes.

He was way bigger than me, stronger than me. I could fight, but I couldn’t beat him, even if I tried my hardest. And I probably would have gotten myself killed in the process of trying.

But I was my daddy’s daughter.

So it was tempting.

The room was now chaotic. My friends were crying, begging.

My pulse was pounding.

"Get the fucking gun away from her head and step the fuck away from her," Saint ordered the man behind me, his tone colder than it had been before.

His lackey hesitated but moved.

He turned to Isabella and Jason. “Shut the fuck up!” he barked, and they fell silent.

His hand flew up—so fast I didn’t have time to react. Thick, dexterous fingers wrapped around my throat, applying pressure.

My heartbeat thundered in my ears, and my skin flushed with heat. The aggression from him caused every muscle in my body to lock up.

I couldn’t do anything as he dragged me across the floor, further into the house. He shoved me into a chair in the middle of the floor. His grip got tighter, his blunt fingernails digging into my skin.

My head was spinning from the loss of oxygen, but I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of hearing me gasp for air.

I raised my chin.

His grip tightened even more.

I pushed air through my nose.

His lips were close enough to kiss—or sink my teeth into—when he spoke. He smelled like soap and his skin.

“You don’t pull a gun on a dangerous man unless you're prepared to use it,” his voice was hard. He said it like he was trying to teach me something I didn’t already know.

He loosened his grip around my neck, finally letting me breathe a little.

Letting me respond.

I met his gaze as I spoke. “I would’ve shot you if it meant saving them,” I snapped. “The only reason I didn’t was because I knew your men were here. It was a losing situation.”

Saint looked at me like I had just told him the world was flat.

"We’re old friends, Aria," he said. There was something in his voice that let me know he was toying with me, but he might also have been hurt by my words.

He rubbed his jaw.

"You would kill me?"

“Yes,” I answered without missing a beat. “But that’s not possible now. Let’s move forward. I’ll give you the money that was stolen—with interest.”

“No,” he replied. "It’s not about the money. It’s the principle. You’re part of this world, Aria. You know that. What would your father have done if someone stole from him?"

I frowned. “I was part of this world. Emphasis on was. And everyone that worked for my father was loyal to him. They ate as well as he did, so they had no reason to steal from him,” I spat out. “Don’t compare him to the sociopath that spit you out.”

Saint’s anger showed in the tick of his jaw. His voice rose. “Enough talk,” he snarled. “They have to die, Aria.”

His body language and tone had shifted. I’d obviously hit a nerve. I guess he was not a fan of hearing the truth about his father.

Predictably, Jason and Isabella got loud again, begging and screaming.

“Please! Don’t—please… please. Don’t kill us!”

Isabella’s cries were high-pitched as she begged for mercy, her hands shaking as she reached out toward him.

Hearing her beg and cry, sounding so broken, was unbearable. It felt like a knife being twisted in my chest.

Her begging didn’t faze Saint at all. It was nothing more than background noise. His eyes only momentarily flicked to Jason and Isabella when their screams got too loud before he returned his attention to me.

"Didn't I say shut the fuck up,” he gritted between his teeth.

They fell silent again.

I needed time.

“You’re your father’s errand boy. Shouldn’t you call him and ask him what you can and can’t do? Can you turn down my money without his permission?” I blurted out, stalling, trying to think of how to get them out of this alive. Maybe my cousin would show up in time to save us all if I gave him enough time. “You do whatever he says, don’t you? Like a good little boy.”

Saint threw his head back and laughed, but it was devoid of humor. He stood up to his full height, finally releasing me, his grip on my neck fully gone.

"That won’t work on me, Aria."

I shifted my approach, desperation creeping in.

"What will it take to let us go? Remember, I tried to save you once. You owe me."

He didn’t answer right away. He looked like he was contemplating, then suddenly, his eyes went dark.

An unnatural smile spread across his face.

My blood stalled in my veins because I knew, deep down, that what was about to come out of his mouth would be heavy.

“Marry me,” he said.

It took a moment for the words to sink in. Marry him.

My brain short-circuited, and I forgot why we were there. Forgot my friends' lives were on the line.

I opened my mouth, but I didn’t think. My response was automatic.

“Fuck no,” I spat, the words coming out hard and harsh.


Chapter Three

Saint

I screwed my eyes shut, dragging in a sharp intake of air after the words “marry me” left my mouth. I had never thought about being married before, but now all I wanted was to be married to her. Hearing her say no made me feel animalistic. It was irrational, but fuck rational.

“All of you, get the fuck out,” I ordered the men out of the house and waited until their footsteps faded.

I crouched down beside the chair Aria sat in, close enough to feel her heat, smell her sweet scent. Her eyes were hard. “Why not? You wear my mother’s ring,” I pointed out. “Your father gave me his blessing. He said if I survived, I’d need someone strong like you. I survived. You also said yes, Aria. Very enthusiastically, if I say so myself.”

Her laughter was quiet and bitter. “My father was just trying to make a beaten-down, sad pre-teen boy feel good about himself, Saint. He didn’t mean it. And I damn sure didn’t. I was eight, playing pretend with a cute boy.”

Ouch! That hurt, and she knew it. I saw the satisfaction flash across her eyes, but it didn’t matter.

I sneered, “Is he here to tell you whether he meant it or not?” Her father had been dead for years on my father’s order, but she didn’t know that. She had killed the man she thought responsible, and technically he was—he’d pulled the trigger, but Donato paid him. I knew mentioning him would hit a nerve.

“Fuck you!” she spat.

My hand gripped the gun at my waist, fingers tightening around the handle.

My feet carried me to her friend. I pulled the gun from my waistband slowly, making sure I had her attention. The sound of the bullet clicking into place was loud and clear against the silence in the room as I pressed the barrel to the male’s temple. I watched her eyes widen, enjoyed seeing panic flicker across her face.

“Fuck me. That’s your final answer?” I asked her.

Her dead friends voice shook, the desperation in it permeating the room. “Aria, please, please, stop him.”

Her pleading didn’t matter. I had heard hundreds. It never did. Unless Aria agreed to do what I asked, they were both dead.

Aria’s voice was colder than before when she responded. “This is who you are now, Saint?”

“Yeah, Aria. This is who I am,” I said, my throat becoming tight. “Are you judging me? You handed me a gun when you were seven and told me to kill my father. Ten years later, you shot the man who killed your father point-blank in the head. Shades of gray color us both. So who the fuck are you to judge me?”

She didn’t answer, just glared at me.

“Marry me, Aria, or bury them,” I demanded, my words coming out sounding like steel to my own ears.

“I swear this won’t end how you want it, Saint. I’m not the little girl who wanted to save you anymore. Don't end up with your feelings hurt”

A sigh slipped past my lips; she was tiring at this point. “Say what you want, but the only option is to marry me or bury them.”

“I will fight you at every step,” she declared, and I wanted to laugh because I expected nothing less and would probably enjoy it.

“So your choice is to bury them?” I clicked the safety off the gun. The male’s whimpers grew louder, and the girl looked like she was ready to pass out.

Aria screamed, “Ugghhh,” the sound full of rage, before she finally nodded. “I agree.” She glared at me. “You let them go. No tricks. They walk free, and I’ll marry you.”

I exhaled slowly, fighting back the smile that wanted to curve my lips.

“I need to talk to them first, though,” she said.

I nodded. “Fine. Talk to them. But make it quick. You’ve already wasted enough of my time.”

She stood up from the chair and moved toward the middle of the room where they were restrained.

She huddled them around her and talked too low for me to catch the words. It didn’t matter—I wasn’t trusting her to get away with anything.

I pulled my phone from my pocket and called one of my men. “Bring the kit from the car. And three men with you. Now.” I kept my voice as low as hers.

I waited, watching her from the corner of my eye, while she whispered to them. She was distracted. Her attention was on them, not on me. Exactly how I needed her.

I heard the heavy footsteps of my guy entering the house. I took my bag from his hands when he walked in. I closed the distance between me and her as I unzipped it.

Her friends saw me coming, their eyes going wide, but...

Before she could even register what was happening, I was behind her, my needle already in my hand. My syringe pierced her skin, sliding into her carotid. She froze, her breath catching, but it was too late. The drug hit her fast, too fast for her to do anything. Her eyes were wide when she turned toward me. “What was that?” she asked, her voice shaky, rubbing her neck where the needle had been. There was fury radiating from her.

She lunged at me, and I sidestepped her.

She swung at me—hard—but I was ready because I knew she would fight. I stepped back. She hissed like a snake and tried again, the desperation in her eyes amused me. 

Her fist came swinging toward me, and I stepped back again, letting her momentum carry her forward.

She stumbled, and then she fell to her knees. Her eyes rolled back slightly into her head. I felt a rush of satisfaction, knowing I had her exactly where I wanted her.

She was half-conscious now, fighting the sedative taking hold, but it was too late. The drug was already working its way into her system.

“Get her friends,” I ordered.

Two of my men stepped into the house and moved forward.

My focus was entirely on her.

“You promised...” she hissed, the words barely audible as her voice cracked. “You promised me…”

I knelt down in front of her, ignoring the way her friends’ cries filled the air. My hand reached out to gently lift her chin. “I’ll keep my promise, Aria,” I said, my voice low. “As soon as you say ‘I do,’ they go free. Just like I said.”

Her eyes lolled shut.

I leaned in closer, my lips brushing the top of her head as I scooped her up into my arms. Her body was heavy and warm against mine. I could feel her heartbeat thundering in her chest, even though she was out. She was going to fight me at every turn, I knew it. But she would either bend to my will, or I’d break her.


Chapter four

Saint

I’d never thought she’d be here with me. I didn’t know what to do with myself, so I watched her sleep. Eight hours had passed. Eight hours, and I didn’t move an inch. I was content in the silence, knowing that the moment she woke up, the fight would begin again.

Her breathing was becoming stable, the drug still holding her, keeping her under. But it wouldn’t be much longer. My eyes lingered on the bruises circling her neck, dark even against her brown skin. I wanted to trace them with my fingers, to feel the heat of her flesh beneath my touch, to follow the path of those marks with my tongue. I wanted to taste her, to claim her in a way that went beyond the violence and the threats. It was a raw, animalistic urge, one that clawed at the edges of my control.

But I couldn’t.

So I stayed where I was, my hands clenched at my sides. I wouldn’t touch her. Not like that. Not yet. I wanted her to want me to touch her. To beg me to touch her.

Not ten minutes later, her eyes flickered open.

She blinked, squinting at the unfamiliar space around her. Slowly, she sat up, her eyes half-masked, her head seeming heavy, like her mind was trying to catch up to what had happened. I imagined her memory was fuzzy, that she was sorting through it all. I could see the struggle as she pieced it together.

“Aria,” I decided to help her along. “You’re awake.”

Her head snapped toward me. The fire in her eyes was still there from earlier. She rubbed her forehead, like she was trying to rub away the haze.

I could see the moment she remembered. She darted her eyes around the room, frantic, searching for an escape. But I’d already made sure there was none. She was trapped.

“Relax. You’re safe,” I said, keeping my voice low and calm.

“Safe? You drugged me. What the fuck do you mean I’m safe?” she shot back, her tone full of anger and disgust, her words slightly slurred.

The tension in the air was palpable, thick as smoke. She wasn’t going to make this easy. Fine. I didn’t need it to be easy; she just needed to do what I said.

I took a step closer to the bed, my eyes on hers. She wasn’t getting away from me. Not now.

“Listen, princess,” I said, my voice low. “I didn’t want to drug you, but I didn’t exactly have a choice. You weren’t going to make this easy, and I sure as hell wasn’t gonna wait around for you to make it harder.”

“Why in the fuck are you doing this, Saint?” she spat.

I couldn’t stop the smirk that crept across my face. There was something about watching her seethe, trying to hold onto control, that made me want to push more.

“Because I want to,” I told the truth. “I thought about us. Imagined us in so many scenarios. Together. Me making love to you. What our children would look like. I couldn’t miss this chance.”

Her eyes were narrowed, posture tight, like she was going to leap across the room and fight me. She was still groggy, but she was planning her next move. She wasn’t afraid of me, not in the way she should be.

“You can’t want to marry me because of two days we shared in our childhood,” she said, her voice trembling with disbelief. “That would make you insane. You don’t even know me.”

“I know you better than you think,” I said, my voice low. “I know enough,” I added, stepping closer. “I know you’re strong. Defiant. Loyal to a fault. I know you’d do anything for the people you love. And I know you’re mine. You always have been. Those two days were the only time in my life I felt like I mattered. Like I wasn’t just my father’s broken son.”

She cut me off.

“That sounds crazy and pathetic,” she shot back, her voice dripping with venom. “I thought you were going to say some shit like because of who I was, I’d help you secure power. That you were being made to marry and I just happened to be the unwilling victim. But no, it’s because you’ve created some fucking crazy fantasy in your head. You’re out of your damn mind, just like people say you are.” She shook her head. “This shit’s wild. If I knew your daddy had beat the sense out of you, I would’ve taken my chances at shooting it out with your men.”

I wanted to finish my declaration, but she already thought I was crazy. I couldn’t tell her the full truth. That she was the only person that truly mattered to me. Even as a little girl, she had this fire in her, this unshakable strength that pulled me in and never let me loose. She had been a part of making me who I was today. She fought for me when no one else would, and in doing so, she gave me a reason to survive when I wanted to give up. Now I could protect her. 

I was willing to maim and kill for her, to even walk all over her free will to keep her.

“Stop staring at me like that, with those crazy eyes,” she snapped, her voice breaking me out of my thoughts. She was glaring at me, her eyes narrowed, her hands clenched into fists. “Where are my friends?” she demanded.

“They’re safe. I haven’t done anything to them and won’t as long as you keep your part of the bargain.” I paused, considering how much information I should give her, but there wasn’t really any need to hold back. She couldn’t escape. “They’re in another house on the compound. But don’t worry. They’ll be taken care of.”

She looked at me like I just grew another head. “You’re a fucking liar. I want to see them. You promised me no bullshit, but then you drugged me and took them.”

I could feel my patience slipping. I didn’t like people questioning me, but I kept myself in check.

I took a step forward. “I’m not a liar, Aria. I said you marry me, and they’ll go free. We aren’t married yet, and you’ll see them at the wedding.”

Before I could react, she was on her feet with her hand raised. The slap came fast. A sting that spread across my cheek, burning hot. My head snapped to the side on impact.

For a second, all I heard was the echo of it in my ears.

My fingers twitched, my body coiled, instinct begging me to retaliate. To remind her who she was dealing with.

Slowly, I turned my head back to her.

She stood there, chest rising and falling, eyes locked onto mine. There was no fear. No regret.

Just a challenge.

She didn’t fear me like she should have. I'd have to correct that. 

I grabbed her, slamming her back against the wall, my hand wrapping around her throat, keeping her in place.

She braced herself like she fully expected me to hit her back.

I would never. She'd taught me that hitting the ones you cared for makes you weak. 

“Don’t hit me again, Aria. It’s not nice. This will be the first and last time you do it, or there’ll be consequences,” I growled. I wouldn’t hit her in anger, but I’d spank her ass. I imagined the recoil would be beautiful.

Her reaction was to scream in my face, her anger raw and unapologetic. “I hate you!”

I leaned in, watching her pulse race as my fingers traced the curve of her jaw.

“One day, you’ll eat those words, Aria. I’m going to make you crave me the way I crave you. And when you’re so deep in it, so fucking addicted to me, you won’t be able to breathe without me, without my touch. And when I control every inch of you—your body, your mind, your soul—I’ll make you beg for what you need, and I’ll deny you just to watch you unravel. Then I’ll remind you of this moment—the moment you looked me in the eye and told me you hated me. And I hope it hurts you as much as it does me.”

I dragged my hand down her body, slow and deliberate, letting my fingertips trail over her skin, soaking in the heat of her like I had all the time in the world.

A shiver rolled through her. I felt goosebumps erupt along her arms, her muscles tensed beneath my touch. Her pupils blew wide, dark and dazed, and when her lips parted just slightly—like she was forgetting to breathe—I knew I had her.

The fight was still there, but there was something else too—something I could sink my teeth into. That’s all I needed. I’d make her body betray her first; then the rest would follow.

I roughly let her go, stepping back, watching her stumble slightly as she tried to regain her balance.

“I have to talk to your soon-to-be father-in-law,” I said, my voice casual now, as if nothing had happened. “You should shower. We have planning to do.”

I made my way to the door, leaving her standing there. All the way across the room, I could feel the rage radiating off of her. I didn’t care. I had her now, and there was nothing she could do about it.

I closed the door behind me, not bothering to lock it.

I headed toward my father’s house on the compound, taking the golf cart. I’d wanted to leave my father’s house when I was old enough, but he had shut that idea down. This was the alternative.

When I arrived at the house, I could feel the tension thick in the air. My father, Donato Valentine, was already waiting for me at the front door, his face twisted in anger. He didn’t even let me pass the threshold before he flipped.

“What the fuck are the people I told you to kill doing living in the guest house, being treated like fucking kings and queens?” he demanded, his voice seething with fury.

“It was your future daughter-in-law’s wedding gift,” I replied.

“What the fuck are you talking about, daughter-in-law?” he snarled, his eyes narrowing like a predator sizing up its prey. I knew—I knew—he was holding himself back from getting physical. Not because it wasn’t something he’d do anymore, but because I’d made him stop laying hands on me a long time ago. I had taken Drake's advice and broke his ribs.  The bullet hole in his shoulder also worked as a reminder that hitting me wasn’t wise.

“I’m marrying Drake Heart’s daughter. She’s a friend of theirs and asked me not to kill them. I left out the part where I’d traded their lives for her hand in marriage.”

“The Drake Heart I had killed?” he said in disbelief.

I nodded. “Yes.”

His eyes widened. “The little bitch who gave you a gun and told you to shoot me?”

I had indeed shot him. A few nights after I’d given Aria the ring, he’d been boasting about how he killed her father, and something inside me broke. He was the reason I would never see her again, the reason that all the bad happened in my life. What if he wanted her dead too? I had to protect her like she’d protected me.

I pulled out the gun I’d been carrying in my hoodie for days, pointed it straight at his chest like he had shown me at the range. But he saw me; he moved too quickly. The beating that followed was brutal. He laughed the entire time like he enjoyed it. But I wasn’t afraid of him anymore after that. Seeing him bleed made me realize he wasn’t invincible.

I stiffened, anger flashing through me. “Yes. And don’t call her out of her name,” I growled, stepping closer to him.

He fixed me with one of his custom glares, his eyes cold, his jaw tight, then suddenly, a wet, hacking cough tore through him. He lurched forward, gripping the door, his whole body shaking as he spat crimson into a handkerchief he pulled from his pocket. I waited for him to compose himself. I wouldn’t kick him while he was down. He was still my father.

“No, you can’t marry her. What happens when she finds out? Let it lie, Saint,” he said with the finality of a man used to giving orders.

I shook my head. “I’m not asking for your permission. I’m advising you as to what I’m going to do. She won’t find out, and leave her friends alone too. You can’t argue with me on this, old man. I’m the only reason people still fear you. And you damn well know it. And if you push me to, I’ll leave.”

His lips twisted, his fingers grazing over the cross hanging from his neck like his prayers would scare me. They didn’t. I knew God didn’t listen to men like us. His voice was low and sanctimonious as he muttered, “Il rispetto di un figlio per suo padre è la fondazione dell'onore.”

I couldn’t help but laugh. Since fear no longer worked with me, he’d resorted to guilt. I shook my head, the irony of it all too much to ignore. “You quoting the Bible is funny to me,” I said. “I honor you every time I kill in your name,” or don’t kill you, I left the last part unsaid. “This? Her, I won’t compromise on.”

His jaw locked, and his fingers tightened around his cross as if it could give him strength. “You’ll learn the price of defiance, Saint,” he spat, his voice low and venomous, his hand shaking slightly in anger.

I nodded, hoping he felt my indifference like a jab to his gut. “Sure, Father. But remember, it was you who taught me that honor came from power, not piety. I cannot unlearn that lesson.” Without another word, I turned on my heel and walked away. The alarm in my pocket had started to vibrate, letting me know Aria had left my home. My father couldn’t do anything to me—not if he wanted to retire and spend the rest of his life in the little Italian villa he’d bought without being hunted by his enemies. He needed me. He had been known as a ruthless monster once, but now he was a broken man, ravaged by a life lived in excess.


Chapter five

Aria

The room Saint had left me in was plain and sterile—white walls, devoid of any decoration or warmth. The only furniture was a single bed with crisp white sheets, a white comforter, and in the corner, a plain wooden chair. The bathroom held nothing but the barest necessities. A bar of soap, a towel, and a small, unmarked tube of toothpaste. There was nothing to tell me where I was or to help me escape.

I waited for Saint to come back. Five minutes, then ten, before I reached into my bra and pulled out my phone. My fingers trembled as I tapped the screen. No signal. No Wi-Fi.

“Fuck,” I cursed under my breath, jabbing at the screen as if I could force a connection. Nothing. It was useless here. This place—wherever I was—was blocking it. Of course, it was. Saint wouldn’t leave me with any chance of escape. 

I glanced at the door. It was unlocked. I’d checked.

Either Saint was careless, or he was playing some kind of twisted game. It didn’t matter.

I shoved my phone back into my bra and slipped off the bed. He’d removed my shoes, leaving me in my shirt and biker shorts. My feet were cold against the floor as I moved toward the door. The hallway outside was silent. Too silent. Not a single sound. Where were his guards? It felt wrong, like I was walking into a trap. But I kept going.

I turned left, spotting a living room to my right. It wouldn’t be wise to head out the front door.

I crept out, staying low and quiet, scanning for cameras. There were none that I could see. I listened for footsteps, voices, anything. Each step I took, I checked my surroundings. No sign of anyone. It was the middle of the day. Where was everyone?

I made it to the back door. It wasn’t locked.

My heart hammered in my chest. Was this it? Was I really free?

I didn’t hesitate. My heart pounded like a gavel as I swung the door open and stepped onto a patio. The cool, damp air hit me, and I squinted against the bright sun. Ahead of me lay a garden, surrounded by high hedges that encircled the house on all sides. My only option was to move forward, into it.

Something in my gut told me to turn around, to go back inside. Escape wouldn’t be this easy. But I needed to get far enough away to try for a signal.

I could see the highway from where I stood. Even if I couldn’t get a signal, if I could just get there, I could flag someone down.

I doubted Saint would hurt Jason or Isabella right away. He’d come looking for me first—if they weren’t already dead. Please don’t let them be dead, I thought.

Instead of following my instinct to go back, I stepped off the patio and hit the ground running.

I ran, my feet pounding against the soft grass. But the closer I got to the highway, the more something felt wrong.

I ran into a dead end.

I stopped, my breath coming in ragged gasps as I looked around. There was no clear path ahead. I should’ve been able to see a way through, but the hedges seemed taller, denser, as if they were closing in on me.

I turned. The path I’d just come from didn’t look the same anymore. It was as if the garden itself had shifted, twisted, like it was alive.

I started walking back the way I’d come—at least, I thought I did. Every turn seemed to lead to another dead end. My heart pounded faster. Panic clawed at my throat. I had to get out of here.

But no matter how fast I ran, or which direction I went in, and no matter how hard I tried to keep my bearings, the garden seemed to shift around me.

To make matters worse, the rain started to fall—slow at first, then heavier. It soaked through my clothes, plastering them to my skin. The winter cold bit into my flesh until I couldn’t feel my hands or feet. Everything felt numb; my thoughts began to jumble.

“Fuck!” I cursed loudly, wiping the rain from my face. I wanted back in that room Saint had left me in. But the rain didn’t stop. The garden wouldn’t let me out.

I stopped even trying, breathing heavily. I tried to gather my thoughts and came to the conclusion that me being out there had been purposeful. Saint had let me escape so I’d get lost. I should’ve known when it seemed too easy to leave that house.

I sank to the ground, my legs giving out beneath me. The rain pooled around me. I clutched my knees, shivering, and stared at the ground. Now I was stuck, waiting for Saint to come and find me. Waiting for him to drag me back. That smug motherfucker had won.

I closed my eyes for a moment, trying to steady my breathing, to clear my mind. I couldn’t panic. But I wanted to scream at the top of my lungs. This was insane. How could he do this to me? How could I be so fucking stupid to think it would be that easy to escape him? My father would be ashamed.

I knew Saint’s ass was probably somewhere watching, even though I couldn't find the camera's. People like him didn’t build mazes if they couldn’t enjoy the prey let loose in them. He was probably looking out from a window in his house. 

I exploded, jumping up, my voice echoing, hoping he would hear me. “Saint!” I shouted, my hands flailing as I kicked at the bushes in frustration. “You think this shit is funny? I’ll fucking kill you!” I screamed until my throat felt raw and my chest heaved.

I collapsed back to the ground, gasping for air. I made a promise to myself then, if it was the last thing I did, I was going to fuck Saint up the first chance I got.


Chapter Six

Saint

My father was going to be a problem. I’d seen it in his eyes before I turned and walked away. But what he didn’t know was that I’d kill even him to keep Aria. His disapproval, his threats—they meant nothing. Aria wasn’t just a pawn or a bargaining chip to me. She was mine. And I’d end anybody who stood between us.

She was the only thing in this fucked-up world that ever made sense. I was self-aware enough to know that she had become more than just a memory—she had become my obsession.

But right now, none of that mattered.

I leaned back in my chair, my eyes locked on the screen as I watched her stumble through my labyrinth. The maze had been designed to break people. To let them think they had a chance before I closed in. I’d release them, let them run, and then hunt them down. It was a game I’d played many times, and I always won. And Aria was no exception.

She needed to learn the same lesson so many had. Running from me was futile.

I wished I’d been here from the beginning to see the look on her face when she realized she was trapped. By now, she’d been out there for hours, the rain soaking through her. Her clothes clung to her, outlining every curve of her body. She was shivering, and the sight of her helpless pulled at something dark, something primal deep inside me.

I imagined chasing her. The rush of catching her, feeling her struggle beneath me. 

My ball tightened as my dick grew stiff. What would it be like to fuck Aria? Thinking about it made my neck tight.

I leaned forward, a slow smile spreading across my face. My fingers drummed against the desk as I watched her. I could feel her desperation.

I could see the panic in her eyes, the way her movements were getting slower. She was so close to breaking.

Running a hand through her wet hair, she gave it a frustrated tug. Her breath came in ragged bursts. She was feeling trapped—it was crushing her.

I tightened my grip on the desk, my knuckles white. I watched her fall to her knees, hands balled into fists. Then, she screamed.

“Saint!” Her voice echoed through the maze, raw and furious. “You think you can just trap me like this? I’ll fucking kill you!”

That was cute. She was so violent now.

I leaned in, watching her kick at the bushes. Her body shook from the momentum of it. She was so determined, so defiant. Then she just stopped and plopped down.

A slow smile curled  my lips. Watching her like this, hearing the rage in her voice was entertaining. But I needed a shower. I was still wearing the clothes I'd taken her in.

I stood, stretching, and walked to the bathroom. The water was hot, almost scalding. I let it run over me, washing away last night. I didn’t rush. Aria wasn’t going anywhere.

I closed my eyes and recalled the image of her, all wet, clothes clinging to her. I wrapped my hand around my hard shaft and stroked the length a few times, then stopped myself. What was between Aria and I wasn’t entirely about sexual pleasure. I wouldn’t make it about that.

After washing, I stepped out. I dried off quickly before pulling on a fresh shirt and pants.

Back in the room, I dropped into the chair and flicked through the camera feeds.

Aria was back up on her feet, pacing. Her head was down as she mumbled something too low for me to hear.

The rain had slowed, but she was shivering. I picked up the phone, reached under my desk and switched off the jammer that blocked the phone signal. If you didn't have access to it, you couldn't make calls or use the internet  within a five mile radius of my home. I called the maid. “Bring dinner to my office,” I said, not taking my eyes off the screen. “And make it quick.”

The food arrived within minutes—steak, potatoes, a glass of red wine. I ate slowly, savoring each bite while I watched her. She had made it to her feet again, stumbling as she tried to find a way out. But exhaustion was setting in. Good. Let her feel it. Let her realize how pointless trying to escape was.

My phone buzzed. Luciano. I answered without looking away from the screen. “What?”

“You’re late,” he said, his voice sharp. “The Russians are getting restless.”

“You handle it. I’m suspending all business for the foreseeable future,” I said, my tone calm but firm. “I’m getting married.”

There was a pause on the other end. Luciano didn’t talk much—never had. He was strange, quiet. He’d been kidnapped as a kid. He was like me in ways. Our fathers had groomed us to take over their operations. He didn’t process emotions like other people either. But Luciano had always been... different. I met him when he was sixteen, and by then, the damage had already been done. He grunted, a sound of disapproval, and then hung up abruptly. No questions, no congratulations, no argument. Just silence.

I put the phone down and leaned back, my eyes still on Aria. She was leaning against a hedge now, her head in her hands. The rain had stopped, but the garden was still slick, the earth damp. I was proud of her for lasting so long out there. Grown men had resorted to begging and pleading.

I finished the meal, pushed the plate aside. The maid came in to clear the tray, silent and efficient. I didn’t thank her. She knew her place.

Aria lay down on the ground, staring up at the sky, motionless. I stood, stretching again, and walked into my bedroom. I changed into sleep clothes and climbed into bed. Before lying down, I switched off the surveillance monitors in the office and pulled up the feed on my phone. Aria was now huddled on the ground, shaking. The rain had stopped, but the night was cold. If I thought she’d be grateful, I’d go get her, but I knew she would fight me even after I rescued her.

Propping up the phone on my nightstand, the screen glowing faintly in the dark. I watched her for a while until my eyes grew heavy. The last thing I saw before falling asleep was her, alone in the maze, shivering under the pale light of the moon.


Chapter Seven

Aria

I woke up to the sensation of movement. My eyes fluttered open, and for a moment, I was disoriented. Why weren’t my feet on the ground? I was floating. Then I realized—I was in his arms. Saint was carrying me. My eyes flew to his face; it was unreadable. Anger surged through me. I thrashed in his arms, my voice came out hoarse when I yelled, “Put me down!”

He gave me an exasperated look that said I was annoying him.

“No,” he replied simply.

“Put me the fuck down, now, Saint!” I screamed, my dry throat rubbing together.

He didn’t hesitate this time. He dropped me, and I hit the ground hard, the impact making my already sore body throb.

Then he stood staring down at me, looking fucking smug in his expensive pajamas.

I wanted to knock his head off.

I scrambled to my feet, my legs shaky, my clothes still damp from the rain. I reached up and mushed his forehead. “You set that shit up for me to get lost, then left me for hours in the rain? You’re fucking evil!” I spat, my voice trembling with rage.

Before I even thought better of it, I swung at him, my fist aiming for his face, but he caught my wrist easily, his grip like iron. “I told you not to hit me again. You already have strike one, Aria,” he said, his voice calm, almost bored. It only made me angrier.

“What happens on strike three?” I challenged. Before he could respond, I swung again, my other hand flying toward him, but he stepped back, dodging effortlessly.

He laughed at me.

“Fuck you! Just let me go. This shit is stupid!” I shouted, my voice cracking. There was no way I could have affected him enough as a child for him to be doing this now.

He didn’t respond. Instead, he turned and walked away.

“Take the money and let us go. Or I'm going to be your fucking ruin.” I yelled after him.

He kept walking, his long legs eating up the space between us and the door quickly.

I tried to keep up, but my body ached, my legs were stiff and uncooperative. The cold had seeped into my bones, and every movement felt like a struggle. I forced myself to keep going, trailing him into the house. Staying quiet, because even talking hurt—my throat felt like I was swallowing sawdust.

I watched him disappear somewhere into the front of the house. Fuck him… I headed straight for the bathroom, slamming the door behind me. The hot water from the shower was a relief, the steam filling the room as I stood under the spray, letting it wash away the grime and the chill. I leaned against the tiles, my head bowed, and told myself I wouldn’t cry. I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction even if he couldn’t see me.

As the water ran over me, I forced myself to think. To plan. Losing my temper wasn’t going to help me. Screaming at him, hitting him—none of it would get me out of here. I needed to be smarter. Calmer. If I wanted to find a way out, I had to play along. At least for now. At least I would try.

I took a deep breath, letting the steam fill my lungs. I could do this. I could pretend. I could be whatever he wanted me to be until I figured out how to escape. Until I could get to Jason and Isabella. Then I would deal with Saint for taking us.

When I stepped out of the shower, I found a towel in the cabinet next to the sink and wrapped it around me as much as possible. Now that I was warm and clean, I felt a bit better after spending the night cold and wet.

I walked back into the room and found a pajama set waiting for me—pink shorts and a pink button-up shirt. I hated pink. My mother used to force me to wear it as a child.

Saint was watching me, leaning against the wall in the corner of the room like a freaky little voyeur, with a smug look on his face. Our eyes connected. His were dark with something I didn’t want to name.

I’d expected him to grow into the same kind of monster his father was—cold, distant, and detached. He was all of that, but also something different. Something far more unsettling. His presence was magnetic, drawing you in, making you want to touch him, even when you knew you should run in the other direction. Danger wasn’t supposed to be enticing, but nature had a twisted way of making the most lethal things irresistible. Inwardly, I sighed. I hated myself for noticing it.

The longer I looked at him, the more the smugness started to fade from his face, and behind his lifeless eyes, I saw him—ten years old again, still lost in a world that never made sense to me and probably never made sense to him.  The ring on my finger suddenly felt heavier.

I turned away. I had a penchant for wanting to fix things. When I was young, I used to want to save hurt animals. It drove my father crazy—a cat with a broken leg or a hungry, mangy dog, one time a hyena. I never could turn away from something broken, no matter how dangerous. Maybe that’s why I couldn’t actually hate Saint, even though he didn’t deserve my sympathy.

I didn’t ask where the undergarments were. I didn’t care. I dropped the towel and slipped into the pajamas. I was tired. I was thirsty, and I had no time for modesty.

I could feel his eyes on me the entire time, and that was fine. If he wanted to watch, let him see what he couldn’t have. Let him burn in lust.

After I was dressed, the smell of prime-cut meat and melted butter hit me like a sucker punch, and my mouth watered. Saint moved and sat down at a table I hadn’t noticed in the corner of the room. He gestured for me to sit. When I did, he sat across from me, his dark eyes fixed on me, unblinking.

I grabbed the glass of water there, downing it in one desperate gulp. My hands shook as I set it back on the table. I picked up the fork next, my fingers curling around the cold metal. I picked up the knife and cut into the steak. I went to raise it to my mouth, then stopped.

The memory of him drugging me made me not want to eat. I set the fork down, my fingers trembling as I stared at the plate, my jaw clenched tight. I was hungry as fuck, but I didn’t trust him.

“I don’t want it,” I said, my voice low.

“Eat,” he commanded. “An entire day has passed, and you haven’t yet. You’ll make yourself sick.”

I swallowed my hunger. “I don’t want to,” I repeated.

His lips curled into something sinister. He rose from his seat. “You don’t have a choice, Aria,” he said, his voice dripping with menace as he stepped closer. “If you don’t eat, I’ll make you. And if I have to do that, you’ll wish you’d obeyed.”

I felt the heat of his breath as he leaned in, his gaze burning into me. “Eat.”

Anger flashed through me, hot and fast, but I did what he said. I was too tired to argue or fight. I focused on eating my steak and eggs. It tasted like nothing, but it stopped the hunger pains. I wondered if he’d found my phone in his maze? He probably would have said something if he did. I had powered it down and hid it under some brush. I could go later to get it and try to get further through the maze and make a call. I would just plan better next time.

He stared at me while I ate.

“Why aren’t you talking?” he asked, his voice low, almost teasing. “You’re not usually this quiet.”

He said those words as if he had actually talked to me more than twice, years ago. I decided then and there—I wasn’t going to speak to him. Not a word. He didn’t deserve it, and it would probably drive his ass crazy. If I couldn’t beat his ass, I could fuck with his head.

My silence seemed to piss him off exactly like I thought it would. His face started to go crimson.

“You know,” he started, “it’s your fault you were trapped out there. You shouldn’t have run. You’re the one who said you’d do anything to save your friends. Running wasn’t part of the deal.”

I wanted to scream, to throw something at his stupid ass, to release just a fraction of the anger boiling inside me, but I wouldn’t.

He tilted his head, a faint smirk playing on his lips. “You’re so stubborn, but eventually I’ll have to break you.”

I tried to remain calm, biting my jaw, the metallic taste of blood in my mouth only made my anger worse. Before I could stop myself, I picked up the plate and hurled it against the wall. The sound of it shattering was satisfying, but it wasn’t enough.

Saint watched the remains of the food slide down the wall with no emotion on his face or in his eyes. When he spoke, there was no inflection in his tone. “I see you’re angry.” He paused, then added, “Rest. I’ll leave you to work out your feelings alone. I’ll send the maid later with a dress. Be sure to be ready when I come back. We’re having dinner with my father.” He said, then he turned and walked out, leaving me alone with my thoughts and the shattered pieces of the plate on the floor. I sat there for a long time, my hands clenched into fists, my mind racing.


Chapter eight

Aria

The maze incident had left me feeling raw and vulnerable, like someone had taken a knife to my emotions and twisted it. I wanted a hug from someone who loved me.

I settled for wrapping my arms around myself.

The hours after Saint left felt like a blur of sleeping, eating, numbing myself. Saint had left me alone, and I was grateful for that, but I knew it wouldn’t last, so I enjoyed it while it did. 

But as soon as evening started to settle in, the tension crept back into my body, causing my muscles to coil and ache again. I felt like I was living in the calm before the storm. The calm before sitting down to break bread with a man I’d hated since I was eight.

Saint’s father represented the worst time in my life.

A knock on the door pulled me out of my head. The maid who had been helping me all day, a short Afro-Latina woman with a heavy accent, stepped in. She was the only other person I’d seen. I think she was Saint’s only staff. Inside the house was always so quiet. She was carrying a dress. She placed it on the bed. “Saint wants you to wear this for dinner,” she said with a soft smile. She set down a collection of hair products beside the dress, then paused. "You'll be beautiful, Mija. You remind me of my granddaughter," she added, like she was trying to calm my nerves. "Don’t worry, okay? Everything will be alright. Mr. Saint is a nice man, just grouchy."

I barely had time to process her words before she slipped out the door, leaving only the soft click behind her. Saint was a nice man? Tuh, please. That wasn’t something I was about to entertain. Instead of retreating into the comfort of the bed like I wanted to, I made a quick decision to take another shower. I didn’t need the control freak coming into the room and seeing me lying there, trying to exert his power over me.

After washing, I got out and stared at my reflection. I saw a woman in the middle of a mess she didn’t create looking back at me. I wanted to scream, to punch something, do anything but participate in Saint’s madness, but I didn’t have a choice. I just took a long breath and wiped the fogged mirror. I squeezed gel into my palm and worked it through my curls, performing a little magic, watching as my hair went from dry to coiled. I stared at myself for a moment, took another deep breath, then turned and walked to the dress waiting for me on the bed. I realized again—there were no underwear. I rolled my eyes.

I had just slipped into the dress when Saint entered the room without knocking, his presence filling the space like a storm cloud. I wanted to throw a full-blown temper tantrum, but I knew it would do me no good and probably entertain him.

My eyes took him in. He was dressed impeccably in a tailored black suit, his tie was perfectly knotted, his shoes polished. He looked every inch the mafia prince, and I hated how my disloyal heart skipped a beat at the sight of him.

I blamed it on the childhood crush that had lasted too damn long and on all the nights I had fantasized about the man he would become.

The reality was even better than the fantasy, a bit more violent.

But I’d sooner die than admit it to him or anybody.

“It’s time,” he said, his voice calm.

I didn’t respond. I simply nodded.

“Still not talking?” Saint stepped closer, his eyes sweeping over me in a way that made my skin prickle.

I sighed but held my tongue.

“Turn around. The zipper on the dress is still down,” His tone left no room for argument.

I hesitated. The last thing I wanted was him touching me.

Reluctantly, I turned, exposing my back to him. His fingers brushed along my spine, slowly, like he knew what it would do to me. The contact was brief, a ghost of sensation but it left a trail of fire in its wake. Deliberate. Designed. Enough to make my body tingle and goosebumps spread across my skin.

I spun back around to face him, our eyes locking. A moment heavy with electricity passed between us. Neither of us said a word. We just stared at each other, knowing there was nothing to say and everything to figure out.

“Sit,” he said, breaking the silence and gesturing to the edge of the bed. I sat, tucking my lips as he knelt in front of me. He pulled out a pair of black heels from what seemed like nowhere.

With a ridiculous amount of care, he slipped them onto my feet. One. Then the other.

I should’ve looked away. I should’ve ignored the way his white shirt stretched across his chest, the way the fabric pulled, just enough to tease me with a flash of the ink along his neck.

But I didn’t.

I looked my fill.

When he was done, he leaned in, his lips brushing against my inner knee in a kiss that was laced with poison, I felt it seep into my blood stream. His lips on my skin, made my flesh hum, sending electricity straight to my pussy.

Damn. I almost moaned.

This moment was devastatingly sexy to me. Shamefully so.

His voice was velvet, low and knowing when he spoke. 

“You don’t have to talk, Aria. You’re still stuck with me either way.” His fingers crept up my thigh, stopping just short of touching my pussy. 

I couldn't fucking breath.  I waited for him to touch it. I wanted him too.

I should’ve shoved his hand away. I should’ve slapped him. But I didn’t.

His fingers flexed, gripping my thigh, just hard enough to make me dizzy.

And still, I didn’t move.

I had to force myself to remember—who he was, what he had done to me, what he was threatening to do.

He wasn’t someone I could fall for.

He wasn’t someone I should feel this for.

He wasn’t the cute ten-year-old boy I would have fought his daddy over. I avoided looking directly at him. I made myself stand. He stood, forcefully wrapping  my hand in his and pulled me toward the door.

I let him pull me through the cold, open space of the house. My heels clicked against the marble floor. We got on a golf cart, rode past hundreds of guards until we pulled up at his father’s house. I didn’t know we had been so close. I almost recoiled. I didn’t want to go inside there. But I didn’t want to show Saint a weakness. I was sure he’d find a way to use it against me.

I thought I was just walking into a quiet dinner, but the moment we entered the formal dinning room, I froze. It wasn’t just dinner—it was a frontline in a warzone. I was trapped in a room full of men, with hard-faces, cold eyes, and they all turned on me the second I stepped in. My stomach dropped. They stared at me like I was their enemy, all of them did, and I was. I had made a name for myself on my road to revenge.

I recognized all of the faces. Two in particular. Aaron and Sage Dillinger. The brother and father of the man I had killed in revenge. Their eyes burned with hatred. I felt the same way about them.

I tried to pull away from Saint’s but his grip on my hand tightened, holding me in place.

“Stay,” Saint whispered, and I gritted my teeth, forcing myself not to snatch away because who in the fuck did he think he was talking to?

“You all know Aria Heart,” Saint said, his voice cutting through the whispers. “You know who her father was. You’re here because all of you have spent years looking for her to harm her.” His hand slashed through the air. “All of that stops now.”

My heart pounded in my chest as Saint continued, his tone calm but deadly. “She will soon be my wife. In thirteen days, on Valentine’s Day. You all know me. You all know my reputation. You all know I will scorch the earth if even one of her pretty curls is touched before or after that day.”

Aaron Dillinger, the father of the man I had killed, stood up from his chair, it echoed when it hit the hardwood floor, his face twisted with rage. “You expect us to just accept this? This murderous bitch killed my son!”

George "Bugs" Moran chimed in, cosigning.

My temper flared, and before I could stop myself, I shot back, “Your son killed somebody I loved. I was being generous by not killing your entire fucking family.” If I had a gun, I would have shot him in his fucking face just like I’d done to his bastard. My blood felt like it was boiling inside my veins. Saint’s hand tightened around mine, a silent warning, I understood. But fuck him.

“Your spawn is exactly where the fuck he deserves to be—in hell.”

Dillinger’s face twisted with rage, and he stepped closer. “My son’s blood is on your hands, and you’ll pay for it,” he yelled at the top of his lungs.

“You’re wrong. I didn’t get any blood on my hands when I shot him in his ugly fucking face,” I rebutted.

His weird, lizard-looking son was being held back by Frank Rossi, which surprised me. I’d blown up his car when I thought he had something to do with my family’s loss. He didn’t seem as angry as everyone else.

Even as I was arguing with Dillinger, I kept Saint’s father in my peripheral. During all the chaos, Donato Valentine didn’t move, didn’t react, didn’t say as much as a word. He just watched me, his eyes cold and calculating. What I felt radiating off of him wasn’t just anger—it was something akin to loathing. I was a problem he wanted to get rid of. He had every reason in the world to hate me. One day, I’d be the reason for his death.

Saint started raising his voice. He let my hand go. I focused on his father. A taunting smirk curved my lips. I wasn’t scared of him when I was an eight-year-old girl, and I damn sure wasn’t now. And that bothered him. It bothered him that his son now had more influence and power than him, and he couldn’t touch me. I existed outside of his control.

I knew how he saw my father—as beneath him—and so I knew he saw me the same way. And yet—his son, his ruthless heir, wanted me.

A sociopath with a body count in the hundreds—and his daddy thought I wasn’t good enough for him?

Hilarious.

My staring contest with Donato was broken by the sound of a high-pitched scream. By the time anyone noticed Saint was in kill mode it was already too late.

He now had a steak knife sticking out of the older Dillinger’s shoulder and a Desert Eagle pressed to the son’s head. I couldn’t help it.

My thighs clenched, my stomach tightened, and my pussy pulsed—my lust for this man was a shameful, traitorous thing.

He looked dangerous. I suddenly had a thing for dangerous men.

There was dead silent, except for the sound of my blood rushing in my ears.

“I don’t like your tone when you’re speaking to her, Dillinger,” Saint said, his voice low and dangerous. “Apologize.”

Dillinger clutched his shoulder, blood seeping through his fingers. His face was pale as a light-skinned Black man’s could get, his eyes wide with fear. “I-I’m sorry,” he stammered, his voice trembling. “I’m sorry.”

Just like that, Saint holstered his gun and stepped back, his gaze sweeping over the room. “Now that we have an understanding, Aria and I are going to excuse ourselves. We won’t be joining you for dinner. We have reservations.”

The switch-up was head-spinning. Saint’s long legs ate up the distance between us, his grip was tight on my hand as he pulled me toward the door. The cool night air hit my face, but before I could take in a full breath, my eyes landed on Jason and Isabella. They were standing by an SUV, dressed nicely, surrounded by four men dressed in black, holding guns pressed to their heads. They both looked weak-kneed and ready to pass out.

“Saint—what the hell is this?” I demanded, trying to pull away from him, forgetting I wasn’t supposed to be speaking to him.

“It’s a surprise. I wanted you to see what holding up your end of a bargain looks like,” he said smoothly. “Your friends are safe, see? And they’re even coming to dinner with us. You and Isabella can discuss our wedding, isn’t that right, Isabella?”

Isabella shook her head violently. Her dark hair obscured her pretty face slightly. But I could see he looked like she was a second away from bursting into tears. Poor girl.

Saint leaned down. “I think I deserve a kiss.”

I barely had time to process his words before he moved. His teeth sank into my bottom lip, forcing my mouth open. His tongue slid inside, slow, tasting me, taking what he wanted before pulling back. His mouth tasted like fruity candy. He had prepared for that kiss. That pissed me off.

The breath I sucked in burned.

Saint smirked. "See? That was nice, wasn’t it?"

My body moved before my brain stopped it.

Crack.

My hand connecting with his cheek echoed through the night, sharp as a gunshot, vibrating in the empty space between us.

Saint barely flinched.

Everybody and everything froze. Saint’s head snapped to the side, but when he turned back to me, the corner of his mouth was curled up. His tongue swept over his lower lip.

Then he laughed.

“That’s strike two, Aria. Please hit me again,” he said, his voice low.

For a second, I entertained the idea of doing it. Just to see what he’d do.

He knew I wouldn’t.

He turned his focus to one of his men and ordered them to take Isabella and Jason to the other car. Then he whispered something to one who nodded, and he went back into the house.

I watched as Isabella and Jason were led away, my stomach twisting with worry, but there was nothing I could do that wouldn’t get them killed.

Saint opened the car door for me, and I slid in, scooting as far into the corner as I could. He didn’t let me stay there long. His hand shot out, gripping my hips and pulling me next to him.

I gritted my teeth, trying to shift away again, but he was faster. Anticipating it. He leaned in, his voice a low growl. “If I have to move you again, I’ll sit you on my lap.” He threatened.

I couldn’t let that happen. He’d find out how saturated my pussy was.

He smiled—slow, knowing, and wicked. Like he was able to read my thoughts. That look crawled under my skin, then it seeped into my bones. He wanted me to try him.

I didn’t move.

His smirk deepened. He laced his fingers through mine. I hated how my body reacted to his touch, how my heart raced even as my mind screamed at me to pull away. But I didn’t. And as the car pulled away, I realized how little control I had despite me thinking otherwise.


Chapter nine

Aria

The restaurant was one of the most expensive in town, a place where the elite came to see and be seen. You usually needed a reservation for month in advance to get in. Tonight, it was empty—except for us. Saint had cleared it out, leaving only the owner, who apparently owed him a favor, the chef, and twenty bodyguards sitting at tables with guns next to their plates. It was excessive, even by my standards, and I’d grown up in this world. I should have known he wasn’t going to take my ass out in public without precautions. I would have surely acted up.

The atmosphere was so tense, it was palpable.

Everyone but Saint was on edge. But he didn’t need to be. He was in control. He sat at the head of the table, his posture relaxed, his expression calm. He looked like a king holding court.

The owner hovered near the bar, nervous energy radiating from him in waves. The chef peeked from the kitchen every few minutes.

Jason was laughing too loudly, nodding at every word Saint uttered like it was gospel. It annoyed me. He could have pretended not to be so damn eager to please. But he was playing his part. He was an underling, and that was why we were all in this mess.

Saint, on the other hand, barely acknowledged him. He was more interested in trying to force me to talk.

I took a sip of my own wine, not because I wanted it, but because I needed something to do with my hands.

Isabella was practically crushing my hand under the table, her grip so tight I thought she might break my fingers. She hadn’t said a word since we sat down, her eyes kept darting around the room like she was waiting for someone to pull a gun and shoot her. She was the daughter of a nurse and a construction worker. She grew up middle class, in a good neighborhood. She wasn’t built for this.

I couldn’t take it anymore. I stood abruptly, my chair scraping against the floor.

Saint’s hand shot out, grabbing mine before I could take a step. His grip was firm but not painful, his eyes narrowing as he looked up at me. “What are you doing?” he asked, his voice low and dangerous.

“Using the restroom,” I said, meeting his gaze without flinching. “What exactly am I going to do with a hundred guards sitting around?”

For a moment, he just stared at me, his expression unreadable. Then, to my surprise, he broke into a smile—a real smile, not the cold, calculating smirk I was used to. “You’re right,” he said, releasing my hand. “Go. But hurry. Don’t want your food to get cold.”

I didn’t wait for him to change his mind. I grabbed Isabella’s hand and pulled her to her feet, ignoring the way her nails dug into my palm. We made our way to the restroom, the sound of our heels clicking against the polished floor echoing in the empty restaurant.

As soon as the door closed behind us, Isabella let out a string of curses in Spanish. “That motherfucker is crazy and scary,” she hissed, her voice trembling. “He has us living like millionaires, but I can’t even enjoy it. I’m waiting for him to kill us. Why didn’t you tell me you knew Saint Valentine? And when are we leaving? Where is Jasons dad?”

I leaned against the sink, my arms crossed over my chest. “First, yes, he’s fucking nuts. And I don’t know him. I met him twice as a child. That’s it. I skipped over the question about Jasons father, he was probably dead.”

Isabella’s eyes bugged out of her head. “And he wants to marry you? What the hell, Aria?”

“I think I fucked up when I gave him a gun,” I admitted, the words spilling out before I could stop them.

“What?” Isabella stared at me like I’d just grown a second head. “You have to explain that.”

“Later,” I said, shaking my head. “Right now, you need to listen to me. Don’t fight anything that’s going on, and definitely don’t run. He has a maze that prevents you from leaving, and on the other side of that is his father’s house. If you try to escape, you’ll just end up back where you started—or worse. I promise we’ll be free in a few days.”

Isabella opened her mouth to respond, but before she could say anything, there was a loud bang at the door. We both jumped, my heart racing as the door swung open.

Saint was standing there, his expression calm but his eyes eagle-sharp.

“What are you two huddled up talking about?” he asked, looking directly at Isabella for an answer.

Isabella was trembling, her face pale. There was no way she could answer him. I stepped forward, blocking her from his view. “Nothing,” I said, my voice steady. “Just girl talk.”

Saint’s smile turned cold. “You all wouldn’t be planning an escape, would you, Isabella?” he asked, his tone light but laced with menace. “Because if you are, let me tell you what I’ll do to you if you try.”

“I won’t hurt Aria. I’ll hurt you, though. I’ll take a knife to that pretty little face of yours, carve it into something grotesque.” He smiled wider. “And if I’m feeling particularly creative, maybe I’ll remove that tongue of yours entirely. Because why do you need it if you won’t answer a fucking question?”

Boom!

His hand slammed against the bathroom door.

“What were you all talking about, Isabella?”

Isabella let out a broken sound—part whimper, part sob, her entire body curling inward.

“Are you fucking serious?” I snapped. “Why would you say that to her, then ask her a question?”

Grabbing Isabella by her wrist, I started pulling her toward the bathroom door. Saint stepped aside.

I had to damn near pull her all the way back to the table. I helped her sit in her chair and dropped into mine. Jason just sat there looking at her.

“Fucking help her. Hold her or something.” I yelled at his stupid self.

He hesitated, then finally reached out, awkwardly placing a hand on Isabella’s back. It wasn’t much, but it was better than nothing. He got on my nerves.

Saint sat down and didn’t say anything right away. He just watched me, his expression unreadable.

I glared back at him.

Then—he nodded his head, like he was answering a question nobody asked.

“The way you just jumped in front of her. Like a shield. Like you could actually do something. It reminded me of when you did that for me.” He exhaled. “It was stupid then, and it’s stupid now. But it made me realize that’s the reason I want you as a wife. You are—”

I rolled my eyes, cutting him off. I didn’t want to hear any more of his ruminations about what I’d done as a child. “Yeah, yeah. You’re obsessed, I’m brave. I’m strong. I know. Eat your damn food, Voldemort. So we can go, please…”


Chapter ten

Aria

The ride back to Saint’s house was silent. Isabella and Jason were in the SUV behind us, flanked by guards, while I sat in the backseat with Saint, his hand resting possessively on my thigh. I kept my eyes fixed on the window, watching the city lights blur past, thinking about my current predicament.

“Did you enjoy dinner?” he asked, his voice breaking the silence.

I gritted my teeth, forcing a smile. “Yes, it was… lovely. You scared my friend so badly she damn near fainted.”

He was quick with the rebuttal. “I wouldn’t have had to do that if you hadn’t been acting shifty.” His fingers flexed against my thigh, just slightly. “I didn’t miss the fact that you wouldn’t let her answer my question.”

I didn’t respond.

Saint exhaled, his hand shifting, fingertips brushing the edge of the ring on my finger—the one he had given me.

“What would be so terrible about marrying me?” he asked.

I let out a humorless laugh. “I could name a thousand reasons,” I said, twisting his ring around my finger as I held his gaze. “Let’s make a list. One—you’re crazy. Two—you kidnapped me. Three—you’re emotionally manipulative and keep mentioning our childhood, hoping to sway me. Four—you have a God complex.”

He nodded as if he agreed.

I continued. “Five—you think threats count as foreplay. Six—you don’t respect personal space. You’re practically finger-fucking me right now. Seven—you’re possessive to the point of insanity. Eight—you have a whole damn maze to hunt people in, Saint.” I tilted my head, watching him. “Should I go on?”

Saint chuckled like that shit was funny.

“So, you’ve never thought about what would happen if you and I ever met again?”

I exhaled, my stomach twisting. If only he knew I had actually planned to meet him again.

I leaned back against the seat, my lips pressing together before I finally answered.

“Yeah, I thought about it,” I admitted. “We weren’t getting married in my head. I figured we’d catch up, fuck, and go on about our business after.”

His smirk vanished.

Slowly, he wet his lips.

“Catch up,” he repeated, his voice eerie. “Fuck. And then… go on about our business?”

“Yeah,” I said, meeting his gaze head-on. “That’s what normal people do, Saint. They move on, sometimes they fuck before they do.”

His smirk returned, but it wasn’t playful this time. It was dangerous.

“I’m not normal, remember. You called me insane?” he asked, tilting his head. “You think I’d let you treat me like that considering what you mean to me?”

I exhaled sharply, shaking my head. “Geez, Saint. It was just a thought.” I couldn’t believe it sounded like his feelings were actually hurt.

“No.” His fingers flexed against my thigh, pressing slightly. “It was an expectation. You wanted to fuck me and go on about your business.” His voice rose. “Like I didn’t mean anything to you.”

I rolled my eyes. I wanted to laugh at him. “You have problems.”

“You’re right,” he mumbled. “But don’t worry, wife.” His smirk deepened. “We’ll work on fixing me together.”

I closed my eyes and rested my head against the seat, pretending I didn’t hear him.

We pulled up to his place a few minutes later.

As soon as the SUV stopped and we got out, I turned to Saint. “I need a minute with Isabella.”

He studied me for a long moment before exhaling and stepping aside. “You have one minute,” he said.

I made my way over to the SUV she had arrived in and pulled her off to the side. Isabella barely moved at first, her body rigid, her breathing shallow and uneven. Her eyes were wide and glossy with unshed tears. Her hands trembled as she clutched at her dress, her knuckles turning white, her chest rising and falling too fast, like she couldn’t get enough air.

I pulled her into a hug, feeling her whole body quiver against mine.

“I’ll get us out of this,” I whispered, holding her tighter. “Just stay sane, okay? We have to be smart.”

Isabella let out a shaky breath, nodding against my shoulder.

Behind me, I could feel Saint’s eyes on us, watching, waiting.

I let her go, then made my way back over to Saint.

“I want to show you something,” he said after entering the house, his voice low and intimate, like we were sharing a secret.

I didn’t argue. He led me upstairs, his hand on the small of my back.

When we reached a bedroom I assumed was his, I braced myself. I thought I knew what was coming—what he wanted. But when he opened the door and I stepped inside, what I saw stopped me dead in my tracks.

The room was filled with paintings and drawings, sketches. Dozens of them, maybe more, covering every inch of the walls. And every single one was of me.

There were ones of me from when we met as kids, ones of me as an adult. Some were realistic, almost photographic in their detail, while others were abstract, but they were all unmistakably me.

“How? How did you know what I looked like as an adult?”

“I saw you once,” he said. “With your mother, walking into a restaurant downtown. You were laughing, and I couldn’t look away.”

Saint moved closer to me, his presence already dominating the room, now dominating my space too. He reached out and let his fingers graze the edge of one of the paintings, his eyes fixated on it, dark and intense.

“Why?” I asked.

He didn’t hesitate to answer. “These paintings—they’re not just about you. They’re about me, too. They were a way for me to express what I felt about you.”

He stepped back slightly, his eyes still scanning the artwork, almost like he was lost in it.

“You’ve haunted me. Every damn day. You’ve been in my head, my heart, my soul since I was ten. I needed you with me, even if it was just a piece of you. So I painted. I painted and drew you because that’s the only way I could have you.” He looked down at me. “But now, you’re here in the flesh, and you’re mine. And I don’t plan to let you go.”

I shook my head, trying to keep my voice calm, trying to reason with him. “That’s not how this works. You can’t just… decide someone belongs to you. People aren’t possessions, Saint. You can’t own someone.”

He stepped closer, his eyes never leaving mine. “Why not?” he asked, as if it was actually a question that needed to be answered. “If I want something, I take it. That’s how the world works. That’s how I’ve always lived.”

I took a deep breath, trying to snap him out of it. I was starting to actually have sympathy for him. Did he even know any better? “But it’s not how it should work. I know how you were raised. I understand why you are the way you are. But you can’t make someone live the fantasy you dreamed up.”

He laughed, a full-on belly laugh, like I told him a joke or was a joke myself. “You’re here, aren’t you? And we’re getting married. And you’ll stay with me. Because you belong to me. So obviously, I can.”

The sheer madness in his eyes told me everything I needed to know—I could talk, I could beg, I could reason, but it wouldn’t matter. He wasn’t listening. He was hearing me, but he wasn’t listening.

Still, I opened my mouth to respond, but no words came out.

What could I say to someone who had built an entire world around me? Why in the fuck did I find it kind of endearing?

As we stood there, the silence stretching between us, a single truth settled in my chest. I was either going to have to kill him… or be stuck with him.

And the worst part?

I didn’t want to kill Saint.

He reminded me of an abused Doberman I once rescued—Spike.

Wild. Uncontrollable. Snapping and growling at everyone who came near him, except for me. It took time, patience, and a hell of a lot of effort, but in the end, that dog was mine—loyal until the day he died.

Saint was a wild human—one that couldn’t help but be vicious, one that only knew survival and control because no one had ever taught him anything else.

Maybe I’d be able to tolerate him if I thought about him in that perspective.

Could I convince myself that his obsession wasn’t crazy but instinct?

Maybe I needed to practice patience with him instead of resistance.

“Will you lie with me?” he asked, his voice breaking through my thoughts.

The way he was looking at me—like I was the only thing in the world that mattered—made my chest tighten.

I didn’t answer because I knew “no” would have flown out of my mouth. I let him lead me to the bed. Sometimes you had to pick your battles. I wasn’t going to fight him on this. Not in a room full of images of myself.

I lay down. He lay down beside me, his body warm against mine, draping his arm over my waist.

I didn’t know what to feel—anger, fear, confusion, or something else entirely. I just lay there, surrounded by the images of myself, staring at the desk in his slightly cracked office door.


Chapter Eleven

Aria

I woke up to the sound of gunfire. My eyes snapped open, and for a moment, I was too disoriented to remember where I was. Then it hit me—I was in Saint’s bed, still fully dressed in the gown from dinner.

Bang!

Another gunshot echoed through the house, loud and unmistakable. Avoiding looking at the images of myself, I was on my feet, my heart pounding in my chest. I ran downstairs, my bare feet slapping against the cold marble floor before I could think. The living room was dimly lit, just enough to avoid running into Saint. He came to a stop in the center of the room like some kind of dark god. His thick, dark brows curved with a hint of mischief and malice, and his shirt was soaked in blood. My stomach twisted, but I didn’t have time to process the sight before he spoke.

“Oh no…” he said, his voice calm. “I was hoping the noise didn’t wake you.”

“Why were there gunshots?” I asked him, my heart still pounding.

“It’s a long, tortuous story, but it starts with me convincing Dillinger and his son to stay over so they could apologize to you,” Saint told me, his tone light, like he was discussing the weather.

He brought his hand up, presenting me with the older Dillinger’s head. The skin was pale, the eyes open in a lifeless, vacant stare. Blood dripped steadily from the severed neck, pooling on the hardwood floor, dark and thick. My breath caught in my throat, but I didn’t scream. I didn’t even recoil. I’d seen dead bodies before. Hell, I’d made a few of them myself. But this—this was something else entirely. This was… this was… I didn’t have the words.

Saint twisted his fingers into the man’s mouth, jerking it open like a macabre puppet. "I’m sorry," he said, his voice calm, eerie, using the lifeless lips of Dillinger to form the words. The blood dripped faster.

I should have been terrified. I should have been screaming, running, doing something. But I was for now sure there was something wrong with me—something deeply, irreparably broken—because the fact that he’d killed this man for me was… endearing. I hated myself for it, but I couldn’t deny that what he’d done gave me a little tingle.

“Why would you?” I wanted to hear him say it. He did it for me.

“He shouldn’t have talked to you like they did. Would you like the boy to apologize too? He has a few bullets in his head, so it might not be as understandable as his old man’s?” He said it like it was normal to hold a severed head in your hand and make jokes.

I shook my head, my throat too dry to speak again.

Saint dropped the head with a sickening thud, his eyes never leaving mine. He stepped closer, his boots squelching in the blood. “You see, Aria,” he said, his voice low and steady, “see what I’ll do for you? That I’ll destroy for you.”

“Oh.” Was all I could manage to say.

“Now that that’s settled, I need a shower.” He held up his bloodied hands. “You should shower too. Meet me in the kitchen. There are clothes from your home in your closet now.”

I didn’t argue. I wasn’t about to do anything but what he said right now. I turned and walked back upstairs, my mind racing. It wasn’t until I was behind the locked bathroom door, with the water running hot over my skin, that I realized what he’d said. Clothes from your home. He’d been in my house. My sanctuary. My safe place. The Dillinger’s were quickly forgotten. Rage bubbled up inside me. I wanted to hit his ass again. I forced the urge down, remembering he said I was on my second strike, and after what I’d just seen, I didn’t want to know what the third one would earn me. I took my anger out on my skin. I scrubbed it like I could wash it away, and wash away the twisted affection I felt for him suddenly. He had killed for me; how could I not be affected by that?

When I came back downstairs, the head and the blood were gone, like they’d never been there. Saint had changed into a pair of slacks and a black button-up. He was leaning against the kitchen counter, his arms crossed, watching me as I walked in.

“You went to my house,” I said, my voice tight with anger.

He nodded, unfazed. “I needed answers, and I could find them there. And I wanted you to be comfortable. Do you even live in that place? There was nothing really that screamed you.”

He was right. I had only been there a few months; I hadn’t poured myself into it. But still, he had no right.

“What fucking answers? And you could hav—” I started, but he cut me off.

“Let’s talk about our wedding,” he said. “I know you’re planning to get out of this, and I’m telling you now, it’s a waste of time. Instead of you doing that, I’d like for us to plan it.”

“Plan a fake wedding? No, thank you,” I shot back, crossing my arms over my chest.

“To me, it’s real,” he said, his eyes narrowing. “And I don’t think you object as much as you say. You still haven’t removed my mother’s ring.”

I glanced down at the ring on my finger, the one he’d given me all those years ago. He was right—I hadn’t taken it off. But that wasn’t because of him, not him today. It was because it meant something to me. It was a reminder of the boy I’d tried to save, not the monster he’d become.

I changed the subject. “Are you really letting my friends go if I go through with this?”

He nodded. “Yes. Scout’s honor.”

“You weren’t a fucking Boy Scout,” I said, rolling my eyes.

He laughed. “Aria, I wish you would drop the hard girl act and just go along. As you can see, I’m willing to do whatever it takes to make you my wife. I’m not exactly sure why I have to marry you instead of just keeping you. But I do,” he shrugged. “You can make it easy on yourself. Go along, we get married, and you do your thing, I do mine, and then we live together, go to bed at night, we fuck, have kids, life’s great.”

“Except it isn’t that easy,” I rebutted. “I have a life.”

“Yes, it is,” he said, his tone firm. “In our world, a man with as much power as I have, who’s willing to steamroll anybody and anything to get what he wants, creates the reality.”

He was right. That’s how his world worked.

“And who’s to say I don’t marry you and just kill you in your sleep?”

“I’ve already thought of that. You’ll die the soon after and be buried right next to me,” he shot back. “Death won’t even part us.”

My mouth gaped. “You know this is crazy, right? You’re crazy. You have someone prepared to kill me if I kill you?”

“You were a seven-year-old who pulled a gun from her little pink purse and told me to shoot my father. You’re just as crazy,” he said, his voice soft, almost tender. “Who else did you think you’d end up with?”

He had a point. A twisted, horrifying point, but a point, nonetheless.


Chapter twelve.

Aria

Two days. That’s how long Saint had given me a break from his madness, like, even he knew he was too much to handle sometimes. Or maybe it was the whole severed head situation that made him take a step back.

For those two days, he’d actually been... normal. We binge-watched Abbott Elementary, and to my surprise, he liked it. He laughed at the jokes. He made comments about the characters. For a brief moment, it almost felt like we existed outside of this twisted reality.

Today, he was back in his true form

“We’re going,” his tone was dismissive. “Get your shoes on.” He had me dressed today in jeans and a t-shirt, still no panties. He had even taken them from the clothes of mine he’d had taken from my place. Who wore jeans with no panties? But I refused to ask for any.

I didn’t move. I wasn’t playing fantasy wedding with this nut.

“I’m not going,” I shot back. “You can bring the cake here, or you can pick whatever you want. I don’t care.”

I could hear him take a step closer.

His patience was running thin; I could see it on his face, and the feeling was fucking mutual. I think he thought we had bonded over him killing the Dillinger’s because I had been cordial for two days. We hadn’t. I stopped trying to talk sense into him because doing so was like yelling into the void.

“This isn’t a negotiation, Aria. We’re going. Now.”

I couldn’t help the scoff that escaped my lips. “Or what?”

I didn’t hear him move, but the next thing I knew, he was in front of me, his hand locking around my wrist. He yanked me forward, forcing me to face him.

“Let go,” I snapped. My fist balled at my side. The manhandling shit was getting old.

“Don’t you hit me, Aria,” he nearly growled. “Remember what I told you.” The way he said it had my hand loosening.

“Don’t grab me then, Sinister.” I had taken to calling him different nicknames that fit him better than his own name.

He reached up and gripped my chin. “Stop calling me that. You know my name.”

“Saint doesn’t fit the heir to hell’s throne,” I tried to shake out of his hold, but he just tightened.

He visibly gritted his teeth. “Call me whatever you want, but you’re going. And if you run, or try to get help,” he whispered the first part, his breath smelling of coffee and caramel. The thought of whether his mouth tasted like it came from nowhere. For just a second, I forgot our circumstance, and my eyes got caught on his plush lips, causing my pulse to quicken and my breath to go shallow. The next thing he said brought me back to reality quickly. “I’ll kill your friends. And then I’ll find you. And when I do, you won’t like what happens next.”

My heart raced, but I held his gaze. “You’re an asshole, you know that,” I bit out.

He was so close I could taste the heat between us. He leaned in closer. It looked as if he was about to kiss me, and I hated that I was anticipating it. But then he pulled back, and there was this half-smirk on his face that made me want to throw a tantrum—real-life stomp my feet and fall to the ground.

“Maybe,” he said, pulling me closer. “But I’m your asshole. So stop fighting me.”

For a split second, I wondered if he was right about us. The other day, he’d made a point I couldn’t shake. What kind of man did a girl like me, who was raised around violence, who lived in a world where love didn’t always fit, end up with? What kind of man could I marry? I was strong-willed, reckless at the mouth, spoiled, prone to violence, and sometimes I wanted what I wanted. I was a lot to handle. I would walk all over a weak man. Saint had a way of reining me in. But did I want that?

My momma wanted grandkids. She kept dropping hints. She was a romantic; she’d probably get a kick out of me marrying the little boy who proposed to me at eight, who I’d gushed about for years.

I was so confused. I yanked free from his grasp.

“I’m not going, and fuck you very much.”

Without another word, he lifted my one hundred and ninety pounds effortlessly off the ground, throwing me over his shoulder.

A gasp skittered past my lips.

“And don’t you hit me,” he warned again, just before I got ready to.

“Put me down!” I yelled, kicking my legs wildly, trying to throw him off balance.

His big ass was strong as fuck, though.

He carried me out of the room. He had guards lining the hallways now. Him killing the Dillinger’s wasn’t sitting right with some of the men who had been invited to his dinner. They were worried he would come for them next. There was plotting.

I kept struggling.

“Look at you embarrassing yourself,” he muttered, his voice calm, like he was bored by my struggles. “And wasting time.”

“I hate you!” I screamed, the words leaving my throat in a guttural shout.

“No, you don’t,” he said, his voice dark and unyielding. “Even if you do, you’re still coming with me.”

I fought, cursed his ass in every language I knew a curse word in. He didn’t care.

By the time we reached the car, I was exhausted from the effort of trying to fight him. He set me down on the passenger seat, and I just glared at him, my fists still clenched in my lap.

“I’m going to make your crazy ass regret this,” I hissed, my voice venomous.

He leaned into me, one hand on my thigh, the other on the doorframe. He ignored what I had said, but I guess calling him crazy or insane had lost its sting since I said it so much.

“You’re being dramatic. When we get to this bakery, you’re going to smile and be happy to be there.”

“What if I punch you in your smug mouth instead?”

He looked at me and laughed.

“You’re cute when you’re mad,” he taunted me and started the car.

In my head, I was screaming, and I wanted to try my best to fuck him up, but he had me at a disadvantage.

When we pulled up to the bakery, I didn’t move. My hands were in my lap, my jaw tight.

Saint turned to me, brushing a strand of hair from my face. I almost slapped his hand, but in the back of my mind, his warning about hitting him kept me from doing it. That pissed me off. He was fucking with my mind now.

“Let’s go,” he said, his voice firm. “Walk, or I’ll carry you. And remember what I said. Smile, Aria.”

I walked, but I didn’t fucking smile.

In the small bakery with cupcake wallpaper, the smell of sugar and butter was heavy in the air. Saint sat next to me, his arm slung casually over the back of my chair, his presence dominating the space like always. He was a big fucking tatted-up goon in a suit. I had to admit he looked kind of sexy, though. He smelled good too. The thought irked me. The baker, this cute little granny type with white hair and a pink cardigan, placed a tray of cake samples in front of us.

“These are our most popular flavors,” she said, gesturing to the tiny cakes. “Let me know which ones you like, and we can customize your wedding cake from there.”

I stared at the cakes, my stomach churning. It felt surreal, sitting here with him like we were doing something normal, something people chose to do. Saint, the man who had kidnapped me, was actually planning our wedding like it was a fun activity. He leaned forward, his attention fixed on the cakes as he stabbed a fork into a piece of chocolate. He took a bite, he chewed.

“Too sweet,” he muttered, pushing the plate aside. “What’s next?”

The baker handed him another sample, and he repeated the process. Meanwhile, I couldn’t bring myself to eat. Was I really about to marry this man to save Isabella and Jason’s lives? I had to.

“Aria,” he called me all gruff-like, cutting through my spiraling thoughts. “You’re not even trying. Do you want your friends to live or die?” He didn’t even care that the baker lady was standing right there, listening to his unhinged ass.

I forced myself to look at him. “I’m not hungry.”

He frowned, his nostrils flaring. I expected a “eat the cake, Aria” moment, but he didn’t press further. Instead, he turned back to the baker. “We’ll take the vanilla with raspberry filling. Make it three tiers.”

The baker’s hands trembled slightly as she wrote it down. She looked scared as hell, but I didn’t blame her. Saint had that effect on people.


Chapter thirteen

Aria

The Dark Prince had left the lady at the bakery traumatized, but that wasn’t enough. He scared the lady at city hall too when we went and got our marriage license. Now he wanted me to try on dresses for this farce of a wedding.

The air in the wedding boutique was thick with the scent of expensive perfume, a blend of vanilla and roses. When we pushed into the store, his henchmen stayed outside, guarding the door like they did at the bakery.

The saleswoman greeted us with a smile so bright it almost hurt to look at.

“The future Mrs. Valentine!” she chirped, clasping her hands together like she had just won the lottery. “We’ve been expecting you.”

At her calling me Mrs. Valentine, I gritted my teeth, forcing a smile that probably looked like I’d been chewing on glass. Saint, on the other hand, looked entirely too pleased with himself. His arm slipped around my waist like he owned me—and in his mind, he did.

“Let’s get started,” he said.

The saleswoman led us through the motions, taking measurements, jotting down notes, asking about my preferences. But it was a waste of time—Saint picked what he wanted.

The first dress was fucking hideous. A puffed-up, lace-covered nightmare that looked like it had been plucked straight from an ‘80s rom-com. A white Cameron Crowe one at that.

I stepped out of the fitting room, feeling ridiculous.

Saint barely reacted.

“I like it,” he said, his voice thick with fake enthusiasm.

“No, you don’t, lying ass,” I shot back. “I’m not getting married in this.”

He chuckled, dismissing my opinion. “We’ll see. Try on the next.”

The next one was even worse—a Cinderella-style ballgown, with enough tulle to choke a horse.

I didn’t even bother trying it on.

Turning to the attendant, I said, “I want something fitted. A mermaid silhouette, with a slit up the side. No lace. You have anything like that in a size fourteen?”

The attendant nodded and scurried off like she was scared to say no.

She returned with a dress that made my breath catch.

It was everything I’d asked for—sleek, fitted, with a high slit up the side. The dress hugged every good curve on my body, the slit revealing just enough leg to make a statement. The fabric shimmered under the lights, like liquid silver.

When I stepped out of the dressing room, Saint’s expression was anything but approving.

His jaw went tight, his eyes turned into slits.

“No,” he barked so severely, the attendant let out a squeak and damn near ran from the room.

I raised an eyebrow, challenging him. “Why not?”

Without another word, he rose, stalking toward me, his long legs eating up space quickly.

He grabbed me and pulled me to him.

His hand slid down the curve of my waist, and the heat of his touch radiated through my body.

I clenched my fists at my sides to keep from touching him back, my traitorous nipples standing at attention.

He answered me, low and menacing.

“Because if any of the men at our wedding look at you the way I know they will... with you in this—there’ll be a bloody Valentine’s Day massacre.”

I laughed. “Well, I’m getting it. It’s my wedding, after all.”

Before I could even blink, he grabbed the dress, yanking it down in one swift motion.

The front tore.

I gasped.

“No,” Saint growled, his voice a low rumble. “You’re not wearing this.”

My cheeks burned with a mix of anger and humiliation.

“Did you just rip a fucking dress off of me?”

Suddenly, I was moving.

He dragged me back into the fitting room and slammed the door behind us.

He pushed me against the wall, his body pressing into mine, keeping me in place.

“Don’t move,” he ordered, glaring down at me.

Then he went about tearing at the dress, ripping it apart until it was ruined, leaving me in only the white compressing foundation underneath.

He was panting hard, his breath hot against my skin.

“You’re mine,” he growled, his hands gripping my hips, “and I’ll be damned if I let anyone see you looking like you were in that dress.”

I opened my mouth to protest, to remind him that I was being forced to marry him.

That this wasn’t real.

But before I could—he kissed me.

It wasn’t a kiss that said, “I love you.”

It wasn’t even a kiss that said, “I care.”

It was a kiss that said, “You belong to me.”

It was a kiss that made my head spin.

A kiss that made my body feel like molten silk.

I didn’t want this—I shouldn’t want this—but his mouth on mine was a drug.

It was everything I hated—and everything I wanted.

And it felt really fucking real.

He kissed me so thoroughly that for a split second, I considered marrying him of my own free will just to keep him from ever kissing someone else like he kissed me.

I’d kill a bitch, I thought.

When he finally pulled back, both of us were breathing hard.

Our bodies were pressed together, our hearts pounding in sync.

He rested his forehead against mine.

“You’ll wear what I pick, Aria. You’ll look beautiful. But you won’t wear this.”

I didn’t argue.

Not because I didn’t want to.

Because I couldn’t form words.

He called the attendant back and told her what he wanted.

She returned with another dress—something more traditional. A fitted bodice, a flowing skirt.

It was beautiful, but it wasn’t me.

But I agreed to it.

For the sake of avoiding another fight.

For the sake of keeping him from kissing me again.

The whole time, that kiss occupied my mind.

When we left, his hand slipped into mine, his thumb brushing over my knuckles.

I couldn’t help but wonder—

Did I object as much as I was objecting?


Chapter fourteen

Saint

The backroom of the restaurant was dim, smoke hung heavy in the air, curling up from a few cigars scattered on the small table. Whiskey sat in glasses. This wasn’t the kind of place you came to for comfort—it was where deals got sealed and bodies disappeared without a trace.

I’d rather not be there. I had to leave Aria heavily guarded. But I think I was wearing her down. Killing the Dillinger’s had shifted the way she looked at me, the way she spoke to me.

She still claimed she hated me, but when she kissed me back in that dressing room, it didn’t feel like it...

The taste of her was burned into my mind.

She didn’t want to, but she liked it.

I wondered what else she’d like.

My dick started to harden at the thought of kissing her someplace else. I’d start with—

“Excuse me, sir—”

A blonde waitress bumped into me. I scowled, barely glancing at her as I stepped around, nodding stiffly.

Luciano was already seated when I walked into the private room, his glasses sitting next to him on the table, eyes fixed on his glass of bourbon. He didn’t look up when I entered, but I knew he was aware of my presence. Luciano always knew.

I slid into the seat across from him, my chair scraping the wood floor.

His eyes met mine, cold as ever.

“You called,” I muttered, my tone low, a thread of irritation edging through. “Even though I told you I was pulling away three days ago.”

He didn’t speak right away. His gaze lingered, studying me, sizing me up.

I waited; I was used to him. He didn’t use his words often, so when he did, he was deliberate.

“Everyone knows what you did,” he finally said, his voice flat, barely above a whisper but heavy as lead. “Killing the Dillinger’s, sending out videos of you cutting off the head. Gathering that girl’s enemies, threatening them in front of everyone. She’s shown you have a weakness. You look weak.”

I leaned back, my lips curling into a smirk as I studied him.

He was trying to get a rise out of me.

But I wasn’t here to play games.

“Weak? You think I care about looking weak? Let them talk. Let them think what they want. Let them come for me, and I’ll run the streets red with their blood. Aria’s mine. And anyone who touches her will fucking die.”

Luciano didn’t react. His eyes didn’t even flicker, but there was a shift in the air.

“Your obsession will make you vulnerable,” he warned, his voice still calm. “You’re putting a target on your back. And hers.”

“She’s worth it.” The truth was, I didn’t have anything left to lose if I didn’t have her.

“You sound like a man who’s already lost. I hope she really is worth it.”

He leaned in.

“And you sound like a man who’s a hypocrite, Luciano.” I leaned in too, my voice dropping. “What about Ava?”

His hand paused mid-air, bourbon almost spilling over the edge.

“You think I don’t know why you kept disappearing during our business trip to California?” I smirked. “You followed her, watched her house all day, and it’s probably not the first time.”

I didn’t know who the woman was, but she had Luciano’s attention.

I couldn’t find out much about her, but my investigator found that he visited California often—with no reason to, other than her.

The tension between us was thick now—tangible.

Luciano lowered his hand, his glass slamming against the table, his gaze locking with mine.

“Don’t fucking say her name. I’m not you. I didn’t kidnap her. I didn’t force her,” he muttered.

I leaned back, dragging my tongue across my teeth, raising an eyebrow.

He nodded, answering my unasked question.

“Yeah, everyone knows you took her. That you’re forcing her to marry you.”

I laughed. A dark, humorless sound.

“I don’t care what everyone knows. And maybe you should take your Ava. You’re a maniac. What’s stopping you? You have power. What’s stopping you? You have the means. What’s stopping you? You want her. What’s stopping you?”

Luciano let out a slow, controlled breath.

“That’s different. Ava’s different,” he said, voice suddenly rough, like he’d just swallowed gravel. “She’s not like your Aria. She is innocent. She’s… fragile.”

“Fragile?” I raised an eyebrow, my smirk returning. “Since when do you care about fragile? Since when do you care about anything?”

His eyes narrowed at me, but he stayed silent. His face was unreadable, a stone mask hiding whatever storm was raging underneath.

Then, finally, he leaned forward, his voice dropping to a whisper.

“You don’t understand. Ava’s not just some girl. She’s… everything.”

I tilted my head, studying him closely.

“Everything, huh?”

I could relate.

“Sounds like you’re just as obsessed as I am.”

He didn’t deny it.

The look in his eyes—that darkness—I recognized it.

“You let the world break you. You don’t think you’re worthy of Ava. You’re too wrapped up in your vengeance to even know how to live anymore. You don’t fuck, you don’t talk, you don’t feel. You’re just a boy, stuck in the past. You deserve her, but you’ll never see it until you take her.”

For a long moment, he said nothing.

There was only the sound of his fingers tapping the glass.

I kept prodding.

Luciano was the closest thing I had to a friend in this life.

I wanted him to feel what I felt.

To be able to reach out and touch Ava the way I could with Aria.

I kept prodding.

“You’re considering it,” I said. “I can see it in your eyes. You’re thinking about it right now.”

His gaze didn’t waver. “Maybe,” he said finally. “Maybe I should.”

And then he stood, his chair scraping against the floor as he walked away.

Luciano wasn’t the type for long goodbyes. Or goodbyes at all.

I raised my hand, signaling for the waitress. Since I was out, I might as well have a drink.


Chapter fifteen

Saint

The ride home was a blur of streetlights, whiskey fumes, and thoughts of Aria. I barely remembered dismissing the guards at the door as I stumbled inside. My behavior was reckless. I couldn’t protect Aria or myself in this state.

I wouldn’t that mistake again.

I made my way to the room where she was, my footsteps heavy, my head swimming. The liquor had done its job, but instead of numbing me, it sharpened everything. Every thought. Every memory. Every regret.

I pushed the door open, and found Aria asleep on top of the covers, her body curled into itself as though trying to disappear. The moonlight spilled over her, catching the curve of her hip, the way her shirt rode up just was enough to dick fight against the effects of the whiskey. She looked peaceful, almost innocent—but I knew better.

I stood there for a moment, watching her. Doubt about us crept in. Maybe I shouldn’t have taken her. Maybe I should’ve let her go, let her live her life far away from me. The strife, the violence.

But I’d wanted her for so long. There was no way I could let her go now.

I climbed onto the bed, the mattress dipping under my weight. She stirred but didn’t wake. I hovered over her, my shadow falling across her face, I whispered her name.

“Aria.”

Her eyes fluttered open, and for a moment, she just stared at me, her gaze soft and unfocused.

“Hm, Saint…” she breathed out, like she was happy to see me.

Then she blinked, and the softness was gone. I watched her mental walls slam into place.

“What do you want?” she asked, her voice tinged with sleep.

I brushed a strand of hair from her face, my fingers lingering against her skin. She was so soft.

“I wish I could be different,” I said, the words spilling out before I could stop them. “I wish I could be the kind of man who deserves you. Your knight in shining armor, or some shit like that.”

She didn’t say anything, just watched me, her eyes searching mine like she was trying to figure if I was real or a dream.

“But I’m not,” I continued, my voice rough. “I’m a killer. A taker. I destroy everything I touch. I will ruin you. But I’ll make you love me.”

She still didn’t speak, but her breath hitched—just enough for me to notice.

I leaned down, my lips brushing against hers, and for a moment, she didn’t move. I pulled away and stared down at her. She was so beautiful.

“Don’t hate me, Aria,” I whispered. “I can’t let you go. You’re mine, like the sun is tied to the sky, like the ocean is bound to the shore. We were always meant to collide.”

I could’ve written a fucking sonata with all the things I wanted to say.

To my surprise, she leaned forward and kissed me.

It was soft at first, but then she deepened.

Her hands were everywhere, exploring every inch of my chest, my back, as if she couldn’t get enough of me. I could feel the heat radiating from her pussy, the way her body trembled underneath me, threatening to drive me crazy.

I couldn’t think. I couldn’t breathe.

I pulled away just long enough to yank my shirt over my head, my hands fumbling with it. Then I pulled hers off, leaving her in only her panties.

For a moment, I just hovered over her, taking her in. She was flawless. Fucking perfect. I needed to touch.

Her skin was like satin under my fingertips, smooth and warm. My hands roamed over her body, tracing the curve of her waist, the swell of her hips, before sliding back up to cup her breasts.

She gasped, arching into me, her nails biting into my shoulders as I teased her nipples, rolling them between my fingers. I could feel her heart pounding against my chest, her breath was coming in short, ragged gasps.

I traced her hot flesh with my tongue until she purred, pressed my lips against whatever skin was exposed, making sure not to miss an inch, moving lower and lower. My lips trailed a path down her slightly rounded belly, my hands gripping her hips.

She rose to her elbows to watch me, her eyes dark with desire, her chest heaving as she waited for what I would do next.

I hooked my fingers into the waistband of her panties. She lifted her hips. I dragged the lace down her legs, my eyes never leaving hers.

“Aria, baby,” I whispered, my voice barely audible as I pressed a kiss to the inside of her fleshy thigh.

She moaned, her hands tangling in my hair as my tongue flicked out, indulging. She tasted like nourishment I’d been searching for my whole fucking life.

I watched her as I dragged my tongue past her thick pussy lips, sliding inside her, then back to her clit, flicking and sucking her pearl until her moans grew louder, more desperate.

“Saint,” she gasped, her hips bucking against my mouth as I continued to pleasure her. I could taste her getting closer, her body tightened then a warm cream flowed. I sucked it out.

“Stop,” she demanded while her body was still trembling.

I stopped immediately, pulling my face from between her thighs to look at her.

“What’s wrong?”

She didn’t answer, just shoved me away.

I let her go. My eyes followed her as she rushed into the bathroom, closing the door behind her with a soft click.

Suddenly I felt more sober.

What had happened?


Chapter sixteen

Aria

What the hell was wrong with me? How could I let him get to me like that? How could I let myself forget, even for a second, who he was? He had said it himself—he ruined and killed. He was dangerous, unpredictable, and yet, there was a part of me that wanted him anyway. A part of me that craved his touch, his attention, his obsession. A part of me was drawn to him, drawn to the intensity, the heat that radiated from him. I was letting lust and sentimentality cloud my better judgment.

My body was going haywire, and I didn’t know how to get it back under control. Every nerve was on edge, every thought scattered. I hated him. I hated what he’d done to me, what he was still doing to me. But I hated myself more for how I responded to him.

I splashed cold water on my face, trying to wash away the emotions he’d conjured. Wash away the confusion, the guilt, his scent. It was sweet but dark, like smoke after a fire. It was heady, intoxicating.

But the water didn’t help. I still felt like I was losing myself, piece by piece, and I didn’t know how to stop it. I needed space away from him to make sense of what was happening. It hadn’t even been a full week with him, and I already felt attached. I had waited up for him as long as I could, had worried about him while he was out.

The sound of the door slamming open echoed through the bathroom, jolting me from my thoughts.

I stood in front of the mirror, gripping the sink, trying to steady my breath as I felt him enter behind me.

I didn’t turn around. I couldn’t face him yet. I had just came all over his face and ran. That looked weak. I felt weak.

I didn’t move, didn’t speak.

He stepped closer, his presence overwhelming. He was too much. Too fucking much. The attraction, the rage, the fear of losing myself in his fantasy of us—it was all  too much and was starting to tangle together inside me, leaving me dizzy and lost.

“Why are you fighting me, Aria?”

“I’m not fighting you,” I said, my voice coming out shaky. “Fighting you is pointless. You're going to do what you always do—try to bend me to your will, to control me.” I swallowed hard. “I’m fighting myself. For who I am. I can’t give in to you. I don’t want this. I have to remember that you forced me here. This isn’t a passion or love. I’m not meant to be here. This isn’t fate. I’m not your salvation Saint.”

“You don’t get to choose who you are in my world,” he said, his voice hard.

“I actually can. You can force me to marry you, but I don’t have to give in the way you want.” I exhaled sharply. “It took you getting drunk to show any emotion that wasn’t you demanding something or grunting or growling at me. That coupled with telling me how destructive you are and how you can’t change didn’t help your case. It hurt it.”

I shook my head. “My daddy said you would need a strong woman if you survived your father, and I agree. But you didn’t survive, Saint. You’re just a more frightening version of him.”

Before I could process what happened, he was right behind me, his breath hot against my ear, his big body pressing into mine, his dick hard against the small of my back, making sure I could feel of it. I could smell my pussy on his face, and I almost moaned at the memory of how it got there.

His hand tangled in my hair. He snatched my head back, forcing me to look up at him. The fury in his eyes was enough to keep me still.

“Don’t compare me to him. You don’t really know me,” he growled. “And the thing is—you don’t have to want me. You don’t have to like me. But you’re mine regardless,” he continued, his voice low and dangerous. “You’re mine, Aria. I’m tired of having this conversation.”

His grip on my hair tightened, pulling me closer, his lips brushing my ear. His free hand ran down the curve of my body, his palm covering my pussy.

I hated that I was already messy wet, and more juices were leaking out of me.

“All I need is for your body to keep responding like this,” his voice dripping with satisfaction. “You’re already giving me everything I need.”

“Let go of me,” I managed, trying to pull away.

He didn’t let go. If anything, his grip tightened, and his fingers started moving, stroking my clit.

I stopped fucking breathing.

“Why, so you can lie to yourself?” he asked, his voice mocking. “You don’t want me to stop. You can lie to yourself all you want, Aria, but your body doesn’t lie.”

I hated him for being right. My body was responding to him in ways I couldn’t control, and it made me feel powerless. But that still didn’t stop it from feeling good. I wasn’t supposed to feel like this.

He played with my pussy, alternating between finger fucking me and plucking at my clit, until I was dizzy with everything—everything he was doing to me, everything he was making me feel. When his tongue whirled against my ear, my knees nearly buckled. His grip on my hair kept me upright.

“I can’t wait to put babies inside of you.”

He chuckled low.  His hand left my hair and slid down the curve of my waist, detoured to my belly, his fingers spread over the soft plane of her stomach, his thumb dragging slow circles across my flesh there “You want that don't you, my babies.  Want me to fill you with my cum. You want to be my wife? Want my protection? Stop fighting, you want me. ” he whispered, his breath teasing her skin.

I closed my thighs, trapping his hand.

“Oh God-” my throaty whisper sounded like it came from somebody else mouth.

Without thinking, I gripped his wrist.

He snatched away then releasing me.

I stood there, my body still trembling, every nerve in me on edge.

“I’ll give you time, Aria,” he said, his voice almost too calm. “But don’t forget—I’m in control here.”

I heard his footsteps as he walked away. Then, the door slammed shut, the sound reverberating through the room. My legs giving out beneath me, I sank to the floor, , and buried my face in my hands. I didn’t know how much more of this I could take. I didn’t know how much more of him I could take before I gave in.


Chapter seventeen

Saint

I was giving Aria the space I promised. I left her at the house with guards while I took care of things. I drove alone. I had something I needed to do without eyes on me. I couldn’t stop thinking about what my father had said to me a week ago. A man doesn’t want to bury his son. It stuck with me because he didn’t seem worried about burying his. That thought, combined with how he treated me, made me remember something my grandmother once said…

Beep, beep. The unexpected sound of a car horn broke through my thoughts. The light had turned green. I pressed the gas.

A notification sounded on my phone. Someone had entered my side of the compound. I glanced at the surveillance feed on the phone, and my stomach flipped over. I knew who the SUV that stopped belonged to immediately. My father.

I hadn’t told the guards to keep him out. I hadn’t expected him to show up anytime soon after what I’d done to the Dillinger’s. It left him trying to clean up my mess and distracted, just how I needed him to be. But the way things were going, it was clear I’d underestimated him. He must’ve seen me leave, and now he was heading straight for Aria.

Shit.

I cursed under my breath and slammed my foot down on the gas. I made a hard U-turn, tires squealing as I sped back. My mind was racing. This wasn’t good. Not good at all.

By the time I got back, I was too late. Their raised voices hit me before I even stepped through the door. They were in the kitchen. I stood outside, listening.

“Marrying my son won’t save you,” My father declared, as if saying it made it so. “Not after you told him to shoot me. And he did. I won’t allow it.”

I heard Aria’s laugh.

“He shot you? You know I gave him that gun,” she laughed harder. “That’s crazy. That makes sense as to why you’re scared of him now. You deserved to be shot, you pathetic excuse for a man. My father warned you.”

She had no filter. She was still fearless. Part of me was proud of her for standing up to him, though it was stupid, especially when she was at a disadvantage.

My father’s next words were venomous. “Your father was weak, a waste of space. He got what was coming to him.”

I could hear the metal hit wood—

I stepped into the kitchen to find her hand on a fork that she’d stabbed into the table, inches from my father’s hand. She was dangerous. My adrenaline kicked up.

“Say something about my father again, you slimy bastard, and I’ll stab you in your fucking throat with this fucking fork. I know you were involved in what happened to my family.”

“Prove it,” he spat back.

“If I could prove it, you’d already be dead, you miserable piece of shit.”

My father’s bodyguard, Gio, stepped toward her. Before I could make a move, Aria swung the large glass vase that had been in the middle of the table at Gio’s face. The sound of glass shattering rang through the room.

“Ah! Fucking bitch!” Gio staggered back, his hands flying to his face. Blood seeped through his fingers, dripping onto his shirt.

He went for his gun.

I was faster.

I didn’t yell or scream. I let the cold steel in my hand speak for me, my finger resting lightly on the trigger. I clicked the safety off and pressed it to the base of his skull. “Now, Gio, you’re like an uncle to me. I would hate to have to pretend to grieve you with your wife and kids, knowing I killed you, but I will.”

His hand dropped to his side.

I turned my gaze to my father. “It was nice of you to check in on your soon-to-be daughter-in-law. Now that you have, get the fuck out of my house,” I said, my voice icy and controlled, not giving my father a second to argue.

He didn’t hesitate. He stood and , walked out, Gio following behind him, holding his face.

Aria was pacing, mumbling under her breath.

“Aria—”

She stopped abruptly, snapping her head in my direction to glare at me. “Shut up. Just shut up talking to me.” Her fists were clenched tightly at her sides, her anger filling every corner of the room.

“You’re the reason I even have to deal with him,” she spat, her words dripping like acid. “I ran from this shit. I left it all behind.”

Her eyes locked onto mine.

“The men you paraded me in front of—they had forgotten about me. And now?” Her voice wavered. “Now they know exactly where to find me. Thanks to you.”

She took a step closer. “And your evil daddy? He’s plotting to get rid of me, and you—” Her voice cracked, but she barreled on, refusing to let the tears pooling in her eyes fall. “And you think your touches and whispering all these weird, heartfelt confessions are supposed to make me want to stay in this mess.”

Her hands flew up, gesturing wildly, as if she could physically tear apart the mess we were in. She was unraveling, thread by thread, and I let her. I let her spit fire. I let her tear into me because she needed this. She needed to scream, to rage.

Finally, she finished.  She glared at me, waiting for me to say something. To defend myself. To fight back.

I wouldn’t.

Everything she said was true. Every word, every accusation, every flicker of pain in her eyes—it was all because of me. I had done this. I had brought her here, into this world, into this chaos, and now I was asking her to stay. Asking her to endure it. For me.

I wanted to make her stay, to stand by me, despite it all. I wanted her to be that girl again—the one who stood tall in the face of my father’s rage.

It was selfish.

I took a step closer, my eyes never leaving hers. She flinched, just barely, but she didn’t back away. I could see the storm raging inside her—the anger, the fear, the hurt. It wasn’t anything compared to what I’d endure if I let her go.

“Are you done?”

Her eyes widened, her lips parting in disbelief. Like I had some fucking nerve asking her that.

I did.

Her mouth opened, no doubt to unleash another torrent of curses, but I cut her off before she could start.

“Go get dressed, Aria.”

“For what?”

“You’re coming with me.”


Chapter eighteen

Saint




In the car, the silence between us was thick and heavy. Aria sat stiffly in the passenger seat, her arms crossed, her gaze fixed on the window. She didn’t ask where we were going, and I didn’t offer an explanation. Because I didn’t know how to talk to her. Maybe I had gone about this the wrong way. But then, what was the alternative? Aria didn’t want this life, but I wasn’t leaving it.

The drive to my father’s doctor’s office was short. I felt my hands gripping the steering wheel tighter than necessary when I pulled up. I didn’t get nervous often, but it was creeping up my spine. My grandmother’s words echoed in my head, a haunting refrain, “I feel sorry for you, losing your father and mother before you even got a chance to know them.”

Words came out of my mouth before I even thought about expressing them.

“My grandmother said something to me a while ago,” I said, breaking the silence. Aria didn’t turn to look at me, but I could feel her attention shift. “She said she felt sorry for me, losing my father and mother before I even got a chance to know them.”

Aria’s brow furrowed, but she stayed quiet, waiting for me to continue.

“I thought she was just confused. She had dementia. She said non sensical shit all the time. My father was alive. Though my mother died at childbirth. But now…” I trailed off, my throat tightening. “Now I’m not so sure she was just rambling.”

Aria finally turned to look at me, her expression unreadable. “What are you saying, Saint?”

“I’m saying I’m here to find out the truth.”

She didn’t respond, but she didn’t argue either. That was something, at least.

I helped her out of the car.

“I know this doctor, my cousin uses him,” she volunteered absentmindedly. Probably just trying to find anything to say to fill the silence.

It was early morning, and the office hadn’t even opened yet. The doctor let me in and walked us back to the office, Aria at my side. I handed over the bag with my father’s toothbrush and hairbrush. The doctor had been my father’s physician since I was a boy. It took a suitcase full of money to get him to run a quick blood type test first—my father had a rare blood type, and if mine didn’t match, it would be a clear sign that he wasn’t my biological father. The DNA test would take longer, but this would give me an answer today. The doctor took a vial of my blood and everything I’d given him and left.

While we waited, Aria stood by the window, her arms wrapped tightly around herself. I wanted to pull her into my arms. I should have, but I stopped myself.

“I need to use the restroom,” she said suddenly.

I nodded, but as she turned to leave, I caught her wrist. “You know what I’ll do to your friends if you run, don’t you?”

She looked at me with no expression. “I’m not running,” she said, pulling her wrist free.

When she came back, the doctor entered the room a few minutes later, holding a clipboard. His fat face was unreadable, but I didn’t need him to say anything. The look in his eyes told me everything I needed to know.

“The blood types don’t match,” the doctor explained. “For a biological father and child to share the same blood type, they must inherit compatible alleles. it’s genetically impossible for him to be your father.”

I didn’t react. Not outwardly, at least. Everything just suddenly made sense. The abuse, the mistreatment, everything.

Aria, however, wasn’t so composed. She took a step back, her hand flying to her mouth. “Saint…”

I held up a hand, cutting her off. “It’s fine.”

“Fine?” she repeated, her voice rising. “How is this fine?”

I didn’t answer. Instead, I turned to the doctor. “Thank you. Let me know when the DNA results come in.”

He nodded and left the room, leaving us alone. Aria stared at me, her eyes searching mine for a reaction. But I couldn’t give her one. I had spent so long pushing back emotions I didn’t feel, only for her. I was numb otherwise.

“My grandmother taught me to dance,” I said finally. “I want to dance at our wedding.”

Aria blinked, caught off guard by the sudden shift in conversation. “What?”

“You heard me,” I said, taking a step closer to her. “I want to dance at our wedding.”

She stared at me. “Saint, this isn’t the time—”

“It’s the perfect time,” I interrupted.

She hesitated for a few second. Finally, she nodded. “Yes.”

I knew she only said it because she felt sorry for me. Because she didn’t know how else to respond. But I didn’t care. I would use those feelings to my advantage.

I drove us to a dance studio. Aria waited in the car while I went in. I was trusting her not to run.

When I went back out to get her, she was still in the driver’s seat. The instructor was waiting for us. She taught us a simple waltz, guiding us through the steps.

At first, Aria was stiff, her movements awkward and hesitant. But as the music played and we moved together, she began to relax. Her body softened against mine, her hands gripping my shoulders as we swayed to the rhythm.

The tension between us built, palpable. Our eyes locked, and for a moment, it felt like the rest of the world had faded away. I was surprised when she pushed herself up on her tiptoes and pressed her mouth to mine.

It wasn’t gentle or sweet. It was desperate, hungry, like I was trying to pour everything I couldn’t say into that one kiss. Her hands tangled in my hair, her body pressing against mine.

But then she pulled away, her breath coming in short, uneven gasps. “I’m sorry for what you found out today…” She smoothed her thumb over my lip, removing the lip gloss she’d left there.

“I know whether you show it or not that you’re—”

I didn’t let her finish. Instead, I pulled her back into the dance, holding her close as we moved together.

When I took her home that night, she hesitated at the door of the room she had been sleeping in, her eyes meeting mine. “Can I… can I stay with you tonight?”

I nodded. More pity I would accept.

She followed me to my room. I didn’t miss how her eyes darted over all the art of her. The fact that she was uncomfortable and still wanted to stay with me meant she cared.

We took turns taking showers. I lent her a shirt. After, she curled up beside me on the bed, smelling like me. We didn’t talk.

But as I lay there, staring at the ceiling, I couldn’t help but think about the fact that my father wasn’t my father. And that my life was a lie.


Chapter Nineteen

Saint

The feeling of eyes on me pulled me from my sleep. Before I even opened my eyes, my hand slid under the pillow where my Beretta was tucked away—instinct that had been drilled into me by years of living in a world where trust was a luxury I couldn’t afford.

When I finally looked, I found Aria propped up on her elbow, watching me. Her hair was a mess, her curls had turned into waves. Her pretty brown eyes were dark, unreadable.

“What?” I asked, my voice rough with sleep.

“Let’s fuck.”

I blinked hard, sure I’d misheard her. But the way she was looking at me—like she was daring me to say no—told me I hadn’t. I turned onto my side to face her fully.

“We’re getting married in four days,” she said, her voice steady and sure. “I’m exhausted fighting you. Maybe if we explore the chemistry we have, I can immerse myself in Stockholm syndrome or something and be okay with losing my life to you.” She half joked.

She didn’t give me time to process her words.

Her head dipped, her lips hovering near mine, close enough that I could feel her breath against my skin. “Fuck me, Saint.”

My dick immediately started growing against my thigh.

She stood, pulling her shirt over her head in one fluid motion and leaving her completely nude. She was beautiful—all softness and curves, her skin glowed in the faint light filtering through the curtains.

I had to be dreaming. This couldn’t be real. Not after everything.

But then she crawled back into bed, her body pressing against mine, and I knew this was real.

I allowed her to pull my shirt over my head, then my boxers down.

She settled back next to me, face to face.

She didn’t wait for me to make the first move. Her lips crashed into mine, her tongue sliding into my mouth like she owned it, and I groaned, low and deep, as I pressed my body against hers, craving the heat of her skin. She was everywhere—her hands tangled in my hair, nails scraping my scalp, her fingers trailing down my chest, leaving fire in their wake. Her hips ground against mine, her breath hot and ragged against my neck as she whispered my name like a prayer.

I let her take the lead, let her set the pace, because if I took control now, I’d ruin it. I’d lose myself in her, fuck her raw, and she’d stop. I couldn’t let that happen. Not yet.

But then her hand wrapped around mine, guiding it between her legs, and fuck—she was soaked. Slick and hot, her pussy clenched around my fingers as I slid them inside her, and I nearly lost it right then. She was so tight, so fucking wet, and the way she moaned my name, her head falling back, her body arching into my touch—it was too much. I couldn’t hold back anymore.

I flipped her onto her back, pinning her beneath me, my hand gripping her jaw as I kissed her hard, deep, like I was trying to devour her. Her moan vibrated against my lips, sending a shiver down my spine, straight to my cock, which was so hard it hurt. I was already gone, lost in her, every inch of me aching to be inside her, to feel her wrapped around me.

She spread her legs wider, inviting me in, and I hooked one over my arm, pressing into her. I had to grit my teeth, my eyes slamming shut as I felt her—so fucking tight, so warm, so perfect. She gasped my name, her nails digging into my shoulders, her hips lifting to meet mine, and I knew I was done for.

“Saint,” she breathed, her voice trembling, her body shaking beneath me.

I didn’t stop. I couldn’t. Not when she was looking at me like that—like I was everything, like she needed me as much as I needed her. I started slow, savoring the way she felt around me, the way her pussy gripped me like she never wanted to let go. But it wasn’t enough. I needed more. I needed all of her.

I gripped her hips, pulling her closer as I thrust deeper, harder, until she was gasping, her head thrashing against the pillows, her fingers clawing at the sheets. Her moans were like music, her body a fucking masterpiece, and I was completely consumed by her, by the way she felt, the way she sounded, the way she looked—her eyes dark with pleasure, her lips swollen from my kisses, her skin glistening with sweat.

“Look at me,” I growled, my voice rough, desperate. I needed to see her eyes, needed her to see me, to know who was fucking her, who owned her.

Her eyes fluttered open, hazy and unfocused. I kissed her again, swallowing her cries as I pushed her closer to the edge, my own release building with every thrust.

“Grip me, tighter. I’m about to cum,” she whined, her voice breaking, her body trembling beneath me.

I tightened my embrace, holding her close as I fucked her harder, deeper, until she came undone, her pussy clenching around me, screamed my name.

“Tell me you love me,” I demanded, my voice low, rough, as I felt my own release building, ready to spill inside her.

She was trembling, her body slick with sweat, her breath coming in short, ragged gasps. She was lost, completely gone, and I wasn’t sure she even knew what she was saying.

“I love you,” she parroted, a reflex. Her nails cut into my back, dragging through my flesh, leaving behind a sting.

Say it, again. "I want to hear you say it while you I cum in you.”

She gasped, her legs tightening around my waist, and when she finally whispered it—"I love you,"

"Eyes on me," I snapped, dragging my hand down her body, My hand found her neck. My fingers flexed around her throat.

Her eyes flew open.

"Saint..." she gasped, and fuck, the way she said my name made my dick twitch.

"Tell me how good I make you feel."

"You do—" she did as I said, but I needed more.

"No," I rasped. "Tell me you fucking love me again."

"I love you," she moaned,

I exhaled hard.

"That’s my good girl," I praised, pushing deeper, gripping her waist.

“I Love you, Saint.”

My heart stuttered. Those four words from her lips without me telling her to say them—whether she meant them or not—sent me over the edge, my vision blurred as I buried myself deep inside her, my breath ragged against her skin.

For a moment, neither of us moved. The only sound in the room was our breathing, harsh and uneven. I rolled off of her. She moved so her head rested on my chest.

I resisted the urge to declare that she was mine. Instead, I wrapped my arms around her, my fingers tracing idle patterns on her back.

What felt like seconds later, her body relaxed against me, and she started lightly snoring. I let myself drift to sleep right behind her, wondering what I’d wake up to in the morning.


Chapter Twenty

Aria

I woke up surrounded by pictures of myself, the glassy eyes staring at me from every angle. It was eerie, suffocating, and all too much for first thing in the morning. I groaned, squeezing my eyes shut. Flashes of what happened the day and night before flickered in my head.

The doctor. The test. Dancing. Then my stupid ass had to fuck him.

I fucked him.

I  convinced myself that it would make him feel better, that it was something we needed to do to see if we were truly compatible. But that was a lie. The truth was, I had just wanted to.

I had officially lost the plot.

I didn’t even regret it. It had been good. So good, in fact, that I couldn’t help but wonder how much better it would have been if we had gone all out—added some fellatio and cunnilingus. I liked those activities. It was so good I’d told a crazy man I loved him, knowing it would just make him act crazier.

I had been hoping it would be bad. That the chemistry would fizzle after and give me a reason to keep everything clinical. But no. If anything, it had only made everything worse. Because I wanted to do it again.

Someone knocked on the door, the maid walked in without waiting for an answer. This wasn’t the nice Latina lady. She was a young blonde. She glanced at the pictures of me on the walls, her nose wrinkling like she was trying not to grimace.

“I brought you breakfast. And your yarn,” she said, setting the tray down on the bedside table. “For knitting.” Her voice dripped with sarcasm as she emphasized the knitting part.

I didn’t bother responding. I needed to get out into that maze and find my phone. It was three days until the wedding, and if I didn’t at least try harder to get out of it, I had a feeling that once I said “I do,” Saint wouldn’t let me out of his sight.

The maid left.

I threw on jeans and a T-shirt—no underwear for me again—brushing my hair out of my face before heading downstairs. My steps slowed when I saw Saint standing near the grand windows, phone pressed to his ear. His eyes flicked to me the moment I entered, dragging over my body. I could feel them like fingers over my skin.

He hung up and slid the phone into his pocket, his gaze never leaving mine. I wondered how he was making calls if there was something blocking them. Must have had a different connection for his phones. Sneaky snake.

“Going somewhere?”

He wasn’t wearing his usual suit. He had on a simple white T-shirt, the sleeve of tattoos on both his arms exposed, skulls and guns and girls littered his skin. For his bottoms, he wore a pair of black joggers.

“Can I go for a walk?” I asked, keeping my voice even. But I hated having to ask his ass for permission.

His head tilted slightly. “A walk?”

I exhaled, shifting on my feet. “I’m not running. Not like I can with your maze. I just… I just need a minute to myself to think. I’m confused.”

That part was true, at least.

He studied me for a long moment before stepping closer. My breath caught as he reached out, his fingers brushing my chin.

“Can I have a kiss?” he murmured.

I hesitated. I shouldn’t. I really shouldn’t.

But I nodded.

The moment our lips touched, fireworks went off in my brain, and that same pull that had been there from the start was still there. The kiss deepened, his hands tightening around my waist, his hips rolling filthily against me. Grinding. Working himself up, working me up, until I was dripping through my panties, the heat between my thighs unbearable.

I pulled back abruptly, breathless.

He frowned but let me go. “Don’t take too long,” he said, voice rough.

I nodded, then moved away from him before I said fuck the phone and fucked him.

His eyes followed me as I walked out the door, his suspicion practically radiating off him.

I took off as soon as I was outside, pulling the yarn from the back of my pants, tying a piece to a tree limb before heading into the maze. I moved quickly, my eyes scanning the ground under the shrubs as I searched for my phone, hoping the rain hadn’t ruined it and that it hadn’t gone dead before my messages sent.

I saw a flash of purple.

I bent down, my fingers brushing against something hard. I almost whooped. I had found it.

“What are you doing?”

I froze, but my heart went crazy in my chest, beating and pounding away like fuck. I stood, leaving the phone where it was, and turned to face Saint.

He was standing a few feet away, his arms crossed over his chest, his expression unreadable.

“Nothing,” I said, trying to keep my voice steady.

He raised an eyebrow. “Where’d you get the yarn?”

“I asked the maid for it,” I said, crossing my arms over my chest.

“Why didn’t you say you were trying to figure out the maze when you asked to go for a walk?”

“Why do I have to tell you exactly what I plan to do?” I shot back.

“You’re being sneaky, Princess,” he said, stepping closer.

“Stop it,” I snapped. “You only call me Princess when you’re annoyed, and I haven’t done anything, Damien.” I thought of a new nickname.

His eyes narrowed before he grabbed my arm. “Let’s go.”

I didn’t look over my shoulder at the phone as he dragged me away. While Saint had been sleeping the night he showed me his art, I’d crept into his office and unplugged all the devices before plugging them back in. I was hoping whatever was blocking the cell signals had been disabled long enough for my message to my cousin to go through.

I guess I’d just have to wait and see.


Chapter twenty one

Aria

Saint wasn’t stupid. He knew I had been up to something. He had me sitting in his office with him, calling himself watching me after he found me in the maze. That was six hours ago. He’d made phone calls, read files. My skin felt tight under his scrutiny, but I wasn’t about to show it. I just didn’t need him searching that maze.

He was sitting behind his desk with a glass of whiskey in one hand and a file in the other.

I shifted in my seat—a settee next to a wall full of books—pretending to read Anna Karenina. His head rose in my direction, eyes narrowing slightly.

“Are you ready to talk about what you were doing in the maze?”

“I was just walking, Grim.”

His jaw clenched at the use of one of my many nicknames for him. I wanted to laugh, but that would piss him off further.

I needed a distraction. Something big enough to throw him off his game. I knew his weakness. His eyes had already strayed from my face to my tits, and then moved up and lingered on my mouth. He was mad, but he wanted to touch me.

I was willing to exploit his lust to get him to move the fuck on.

I stood and walked around the desk, my hips swaying just enough to catch his attention. His eyes followed me, dark and unreadable, but I saw the way his jaw tightened, the way his grip on the glass flexed.

I slid between him and the desk, dropping down to my knees in front of him, my hands trailing up his thighs. He didn’t stop me, but he didn’t encourage me either. He just watched me, expression carefully neutral, like he was waiting to see what I’d do next.

I lifted his shirt and brushed my lips against his abs before reaching the band of his joggers, tugging them down. No boxers. What was with him and his dislike for underwear?

He let me pull his dick out. He was already hard, and hot to the touch. A drop of precum oozed from the tip.

He ran two fingers slowly along my jawline.

“What are you doing?”

I raised my eyes to meet his. They were damn near lolling shut from lust. I stroked his shaft once, from root to tip.

“You want me to stop?” I dragged my tongue across the head.

“N-no…” He stuttered, and that shit sent a thrill through me. My pussy started getting wet.

I was officially into this.

I eased his dick into my mouth, inch by inch, gagging when the head touched the back of my throat. He groaned, his head falling back against the chair as his fingers tangled in my hair.

He threaded his fingers through it, getting a good grip as I bobbed my head.

Then his grip tightened. He drove his hips upward until he was fucking my throat. My lips stretched around him, my eyes watered as I struggled to take all of him.

I gagged.

He didn’t stop.

"Fuck, baby," he growled, voice thick.

I gasped for air, my head buzzing from the iron grip he had on my hair, my nipples hard, my body wound impossibly tight.

He pushed deeper, holding my head so I couldn’t move.

His pace quickened. My throat burned, my lungs desperate for air, forcing me to breathe through my nose.

"I’m close, Princess..." His voice was nothing but gravel and sin.

I already knew. I could taste it—the salty promise on my tongue.

"Suck it out," he demanded, fucking my mouth.

I poured everything I had into it, my hands gripping his thighs as I worked him over.

He came growling. Held me there until I swallow all of him and cleaned up the mess.

Finally, he let go of my hair.

I pulled back, wiping my mouth.

His thumb dragged along my jaw, smearing a drop of what I missed

The look in his eyes was that of rapture. He was wrecked. Undone. Owned.

He sagged into his chair, then reached down and pulled me up onto his lap, his arms wrapping around me as he buried his face in my neck.

“You’re playing a dangerous game, Princess,” he whispered, his breath hot against my skin.

My pussy was throbbing.

“Can I sit on it.” I asked seriously.

He pulled back, his eyes searching mine.

“What did you leave in the maze?”

“Nothing,” I said, my voice steady despite the way my heart was pounding. “Fuck me.”

I leaned in, trying to kiss him.

He moved his head.

He had a one track mind.

“You didn’t just suck my dick because you wanted to so badly. You’re too fucking stubborn.” There was a pause. Then—“Something’s in that maze.”

“You’re being paranoid.”

“Fine. Keep lying. ” He stood with me still in his lap, then set me down on the edge of the desk, grabbing his keys from the drawer before walking out of the room.

I heard the lock click behind him.

“Fuck, I should’ve just done nothing.”

I didn’t even bother moving. I knew what he was going to do. I sat there, my legs dangling over the edge of the desk, my mind racing.

I didn’t know how much time I had until he found my phone, but I knew it wasn’t much.

It didn’t take long for him to come back.

He walked into the room holding my phone, his expression unreadable.

“It’s dead,” he said, holding it up. “How long has it been dead?”

I didn’t answer.

“Who did you text and when?”

I shook my head.

His fingers tightened around the phone. Then—crack.

The phone hit the wall. Shattering.

He scowled at me, crossing his arms. “It doesn’t matter. I doubt you got a call out with the signals blocked.”

I swallowed hard, hoping the fake look of surprise on my face was convincing.

“But if you did. For the next three days,” he said, voice low and dangerous, “I won’t let you out of my sight. And if whoever you called shows up, I’ll kill them the moment they step foot here. And you’ll have to live with that.”

I just stared at him, my heart pounding in my chest.

Finally, he just walked away, slamming the door behind him and locking me in again.

He came back a few hours later.

“It’s time for bed,” he said and left me to follow him to his creepy room.


Chapter twenty two

Saint

Luciano was waiting for us. He’d chosen a restaurant this time. There were about twenty people, none of whom spared us a glance as we walked through. Luciano was in his usual spot in the back corner, his back to the wall so no one could sneak up on him and where he could see everything and everyone. He nodded at me as we approached, his eyes flicking to Aria. He picked up his glasses from the table and gave her a slow appraisal, more out of curiosity than lust or attraction, then he looked away. His hands landed on me. I wondered about his Ava. Had he taken her? Something was different in his eyes.

He opened his mouth to say something, but I cut him off. “In Italian,” I said to Luciano. I didn’t want Aria understanding a word of this conversation. Whatever he called me for, it was involving her.

Luciano raised an eyebrow but didn’t question it. He leaned back in his chair, his expression grim. “Your father put a hit out on her,” he said, his voice low. “Five million to anyone who can kill her before the wedding. He used Giovanni to do it, as if anybody would believe he wasn’t involved.”

I clenched my jaw, my hands curling into fists under the table. I’d expected something like this, but hearing it out loud still made my blood boil.

I didn’t respond. I didn’t need to. I already knew why my father was so dead-set against this wedding. He thought I’d eventually tell Aria the truth about her father’s death, or that she’d turn me against him. Either way, he was playing a dangerous game.

Aria was sitting quietly beside me, her eyes darting between Luciano and me like she was trying to piece together what we were saying. I could feel her tension, her frustration at being left out of the conversation, but I ignored it. She didn’t need to know the details. I’d handle it.

Luciano stood abruptly, tapping the table. “Let me know if you need any assistance,” he said before walking off.

I stood and pulled Aria to her feet. She didn’t resist, but I could feel the anger radiating off her as we walked back to the car.

There were four guards waiting for us outside, their expressions neutral as they fell into step behind us. Two got into the front seat after opening our door.

As soon as we were in the car, Aria turned to me, her eyes blazing. “So, you know I speak a little Italian, right?” she said.

I froze, my eyes narrowing as I stared at her. “What?”

“Not a lot,” she continued, switching to Italian, “but enough to know your father’s trying to kill me.”

I hadn’t expected that. She leaned closer, her voice low and dangerous. “Don’t you think it’s time to stop this marriage foolishness and let me and my friends go? I’ll disappear, and you and your father can go back to being the best of sociopaths.”

I clenched my jaw. She was annoying me. “No. You’re not going any fucking where. You will—”

The sharp crack of gunfire interrupted and cut off my words. I reached for my gun.

The guard in the front passenger seat jerked forward, his skull exploding against the windshield. Blood sprayed the dashboard.

I moved instinctively, hand diving inside my jacket, but before I could draw my gun, it was too late. The driver twisted in his seat—his pistol aimed directly at Aria. His expression was cold and unreadable.

“Don’t do it, boss,” he said, his voice calm. “I’m not supposed to do anything to you, but her…”

His words were cut short by a knife in his throat.

I blinked.

Aria’s hand was still raised, fingers wrapped around the hilt of a knife buried in his neck.

The driver let out a wet, choking sound, blood bubbling from his lips as he jerked, convulsed, then slumped forward against the wheel.

I glanced back. We were in a parking lot, and the SUV that had been behind us was gone. I stared at her, my heart pounding as the guard slumped forward, blood pouring from the wound. Aria didn’t even flinch. She just wiped the blade on the seat and turned to me. She was more dangerous than I’d given her credit for. I’d have to remember that.

“What?” she said, her voice steady. “For five million dollars, I knew at least one or two of your guards was going to try to get it. I’m not dying any time soon.”

I didn’t respond. I couldn’t. My mind was racing, my body still tense from the adrenaline coursing through me. She’d just killed a man without hesitation, and the way she was looking at me—like she’d do it again if she had to—made my chest tighten. This was proof that she was made for me.

“Get out,” I said, my voice low and urgent.

Aria didn’t argue. She climbed out of the car, her knife still in hand, as I grabbed the driver and dragged him out of the seat. He was alive, but barely, his breathing shallow. He deserved to bleed and die slow, so I’d leave him there instead of putting him out of his misery.

“Where the fuck did you get a knife? There none in my house. There wasn’t one on the table.”

Her lips curled. Defiance and amusement flashed in her eyes.

“I took it from the restaurant off one of the tables we passed while you weren’t looking.”

Of course she did.

“You’re a fucking distraction.”

I hadn’t noticed her take the knife. Hadn’t noticed my own guards driving me to fuck knows where.

We were surrounded by warehouses, the air sharp with the smell of oil and metal.

“Then let me fucking go!” she rolled her eyes.

My jaw ticked. My agitation must’ve been written all over my face because when I stepped forward, she took a step back. She never flinched.

I didn’t let her get far.

I reached out, my fingers wrapping around her jaw, forcing her to look at me. My grip was tight, just shy of painful, but enough to remind her exactly where we stood.

“Princess, you will stop fucking suggesting I let you go.” My voice was quiet, deadly. “You will comply with my orders, and you will marry me. Nothing you say will change that. Nothing you do will make me let you go.”

I leaned in, my lips brushing the shell of her ear.

“So unless you’re prepared to kill me, you will be my fucking wife.”

Her breath hitched. Then she went silent. She just stared at me like she wanted to hit me.

I didn’t have time to deal with her and the danger we were in by staying there. I pulled out my phone and called Luciano.

He answered. “Yeah?”

“I need you to go to the compound and get her friends. Kill anyone who stands in your way. Keep them safe.”

“It already begun?” I knew he was asking if the attempts on her life had started.

“Yes.” I hung up, knowing Luciano would do what I asked. He owed me more than a few favors. I’d helped track down a few of the men involved in his mother’s murder.

Aria was standing a few feet away, her arms crossed over her chest as she watched me. “Are you sure they’re safe with him?”

“He’s like me, but more violent with less conscience. They’ll be safe.”

“Then what now? What do we do?” she asked, her voice calmer but still laced with tension.

“Get in the car.” I didn’t bother asking for the knife she had stolen because I knew she would give it to me.

She didn’t argue. She just nodded. Then opened the car door and pulled the other dead guard out, leaving him in the parking lot with his killer, who had stopped moving.

She wiped the blood off her hands on her jeans and climbed into the passenger seat.

I slid in behind the wheel, gripping it tighter than necessary before starting the engine.

“I know where we can go.” My voice was flat, my mind already calculating my next moves.

Somewhere safe. Somewhere they wouldn’t find us.

“it’s a tow hour drive.”

Until I figured out what to do about my father.

I cringed inwardly at the word father.

Now that I knew he wasn’t mine, the word felt foreign. Wrong.

I wasn’t sure what I wanted to do with that information yet.

But I’d figure it all out.

And when I did, he’d fucking regret everything.


Chapter Twenty three

Aria

I stood outside the bedroom door Saint had locked himself behind, listening to him threaten Donato Valentine.

“Call off the fucking hit or…” I walked away from the door to finish exploring the small two-bedroom house. It was all frilly white and pink and smelled like roses and dust.

There was a picture of a dark-haired woman that Saint favored all over the place.

I traced one of the pictures held in a pretty gold frame with my finger. She was pale, with a prettier face and dark hair that hung down to her waist.

I heard Saint come stand behind me, then felt him. He wasn’t one for personal space. “This was my mother’s place,” he said. “Before she met him. My grandmother brought me here a few times before she got sick. She said it was a safe place for me. She tried to give me an out of the world I was born into. But I craved power, control, respect—everything my father gave me. He doesn’t know this place exists. I come here no more than once a month, I keep everything clean myself. Pay the bills.”

I turned to face him. He was still the same Saint I knew, but there was something different; there was something less hard about him, like this place made him different.

My pity for him was starting to turn into empathy.

He cleared his throat and straightened, pulling himself back together. The moment of quiet reflection passed as quickly as it had come.

"You were right. I am like the man who raised me, Aria. It’s deeper than blood, I realize that now that I know he’s not my actual father. But he raised me to rule, to be in control. I have to follow that path,” he said, that familiar edge creeping back into his voice. “And I need you. And in a way, you need me too. You’re strong, but not strong enough to handle this life alone, and despite what you thought, you’ll never be fully out because of who your father was and what you did to avenge him.”

“But I don’t want this life. I never did. Even when I was eight. I didn’t want it for you. I imagined saving you. You’d come live with me and my parents. This shit rots your soul. Don’t you want more than this? Don’t you want to be more than your father’s legacy? Than the man who raised you?”

He nodded. “Yes, but not in the way you’re thinking. I want my own legacy. I want people to tremble in fear when they hear my name. I want my kids and you to be safe—safe because people are so terrified of what I can do, what I will do. That’s what I want. And I’m willing to offer you a compromise to make you see things my way.”

“What’s the compromise?”

“I’ll let your friends go today. I’ll even give them money to start over, a fresh life. I’ll trust you to keep your word.”

“And if you let them go and I don’t marry you?”

His eyes darkened, a flash of something dangerous flickering in the depths of them. “Then you’ll watch them be dragged back. You’ll watch them suffer. And you’ll have no one to blame but yourself.”

“And if I stab you in your throat like I did your guard?” I challenged.

He sighed deeply, like I was getting on his nerves. “Take off my mother’s ring and give it to me.”

Saint leaned back slightly, his eyes narrowing as he studied her reaction.

I took a step back. “No.” The words came out of my mouth before I could even pretend.

He chuckled. “Exactly.”

His smirk pissed me off.

“That ring means something to you because I gave it to you. Whether you want to admit it or not.”

His smirk deepened, clearly enjoying reading me.

“That’s the thing with you, Aria,” he continued, his voice laced with quiet satisfaction. “You resist, and fight out of reflex, but you’re already bound to me. Have been since we were children.”

“You don’t think I knew you hired private investigators to dig into my life, asked about me. Why so inquisitive?”

I opened my mouth to deny it, but he interrupted.

“I was going to pretend I didn’t know because you fighting me is kind of cute. But now it’s starting to hurt my feelings.”

I shook my head. “You're reading too much into something simple,” I muttered, my voice shaky. “I wanted to know how you were doing. That’s it.”

But the words felt hollow as they left my lips. I knew he wasn’t buying it. And deep down, I wasn’t sure I believed it either.

Before I knew it, my legs were moving, my feet taking me out of the room, away from him.

"I need to wash your men’s blood off of me," I said.

His sociopathic laugh followed me into the bathroom.


Chapter twenty four

Saint

I jolted awake, the distant echo of a dream I couldn’t remember fading away, replaced by a dull ache in my head. Exhaustion made my limbs feel heavy.

I felt like I’d been drinking. I didn’t remember drinking.

Where the fuck was I? The bed was too soft, and the smell of roses saturated the air.

I closed my eyes and tried to think. It all came rushing back—Aria, my mother’s house, the dead guards. I sat up, my eyes scanning the room for Aria.

I checked the clock next to the bed. It was nearly noon—almost twelve hours since we’d arrived. I’d never slept more than four hours at a time. I’d been down for more than ten. Something didn’t feel right. But then, I had been exhausted.

I sniffed, smelling food. I got out of bed, barefoot, and made my way to the kitchen.

“Where’d you get that?” I asked, my voice rough from sleep. There had been no food in this house last night.

She didn’t look up, just picked up my phone from the table and tossed it to me. “I ordered it. For someone who has people trying to kill them, you sleep like a bear in hibernation.”

I caught the device and looked at the confirmation screen, my irritation rising. My muscles tensed.

In a second, I crossed the space between us and grabbed her wrist. “Who did you talk to?”

She exhaled, unimpressed by my aggression. “No one. You still have my friends locked away, remember? What was I going to do? Beg UberEats to send a rescue team?”

I studied her, looking for any sign of a lie. “You shouldn’t have ordered anything to this house.”

Aria rolled her eyes and pulled her wrist free. “Yes, because the mob monitors UberEats grocery delivery. Do you want the food or not? Because you’re being stupid right now.”

I exhaled, running a hand through my hair. She had a point, but that didn’t make it any easier to let it slide. I let out a breath, shaking my head.

“Yes,” I muttered, grabbing a container. There was steak, eggs, and waffles. I sat across from her, picking up a fork. After a beat of silence, I added, “I’m only this way around you, letting my guard down. I trust you more than I should.”

Aria paused mid-bite but didn’t respond. Instead, she resumed eating, letting the tension settle into something quieter.

“What have you been doing? How did you stay off everyone’s radar?” I asked suddenly. “I think I have the right to know.”

She raised a brow. “Just ask. Don’t demand I tell you.”

I rolled my eyes but stayed quiet, waiting.

She sighed, placing her fork down. “I won’t tell you how I hid, but after what happened—after creating havoc and gaining a whole lot of enemies trying to make everybody responsible for my family’s destruction pay—I packed up and left.” She toyed with the edge of her napkin. “My par—mother wanted me to go to Africa with her. I went north instead. That’s where I met my friends—the ones you currently have tied up.”

I smirked at the bitterness in her tone. Her friends were in trouble because of what they did. I hadn’t randomly picked them to hold hostage. But I let her continue.

“I wanted a fresh start. A friend, a boyfriend who didn’t know my family or what happened, who didn’t know the stigma attached to my name.” She shrugged. “I got my heart broken. Graduated college.”

I sneered. “You loved someone.”

Aria shrugged again. “Thought I did. But no, I was infatuated.”

My gaze darkened. “Did he teach you how to do that thing you do with your mouth?”

She burst into laughter. “As a matter of fact—”

My blood pressure spiked at the thought of her mouth on anybody else. “What’s his name?” My voice was dangerously serious.

Aria’s laughter died. “Why would I give you that man’s name?”

My jaw tensed. “Because I should be the only man who knows what you do with your mouth walking this earth.”

She shook her head. “Then you’ll have to kill a few men. I said he taught me. It took years and many men to perfect it.”

I reached across the table, stilling her hand. “You’re purposely pissing me off.”

She smirked. “I am. But it’s stupid to be mad. You’ve slept with women. I’m sure you cared for someone or thought you did.”

I leaned back, the ghost of a smirk playing at my lips. “I’ve never slept with any woman but you. I fucked different women, always different. Every week since I was seventeen. I never kissed them. I always used a condom. I never even asked their names. I saved all that for you.”

She stilled. “So I was your first kiss?”

“Yes.”

We stared at each other for a long moment, something unspoken passing between us. Aria blinked first, breaking the moment. She huffed a soft laugh. “Okay, so you really are crazy. But I guess I am too, because that made my heart flutter a little bit.”

I smirked, feeling victorious.


Chapter twenty five

Saint

“Did you go to prom?”

I had been tracing slow, lazy circles on her thigh as we lay naked in silence. The question was so out of place that I almost laughed.

“No. Why?”

“I wanted to know what you did as a teen. Why not?”

“Didn’t go to high school.”

She propped herself up on one elbow, looking down at me.

“What do you mean you didn’t go to high school?”

I shrugged. “Took classes at home. My father didn’t exactly want me socializing.”

She shook her head. “Of course he didn’t.”

“What about you?” I asked, watching her.

“I went. Worst night of my life.”

“Why?”

“Because my date was an idiot who thought drinking half a bottle of cheap vodka before we even made it inside was a great idea. He threw up on me. That was five days before I shot Zack.”

Silence took over again. I was thinking about the fact that she went to prom and committed murder all in the same week.

“What did you study in college? You went, right?” she asked suddenly.

“Yes, to USF. Business.”

Her brows lifted slightly. “Me too.”

She toyed with the edge of the blanket. “Did you actually like it?”

I thought for a moment. “Strategic management. Learning how to predict outcomes, how to manipulate them. That was the only thing that ever interested me.”

Her lips curled slightly. “I liked business ethics. Corporate corruption. The dirty side of money.”

I laughed under my breath. “The kind of shit that runs my world. I think you want to be a queenpin. That’s why you dislike the thought of being a mob wife.”

“Shut up, Lucifer, and tell me something random. Let’s pretend we’re normal people,” she said.

I let my head tilt toward her, our eyes meeting in the dim light.

“I like Sherlock Holmes.”

She blinked. “What?”

“Sherlock Holmes. The books. The movies. The shows.”

She made a face. “You—murderer, kidnapper, crime lord—like a detective?”

“He’s methodical. Brilliant. He sees things others don’t.”

She shook her head, clearly not expecting that answer. “What’s your favorite one?”

“The Hound of the Baskervilles.”

Her nose scrunched. “I have no idea what that is.”

“You should read it or watch the series on PBS.”

“I won’t.”

She rolled onto her back, staring up at the ceiling. “But I like the one with Benedict Cumberbatch.”

“Why?” I asked.

“Because I like morally gray heroes.”

“Oh, wouldn’t I be considered morally gray?”

She laughed, a full belly laugh. “No. You’re villainous.”

I let out a slow breath, dragging my fingers down the length of her thigh, liking the way her body reacted to my touch. “I don’t kill women or children.”

“Oh, congratulations. That doesn’t make you a good person, Saint.”

I smirked, my fingers trailing lower, teasing, testing. “Never said I was. But it doesn’t make me a villain either.”

“Okay, Saint. But I like morally gray.”

I went silent, her words echoing in my mind. Was I really the villain to her?

The bed shifted. “Why is your face balled up like that? Are you mad. Are you… jealous?”

I didn’t answer. I was both. She was fucking up sherlock Holmes for me.

I could feel her eyes on the side of my face. “Oh my God. You are jealous. Over a fictional character. If it makes you feel better, I don’t like the actual person, just the character he plays. That Sherlock’s sexy.”

I moved before she could react.

Rolling over onto her, I caught her wrists, pinning them above her head. Her breath hitched, her eyes widening slightly as my body pressed her into the mattress.

“Say it again,” I muttered, my voice low, dangerous.

She licked her lips, then with a wicked grin, she opened her mouth.

“Sherlock Holmes is—”

I lifted her leg, opening her pussy to me. I slammed into her, burying myself deep in one thrust. She was soaking fucking wet, but she still managed to grip me tight.

She gasped, her head pressing back against the pillow, but she didn’t break eye contact. “Sherlock is sexy…” she drawled.

I thrust again, harder this time, making her body jolt beneath me.

“You want me to fuck you angrily, Aria?” I growled.

“Yes, please!”

Leaning in, I traced her areola with the tip of my tongue before biting into her nipple, eliciting a sharp gasp from her.

“Come on, Saint, fuck me hard,” she demanded.

I left her breast, splayed my free hand across her belly, and drove into her, giving her exactly what she asked for—over and over—until I painted her inside with my DNA. Dick still hard, I kept fucking her.

She panted beneath me, her body trembling as I kissed her shoulder, biting and sucking my way up to her neck, leaving marks on her brown skin. She was in a frenzy, trying to match my rhythm, pushing against my weight until her body stilled, her nails nearly tearing through my skin as she came. Sweet moans and whines escaped her lips, her breasts heaving as she struggled to catch her breath.

When her breathing returned to normal, she laughed. “I never watched Sherlock.”

I stared down at her, my dick still in her.

I stared down at her, my dick still buried inside her, and shook my head. “Why couldn’t you just ask me, ‘Saint, fuck me hard’?”

“I’m not making shit easy for you.” She laughed more.

And then, despite everything, I laughed too.


Chapter twenty six

Saint

February 14th. Valentine’s Day. My birthday. The day my mother died.

It was a day wrapped in contradictions, tangled in a mess of sentimentality that I didn’t have the capacity to feel. People called it the day of love, a celebration of devotion, romance, passion—but for me, it had always been marked by loss. By blood. By the reminder that the one person who had given me life was taken from it.

The sun hadn’t even risen yet, but I’d been awake for hours. Time was slipping through my fingers, and I wasn’t about to let anything ruin this. Aria was going to be mine—officially, irrevocably. I’d wanted a grand wedding, something worthy of her, something that would make her see how serious I was. But circumstances had forced my hand, and now I had to make do with what I could pull together in a single night. I put my business with my father on hold. He would get his for endangering Aria’s life, but that could wait a day.

I didn’t grieve or mourn or even celebrate like normal people did, but if I was ever going to take something as irrational as marriage, a wife, love, and make it mine—it would have to be on a day already etched into my bones. A day already saturated with meaning. A day where the world expected devotion, loss, and new beginnings all at once.

I made a call at 3 a.m. to a friend, Vincente.
“I need a priest to marry me,” I said. “Someone who can keep his mouth shut. And I need him to meet me at the address I give you by noon.”
“He’ll be there.” Vinny didn’t ask questions. He never did. That’s why I used him.

By eight a.m., a dress—the exact dress Aria had chosen, the one I’d ripped in a fit of anger—had been delivered. It hung in the bedroom now, waiting for her.

She was still asleep when I slipped back into the room. The sight of her, curled up in my bed, made my chest tighten. I gave myself a talk.  Be nice, don’t be controlling. This day was supposed to be about her too. 

I knelt beside the bed, my hands sliding under the sheets. She stirred as I kissed her thigh. There were no panties to remove, which was why I never let her wear them. Her breath hitched when my mouth found her clit and sucked until she was squirming.

“Oh, fuck,” she gasped, waking up, her back arching off the sheets.

I gave her exactly what I knew she would need to be more agreeable. My fingers spread her pussy lips open, exposing the slickness. My tongue plunged deep inside of her, fucking her with slow, deliberate strokes. She moaned, a desperate, needy sound that had my dick aching.

I replaced my tongue with my fingers, pushing in, watching her stretch around me. I slowed my pace, teasing, dragging my fingers out until she was trembling. Her breath was coming out in jagged pants. Her walls clamped down, greedy, clenching around me. She was close. Too close.

She tried to squeeze her thighs shut, to trap my head between them. I stopped just long enough to shove her legs back apart, rough, demanding.
“Don’t move,” I warned.

She whimpered, but her body went still. My tongue slid up the slick folds of her pussy.

She shattered. A rush of wetness coated my fingers, dripped down to her ass. I licked her clean, groaning against her heat as she whimpered, shaking beneath me.

Her body begged for more. And I was far from done.

“Saint,” she gasped, her voice thick with sleep and something else.

I didn’t stop until she came, her back arching off the bed. When I finally pulled away, she was glaring at me, but there was no real heat in it.

“What was that about?” she asked, her voice wary.

“Starting the day right,” I said, standing and wiping my mouth with the back of my hand. “Now, get up. I’m running you a bath.”

She didn’t argue, which surprised me. Maybe she was too tired, or maybe she knew it was pointless.

“On your birthday, I get head and a bath?”

I was surprised by the fact that she knew it was my birthday. It was never a joyous time; the two people who loved my mother most, Donato and her mother, mourned on this day.

Avoiding a discussion about my birthday, I turned the focus back on her. “Come here,” I said softly, my voice barely above a whisper. I reached for the hem of her shirt, and she didn’t stop me. She lifted her arms, letting me peel the fabric off her body, revealing the smooth, rich brown of her skin. She was stunning. She was the muse I had painted a thousand times, the subject of every brushstroke, every sketch I had ever created. But no canvas could ever do her justice in my eyes.

I helped her into the tub, her body easing into the heat. She let out a small sigh, her eyes fluttering closed for a moment before she looked up at me again. That look—it was different. It was like she was seeing me for the first time, or maybe like she was finally letting herself see me.

I knelt beside the tub, rolling up my sleeves as I reached for the shampoo. Her head tilted back, curls spilling over the edge, vulnerable beneath my touch. I poured warm water over her hair, fingers threading through the strands, massaging her scalp with slow, deliberate circles. She let out a soft hum, her body sinking deeper into the water, trusting me.

She shouldn’t trust me.

“You’re so beautiful,” I murmured, my voice rough, almost strained. Her eyes opened halfway, meeting mine, soft but guarded. There was something else there—something deeper. Like she saw through me, past the violence, past the darkness, and into something that wasn’t meant to be exposed. It made my chest tighten. Made my pulse spike.

I rinsed her hair, the water cascading down her neck, her shoulders. She reached up, her fingers brushing against mine, the touch fleeting but lingering enough to unravel something inside me.

“Thank you,” she whispered, her voice barely audible over the sound of water dripping from her hair.

I helped her dry off, my hands lingering longer than necessary, tracing the curve of her shoulder, the dip of her collarbone. She stared at me with something softer in her eyes, something that made my chest tighten. I’d burn down the world to keep her looking at me like that—like she saw the monster in me and chose to stay anyway. Like she saw the cracks in my armor and didn’t flinch.

“You’re being weird,” she said, her eyes narrowing as she tilted her head. “What’s going on?”

“You’ll see,” I replied, brushing a kiss against the top of her head. She smelled like roses and something uniquely her, something that had haunted me since the first time I saw her.

She frowned as I led her out of the bathroom, her bare feet padding softly against the floor. Her eyes landed on the wedding dress hanging in the corner of the room, and she froze. Her expression was unreadable, but I saw the way her fingers twitched at her sides, the way her breath hitched just slightly.

“Why is that here?” she asked, her voice quiet, almost fragile.

“You chose it,” I said, stepping closer. “It’s yours. Put it on,” I commanded, my voice soft but firm, leaving no room for argument.

Her eyes flicked to mine, sharp and questioning. “Why? What did you do, Saint?”

“We’re getting married today.”

She didn’t say anything, but I saw the flicker of emotion in her eyes—anger, fear, something else I couldn’t name—before she turned away and did as I said. Her obedience should have been alarming, but I dismissed it.


Chapter Twenty Seven

Saint

I dressed in the same suit I’d worn the night I took her. It felt fitting, like closing a circle. When I turned to her, she was dressed, and she looked better than I could have imagined. I didn’t think we would get to this day.

It was hard not just to stand there and stare at her.

I had the SUV we’d arrived at my mother’s in switched out for a Mercedes-Benz with butter-soft leather seats.

The park was quiet when we arrived, eerily so. I was sure Luciano had something to do with that. He stood in the distance, a shadow among shadows, his presence a silent reminder of the world we lived in. Isabella and Jason were already there, standing awkwardly near the gazebo. Isabella’s eyes lit up when she saw Aria, and she rushed forward, pulling her into a hug.

“Thank you for doing this,” Isabella whispered, loud enough for me to hear. “He’s letting us go. He’s giving us money—enough to start over.”

Aria’s eyes met mine, and for a moment, I thought she might argue. But she didn’t. She just nodded, her expression unreadable.

“That’s good, Isabella,” she said softly. “You know how to reach me when you’re settled.”

The priest cleared his throat, his voice echoing through the quiet park. “We are gathered here today to join this man and this woman in holy matrimony. Though the circumstances may be unexpected, marriage is a sacred bond, one built on trust, commitment, and—”

I barely heard the rest. The air smelled like fresh earth and dying roses, the scent of something beautiful and fleeting. The trees rustled overhead, their branches casting shifting shadows across the gazebo. Aria stood beside me, her body still, her fingers twitching at her sides. Jason and Isabella stood nearby, their presence a reminder of the stakes.

“Do you, Saint, take Aria to be your lawfully wedded wife, to have and to hold, in sickness and in health, for as long as you both shall live?”

“I do.” My voice was firm, unwavering. I had never been so sure of anything in my life.

The priest turned to her. “And do you, Aria, take Saint—”

Her lips parted, but for a heartbeat, she didn’t speak. 

My chest tightened, my fingers twitching at my sides.

Then finally she said it. “I do.” But she wouldn’t look at me. Her eyes stayed fixed on the priest, her expression unreadable. 

“By the power vested in me, I now pronounce you husband and wife.”

I didn’t wait for him to give me permission to kiss my wife. I took her face in my hands, my fingers pressing into her skin. Something had me feeling like she might slip away if I didn’t hold tight enough. Then, I kissed her. And she kissed me back because she wanted to. Her lips moved against mine, slow at first, soft, testing. Then, something deeper, something that made my chest ache. I tried to put all the feelings that I couldn’t say in that kiss. I love you, I’m sorry. I need you. Please don’t go. Stay.

Her fingers curled into the lapels of my jacket, her body pressing into mine like she needed me as much as I needed her.

When she finally pulled away, her breaths were uneven, her gaze searching mine. My thumb brushed over her lower lip, and for a moment, I forgot where we were.

Isabella grabbed Aria’s hands, her voice soft but laced with warning. “Be careful.”

Aria squeezed her hand before pulling away. “I’ll be fine.”

Jason muttered something under his breath as he walked away, but we both ignored it. He was lucky he was even alive.

Without another word, I led my wife to the car. The drive back to my mother’s house was silent, the weight of what had just happened settling between us. She kept turning the ring on her finger.

I carried her over the threshold, her laughter soft and unexpected, like a crack of light in the darkness. Just as I set her down and started pulling her toward the stairs, a sharp knock echoed through the living room.

Aria stiffened beside me, her grip on my arm tightening. I reached for my weapon, but her fingers wrapped around my wrist, stopping me.

“Don’t,” she whispered, her voice trembling.

Slowly, she exhaled, meeting my gaze. “I’m sorry.”

Before I could react, the door opened.

I blinked. Drake Heart. How was her father standing there, alive and whole? His presence felt like a betrayal from Aria. She could have told me.

I looked at her, anger coiling my muscles. “Aria—”

She just shrugged, her expression unreadable. “There’s old sleeping pills in the cabinet. I drugged your water. While you were knocked out, I did ask the Uber driver for help...”

Then I heard a second set of footsteps enter the house. Before I could say anything or react, pain exploded in my skull, and I was falling. The last thing I saw was Aria’s face, her eyes filled with something that looked like regret, before everything went black.


Chapter twenty eight

Saint

The first thing I felt was the cold, then wet. The sensation hit me like a slap, hard and sudden, jolting me awake. My head snapped up, water dripping from my hair, my face, my clothes. My vision blurred, then cleared, and there she was—Aria. Standing over me with a bucket in her hand, her eyes blazing like fire.

“Wakey wakey, husband,” she sang. She dropped the bucket with a clatter, and it rolled away, the sound echoing. My hands were tied behind the chair, the ropes biting into my wrists. I tested them, but they were tight—too tight. Whoever had tied me knew what they were doing. I looked around, but there was nothing but darkness. Had I imagined Drake Heart? Who in the fuck had hit me? My brain was muddled, a migraine pounding in my temples.

Aria walked to my side, grabbed a handful of my hair, and twisted her fingers into it, yanking my head back, forcing me to look up at her. Water dripped from my lashes, blurring the edges of her face, but I could still see the amusement dancing in her eyes. She was enjoying this.

I clenched my jaw, staring at her as she loomed over me.

She let my hair go, stepped back, reared her hand above her head, and brought it back down, putting her weight behind it, slapping the shit out of me. My face burned, but I refused to react.

“Remember when you told me not to hit you anymore?” she taunted. “Well, I just hit you. That’s my third strike. What happens now?”

I tucked my lips and squeezed my eyes shut.

“What?” she sneered, her voice sickly sweet. “Nothing to say? The great and terrifying Saint, silent for once?” She leaned in close, her breath hot against my skin. “Where’s all that controlling behavior now?”

I inhaled slowly, letting my breath steady. I wouldn’t give her what she wanted.

Another slap. Then another. Each one sharper, meaner, her nails raking against my jawline. My skin tingled, blood pooling where she scratched. She was seething, and I let her get it all out in silence.

“Come on, husband.” She spat the word like it disgusted her. “Say something.” She gripped my neck and dragged her fingernails down my throat. “Or do you only like playing rough when you’re the one in control?”

My mouth was filled with the taste of iron, but still, I said nothing.

Her grip on my hair returned. My scalp burned. Suddenly, I felt the cold press of metal against my temple.

“Because of you, Daddy had to come rescue me,” she hissed. “And I don’t like disturbing his peace. He’s already been through too much shit.”

A light turned on to the side of me, but I never broke eye contact with Aria. “Get the gun away from my son-in-law’s head.” Drake Heart’s voice was amused, like he was watching a child play instead of his daughter beating the hell out of me.

Aria hesitated, her finger still on the trigger, her eyes locked on mine. For a moment, I thought she might actually do it. But then she lowered the gun, stepping back. She tossed the gun onto a nearby table and crossed her arms, glaring at me like I was the one who’d betrayed her.

“I let you have your fun, daughter,” Drake continued. “And Brooker knocked the shit out of him. Y’all are even for him taking you. Let him up. Brooker, cut him loose.”

Confusion coiled in my gut, thick and tight. Had their fun? What the fuck did that mean? And how in the hell were they tied to Brooker Creek? A man infamous for the kind of violence that turned people into legends.

He was a ghost in the underworld. No one really knew what he looked like. Only whispers. Only fear.

Then I heard him. Heavy, deliberate footsteps, each one vibrating through the floor like a war drum. He was massive—easily six-foot-five—built like he could tear through men with his bare hands.

Brooker reached me, pulled a knife, and sliced through the ropes at my wrists and ankles. Then he sneered, turned, and was gone.

Even after he’d just been close enough to slit my throat, I still couldn’t tell you what his face looked like.

My limbs ached as I flexed my fingers, circulation returning. Drake tossed a towel at me, and I caught it without breaking eye contact with Aria.

She stepped back. Then she turned, walking toward the far side of what I realized was a loft apartment set up in a warehouse. A woman sat on a sofa waiting. Aria sat and whispered something to her, then they both turned their eyes on me.

I blinked. The woman I recognized as Aria’s mother. She looked like an older version of Aria. Same cheekbones, same piercing eyes, though there was something colder about Aria’s, more calculating. She was regal in a way that Aria wasn’t, with perfect posture, her hands clasped in front of her as she assessed me.

Drake clapped a hand on my shoulder, drawing my attention. “Come have a drink with me.”

I rolled the tension from my shoulders, inhaling deeply. “How are you alive?” I finally asked, my voice hoarse.

Drake smirked, settling into a chair on the other side of a desk. He gestured for me to sit in the pink frilly seat facing him. He poured two glasses of whiskey. “Because of you, I’m alive,” he said simply, handing me a glass. “That phone call you made saved my life.”

I stared at the glass in my hand, the amber liquid catching the light. The night I gave Aria that ring, I told myself what I did was for her, to spare her the grief. But maybe it was for me too. I liked him. He was the first man who could have been cruel to me but wasn’t.

I couldn’t sleep that night. I waited until the house was quiet, then I’d crept into my father’s office, heart pounding, hands shaking as I searched for Drake’s number. I dialed, barely breathing as I whispered to him what was coming. I wasn’t even sure if it had really happened or if I’d just wanted it so badly that I dreamed it.

The next morning, my father said he was dead. I dismissed it as a dream and packed it away as another failure.

He continued talking, “I left the city, but unfortunately, my brother Brooker Sr. was mistaken for me by the Dillinger boy. He wasn’t in the life, but he paid. If only I would have gotten out when he told me.”

I took a slow sip, letting the burn slide down my throat. “So you ran.”

“Yes, burying my brother knowing I was the reason he had died fucked me up. I moved to Ghana,” Drake admitted. “Been there ever since. Then Brooker Junior calls me up two weeks ago, says Aria’s missing, but before she disappeared she left him a strange message and an address. By the time he got there, she was already gone. I arrived back in town four days ago, ready to burn this bitch down.”

Drake chuckled. “Then I heard you had her. And I didn’t know what to think of that because Aria would not go a day without calling me, then I heard you took her against her will and thought I was going to have to kill you. But then you pulled that stunt with the Dillinger’s.” He visibly cringed. “Cutting off their heads? A bit messy, dramatic, but hey, if it keeps my daughter safe, go for it.”

I studied him. “If you weren’t here, why did Aria come back?”

Drake leaned back, swirling his drink in his face, trying to hide a smirk. “I’ll let her tell you that story. She’s waiting for you.”

I turned. Aria and her mother—Cordelia Heart—stood side by side, watching me.

Her mother stepped forward, a bright smile on her face, blocking my view of Aria. She was almost as tall as me in heels. “I’m Cordelia Heart,” she said, her voice warm. “I’ve been waiting to meet you for years.” She leaned in and whispered, “Cora never stopped talking about you. She’s mean as a rattlesnake when she wants to be, but she likes you, always has.”

Before I could respond, she wrapped her arms around me, hugging me despite the blood and water still clinging to me. The gesture felt foreign, unexpected, but I didn’t hate it.

“Move, Mom,” Aria said, grabbing my wrist and pulling me toward the back of the warehouse apartment into a bedroom.

I let her drag me, but I didn’t speak. I was so fucking angry. But I knew she didn’t care.

The moment we stepped into a small room, she shoved me into a chair and straddled me. She was in a short pink pajama set. I could feel the heat of her pussy against my wet pants. I willed my body not to react.

Her hands braced against my chest, her gaze searching mine.

“I would like to start by saying this all could have been different if you hadn’t been an evil asshole who kidnapped me.”

Did she see my fucking face? I knew it had to look as bad as it felt, and I was soaking fucking wet. I was evil? She was evil.

I shook my head while standing up, lifting her with me before setting her down on her feet. I started for the door. She huffed and grabbed my wrist again, pulling me back.

“Come on, Saint,” she said, frustration lacing her words.

I yanked my wrist from her grip, jaw clenched so tight it ached. “You fucking played me.” The words left a bitter taste in my mouth.

Aria crossed her arms, not even flinching. “No, I did what I had to do.”

I let out a humorless laugh, running a hand through my damp hair. “You let me believe your father was dead.”

“I never once told you my father was dead.”

“You didn’t say he wasn’t. I trusted you.”

Her eyes narrowed. “You trusted me? Why? That was stupid on your part. You kidnapped me, Saint. You held my friends hostage. You threatened to kill them. But sure, let’s talk about how I betrayed you.”

I scoffed. “You fucking hit me, Aria. Multiple times. And all I could do was sit there.”

She shrugged. “What were you gonna do? Choke me a little? Drug me? Tie me up? Force me to marry you? Oh wait—you already did those things. I told you I was going to beat your ass.”

My fists clenched. She was so frustrating. It wasn’t the same. I did what I did because we were meant to be together.

She reached up, trailed her fingers over my sore jaw, her touch soft. “You’re mad? Fine… But we’re married now. Married people work through their arguments.”

My heart nearly stuttered to a stop. She knew exactly how to disarm me.

“Are we staying married?”

“Yes. under one condition. You burn that creepy ass art of me.” She laughed.

I didn't.

I studied her, letting her yes sink in. All the fight rushed out of me. She had won.

I grabbed her wrist, pulling her into me so fast she gasped. I sat back down, situated her into position to straddle me again. My hands slid over her ass, gripping the cheeks tight. The softness calmed me more.

“Talk,” I ordered.

She smirked. “Okay…”


Chapter twenty nine

Aria

"Aria Heart isn’t my real name."

I admitted it quietly, purposely. As not to rile him up. 

I watched his eyes narrow.

“Drake Heart was just my daddy’s street name. Him. my momma and me, we all had aliases.”

“My name is…”

“Cora,” he finished my sentence. “That’s what your mother just let slip.”

I nodded. “Cora Arial Valentine.” I added the Valentine, leaving out my real last name, "but I prefer Aria now."

Saint looked like he wanted to say something, but I continued.

“Brooker Junior was only seven when his father was killed. Uncle Brooker was a lawyer. He lived in Tampa, stayed out of trouble—until one night he just happened to be in Clearwater and got mistaken for my daddy.”

My parents tried to get Brooker’s wife to leave  the city with us, but she refused. She didn’t want to uproot her and Brooker Junior’s life. So we left. Went to Africa for a while. I was Seventeen when momma and me came back because my momma’s daddy got sick. We left Daddy there, kept quiet, kept low. But by then, Brooker was out of control. Obsessed with finding out who killed his father. He was reckless, going about it all the wrong way.”

I shook my head, my lips tightening. “He was going to fuck around and reveal the truth by accident—that my daddy wasn’t really dead.” I tilted my head, studying Saint. “I started helping him. Blew up a few cars, cracked a few heads with some bats. You know my legend.”

Everyone did.

“We found out that Dillinger’s cokehead son pulled the trigger, but we never knew who gave the order. I always thought deep down that it was your Donato. Even at eight, I recognized that kind of evil.”

“I killed Zack Dillinger, Brooker pretended to get out of the life, but he was still immersed in it, his mind set on getting power enough to go to war with your daddy. I went away to college. My daddy never told us you warned him. If he had, things would’ve been different.” I leaned in, my breath warm against his cheek. “Thank you.” I pressed my lips to the corner of his mouth.

He didn’t react to my kiss. He was still pissy and trying to hide it.

 “Then why are you back?” he asked.

I dropped my eyes. “You’re not going to like it.”

“Tell me.”

I sighed, looking anywhere but at him. “Brooker knew you had a little infatuation with me. Because my momma told his momma about the ring, and she told him. He asked me to come back, get close to you so we could get to your father.”

I felt his muscles tense beneath me. A knot formed in my own stomach as I watched his face. The vein in his forehead looked like it was about ready to pop.

“I was planning to run into you,” I admitted. “Have you get me access to your father. Then we’d off him, and our family would finally be avenged. After that, I’d disappear again.”

My voice dropped. “But then Jason’s stupid fucking daddy decided to steal from the mob, and everything went to hell.”

“So you were going to use me?” he asked, his voice tight.

I threw my hands up in exasperation. “You’re such a fucking Type A personality. With a one-track mind. After everything I told you, all you heard was how I might have wronged you.”

Before he could respond, I started tugging at his belt. He looked confused but let me. I stuck my hand in his pants, freeing him, and then lifted myself, pulling my shorts to the side and sinking down onto him in one fluid motion.

“Forgive me now, husband?” I whispered.

His head tipped back like the sensation was too much.

“Yes,” the word slipped from his mouth before he could stop it. His face twisted, jaw clenching—he hadn’t meant to say it.

I moved, rolling my hips in a rhythm that had us both breathless. My fingers dug into his shoulders as I leaned in, lips brushing his ear. “You can be mad, but you’re mine now,” I murmured, throwing his own words back at him. “Always have been. Always will be.”

“Fuck,” he groaned, his hands squeezing my ass cheeks.

"Don't do that. Do be cute." he warned, but there was no heat behind it.

I popped my hips.

His fingers dug into my ass, stopping my movement.

His voice was raw and needy when he spoke again. “I want to fight this. Push you away. Remind you how much you claimed to hate me. But I can't.” He shook his head.

“Look at me, Aria, in the eyes” he demanded.

I met his gaze. “Don’t lie to me again.”

I nodded, ready to move again. My pussy was throbbing.

"I won't, scouts honor."

"You weren't no fucking girl scout." He laughed and the tension in his body slowly ebbed away.

Then I moved again, rolling my hips and everything else faded away.


Chapter Thirty

Saint

The next day…

“You don’t have to do this.”

Aria’s tone was softer than she had ever used with me, barely audible over the low hum of the car’s engine. She was feeling guilty but had no reason to be. This day had been coming.

We sat parked outside my father’s club, the neon sign casting a sickly glow over the cracked pavement. Drake Heart was beside me, his fingers tapping an absent rhythm on the dashboard. His eyes were fixed on the building, as if he were already envisioning the carnage he’d leave behind.

I knew my father would be inside. He was a man of routine—every Wednesday, he came to collect the club’s earnings. Giovanni would be with him, along with a handful of guards. Not enough to stop me. Not even close.

Drake exhaled sharply, his breath fogging the glass. “We got this, Saint. I’ll call Brooker, we go in, clean house, and we’re out in five. You stay here.”

I shook my head. “I need to do this.”

He shrugged. I could see in his eyes he really didn’t want me to do this. “Cold. But I get it, after what he put you through.”

Aria’s hand clenched mine. “If this is going to change you… don’t do it.”

I turned to reassure her. “This was always going to happen.” I leaned in, kissing her slowly, deeply, then I stepped out of the car.

The street was quiet, the air thick with the scent of rain and hot asphalt cooling. My heart beat a steady rhythm, my mind clear. This wasn’t rage. This wasn’t revenge.

This was necessary.

I pushed through the club’s doors like I owned the place.

Giovanni was at the bar, his back to me. He turned, his face a mask of surprise, but I didn’t give him time to speak. The gunshot echoed through the room, and he crumpled to the floor. The two guards fumbled for their weapons, but they were too slow. One fell with a bullet through his throat, the other through his chest. The bartender dropped behind the counter, wisely staying out of it.

Blood spread across the floor, dark and glistening. I stepped over it, heading for the stairs.

Upstairs, my father was waiting. He sat behind his desk, his skin ashen, his breathing labored. A coughing fit wracked his body, each hack sounding wet and painful. He was already dying. But not fast enough.

I took the seat across from him, the gun resting on my thigh.

His lips twisted into a weak smile. “Knew this day would come. Just didn’t think it’d be over some girl.” He coughed again, his eyes glinting with malice. “That girl has been your weakness since the day she jumped in front of you. You think you own her? She owns you.”

I didn’t respond. Just stared at him, calm, features schooled.

“I have one question.”

He chuckled, the sound wet and ragged. “Ask.”

“Why didn’t you tell me you weren’t my father?”

His brow furrowed. “What the hell are you talking about?”

I leaned forward, my voice low. “I took a test. You’re not my father.”

For a moment, he looked genuinely confused. Then anger flashed in his eyes. “That test is bullshit.”

I said nothing. I didn’t believe him.

He slammed a fist on the desk, his breath coming in shallow gasps. “I was there when you were born. I held you in my arms the day your mother died. She smiled at you, you know. Even as she bled out.” His voice cracked, something raw and unspoken bleeding through. “I made you strong. I made you a man. I raised you even after you killed her? Why would I do that if you weren’t mine?”

I shook my head. “You’re lying. You just don’t want to die.”

His face twisted, rage coloring his entire face red. “I don’t give a damn about dying! I got holes in my lungs. I’ve been rotting from the inside for years, boy. You’re just speeding up the clock.”

He leaned closer, his eyes dark, feverish. “Fuck dying. I don’t even care if I end up in hell.”

“Quando morirò, la mia anima sarà pesata sulla bilancia del peccato e del perdono. Ma non ci sarà perdono per me.”
(When I die, my soul will be weighed on the scales of sin and forgiveness. But there will be no forgiveness for me.)

“But lying about being your father won’t be one of those sins.”

Donato shook his head, chuckling bitterly. “And there won’t be any for you either, boy. For believing bullshit and dishonoring me.”

His breath was labored, but the sneer never left his face. 

“I built an empire so you could live in heaven on earth, and you’re throwing it away for a woman who will never love you the way you love her.”

His eyes burned into mine. “You’re not a king. You’re a dog on a leash, and she’s the one holding it.”

I exhaled slowly, my grip tightening on the gun. “You don’t get to talk about her after keeping your leash around my neck for twenty-seven years. You beat me like a dog. You treated me like a dog. I was your lap dog.”

His smirk returned. “I should’ve killed her when I had the chance.”

“Why couldn’t you just let me have her?”

“Because she’s not worthy of you, and if I live, I will kill her. Like her fucking father.”

That was all I needed to hear.

“Drake Heart isn’t dead...”

Donato’s smirk faltered. His fingers twitched against the desk.

“Bullshit.” The word came out strained.

I tilted my head, watching the realization sink in, the cracks forming in his certainty.

“You’re lying,” he said, but his sneer didn’t have an edge. His eyes darted to mine, searching, trying to read me.

I stayed silent, letting him drown in it.

His chest rose and fell in uneven bursts, and for the first time, I saw something close to fear flash across his face. Not of death. Not of me. But of what he might have gotten wrong.

“Impossible,” he muttered, more to himself than to me. “I had him killed.”

His lips parted slightly, his gaze flicking toward the door—as if expecting a ghost to walk through it.

And that was when I raised the gun.

The gunshot was deafening in the small room. His body jerked, then slumped forward, his head hitting the desk with a dull thud.

The silence that followed was absolute.

I stood, staring down at the man who had shaped me, molded me into something hard and unyielding. My father—or the man I’d believed was my father—lay still, his blood pooling on the polished wood.

I expected to feel something. Relief. Vindication. Closure.

But there was nothing.

Just emptiness.

I turned and walked out.

Aria was waiting in the car, her face pale, her hands clenched in her lap. She didn’t ask if it was done. She already knew.

“It’s over,” I said.

Drake nodded once, starting the engine.

Aria didn’t speak.

And neither did I.


Epilogue

A year later, the day before Valentines.

The compound was quiet now—the kind of quiet that comes after a storm. I sat in the office, the same one my father used to run his empire from. The desk was clean, the bloodstains scrubbed away. The ghosts were gone. The stench that used to stink up the house was gone.

I’d spent six months after his death, cleaning up the mess my father left behind. All the power was mine now, and I’d used it to make sure there wasn’t a single man left standing who wanted Aria dead. Bodies piled up, blood soaked into the ground, but I didn’t lose a night’s sleep over it. They’d made their choices. I’d made mine.

Brooker Jr. had just left. His beef was never with me. I gave him the deal my father was supposed to give Drake. The deal that got his father killed. It was the least I could do. Aria was Aria/ Cora Valentine now—by choice. She’d taken my name, and I’d taken her. For better or worse, we were tied together. Her parent’s were back in Africa and everybody still thought Drake was dead.

I left my father’s house and drove to the house I used to live in on the compound. The maid had left my mail on the desk, a stack of envelopes gathering dust. I flipped through them, my fingers stopping on one. The DNA test. I’d been too busy to answer the doctor’s calls, too buried in blood and business to care. But now it was here, staring me in the face.

I tore it open, my eyes scanning the results.

Donato Valentine: 100% match.

My chest tightened, a cold knot forming in my gut. I grabbed my keys and drove straight to the doctor’s office, barging in while he was with a client. The man looked up, startled, but I didn’t give him a chance to speak.

“You lied to me,” I said, my voice low and dangerous. “You told me Donato wasn’t my father.”

The doctor paled, his hands trembling as he gestured for his client to leave. When the door shut, he looked at me, his face a mask of fear.

“The woman you were with… she came into my office while you waited that day. She told me to tell you Donato wasn’t your father. Threatened me. Said she’d have her cousin Brooker take care of me if I didn’t. I can’t handle that type of trouble.” He swallowed hard. “I told you what she said, but I rushed the real results to you. I didn’t want any part of it.”

I stared at him, my jaw clenched so tight it hurt.

Aria.

Of course she had done this. She’d played me again. I remembered her telling me her cousin used the doctor. At the time, I didn’t know that had been Brooker.

I didn’t say a word. Just turned and left, the test results crumpled in my fist.

When I got home, she was in the kitchen, cutting vegetables. We’d moved into my mother’s house on the outskirts, two cities over. No one knew we lived here. It was supposed to be a fresh start for us. But now, standing in the doorway, I felt the weight of every lie, every manipulation, every moment she’d played me for a fucking fool.

She looked up and smiled. “Hey, I’m making a cake for your birthday, chocolate or vanilla?”

I threw the test results on the counter. She glanced at them, her expression never changing.

She sighed. “Your father’s worst nightmare was you turning against him,” she said, her voice impassive. “I made sure that happened. But I didn’t even have to try that hard.”

I stared at her, my chest rising and falling with the effort to keep my anger in check.

“You lied to me. Again.”

“You remember how this started, right? You kidnapping me? I hadn’t done anything to you. I might have chosen not to.” She tilted her head, eyes locked onto mine. “But if I did it my way, you would’ve gotten some pussy, me and Brooker would’ve killed your father, and you wouldn’t have had to. But you manipulated the situation into what it turned into. I literally told you to let me, Isabella, and Jason go—that this situation wasn’t going to end the way you wanted it to. But you wanted to be a fucking caveman.”

I exhaled, my jaw ticking. “I killed my father.”

She shrugged, unimpressed. “You were eventually going to anyway.”

I narrowed my eyes. “You’re as insane as you claim me to be.”

Her lips curled into something almost smug. “I’m crazy with conviction. You’re just crazy. I like how you got the nerve to try and turn this thing on me—you’re the villain in our love story. I’m just the damsel who outsmarted you.”

“You’re twisting everything.”

She shrugged, setting the knife down. “If you don’t want this marriage anymore because you feel some type of way, Saint, I can leave. But I won’t apologize.”

I didn’t say anything. Couldn’t. The words were stuck in my throat, tangled up with everything I felt for her—love, hate, need, betrayal.

She wiped her hands on a towel and walked past me, heading for the door. “Fine. I’ll be at my place upstate if you change your mind.”

I couldn’t let her go. Not after everything that happened. Not after everything we’d been through. I grabbed her hand as she went to walk by, my grip tight.

“Stay.”

She stopped, her eyes meeting mine. For a moment, she just looked at me, her face unreadable. Then she nodded, her hand drifting to her swollen belly.

“I love you, Saint.”

And I believed her. I did. I loved her too. With everything in me. I just didn’t trust her. But maybe that was okay. She didn’t trust me either, not even with her real last name.

We were a mess, the two of us. But I couldn’t help it. I loved my life. I had my kingdom. I had a son on the way. And more than that, I had her.

I reached out, my fingers brushing against hers.

“I told you to stop trying to leave me. You’re not going anywhere. Not now. Not ever.”

“I know. I wasn’t planning on it,” she laughed.

I pulled her close, my hand resting on her belly, feeling the life we’d created together. Our life wasn’t perfect. We weren’t perfect. But love and war weren’t perfect, and this was both.

But we had each other. And that was perfect.
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