
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      HER TWISTED SAVIORS

      

    

    




      
        J.E. CLUNEY

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Author’s Note

      

      
        Dedication

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

      
        Chapter 37

      

      
        Chapter 38

      

      
        Chapter 39

      

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
        © 2023 J.E. Cluney

        All Rights Reserved

      

      

      

      
        
        First, I’d like to thank you for purchasing this book. I hope you enjoy the story. I’d love it if you could drop me a review if you do, it’d mean the world to me and it’d help me reach more readers.

      

      

      

      
        
        You can find a link to my facebook page and group at the end where I will have all upcoming and current books.

      

      

      

      
        
        You can also subscribe to my mailing list to stay up-to-date with everything!

      

      

      

      
        
        Subscribe!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      Please be aware that this book may contain triggering scenes and mentions of miscarriage, dv, and attempted suicide. I completely understand if this means you do not wish to continue forward with the series, but it is a part of the story.

      If you’re needing some help dealing with such trauma and need to speak with someone, please contact the helpline at 800.656.4673 for US citizens, and 1800 737 732 for Australian citizens. You can also visit the below websites.

      https://www.rainn.org/

      https://www.1800respect.org.au/
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      To all the readers who keep falling for those hot as hell, morally gray villains, this is for you.

      Stay sinful.
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        * * *

      

      I hadn’t expected my chance at escaping my own hell to possibly become my last day alive. For my carefully planned attempt for freedom to unravel and turn into a complete shit show.

      But sometimes, life will just crumble, hitting you with blow after blow until you can do nothing but give up.

      Numb. It’s all I felt now, every shred of hope torn from my grip, the fear and hopelessness disintegrating into a numbness. There was no freeing myself, no running away. He’d find me, always.

      “I’m sorry, Ver, you just know how mad I can get sometimes. You know I love you,” Callum said softly as he reached out to touch my cheek, the streetlights lighting up his face as he drove. Those strong lines of his face were no longer a picture I adored. I looked ahead, not wanting him to turn on me for staring too long.

      I flinched as his fingers brushed the horrid bruise that had formed where he’d punched me only hours earlier.

      “I think a getaway will be good for us, don’t you? Give us the chance to reconnect, bring back that spark,” he said pleasantly, while I died inside.

      My body ached from where he’d hit and kicked the living hell out of me.

      I’d done the impossible. Scrounged up my money, packed a bag of all the important stuff, and fled while he was at work.

      How he’d found me at the train station was beyond me. Did he notice the extra cash I was taking from our joint account that my pay went into? Did he get alerted by the slight change in my demeanor? I’d tried so hard to act normal. Either way, when he’d walked onto that platform with fury in his eyes, I knew there was no point running.

      He’d smiled, told me we needed to talk, and taken me home, where he’d proceeded to give me a brutal beating for attempting to leave.

      Amazingly, it wasn’t as bad as some of the other times. No broken bones, just bruises.

      At least, it felt like only bruising.

      “Ver?” His voice dropped, that darkness tinging it, and I forced a smile as I nodded.

      “Yes, I think that’ll be good. Bring back the spark,” I whispered, and he just grinned as he patted my leg.

      It wasn’t like he’d nearly beaten me to death one too many times.

      I ran my tongue over my lip, tasting the blood where he’d split it. Hell, my left eye was swollen nearly shut now, and not being able to see him beside me only terrified me more. If he went to strike me, I’d have no chance of defending myself.

      “You’ll see how good we are together. Put all this behind us. No more messing up. You know how much it pains me when I have to get mad,” he said with a heavy sigh, like it was so normal.

      And I’d even started to believe him, until I fell pregnant.

      Finding out you’re carrying a life should be a joyous moment, one to celebrate, instead, I’d cried on the bathroom floor, terrified for the life I would be bringing my baby into.

      Not that it mattered anymore.

      I’d dropped a plate one evening, one from his mother’s collection, and a harsh punishment with a few well-aimed kicks had made sure that baby was lost.

      As I sat on the toilet, grieving and filled with despair, I’d decided.

      I wanted to be free. I would not bring a child into this life if I fell pregnant again.

      And yet, here I was, trapped once more, heading away on some little weekend trip in hopes it would solve all our problems.

      I knew nothing would change. It hadn’t changed in the past four years, why would it now?

      “I love you, Veronica. You know that, right?” His hand tightened on my leg, and my breath caught as I had to turn my head to look at him, forcing a smile.

      “I love you, too,” I said, the words tasting like ash, my mouth dry. I’d never thought I’d say those words and not mean them, but this wasn’t love. The way he treated me, it was possession.

      You didn’t hurt the one you loved. I knew that. Even if I’d been blind to it before.

      “Good, everything will be okay, sweetheart, I promise. We’ll get through this, we always do, you’ll learn,” he said, and it took every ounce of my strength to not scream at him in despair.

      Inside, I was falling to pieces. I’d spent months stashing cash aside, making sure I had a plan. I’d packed an emergency bag and hid it at the back of the closet under all my shoes. And I’d waited until he was pulling a double shift at the hospital to seize my chance.

      How could I be so stupid? I’d lied to all the cops who’d come to domestic disturbance calls from my neighbors, and I still remembered the sweet young thing who’d done his best to get me to tell the truth. I’d wanted to, so very badly, but Callum was in the other room, and I was scared.

      Afraid of what he’d do, not only to me, but to the cop. I had no idea what he was capable of.

      “How about I play our favorite song?” he said sweetly, making my skin crawl. He was a wolf in sheep’s clothing, knowing the perfect way to cut me off from everyone. No one would believe me, he was too sweet, too charming.

      Wouldn’t hurt a fly.

      I stiffened as the song came on over the stereo as he flicked through the list on Spotify, not caring that he was driving. I’d mentioned how he shouldn’t use his phone once behind the wheel, and I’d had my head slammed against the window. I’d not made that mistake again.

      “This is our song, baby,” he said as he touched my bruised cheek once more, and I forced myself not to shy away as my heart stuttered.

      Our song.

      The song we’d danced to the evening he’d proposed, after we’d only been dating for six months.

      If only I’d known the hell I was stepping into, the cage I was closing on myself, I would’ve run the other way, left the country, even changed my name. I couldn’t break free from the chains now.

      “You know what, maybe we should elope. I know you want a big wedding, but you know I don’t like all that stuff, besides, it’d only be my family, since you don’t talk to anyone on your side,” he stated, as if he’d read my mind, and my heart sank.

      Actually be bound to him, fully? Write away everything I was, take his last name, and commit myself to this life?

      No.

      It was a scream that echoed in my mind as I balled my hands on my jeans, forcing my face to remain neutral.

      I would not be his personal punching bag. I’d be dead before I knew it, and even with him tending to the wounds he inflicted, y’know, since doctors help those in need, I’d not make it to forty. Hell, even the thought of lasting another five years with those beatings was pushing it. He’d kick in the wrong place, or punch a little too hard, and it’d be game over.

      Lights out.

      So why did that thought give me some comfort?

      I’d take death over living in this hell for even another day.

      As soon as the thought struck, I was already reaching for the door handle.

      My heartbeat steadied as he droned on about our elopement, where we’d go, how I didn’t even need to buy a dress.

      The child deep inside me broke at the thought. There was a time where a big wedding with the man I loved had meant the world to me. That had faded to nothing in the past few years with him.

      My fingers found the handle as my other whipped to my seatbelt and released it, and I didn’t even hesitate.

      Callum cursed, reaching out for me, but I somehow had the sense to knock his arm away as I launched myself from the car.

      At what should have been sixty miles an hour. Too bad he’d slowed as soon as I threw the door open.

      I hit the asphalt hard, my shoulder jarring as I cried out, the ground spinning as I rolled for a few moments as the car skidded to a stop.

      Adrenaline kicked in as he screamed out, every instinct surging to the surface to save myself.

      I shot a look around my surroundings, taking a second to realize we’d come to a bridge, the water gushing by underneath.

      The heavy footfalls of Callum had me scrambling to my feet, not caring about the aches and pains in my body. This was it, my last chance. If he caught me now, I had no doubt I’d not make it to morning. I’d tried to leave him yet again. He’d make sure I paid the ultimate price for that.

      I hurtled to the edge of the bridge and glanced down at the dark depths surging below.

      Would I survive the jump? Who knew, but I wouldn’t survive him.

      I couldn’t.

      “Veronica!” The shout made a shudder ripple through me, the one word filled with so much venom and a promise of pain if he caught me, that I didn’t even think as I hauled myself over the edge and hurled myself off.

      I didn’t even scream as the wind tore at me while I fell, plummeting down as his shouts pierced the air.

      For just a moment, as my body hurtled towards the water, a strange sense of freedom washed over me, like I was flying free.

      What a strange thing to feel when I was plummeting to my death.

      And yet, I found the smile teasing at my lips as I closed my eyes.

      Please, set me free.

      I hit the water hard, my entire body seizing at the impact as I crashed under the icy depths, the current ripping at me like a wild animal.

      My body was tossed and thrown in the rapids, and I somehow had the sense to throw my arms up around my face, letting the water claim me and take me wherever it wanted.

      I shivered at the icy touch, my entire body beginning to go numb as my chest burned, and the constant tumbling had me disorientated.

      Which way was up? I needed air.

      Fuck, I was going to drown.

      At least that fucker wouldn’t be the one to kill me.

      I took what little comfort I could in that knowledge as I tried to fight against the raging waters, desperate to surface and survive.

      But if not, at least it was by my own hands.

      Not his.
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        * * *

      

      I shouldn’t be alive.

      And yet here I was, gasping in air as I dragged myself onto the bank, every inch of my body screaming as my teeth chattered. By some miracle beyond comprehension, I’d managed to surface and suck in enough air as the current took me even further. When it had finally lessened enough that I stood a chance of swimming, I’d fought the pain and numbness to swim to shore, managing it on sheer will alone.

      Adrenaline, that was what I was going with.

      I stared up at the night sky with my one good eye, my fingers numb and my body frozen, my clothes clinging to me as I drew in ragged breaths.

      I was alive.

      I managed a tiny, pathetic laugh at this incredulous fact, the stars glittering above me with every hope and dream.

      And yet, as I lay there, the cold chilling me to my core, I sighed.

      What a perfect place to die.

      My body was worn, the adrenaline fading, and the pain from my earlier beating mixed with the icy chill of the water and cool night air was making itself known.

      I’d honestly not thought I’d survive, so I had no plan. I had no phone thanks to Callum taking it, not that it would’ve survived the rapids ride, and he’d taken my entire purse, so I had no money.

      I had nothing but the clothes on my back.

      But I was free. Truly, and utterly, free.

      I rolled onto my stomach, something inside me urging me to move, to force my blood flow to warm me in whatever way I could.

      I gritted my teeth to stop the chattering, and the moonlight gave me some visibility as I shakily looked at my hands.

      I stared at the engagement ring, a part of me wanting to rip it off and hurl it into the river, to let it sink to the bottom and end this nightmare I’d survived. But some tiny whisper of logic said to hang onto it. If I survived the night, I could pawn it.

      If I survived.

      I sucked in a breath, whimpering as my body protested all movements.

      I needed to move, to get warm and find shelter, get away from this river where a breeze was blowing across it and chilling me to the bone.

      I managed to sit up, wincing as I tugged my soaked shirt off. What I wouldn’t do for a jacket right now, but my saturated shirt was doing me no favors. As for my knee-length skirt, I opted not to tug it off, although I contemplated removing my shoes and soaking socks.

      No, I didn’t need to die from something underfoot either.

      I needed to move, that was the priority now, get my blood flowing, and find shelter.

      Where even was I?

      I couldn’t see any semblance of the bridge or civilization, and I wished I’d taken note of where we’d been driving, but I’d mentally checked out when he’d forced me into the car on the spontaneous getaway trip.

      I couldn’t hear his shouts for me, and I wondered just how far the river had taken me.

      The breeze whipped up, and I shuddered, the shivering not relenting as I dragged myself to my feet, groaning at the deep ache in my bones as I rubbed my arms feebly. I’d kill for a fire right now.

      One foot in front of the other.

      I did that, focusing on the uneasy task as I held my shirt, not wanting to completely discard it.

      The night was eerily quiet, only the rushing water and an owl hooting reaching my ears as I stepped into the tree line. The windbreak was welcome, but the night was cold, and I continued on, grateful for the near full moon tonight, its light filtering through the overhead branches to give me some guidance.

      I wasn’t sure how long I stumbled through what seemed like a forest, my body trembling like a leaf as my teeth chattered. I’d lost feeling in my lips and tips of my fingers, but I kept moving, the pain in my body now having morphed to a near complete numbness as I tripped and struggled.

      Great, I was going to die in the wilderness and get eaten by a bear or some crap.

      Honestly, the thought of a bear finding me was rather welcome, the mild thought of how warm its fur would be making me bark out a strangled laugh.

      Then I heard it. The soft rumble of an engine, faint and in the distance.

      I paused, fear spiking in me as I panicked. Had Callum found me?

      As I stood in the darkness, my breath held tight as I listened intently, relief swept through me.

      It wasn’t his car. I’d branded the sound of his fancy SUV into my brain, the rumbling engine triggering distress in me whenever he got home.

      No, this engine, wherever it was, was different, and I moved as quickly as my frozen body would allow.

      I needed help. I needed warmth.

      By yet another miracle, I stumbled out of the trees, gasping with delight at the road before me.

      I surged onward, forcing my body to move as the purring engine got louder.

      I swiveled my head, my bones groaning as I spied headlights.

      Surely they’d help me?

      I pushed aside any thought of them being a serial killer or some shit, knowing it was no help right now. They were my last lifeline, since I doubted another car would be coming any time soon.

      I tripped as I stepped onto the road, my body finally failing as I fell to all fours.

      Fuck.

      I was going to become roadkill if I didn’t get to my feet and flag them down.

      I ground my chittering teeth together, whimpering as my body begged me not to move any further. I was beyond spent, the last of my adrenaline gone, and I was freezing.

      But I had to. I wasn’t going to die on this stretch of road after surviving my leap and those freezing waters.

      After surviving him.

      I’d fought too hard to get away, I had to survive now.

      Somehow, I struggled to my feet, wobbling as I tried to wave my shirt.

      And, since miracles seemed to be getting handed out today, the car slowed as it drew close.

      I’d never felt relief like what rushed through me as it rolled to a stop beside me, my tight chest easing just a little as the window rolled down.

      If I wasn’t walking death, I might’ve even been surprised at how handsome the man was that stared out at me, an expression of utter disbelief etched across that stunningly rugged face.

      “Miss, what the hell are you doing out here?” he asked, that voice so deep and smooth that I swear it melted a little of the ice that had claimed my bones.

      “Please…” was all I managed to whimper out, my legs finally opting to fail me as I crumbled. My knees hit the cold, hard road, scraping as my bones groaned, and I swayed as I fell onto all fours.

      His door was open in an instant as he swooped me into his arms.

      “Jesus, she’s as cold as ice and soaking wet,” he hissed.

      I couldn’t help it as I nuzzled into his warm chest, my frozen fingers curling in his shirt as my teeth chattered. God, he was so warm, like a beacon of hope in this icy darkness that threatened to claim me as its own.

      “Get her in the car, I’ll get a blanket.”

      I didn’t even realize there’d been another, but I didn’t say a word as those strong arms held me tight.

      My savior was wearing only a tee and jeans, but with my one good eye, I stared at the various tattoos that adorned his visible arm. A day of the dead woman on his upper arm,  then flaming skulls down his forearm. Even the backs of his hands and fingers were tattooed with nordic looking designs.

      He eased me into the back seat, keeping me snug against his chest as he sat down, and a blanket was handed to him.

      I managed to lift my head enough to meet the steely blue eyes of another man, something cold yet warm in their depths as he frowned at me.

      Mr. Viking Tattoos wrapped me up in the blanket as Blue Eyes got back into the driver’s seat and blasted the heat.

      “What are you doing out here, Miss?” Mr. Viking said as he rubbed my arm, still holding me tight against him.

      “Thank you,” was all I mumbled as I curled into him as much as I could, desperate to soak up all his body heat. My fingers were beginning to tingle, and my chattering teeth had eased, although my shivering was unrelenting.

      The car lurched into motion, and I closed my eyes, willing myself to relax.

      I was away from Callum, and sure, these were two strange men, but they were showing me a kindness I so desperately needed right now.

      “Ask her what happened? Why’s her face bruised?” The driver’s voice was sharp but deep, and I wondered why he was so concerned.

      Hell, everything was seriously taking a toll on me, my head was light, and I was struggling.

      “Love, want to tell us why you look like you went three rounds with a boxer?” Mr. Viking asked, his warm breath tickling my cheek.

      “I fell,” I lied, and his heavy exhale was enough to tell me he didn’t believe me for a second, nor did the driver, who just scoffed.

      “How about your name?” Mr. Viking asked, his voice softening as his hands continued to rub my arms under the blanket. I could finally feel my fingers a little again, but now the tiredness was creeping in.

      I couldn’t sleep, I couldn’t let down my guard with these strange men.

      But why did I feel oddly safe nestled on his lap, wrapped up like E.T as he tried to warm me?

      “Veronica,” I mumbled, and Mr. Viking made a pleased sound.

      “Veronica,” he said, my name melting off his tongue like velvety chocolate, the cinders of a heat fluttering within me at just my name on his lips. “Well, I’m glad we found you. I doubt you would’ve survived the night. I’m Kieran, and that’s my brother, Zane.”

      “Kieran… Zane…” I repeated their names softly, and his arms tightened around me as the ache in my body turned into proper pain once more, and I groaned.

      “She’s hurt,” Kieran stated the obvious.

      “No shit, Sherlock,” Zane muttered, and I would’ve smirked if I didn’t feel like I’d gone head first with an eighteen wheeler and lost. My head was starting to pound, and I buried it into Kieran’s chest.

      “I think she might need an actual doctor,” Kieran said softly.

      “We’ll get her looked at,” Zane said sharply. “Just try to keep her awake.”

      “How you feeling, Veronica?” Kieran asked, his voice fading away as the darkness spiraled in on me.

      I wanted to open my eyes, to focus on staying awake, but my body was growing heavy, and whatever little adrenaline had kept me going was burned up.

      “Alive,” was all I muttered as I slipped into oblivion.
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      Veronica.

      How the beaten woman wound up on the road in the middle of nowhere was beyond me, but as soon as we’d stopped to investigate and she’d collapsed, I knew we were getting roped into something other than laying low for a few weeks.

      She’d thanked us merely for stopping before falling to the ground. Why was she soaking wet? And more importantly, why did it look like she’d come out second best with a baseball bat? The swollen, bruised left eye had made my blood boil as Kieran had swept her into his arms like some damn knight in shining armor.

      I knew he was anything but. Neither of us were, but that frail brunette curled in his arms, trembling like a damn leaf, had us concerned.

      Just why was she out here of all places?

      And she had the damn audacity to say she’d fallen. What, head first into a meat cleaver?

      Kieran had glanced at me in the rearview mirror knowingly. Someone had done this to her, to a woman whose first instinct was to thank us for merely noticing her.

      Why did that infuriate me beyond anything? I didn’t even know this woman, apart from her name.

      But as she clung to my brother, slipping into unconsciousness, her shuddering body stilling, I knew in my bones that I’d deal with the man who’d done this to her. The fact she’d lied meant she was protecting him, and that pissed me off. Why would she protect a monster who could do such a thing to a woman?

      We may be considered ruthless killers, feared by our city, but there was a code. Women and children were left out of the affairs, never targeted.

      Our women were protected, the jewels of our empire, the ones who bore us sons to continue our legacy and inherit the business. Without our women, we were nothing, just unruly men with nothing truly valuable. No family or love.

      Still, Veronica would prove to be a hiccup in our father’s decision for us to lay low and cool off after a heated gunfight with the Moretti family. There’d been a territory dispute, and I’d made sure to make my point alongside my brothers, although it had earned us some hefty prices on our heads. Father, in all his infinite wisdom, had ordered us out to one of our holiday homes to cool off and let him handle the fall-out. No matter, we’d spilt enough Moretti blood that they’d not dare try to overthrow our territory again.

      Our father had even used the guise of overseeing a new drug operation outside the city as a way to keep us occupied and away from the streets of our turf. His way of protecting us while this blew over.

      I inwardly smirked at the thought. Yes, we’d get the operation underway before returning home and making sure all those who defied us paid the price. In blood.

      “She won’t wake,” Kieran hissed, and I glanced at the tiny brunette in his arms, so pale and unmoving.

      “Has she warmed?” I asked, confused at the pang of unease that swept through me. Since when did I give a shit about some girl we found on the road? Let alone any girl for that matter?

      “Not really. Should we call Dr. Elliot?” Kieran asked, those dark eyes uneasy.

      Dr. Elliot, the man we trusted with our lives, who’d cared for us in many a bullet-ridden state since we were children. We had him on retainer, and he was as loyal as they came, his father having worked for the family before him.

      “I’ll call him, have him meet us there,” I stated as I pulled out my phone.

      Calling our family doctor for some girl we’d just found. What a change of events.

      I shook my head as the line barely rang before he answered.

      “We need you at the lodge, 74 Redfern, you know the place,” I stated.

      “I’m on my way. How urgent?” Dr. Elliot was a no bullshit man, and I could hear him shuffling on the other end, probably having just sat down for his nightly red wine.

      “Outside of the family, but urgent,” I answered. He’d understand that. Someone important, but not as important as the family. He’d get there, but he wouldn’t break every law known to man to get there as quickly as possible. Something he’d do if it was family.

      “Got it. See you soon.” The line clicked off, and I shoved my phone back in my pocket.

      “You think it was a boyfriend?” Kieran asked as he eyed the woman in his lap. I was just glad I could see the faint rise and fall of her shoulders with her breath. Fuck, this car was heating up, but I didn’t dare shut the heat off.

      “Fiancé,” I stated. “Look at her hand.”

      “Shit.” Kieran raised her left hand. “When did you see that?”

      “When I gave you the blanket.”

      “Why do you think he did it?”

      “Who fucking cares, you don’t hurt your soon-to-be wife,” I ground out. Besides, I couldn’t see the frail little thing having the ability to do anything majorly wrong.

      “She’s pretty, even with half her face looking like it’s been playing whack-a-mole,” Kieran said softly as he cocked his head.

      Great. It reminded me of the time he brought a puppy home when we were kids. Taking in strays, that was just like him.

      Not that I could argue it. She was pretty, with full lips, although her bottom was split and swollen, and deep green eyes, although I’d only glimpsed the one briefly. She had soft curves that suited her smaller frame.

      I sighed as I gripped the steering wheel tight. This night was taking a turn, and I wondered just where this new little side-quest would land us.
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        * * *

      

      I stood back, leaning against the doorframe as Dr. Elliot checked over our little stray.

      “You found her on the road?” he verified yet again, shaking his head after having examined her. He was sure there was nothing too serious that required surgery, but there was evidence of past injuries that aligned with abuse.

      Why this had me almost shaking with rage was beyond me.

      “Soaking wet and freezing,” Kieran said as he knelt by her on the couch.

      “And you have no idea how she got there?” Dr. Elliot ran a hand over his balding head as he let out an exasperated sigh.

      “She barely spoke before passing out,” I stated.

      “Well, I’d just be keeping an eye on her. Giving her painkillers when she wakes. She’ll have one hell of a headache. And keeping her warm. Fluids, too,” he said as he rose while closing his medical bag.

      “Right.” Kieran nodded. It was the best we could do. Having her go to the hospital would have too many questions asked, and we trusted Dr. Elliot. He’d given her a thorough examination.

      “It’d be good to examine her while she’s awake. Unconscious, I’m limited on what I can learn,” he said as he gave her a perplexed look.

      “Well, looks like your wish may be granted,” I noted as she stirred.

      Dr. Elliot knelt down instantly while Kieran gave him space.

      “Veronica, can you hear me?” he asked softly, and she groaned as she moved a hand to her head.

      “Where am I?” she mumbled, opening her one good eye. The sight made my throat tighten, and I ground my teeth. The monster who did this would pay. I’d show him just what a real monster looked like. Not one that preyed on women.

      “You’re safe, at our place,” Kieran said gently.

      “Do you remember what happened?” Dr. Elliot asked. “I’m Dr. Elliot, the brothers called me to check on you, make sure you were okay.”

      “Oh.” She winced as she glanced around at the three of us. “I… I remember.”

      “Can you tell me?” he pressed, but she frowned as she started to sit up.

      “Don’t sit up, your head will only hurt more. I’ve got some painkillers for you,” Dr. Elliot said as he reached for the water Kieran had already gotten for her. “Now, what happened?”

      She swallowed uneasily as she looked at all of us, and he sighed.

      “Perhaps you two can give us the room?”

      I stiffened, and Kieran shot me a look. Why did the thought of leaving her alone bother me?

      But I shoved it down as I nodded and strode into the hall and through to the office with Kieran in tow.

      “At least she seems okay,” he said as he glanced over his shoulder.

      “For a beaten pulp,” I muttered. “Should show the guy who did this what we think of predators who attack women.”

      Kieran smirked knowingly at this. It wouldn’t be the first time we’d dished out justice for an abused woman, although it would be the first time for a complete stranger.

      “Does make you wonder how she got out here, though,” he said as he leaned on the edge of the desk.

      He was right, I’d been bothered by it. There wasn’t another house for miles on that stretch of road. So where had she come from?

      And it hadn’t been raining, so why was she wet? We weren’t due for a downpour until later tonight or tomorrow.

      We remained silent for some time, just waiting for Dr. Elliot to finish with his patient.

      After what felt like far too long, he joined us in the office, frowning as he closed the door and proceeded to clean his glasses.

      “So, what’s her story?” Kieran demanded, and he just arched a brow at him.

      We all knew there was no such thing as doctor-patient confidentiality in the family.

      “She’s a DV survivor. Fled from her abusive fiancé, but he found her. Hence her latest beatings. She didn’t want to live that way anymore, so she jumped out of his car, then into a river. By some damn miracle, she survived all of that, and ended up being found by you two, which she thinks is some insane miracle,” he said after a moment.

      “Yeah, wouldn’t call us a miracle,” Kieran said, but his voice was hollow as he registered everything the doctor had said.

      Every fiber in my body was burning up, and I wanted to hunt this man down and make him pay.

      She’d felt that hopeless that she’d tried to kill herself? That was essentially what the good doctor was saying. She’d rather have died throwing herself out of a moving car than be with the man who supposedly loved her for another second.

      That rubbed me the wrong fucking way.

      He was talking to Kieran about god knows what, while all I could hear was the blood pumping in my ears. I wanted to wrap my hands around his throat and watch the fear burn in those eyes until they faded into nothing. I wanted to smile down at the pathetic excuse of a man as I watched the life fade from his body, feel him draw his last breath.

      “What’s his name?” I demanded, cutting into their conversation.

      Kieran gave me a look, one that we’d shared one too many times, knowing the gravity of the situation at hand.

      Even Dr. Elliot recognized it as he swallowed, his mouth setting in a grim line.

      “Callum Louis. Her name is Veronica Drayton,” he shared. “Now, I believe she will recover well, as to what you do with the rest of your evening, I need not know. Do you need my assistance for anything else?” he asked as he straightened.

      “No, thank you. That will be all.” I dismissed him as I stared hard at my brother, who nodded at the doctor as he took his leave.

      “You planning something?” Kieran asked, his lip quirking up knowingly.

      “Always.” I turned for the door, wanting to check in with our little guest.

      And then I had an urgent phone call to make.
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      I gazed around the lavish space, all fancy and expensive, from the mounted antlers on the wall to the goddamn chandelier dangling over me.

      Just who the hell were these brothers to call this home? Millionaires? Then again, getting rescued from the road by some hot millionaires didn’t sound too terrible.

      God, how strong were those painkillers Dr. Elliot had given me? I managed a smile as I rested my arm over my face, wincing at the pressure on my bruised eye socket and cheek.

      Okay, the pain wasn’t fully gone, but the deep throb and ache of my body was easing.

      You wouldn’t have even known I’d thrown myself out of a car and off a bridge.

      I was sure as hell I’d be feeling it all tomorrow, and then some.

      “Pornstars,” I muttered as I watched the chandelier glint over me.

      “Pornstars?”

      My heart skipped a few beats as a throaty laugh made my insides turn to mush, and I rolled my head to spy my two saviors across the room.

      Kieran was the viking tattoos guy, and now that I wasn’t on the brink of freezing to death, I could actually appreciate him.

      He had his short blond hair spiked up at the front, the sides shaved close, but as much as I loved a good lumberjack or linebacker, there was no way he was either despite having the build to suit. No, the tattoos and the way he moved, like a wolf waiting to pounce, even when he smiled, made me stiffen slightly. This was a man with something cold lurking just beneath the surface. A hunter, perhaps? No, something else, something that made a chill creep along my spine, but his smile chased it away.

      Then there was Zane. If Kieran gave off a hidden cold vibe, then Zane was an iceberg ready to sink the titanic. Those steely blue eyes were piercing, and his face was masked, emotionless. But his movements were less fluid than Kieran, more raw, like he operated on brute strength. There was an air to both these men, one that came with a warning.

      Don’t fuck with them.

      How had I not felt it in the car?

      Oh, probably because I was clinging onto life by a thread.

      “Veronica? Why are you mumbling about pornstars?” Kieran asked, that dazzling smile breaking whatever uneasy trance I’d been ensnared in as he joined me, sinking onto the mahogany coffee table.

      “This place is fancy, expensive, figured that was how you afforded it,” I mumbled, my face burning.

      I relaxed as Zane cracked a smile, his mask breaking, although there was something hidden in his eyes, while Kieran let out another laugh, the sound easing my soul.

      “Damn, those painkillers were strong, hey?” He leaned forward to touch my head, and his smile faltered.

      “Still cold?” Zane asked from behind him. I tracked my gaze to him, rolling my eyes over his dark clothing. A long sleeved shirt and tailored pants. Nothing like Kieran in his jeans, but even they looked far too spotless and on point, like they were men of class.

      Men who would have heads turning wherever they went.

      “Yeah,” Kieran said, and Zane moved towards the fireplace. I just watched as he stoked the fire.

      “You need to rest, you’ve had a big night. You may not feel the extent of your injuries, since Dr. Elliot wants you to sleep well and recover,” Kieran said gently, those dark eyes oddly soft. But there was no mistaking that hint of something in their depths that made my heartbeat quicken.

      “Thank you, for getting me off that road. I owe you both my life,” I found the words coming out before I could even think.

      What if they really were serial killers? No, they wouldn’t have called a doctor to check on me if they were. I was just on edge, looking for danger in everything. All this stuff I thought I was sensing, it was just because of this whole ordeal.

      “Don’t sweat it, love. Want me to get you anything?” Kieran asked as I pulled the blanket up under my chin.

      The elevated feeling that had settled over me was morphing into tiredness. I’d definitely had one hell of a day.

      I’d not thought I’d survive it in all honesty, but by some damn miracle, I had, and I was on the couch of some models.

      “No, I’m good,” I mumbled as I registered what he’d asked. “Are you guys models?”

      “She’s far too high on painkillers,” Zane snorted from by the fireplace.

      “Let me enjoy it while it lasts. Tomorrow, we all know I’ll feel like I’ve been hit by a truck,” I said with a sigh. “I just want to feel safe tonight.” I wasn’t sure why those words slipped out, but Kieran’s brow furrowed as he stared hard at me.

      “You are safe here, Veronica. Get some rest.”

      How I was so willing to believe the words of a man I’d just met, I had no idea. I’d blame the drugs. But I couldn’t fight the sweet call of sleep, my body falling into the darkness as I closed my eyes.

      I barely even registered Zane on the phone.
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      “So, I’m finding this Callum Louis, engaged to Veronica Drayton,” Lorenzo clarified on the other end of the line.

      “Yes. Bring him to us. We’ll deal with him,” I said, balling my free hand. I’d drag it out for as long as possible. That piece of shit deserved to pay for what he’d done, and I knew Kieran agreed.

      “Since when does a little stray have you so bothered?” Enzo mused.

      “You know our ways. Women are to be treated highly,” I stated.

      “Yes, but you’re pissed. It’s more than that,” he added, and I could hear the smile in his tone. He was finding this far too amusing. Bastard.

      Not related by blood, but family nonetheless, Enzo was as close to us as we were to one another. He was a brother to us, and had been by our sides ever since our father had taken him in as a child.

      “She’s… soft,” was all I could say. I wasn’t sure how to describe the strange way I felt towards the stray woman on our couch. She’d even said she owed us her life. The thought made my lip quirk. If only she knew what that could mean to men in our business. But she was high on painkillers. The doctor had given her a high dose, although her next was to be a standard dose. This was to help her sleep as well.

      “Innocent,” Enzo said knowingly. He knew what I meant. This was a woman outside our line of work, one who was not versed in our ways, her hands not covered in blood, her mind not plagued by murder and cruelty.

      No, that wasn’t true. Her mind harbored another cruelty in its dark corners, and the thought made me bristle.

      “Find him.” I commanded, far too much venom leaking through my tone.

      “Got it. I’ll have him by morning,” Enzo vowed before the line clicked off, and I smirked, knowing he probably would. He was always good at tracking down those we were after, and if they weren’t involved in our shit, then finding them would be easier. They weren’t covering their tracks deeply.

      Callum would wish he’d never laid a finger on Veronica, hell, he’d wish he’d never met her once we got our hands on him.

      Not that he’d be leaving alive.

      “So, how we doing this? String him up and cut his balls off, feed them to him?” Kieran asked, his voice low as we stood in the kitchen.

      “She asleep?” I asked, and he bobbed his head.

      “Out like a light, the doctor gave her the good shit.”

      “You and your strays,” I muttered, and he scoffed.

      “What, would you have left her out there on the road?” He arched a brow at me with that shit-eating grin.

      “No.”

      “Didn’t think so.”

      “What are we going to do with her?” I dared to ask as I folded my arms.

      “Well, we’re supposed to lay low for a few weeks. Company would be nice. You’re not exactly overly fun,” he stated, and I frowned at the back of the couch.

      “We’ll need to get rid of her once she’s recovered enough.”

      “Really? Why not allow her to stay a little while?” Kieran’s face fell.

      “We don’t need a woman getting drawn into all of this.”

      “No, that’s not it. She’s gotten under your skin already, hasn’t she?” His eyes lit up knowingly, and I scowled. Being close meant there was little we could hide from one another.

      “She’s not from our world. We should let her keep that innocence.”

      “What innocence? She’s had half her face bashed in by some prick. She’s probably seen more brutality than half the women in the family,” he scoffed.

      He had a point there. We kept our women out of the harsher side of things, not wanting them to see the bloodshed and torture. They stuck to raising our children and offering input on the financial side, although there was aunt Josephine, who had a taste for the dark side of our business. She’d partaken in many a torture sessions, even dishing it out herself.

      I wasn’t sure how I’d feel about finding myself a woman like that. Did I want someone as ruthless and cruel as we could be? No, I wanted someone sweeter, someone who’d help me hang onto what little humanity I had left.

      “She’s a pretty thing, Dad never had a princess of his own,” Kieran mused, and I gave him a perturbed look.

      “She’s not something we can keep,” I stated, and he just frowned at me.

      Even if she’d struck a chord with me, too. She was not a stray we could keep, not some pup he found out in the woods behind the house. She was a living, breathing woman, a being who could unravel everything for us.

      He just sighed, and we both stared hard at the couch. I wished I could actually see our little guest, but I didn’t want to let on that she was intriguing me.

      No need to fuel his need to keep her around.

      “What are you thinking?” Kieran asked.

      “How I can’t wait to beat the shit out of the fucker who did this.”

      He smirked at this as he crossed his arms.

      “You and me both.”
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        * * *

      

      I awoke covered in sweat, my heart racing as I glanced around the room in terror.

      Callum. He was going to find me, and after that stunt, he’d kill me.

      I groaned as sickness washed over me, the pain in my body making itself known.

      Fuck, where was I?

      I blinked, the flickering flames lighting up the lavish room, where I lay cocooned on the couch.

      “You need more painkillers.”

      I let out a strangled, pathetic scream at the low voice, and I jerked myself into a sitting position despite my body’s protests.

      Kieran frowned as he crossed the room from where he’d been standing with a glass. It looked like whiskey.

      “Have you been watching me?” I gasped, hating how the trembling had kicked in.

      “Watching over you, there’s a difference,” he stated as he set the whiskey down on the coffee table, the ice clinking against the glass as he knelt down.

      His palm was upon my forehead before I could move, and I swallowed uneasily at the way he was looking at me.

      Concerned.

      A man I’d just met.

      “At least you’re not burning up, here.” He offered me a cool glass of water from the coffee table, and I wondered just how long ago he’d set it there since the room was nice and toasty.

      I accepted the painkillers, the throbbing in my head threatening to split it in two.

      I took a swig and then groaned.

      “Any nausea or abdomen pain?” he asked.

      “No, I just need to pee,” I admitted. The wave of sickness had been from panic before, I’d recognized it.

      “Right, let’s get you to the toilet.” He didn’t wait for me to argue as he slipped his arms under me and lifted me up like I was nothing.

      My face wanted to burn at the feel of his arms upon my mostly bare skin.

      Why was I only in a bra and panties? Where’d my skirt go?

      But he made no comments as the blanket fell away, leaving me far too exposed in his arms as he walked me down the hall.

      I wanted to say something, but I knew I’d only make the moment more awkward, and the thumping in my head overruled my unease right now.

      He set me down in the fancy bathroom, and I took the few steps to the toilet.

      “I’ll be right outside, don’t lock the door.” His tone was odd, like it was more of a command than a suggestion, not one I wanted to defy. Not that I cared as he shut the door behind him and I yanked my panties down to sit to relieve myself. I held my head in my hands, noting the assorted bruises and scrapes littering my body.

      Nothing too horrendous, which was insane. I must’ve had a guardian angel on my shoulder.

      “What time is it?” I called out as I finished up and flushed.

      “Four in the morning.”

      I frowned at this. So he’d been watching over me despite the early hours of the morning? He needed his sleep.

      “Perhaps you should take a bath, love.” Kieran opened the door, not looking at me as he offered me a towel, which I gratefully wrapped around my far too bare body.

      I looked at the clawfoot bath across the room, and the temptation was high. To just float in the warm water, let it ease the aching in my body and the throbbing in my head and face.

      He took this as a yes as he entered and crossed the room to set about running me a bath, and I just watched him, confusion evident on my face when he turned to look at me.

      “Why are you being so nice? You don’t know me,” I murmured as I pulled the giant towel tighter around me.

      “Because we all deserve kindness in our times of need, Vee.”

      My frown deepened at the nickname, one my old friends had called me. Friends I’d lost thanks to Callum.

      “Who are you?” I murmured softly.

      “I told you, I’m Kieran, you met my brother, Zane,” he repeated. “Kieran Slade.”

      I just nodded, the last name ringing some distant bell in my mind, but nothing I could recall right now.

      “So, you guys live in this big place?” I asked as I moved to sit on the edge of the bathtub, the thumping in my head slightly easing. Whatever painkillers the doctor had left, I was beyond grateful for.

      “No, it’s a holiday place. We came here to take a breather from the city life for a few weeks, take it easy for a while,” he said as he tested the water and adjusted it accordingly.

      I watched the muscles ripple in his arms as he did that, strong arms that had lifted me like I weighed nothing. Arms that felt far too good holding me tight against him.

      A flash of him doing more than just holding me had me averting my gaze, but not after I’d taken note of the tattoos on his other arm. A dragon and tribal designs were wrapped all around it, and I wondered just how many tattoos he had since both his arms were covered.

      “This is a holiday place? Do you own it?” I asked, wondering if they were just renting it as I attempted to keep the shock from my voice.

      “Of course, we wouldn’t stay in someone else’s place,” he snorted, flashing me that devilish grin that made my cheeks heat, along with somewhere that didn’t need any heat right now.

      I just nodded, having to look away as he held my gaze.

      “Tell me, Veronica, why were you on the road tonight?” His voice was gentle, but there was still the underlying tone to it, one that made my skin ripple. A tone that made me far too aware he knew there was not a pretty explanation, and it did not please him in the slightest.

      “I was running,” I admitted quietly as I automatically toyed with my engagement ring. He took notice of this, his frown deepening.

      “From him?”

      “Yes.”

      “Did he do this?”

      I just swallowed as I met those dark eyes, seeing something dark and wicked swimming in those depths. But it wasn’t directed at me, and I took what comfort I could in that.

      “Yes.”

      He just nodded as he shifted his jaw and looked at the bath.

      “No man should hurt the woman he claims to love. It’s an unforgivable act,” he stated, his voice low and tinged with a darkness.

      He rose as he turned the water off, the bath over half full.

      “I’ll leave you to it, call out if you need me. I’ll check in shortly. Don’t need those meds having you drowning in our bathtub.” He offered me that lopsided smile and my stomach flipped as he strode out and shut the door behind him.

      I just let out a breath, stripping off my underwear and bra and slipping into the warm water.

      I couldn’t help the sigh that escaped me as the warmth eased the ache in my bones.

      I soaked for far longer than necessary, letting the water relieve my body of all the tension and aches. I wondered when Kieran would be checking back in, so I reached for the soap and started washing away the grime and dirt from my deadly swim in the river and forest wanderings.

      I’d only just finished when there was a knock at the door.

      “Still above water, love?” Kieran asked, his voice muffled through the wood.

      “Yes.”

      “Good, well, when you’re ready, there’s food out here for you. Don’t take too long.” With that, I heard the soft footfalls as he strode away from the door.

      At four in the morning? Had he made me food?

      I frowned, my stomach grumbling despite everything. Truthfully, I hadn’t eaten since yesterday morning before I’d tried to bail on Callum, and then food had become the least of my worries.

      I soaked for a few more moments before curiosity won out, and I dragged myself out of the now cooler water and wrapped my towel around me.

      As if summoned, I heard footsteps outside once more.

      A brisk knock resounded through the room, and I opened the door, staring up at Kieran as he gave me that swoon-worthy smile.

      “Figured you may need fresh clothes. I don’t exactly have any ladies clothes, so I hope this will do.” He offered me the folded clothing, and I managed a soft smile.

      “Thank you. Where’s my shirt and skirt?”

      “In the wash. Although they’re a bit tattered. We can get you new ones,” he said as he stared at me, although his gaze did drop for just a second before he caught himself.

      Was he offering to buy me new clothes? I was still processing this as he just nodded at me.

      “Well, get changed, I made you something light to eat. Excuse my cooking, it’s not my strong point.” With that, he turned and headed back down the hall, leaving me staring after him in wonder, lost for words.

      I shut the door and dried off properly before changing into the clothes he’d given me. A short sleeved tee that was far too big on me, and a pair of black briefs that fit nicely. I dried my hair a bit more after having rinsed it to the best of my abilities. My body was still sore, and there was no way I had any hope of properly washing it in the bath, so a rinse had to do.

      I made my way out to the open living area with an adjoining kitchen, frowning as Kieran set down a plate on the table.

      “You cooked just for me?” I mumbled in surprise. Just who on earth was this guy? Had I actually died when I plunged into that river? No, I wouldn’t be aching if I had.

      “Of course. You need something in you, something tells me you haven’t eaten for a while,” he stated as he watched me move, the way one would watch a frightened animal, as if he expected me to flee at any moment. But then he smiled, and that feeling vanished. Instead, something else rippled through me as his smile grew, his gaze rolling over me and lingering on my bare legs.

      As if on cue, my stomach growled, far too loudly as he snorted.

      “Case in point. Come, eat.”

      It didn’t sound like I was going to be given a choice, but I wasn’t complaining.

      “Is that an omelet?” I asked as I eyed the plate on the table as I drew closer.

      “Yeah, you do eat eggs, right?” He frowned, as if he’d not considered the possibility that I’d not eat it.

      “Yes, it smells good,” I mumbled as I sat down, drawing in the herbed scent. And he’d said cooking wasn’t his strong point. This smelt far too good, and I could see he’d added in some ham, herbs, and judging by the scent, some cheese.

      “Well, hopefully it tastes decent,” he said as he leaned on the kitchen island, watching me as I dove in.

      He’d already put a glass of juice out for me, too.

      I took a mouthful, forcing myself not to moan. I hadn’t realized how hungry I was.

      I wolfed it down far too quickly, and I felt his pleased gaze on me as my cheeks burned.

      “Sorry, it was really good,” I mumbled sheepishly, and he just chuckled as he folded his arms.

      “I’m glad you like my cooking, love. Although, I will admit, omelets may be the only thing I’m good at, so don’t go expecting anything flash from me.”

      I frowned at the comment, but didn’t say a word as he swept up my plate and moved to load it into the dishwasher.

      “Where’s Zane?” I asked softly.

      “Asleep. We took turns keeping an eye on you, just in case you started coughing up blood or some shit. Gotta be careful,” he stated as he rounded the kitchen island. “How are you feeling now?”

      “Still tired, actually,” I admitted. Having a bath and food had been much needed, but I was still beyond worn out, and my eyes were struggling to remain open.

      “Well, love, you’re welcome to go to sleep, get some rest. Although, I’ll move you somewhere more comfortable. I’m not so sure the couch is ideal.”

      “The couch is fine, it’s comfy,” I said quickly, but he shook his head, not having a bar of it.

      “Come with me.” He didn’t give me a chance to argue as he strode off, forcing me to follow along uneasily.

      He led me past a few closed doors and upstairs onto the second floor, opening the first door on his right.

      I tentatively followed him in as he moved to flick on the bedside lamp.

      The room was huge, with what looked to be an ensuite and a walk-in closet.

      “You’ll sleep here. You’ll find a spare toothbrush in the bottom drawer if you need. Zane’s room is across the hall, call out if you need him,” he stated as he turned to me, those dark eyes glossing over me, his lip quirking as his attention lingered on my bare legs for a moment.

      “Where will you sleep?” I asked, my mouth going dry under his heated look.

      “The couch,” he stated, and I frowned.

      “But—”

      “But nothing. Rest, love. You need it. I’ll see you in the morning,” he cut me off, and I knew arguing was pointless.

      He shut the door on his way out, and I just strode over and pulled the covers back before crawling into the bed, still trying to figure out why a heat had ignited in me at the way he’d looked at me.

      I couldn’t let some hot gentleman having me pooling while I was a bruised mess. Hell, I shouldn’t be capable of being excited like that after everything I’d been through, and yet here I was, half wishing he’d stayed here with me.

      No, don’t think of him like that. He was just a good Samaritan, and I needed to thank him when I saw him in the morning.

      Thank him. There was one way I’d thank that walking dreamboat.

      I groaned inwardly. Maybe those painkillers were kicking in badly.

      No, this was just me getting too comfortable, or maybe I had a brain bleed from Callum’s fist.

      I snorted, knowing that being attracted to my savior was not a symptom.

      Okay, he was right, the bed was comfier than the couch, but the couch had been better than my bed at home. This bed was fit for a damn king.

      Just who were these men? I should have been more wary at their generosity and kindness, but right now, I didn’t want to overthink it. I had a good place to sleep and rest. In the morning, I’d figure out my next step.

      With that thought, I flicked off the light, snuggling under the covers before rolling over when the pressure on the left side of my face proved too painful.

      I just needed to recover a little bit.
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      To say I was fascinated by Veronica was an understatement. There was something about her that ignited a flame within me. Ever since I’d lifted her into my arms from the road and she’d nuzzled into my chest, she’d stolen a piece of me I didn’t even know I had on offer.

      A woman who didn’t complain despite her injuries, and even tried to argue with me. I’d seen her surprise, several times, at our house, at my assistance, hell, she thought I was being nice to her. Just how had she been treated in the past if my treating her as a human was absurd to her?

      And then she’d walked into the kitchen wearing my clothes.

      The things that had awoken in me were not things I’d expected. Even with her face bruised, she was a heavenly sight, a beauty right here in our house.

      A part of me wanted to bend her over the table and have her screaming my name, thanking me for saving her. I’d make sure she knew exactly how a man was to treat her, how she was to be worshiped. But there were things I’d want to do to her, things that could make her uneasy. Being in our line of work, we came with a darkness, and it had spilled over into our sexual desires. Nothing too extreme, but for us, sometimes pain was pleasure. And I imagined that was not something this little princess was prepared for.

      She was sweet, soft, and far too gentle for our world—Zane was right on the money there.

      But I couldn’t deny that I wanted her, and I’d seen the hungry look in his eye. Even he was drawn to her.

      I’d had to fight every part of myself to remain gentlemanly, to not comment on those long, slender legs or how good she looked in my clothes. I’d wanted to say she’d look better out of them, but she’d been bruised and scraped when I’d carried her to the bathroom. I’d been torn, wanting to protect her as I carried her, but her almost bare body in my arms also aroused me. Just who was this sweet little thing who’d found her way into our home?

      I took her to my bedroom, an array of dirty thoughts flitting through my mind as she stood in my room, her wet hair wavy and her face scrunched up as I’d said I was going to sleep on the couch.

      The sight alone was making my dick harder than a bullet, and I’d wanted to show her just how generous I could be as I spread those legs and tasted her.

      But that would shatter this whole thing, and I risked running her off. Not to mention she was a walking miracle after what she’d been through, not a broken bone in her body.

      No, having my way with her was far too risky. I could hurt her, and despite what these hands had done in the past, the last thing I wanted was to bring more pain and suffering to this little princess.

      So, without any further temptation wearing down my walls, I’d left her alone, heading straight downstairs to deal with the rock hard problem in my pants, and then I’d find out just who this Veronica Drayton was.

      Maybe then, I’d learn why she had wormed herself through my walls.

      Too bad my research of her would only have me dreaming hot and heavy of the little stray in my bed.
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      “She’s still not awake?” I mused as Kieran offered me a coffee, which I was happy to take off his hands.

      “It’s only just after noon, she’s recovering,” he stated as he took a swig of his.

      Actual food would be good, but expecting anything more than an omelet or pancakes from him was a stretch, so I set about throwing together a sandwich.

      “So, Enzo found the fucker,” Kieran stated as he leaned against the kitchen island, and I smirked.

      Enzo had called to let us know he’d found the worthless rat hiding out in a motel. He’d panicked when Enzo had barged into his room and taken him at gunpoint, carrying on that it wasn’t his fault she jumped.

      Not that Enzo had any idea on just what the prick would be raving about. His task was to bring the worm back here where we’d have our fun with him, and I’d only given him minor details on why. I’d simply said he was a woman beater. That was all that was necessary.

      “Make me one?” Kieran asked, although it sounded much more like a command, and he just grinned when I scowled at him. I grumbled but set about making him a PB and J as well, grateful we at least had a handful of ingredients. I’d have to get one of the guards to do a pickup of supplies if we were going to be living here for a while. Especially if Veronica was going to be crashing here for some time.

      I’d barely taken two bites out of my sandwich when the piercing ringtone of my phone had me scowling. It was too soon to be Enzo, so this had to be business related.

      Unless Enzo had accidentally killed the poor bastard.

      I fished my phone from my pocket, swallowing my mouthful at my father’s name across the screen.

      Onto business.

      I moved away from where Kieran was wolfing down his sandwich to take the call, going over the details of the operation he wanted us to get underway. Preparations had been made, and now, one of us needed to go out to the warehouse and oversee things to make sure it went smoothly.

      How fucking delightful.

      “So, what’s the boss want?” Kieran asked as soon as I ended the call.

      “Needs one of us to go oversee the operation, make sure it goes over smoothly. He wants them running some guns, too,” I said as I eyed my half-eaten sandwich on the kitchen island.

      “Did he say how long we’d have to be out there?”

      “Long enough to make sure it’s running smoothly and report back to him. You know how he is,” I muttered. Our father was a hard man to please, and even though loyalty was the biggest thing in our family, he always preferred one of us to check in on new operations, make sure they were going correctly, and deal with anyone who thought they could get greedy or would cause issues for our business. Far too many times, we’d had to shed some blood, but now, the people who worked for us knew of our reputation. You didn’t try to undercut or steal from a Slade if you valued your life and limbs.

      “I’ll go. You’ve got the higher bounty on your head, and we both know I’ve got a way with people,” Kieran smirked at me, and I rolled my eyes.

      He wasn’t wrong. Maybe I’d gotten a little too gun happy with the Moretti family, and they knew it. Not that he wasn’t involved, but the price on my head was high. Not that we weren’t used to having prices on our heads. The entire family were wanted men, but nothing could ever stick, and the authorities knew better than to try to come for us.

      “Charismatic fuck,” I muttered as Kieran scoffed. Sure, he had a way with people, but under that polite smile, he was just as deadly and brutal as the rest of us. I’d seen the blood he’d shed, hell, I’d been right there with him. We were ruthless killers, raised as weapons by our father, taught every tool of the trade, surrounded by guards when we were at home. Even now, there was our crew of guards out in their quarters, and several patrolling the grounds.

      Veronica would be safe here, but I’d make sure she’d never have to worry about Callum again.

      The thought came quickly, and I stiffened. What was it about that little stray that had me so transfixed?

      “You’ll be fine looking after Vee?” Kieran seemed to read my mind as he arched a brow.

      “Vee? We on nickname terms now?” I said dryly, and he just gave me that far too cheerful smile for a man who could happily murder half a crew of men before breakfast.

      “Why not? We did save her life.” He shrugged, and I just moved for my sandwich, not bothering to comment.

      I’d barely taken another two bites when my phone pinged with a text.

      I checked it, smirking and showing Kieran.

      Enzo would be here before we knew it, and I was more than happy to have some bruised fists by dinner. Kieran grinned, that darkness swirling in his eyes.

      “I might just hang around until he gets here, I’m sure the op can wait,” he said. The operation was still being fine-tuned by some of our father’s henchmen, so an extra hour before one of us got there wouldn’t cause any issues. Our presence was normally all that was required so they knew we’d make surprise call-ins. Best to keep them wary and looking over their shoulder so they didn’t fuck up.

      “Kill him slow?” Kieran mused as I took another bite.

      “Drag that shit out. God knows how long he’s been making her suffer,” I muttered. A quick death was too sweet for a man who beat his supposed woman.

      I couldn’t deny that I was looking forward to beating the man senseless.
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        * * *

      

      Callum Louis. It’d been almost too easy to pick-up the dickhead that had pissed off my brothers. His card had pinged at a motel just over an hour from the lodge, and I’d made my way there from the city, keen to see the man that my brothers wanted to beat the shit out of.

      A man who’d beaten his soon-to-be wife. We may be made men with a pile of bodies that held up our empire, but that was a line we didn’t cross. Without some boundaries or a code, we were just animals, no, worse than animals. We needed rules, reasons to hang onto our humanity in whatever little way we could. If someone did you wrong, you went after them, but you left women and children out of it. It was what divided us from all the other criminals of the world.

      I swerved around a pothole, the car shifting as the man in the trunk rolled with the force, and I smirked.

      Callum had been far too easy to take, it was embarrassing. I’d spied his vehicle as soon as I’d pulled into the motel, right out the front of his room.

      The idiot had opened the door when I’d said I was with the authorities without even checking for an ID, although I did carry a fake.

      His nervousness and fear was evident as he’d sat on the edge of the bed, and I’d asked if he knew why I was there.

      He’d tried to play it cool, but as soon as I’d mentioned his soon-to-be wife having injuries to her body, he’d caved instantly. He’d sputtered on about how she was crazy, she’d jumped from the car and then the bridge, and he had no idea why. He couldn’t believe she’d off herself like that.

      I had to inwardly laugh. So he thought she’d died? Well, he was out of luck. He’d wish she had once he found out that my brothers had decided to deal with him themselves.

      It fascinated me that Zane had called for me to round up this piece of shit. It was out of character for my brother, but clearly, the sweet thing that this man was betrothed to had had an impact on my cold, calculating brother.

      Zane. He’d always been the quietest of us, the one who didn’t speak out and followed orders to a T. I hated to admit it, but he could be the most brutal of us, which was saying something. Something about the way he could remain so emotionless, his eyes cold and steeled when he sliced a man open or put a bullet in their head. Not like it didn’t bother him, but more like it was just such a part of his life that it was ingrained in him to kill. That it was merely as simple as making a coffee in the morning. A means to an end. Kieran, on the other hand, was brutal but in a different way. He was the one you didn’t see coming. The charismatic, charming man who’d just as easily dismember you as he would buy you a drink. He was the unsuspecting one, but he was also the one who took the most delight in his cruelty. Like it was all a game to him.

      Something that was also terrifying at times.

      Me, on the other hand, I knew it was part of this line of work. My emotions could get the best of me, but I still carried out my part. I was neither delighted by death nor a stone-cold killer like my two adopted brothers. Sometimes I wondered if it was in their blood, something weaved into their very DNA from a line of made men over the centuries.

      The Slade family. They were one of the main families of the grand city of Weststone, a city built on the underground crimes of the mafia families. A city I’d found myself orphaned in as a child, the Moretti family having murdered my own. And then Boss Slade—Patrick—had taken me in, honing me into a weapon to use against the very family who had taken everything from me. Things were always tense with the Moretti family, feuds and gunfights a common occurrence over the years when it came to our streets.

      But I’d become close with the Slade brothers, becoming an extension of them in a way. I was considered their brother, something I was forever grateful for. We may not be blood, but we’d chosen one another, and Patrick had raised me as one of his own from the grand old age of ten, and the brothers had accepted me like I’d always been family.

      We’d trained together, shared women together, and killed together. I was as much a Slade as they were, even if I’d chosen to keep my Carbone family name in an attempt to keep them alive. They’d been one of the lesser families who’d allied with the Slade family, and it was the reason Patrick had taken me in. Not only that, my first kill had been the man who’d murdered my parents in cold blood.

      As soon as it was discovered that women were killed, and children, Patrick had moved in, his men making short work of all those involved. The Moretti family had finally sat down with him, explaining that it had been only one faction of their family that had acted out, and an unsteady acceptance had been met. But in order to lay the ordeal to rest once and for all, Patrick had demanded the man who’d led the faction be handed over, and the one who’d murdered my parents. He wanted their heads, but he wanted to do it.

      So, in an effort to initiate some sort of peace or truce, the Moretti family had done so. Even if it only lasted a decade before they’d fucked up again and the truce had fallen to pieces.

      But I remembered that day far too well.

      When Patrick had pulled me out of my homeschooling class with Kieran and Zane, taking me down to the basement of the Slade compound.

      At the age of eleven, I was given the chance to take my first life. The man who’d murdered my parents. It was his way of initiating me into the way of the family, and giving me the justice I needed.

      I’d had a choice that day, to let Patrick handle the situation and I would still be cared for but not involved in the family’s inner workings, or become a Slade.

      I’d joined them that day, the emotions of the ordeal running high. I’d screamed, cursed, and cried as I took my first life, and Patrick had congratulated me afterwards, a large dinner being put on, and the brothers welcomed me into their ranks.

      Kieran and Zane had then told me of their first kills, even younger than I. No one suspected a child, and they’d been used to off a few loose ends.

      Child soldiers, in a way, but this was the life we were given.

      The life I’d chosen. And the loyalty and bond I now shared with my brothers was nothing I could have ever dreamed for. There was nothing we wouldn’t do for one another.

      And it was everything to me.
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        * * *

      

      I pulled up in front of the lodge, smirking as Zane and Kieran met me outside. I glanced over at the guards’ quarters, where two of our trusted men sat out front, their guns holstered as they played cards.

      I shut the engine off and climbed out, moving to greet my brothers.

      Kieran pulled me in for a hug instantly, grinning as he slapped my back.

      “So, how’s our passenger?” he asked, his dark eyes flickering with delight.

      “I imagine he’s delighted,” I quipped, and Kieran laughed. “So, where’s the princess that has you both so twisted?”

      Zane rolled his eyes as he glanced up at the house.

      “She’s in my bed, sleeping,” Kieran stated as he looked up at his bedroom window.

      “Your bed? Damn, you work fast,” I snickered, and he just smirked, although he was still looking at his window.

      “It’s not like that,” Kieran said, his voice going soft as the amusement in his eyes flickered out.

      It was enough to have my own smile faltering. There was something genuine in my brother’s look, not to mention Zane was on edge.

      I followed his gaze, staring at the pretty thing standing in the window as she frowned out at us. One eye was swollen shut that I could see, and a rage boiled up inside me.

      “Guess she’s awake,” I mused.

      “Then we leave him in the trunk. Bring him round the back of the guards’ quarters,” Zane said, his tone dragging my gaze from the pretty brunette in the window.

      Someone was bothered, and it intrigued me. Just who was this Veronica, and why was she having such a sway over my brothers?

      I glanced back at her, offering her a smile and a wave, and she gave me an awkward wave in return.

      “Come inside when you’re done, I’ll introduce you,” Zane said after a moment. “I’ll deal with that piece of shit soon enough.”

      “Right.” I just stared at Veronica, my curiosity peaking.

      “I’ve gotta head out, oversee this operation for dad, but be nice to her, she’s good,” Kieran said, causing me to arch a brow. Since when did he care how I treated a woman? Although, he should’ve known I was never anything but nice when a lady was involved.

      “Always,” I promised, and he nodded as that grin spread across his face.

      “Make sure they know who’ll be pulling the trigger if they fuck up,” Zane stated, and Kieran snorted.

      “Who's to say I won’t be pulling the trigger today?”

      “Don’t get trigger happy,” Zane muttered, and I just rolled my eyes knowingly.

      “You know I won’t just shoot someone for the fun of it.” Kieran feigned heartbreak.

      “We know that’s something you’d definitely do,” I stated as Zane raised an eyebrow.

      “Fine, I promise not to have too much fun,” Kieran said as he headed for the guards’ quarters. “I’ll call if I think someone needs a bullet.”

      “We both know he won’t,” Zane said as we watched him ask one of the guards to accompany him.

      “I’m not dealing with another body, I’ve done my shit for today,” I said as I glanced back at my car, the muffled cries from the trunk having us both looking at it.

      “Yeah, get him in the guards’ basement. I’ll go see how Veronica is doing,” Zane said, and I just watched him, noting the shift in his tone.

      “She’s really gotten to you both, hasn’t she?” I dared to say, and he just gave me the finger over his shoulder as I smirked.

      Just who was this little princess?
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      I headed back inside and straight upstairs, a strange need to check on our little stray igniting within me.

      I knocked, waiting for her to call out before I entered, finding her cross-legged on the bed as she twisted her engagement ring uneasily.

      “How are you feeling?” I asked, forcing down the fury at the way she looked far too uneasy about her ring.

      “I’m okay, my head hurts a bit, but surprisingly, I feel okay,” she said softly as I crossed the room.

      “I honestly thought you’d sleep longer with the meds.”

      “I had bad dreams, hard to sleep,” she admitted softly.

      To think Kieran had put her in his own bed had me smirking inwardly. He really had gone soft on her, not that I could pretend I hadn’t. Enzo had picked up on it immediately. Hell, I’d made the call for him to bring me the prick responsible for the black and blue bruising around her swollen eye. The sight had me clenching my fists. I was going to be returning the favor tenfold later.

      She looked so confused and uneasy, and it bothered me far more than it should have.

      “Want more painkillers?” I asked, and she just looked up at me with the sweetest smile.

      It had me stiffening by the edge of the bed. How could such a bruised and battered woman look at me like I was a damn gift? If she knew what I’d done, the blood on my hands, that smile would be gone in an instant.

      But I couldn’t help the way it made my heart flutter.

      “Maybe, if that’s okay. I’d actually love something to eat. What time is it?” she asked as she slid off the bed.

      “Just after one in the afternoon,” I answered, watching as Kieran’s shirt hiked up on her. God, she looked far too delicious in his clothes, the shirt much too baggy on her, hiding the briefs underneath and showing off her long, slender legs.

      Legs that beckoned me in a way that they shouldn’t have.

      “God, you let me sleep that long? I’m sorry,” she winced.

      “For what?” I frowned.

      “Taking advantage of your hospitality, overstaying my welcome,” she said softly as her fingers curled in the hem of Kieran’s shirt.

      She’d look even better in one of mine.

      I frowned as her words sunk in.

      “Don’t ever apologize for such a thing. There’s nothing to be sorry for. You’re injured, and you needed rest. You’ll be staying with us while you recover,” I stated, hating the way her brow was softly furrowed.

      Just how much had this man twisted her mind? Made her think she had to apologize for basic human decency?

      “Okay, sorry,” she mumbled, and I gritted my teeth.

      “Veronica,” I closed the gap between us, taking an odd delight in her sharp inhale as I stood over her, “If you apologize again for nothing, I’ll…” I let the sentence hang at the way her eyes had widened. Was she truly worried I’d punish her? Hurt her in some way?

      I stepped back instantly as I shook my head. “Just, please, don’t apologize for nothing.”

      She nodded, that emerald eye confused as she bit her lip, and the movement had me needing to force my gaze away. Why was the urge to kiss her so overwhelming? What had this little stray done to me?

      Hell, I’d even said please. So much for being a brutal killer.

      “Is the ring bothering you?” I asked as she toyed with it once more. Why was she even still wearing it?

      “No, well, it is, but I also need it. It’s worth a bit, and…” She chewed her cheek uneasily as I frowned at her.

      “And?”

      “Just, once I leave, I’ll need to find my footing. He has all my belongings, my money,” she said softly, but then she shook her head. “Nothing, don’t worry about it. Any chance I could get something to eat?”

      I just stared hard at her before nodding.

      So she was worried about money? That was why she was hanging onto that pathetic excuse for an engagement ring? It’d be worth a few thousand at most, barely enough to get by on for long.

      “There’s no rush to leave, Veronica. Let yourself rest,” I said as I turned back to the door. Was she afraid we’d toss her on the street in a heartbeat? What cruelty had she suffered?

      The thought pissed me off, and I led the way out, pausing in the doorway to glance back at her.

      “Come, Enzo will be hungry, too.”

      She nodded, that little frown only deepening.

      “Was that the guy outside with you and Kieran?” she asked as she followed me out and down the stairs.

      “One and only.”

      As we reached the kitchen, the front door opened, and Enzo joined us, his grin only broadening as he glanced at Veronica.

      “So this is the girl from the road, nice to finally meet you. I’m Lorenzo, but everyone calls me Enzo.”

      I glanced at him, noting the way his gaze trailed over her, and then he flicked a knowing look my way.

      Now he understood the pull of her, although it wasn’t just her beauty. There was so much more to this little stray.

      And I wanted to find out every wicked detail.
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      Enzo was a sight for sore eyes as he shook my hand, that charming smile making me mirror it. He had the faintest hint of an accent, and if I had to guess, it’d be Italian. His olive skin would vouch for that belief, not to mention his name. But it was the raven-black hair tied back into a low bun and strong jawline speckled with stubble paired with that devilish smile that had my heart fluttering. Hell, now that the meds and panic had died off, I’d had a better chance to appreciate my saviors, although it seemed Kieran had gone out.

      Zane looked far too good as well, and the way he’d looked at me, something burning in those icy depths as he’d told me not to apologize, it had ignited something in me. Until the fear of the situation had kicked in. He’d stepped back instantly, and I was torn on whether to be grateful or upset.

      “Veronica,” I finally mumbled, realizing Enzo had his hand jutted out.

      I shook it, and his grin only widened, those pearly whites making my headache ease for a moment.

      “Well, aren’t you special, topolina,” he said, and I frowned at the Italian. I’d be lying if I said I knew any Italian.

      “So, how do you two know each other?” I asked as he released my hand, his brown nearly black eyes glittering with amusement.

      “We’re brothers,” Zane stated, and I arched a disbelieving brow.

      Zane and Kieran lacked the Italian look that Enzo had, although I was not one to question it. Perhaps they were half siblings? He certainly dressed like Zane, although he was even classier in his suit.

      “Adopted brother, their father took me in as a kid when my parents died. We grew up side by side, nothing we won’t do for one another now, we’ve been through the thick of it together, held down the trenches,” Enzo said as he winked at me, and I felt the blood rush to my cheeks.

      “Right.”

      “She needs painkillers, Enzo, and food,” Zane said, and Enzo just nodded.

      “Ah, so my brothers haven’t fed you? Not very big on their manners,” Enzo tutted, and Zane scoffed.

      “She ate early this morning with Kieran,” he stated.

      “Ah, let me guess—”

      “Omelet,” they said in unison, and Zane actually cracked a smile.

      “Man needs to learn other dishes. He’ll never find himself a woman,” Enzo said with a shake of his head as he rounded the kitchen island.

      Honestly, I doubted he’d have any trouble looking like the damn viking angel he was.

      “That’s not a priority of his,” Zane said as he beckoned for me to sit on the stool at the island.

      I did as requested, and he moved to pour a glass of water and scrounge up some painkillers for me. He then joined me, his arm brushing mine and making my skin prickle, although he took no notice.

      I downed the painkillers, the throb in my head making itself known with a vengeance. I would’ve looked like absolute shit. The nightmares that had awoken me had me tossing and turning, and I had a feeling my hair was a mess.

      That’d be nothing compared to what I imagined my face looked like. My split lip had scabbed over, and my left eye was impossible to open. I’d gingerly touched it when I’d risen from bed, and the tenderness was a sure sign of the ugly bruising I’d be sporting.

      Callum. Where was he now? Was he looking for me? Did he think I was dead? That would be a blessing. I’d finally be free of him, but I had nothing. My emergency bag I’d packed to run was with him, my money, my documents.

      I had nothing.

      “Tell me, topolina, what are you feeling like? I can whip up almost anything, just say the word.” Enzo grinned at me, forcing me to forget about Callum and my life for just a moment, that cheery smile relieving some of the darkness settling over my soul.

      “Um, I’m easy,” I mumbled.

      “I highly doubt that.” He chuckled, and I had to look away as my face burned.

      “Surprise her,” Zane said, and Enzo nodded. “But something quick, I’m sure she’s starving.”

      “Please, don’t go doing anything fancy. A sandwich is fine,” I said sheepishly, and Enzo just frowned at me.

      “You have a man with Italian heritage at your disposal, and you want a sandwich?” His smile fell as he cocked his head at me.

      “Fine, pasta and cheese.”

      Zane snorted as Enzo’s eyes widened.

      “Just… pasta and cheese?” He frowned, looking at me like I’d just told him I’d run over his dog.

      “It’s a tried and true staple,” I defended my choice.

      “Outrageous,” Enzo hissed, but his lip quirked up, causing me to smile.

      “Just give the stray what she wants,” Zane said, although there was some amusement flickering in his eyes.

      “Stray? Now that’s a new one, guess it’s stuck,” Enzo noted, and I glanced between the pair.

      “Why am I a stray? And what’s topolina mean?” I asked. Had they given me nicknames? I wasn’t sure how I felt about being called a stray. I wasn’t some damn mutt they’d picked up on the side of the road.

      Okay, they had picked me up on the road, but still.

      “Kieran wants to look after you, much like the stray pup he found out in the woods behind our house when we were kids,” Zane stated.

      “Ah, yes, Lucky. Good dog, that little mutt,” Enzo said with a nod. “As for topolina, it means little mouse.”

      “I’m not a mouse, or a stray,” I muttered.

      “You’re definitely a stray. They picked you up on the road, that qualifies as a stray,” Enzo said as he put a pot on to boil. “As for a mouse, you’re a quiet little thing, and light on your feet. Not to mention a survivor. Ever tried to kill a mouse? They can be pesky things to deal with.”

      I just frowned at him. Why were they giving me nicknames?

      “So, sweetheart, want to share why you’re a one-eyed-pirate right now?” Enzo asked as he rested his elbow on the counter and propped his chin up to stare at me like I was a puzzle to solve.

      “Um, not really,” I murmured, feeling both their gazes on me now.

      Great. Now that feeling of being in a pit of vipers was surfacing.

      “Well, it’s your story to tell, sweetness, I won’t push. But you’ve got serious explaining to do about this pasta and cheese thing. Not sure I can be under the same roof as someone who thinks that it’s acceptable,” Enzo said with a lopsided smirk.

      “I’ll be gone soon enough, your brothers have been far too hospitable as it is,” I said quickly.

      “Nonsense, we’re not rushing you out. Besides, there’s a storm headed our way today.” Enzo’s tone was not one to be questioned. He’d said it politely, but there was something in his gaze, something that told me I was not going anywhere today. I wasn’t sure whether the hair standing up on the back of my neck was good or bad. The way he gave me that lopsided smile had my stomach knotting, but there was that edge behind his eyes, the same one the other two brandished. A darkness he and Kieran hid behind a friendly smile, while Zane’s was a little more obvious.

      He just hid everything else.

      “Where’s Kieran gone?” I asked.

      “Business,” Zane said instantly.

      “I thought you were on holiday?” I frowned.

      “We are, but there’s still a few things we have to handle,” Zane shared.

      “Oh. Are you on holiday as well?” I asked Enzo.

      “There’s no rest for the wicked in my regard, topolina, but I’ll take a few days off,” he answered with that wretched smile as he tugged his suit jacket off. He looked far too tempting in that white undershirt, and it was only amped when he rolled his sleeves up.

      I bit my cheek at the innocent movement that was far too appealing. And he was hiding some wicked sleeve tattoos.

      How much more of him was tatted?

      I pushed the devilish thought away, grateful that my headache had eased.

      Enzo turned back to stir the pasta, and my mind returned to Callum.

      What was he thinking right now? How was he feeling?

      Why on earth did I feel the slightest bit of guilt for what I’d done?

      I pursed my lips as I tried to shove it down. I had nothing to feel guilty for. I’d come to realize he was twisting everything, that I was something to be controlled in his eyes. I was not a partner to him. He’d made that clear the first time he’d laid his hands on me.

      I stared down at my engagement ring. It was the only thing I had left, and I hated that. It was a tie to a life I wanted no part of, a link to the man who’d pushed me over the edge.

      It was a miracle I was still here.

      I looked over at Zane, at that unreadable expression as he just watched Enzo.

      If it weren’t for him and Kieran, I wouldn’t be here.

      “Thank you,” I mumbled.

      “Why?” Those icy eyes met mine as he turned his head, intrigue flaring to life in their cool depths.

      “For saving me last night.”

      “You don’t need to thank me. Anyone would have done it,” he stated.

      “Still, I would’ve died out there,” I said softly.

      His jaw clenched, and the slightest furrow in his brow appeared.

      “You didn’t. And when you’re ready to tell us what happened, we’ll help you.”

      “Why would you help me?” I asked as Enzo turned back.

      “Because, topolina, it’s the right thing. We may not be good men in the eyes of some, but when it comes to women and children, there is a code,” Enzo stated.

      I flicked my gaze to him and frowned. Some saw them as bad men? What did he mean by that? Just who were they? Marines or something? No, marines wouldn’t have holiday homes and wear a Rolex. But they certainly had the builds for trained men.

      Mercenaries? That seemed more plausible.

      “I dunno how you can help me,” I said sheepishly. “I think I’ve helped myself enough.”

      Neither of them said a word at this, just gave me trained looks before Enzo dished up my pasta and asked me how much cheese I wanted.

      The grumbling in my belly had me asking for it to be absolutely covered, and his growing scowl had me giggling away.

      How had I been rescued by these men? Men who were far too good-looking and sweet to me?
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      “Would you like a drink?” I asked as Veronica moved to the couch.

      She’d wolfed down the pasta, much to Enzo’s disgust, which he voiced, although it was met with a mere shrug and disregard.

      How the little stray had any sass left despite her swollen shut eye and scraped up body was beyond me. Her bare legs had far too many bruises and cuts for my liking, even if they looked fine as hell.

      Enzo didn’t even try to hide it when he’d gazed at her while she’d moved to the couch, taking her in fully.

      “Um, I’m okay,” she said as I poured myself a whiskey. “Probably not the best time for alcohol.”

      “Oh, sweetheart, now’s the best time!” Enzo said far too enthusiastically as he strode over to her.

      A crack of thunder overhead was followed with the soft patter of rain, heralding us to the storm.

      I watched as she pulled her legs up on the couch, a shudder coursing through her as she frowned at the glass sliding door.

      The sky had darkened outside, and a flash of lightning had her shrinking on the couch.

      “Because of the storm?” she asked, and he just laughed.

      "No, topolina, because it’s a celebration time,” he stated, and she glanced over at me like my brother was mad.

      Was Enzo mad? No, he was probably the most normal of us, the least sadistic. But normal was still a stretch. Normal didn’t relate to men who made their living with murder and illegal operations.

      I cocked my head at his need to call her little mouse. It was an odd nickname, not one I’d heard him use before. But it did suit our little stray.

      “Why are we celebrating?” she asked as she glanced between us, another clap of thunder making her flinch.

      So loud sounds bothered her. I’d take note of that.

      “Because, my brothers secured a business deal, hence their little holiday, and why Kieran had to pop out for a bit. They’re taking a much needed breather and also celebrating,” Enzo said, and I inwardly sighed. He was weaving the whole thing into his own story.

      “Oh, congratulations! That’s awesome,” she said, offering me a small smile. I nodded, and when she looked back at Enzo, I gave him a dark look.

      “So, you think you’d like some wine? We have some of the finest bottles,” Enzo tried to sway her.

      “Fine, something sweet, though. None of that dry shit,” she said, and my mouth quirked.

      “Well, I’ll find you something to your liking, m’lady,” Enzo said as he gave her an exaggerated bow and flourish.

      The musical laugh that erupted from her had me stiffening, my chest tightening as a smile snuck across my face.

      Enzo’s face lit up like Christmas, and his dark eyes met mine, mirroring the same realization that was dawning in me.

      The little stray had stolen a piece of me with her delight, a piece that made me uneasy.

      Enzo’s knowing look had my smile sinking.

      Fuck.

      Our little stray had just stolen my heart. And she didn’t even know it.

    

  







            14

          

          

      

    

    






LORENZO

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I saw the minute she stole Zane’s heart. Her sweet laugh had my own soaring, beyond delighted to have brought a moment of joy amongst this horror show she’d survived.

      And now, I was getting her to sample the three bottles I’d wrangled from the basement while Zane had fetched her a blanket to curl up under.

      Three fine wines from the past century, one of them worth more than the wretched ring she still wore.

      She savored the taste of each, grinning at me with her one emerald eye.

      Every time I looked at her face, seeing the split lip and swollen shut eye, I vowed to break a bone in Callum’s body.

      How she was still so willing to laugh with me was beyond me.

      “So, we could pop a show on,” I offered as I plopped onto the couch beside her.

      “What if the power goes out?” she asked as she balanced her glass of wine in one hand. We’d opted to just switch between the bottles since she liked them all, saying I had great taste.

      “We’ve got a generator that’ll kick in,” I stated as I sipped my own glass.

      “I dunno, I don’t think I could focus on a show,” she admitted as she looked down at that damn engagement ring.

      We were up to twenty-seven broken bones now. He wouldn’t have any left unbroken by the time I got back to him.

      “All good, some music for the sweet lady then,” I stated as I shot back up and headed for the stereo system.

      Zane was watching me quietly from where he stood by the island, his expression unreadable. There’d always been a cold calculation to my brother, something sinister that I’d recognized as a child. But right now, there was little trace of it as Veronica giggled, his lip instead quirking.

      Our topolina sure had him hooked.

      I paused at the thought. Ours? Where had that come from? I shook my head as I put on some classical music, smirking as she snorted at my choice.

      “Showing your age here, Enzo.” She laughed, and I arched a brow at her.

      “That’s not very nice, sweetheart. I’ll have you know I’m not even thirty yet,” I stated.

      “Really? I was sure you were just dying those gray streaks well into your forties,” she shot back, and I couldn’t help the proper laugh that bubbled up my throat.

      Her grin only widened while Zane’s eyes twinkled, the corners of his mouth lifting a little.

      “Well, how about you give this old man a dance?” I suggested as I walked over and held out my hand.

      Her face went red as she bit her lip, the slight wince making her release it as she caught the barely healed split.

      “I actually don’t know how…” she mumbled.

      “A woman engaged hasn’t learned to dance? What were you planning to do on the big day?” I quipped, but the unease and darkness that swept through her good eye had me inwardly cursing.

      “Classes, I guess,” she said as a soft frown settled over her features.

      “Nope. I was taught by one of the best. I’ll teach you. No time for wallowing, get up,” I stated, determined to wipe that despair off her face. He was not worth her sadness or concern. Not for what he’d done to her.

      She managed a small smile as she rose and slipped her small, cold hand in mine.

      I guided her through the waltz, relishing every giggle as she tried not to step on my toes and work with me.

      “See, you’re a natural, you have nothing to worry about,” I said, my voice coming out more breathy than I’d hoped.

      She was so close now, her sweet emerald eye dancing with delight as she smiled. She’d look so beautiful without that goddamn bruised eye. How could a man fracture such beauty? Taint it like this? She was too good. She’d been more than willing to challenge me with wit and banter, and her giggles showed she still had a love for life despite everything.

      Even though I could see the shadows hiding behind her eyes.

      Shadows she had no need to know about.

      I forced aside the anger that boiled up inside me at the man who’d done this to her. If I found out there was more than one, I’d be making the rounds, coating my hands in blood. They’d deserve it for trying to dampen this sweet flower’s glow.

      She sighed as she rested her head on my shoulder, and my hand instantly tightened on her waist as I danced her around slowly.

      Zane locked eyes with me, and I gritted my teeth.

      He certainly wasn’t the only one taken with this little princess.

      “Thanks for this,” she whispered, and I softened.

      “Any time, topolina.”
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      Even Lorenzo was smitten, I could see it as clear as day, our little stray winning him over in a heartbeat as she danced with him, not fighting his desire to distract her.

      I wasn’t sure how he’d react if I told him everything. Of how she came to be on our road, how she’d thrown herself from the car and off a goddamn bridge. He’d probably storm straight over to the guards’ quarters and beat Callum senseless. Hell, I’d fought it far too many times already. Kieran wanted us to wait for him, not to mention letting him rot in the basement, stewing in his own fear, was well worth it. It was nothing compared to the fear and pain he’d inflicted on her. God knows what injuries she’d hidden. Just how long had she been with the man?

      I sipped my whiskey, pacing myself, watching as Enzo twirled her around, her musical laughter filling the room with his soft classic music.

      She’d look perfect in a ballgown dress, hanging off my arm at the annual gala my father threw. It was just a way for him to flaunt his control, inviting all the people he had in his pocket, from the chief of police to the board of the hospital, even the city mayor would be there. Everyone that dared not go against our family.

      The song ended, and the pair bowed to one another before Veronica giggled and sat down, reaching for her wine as she pulled the blanket tight around her.

      Another clap of thunder had her shuddering, and I pushed off the island to join them.

      “So, Veronica, do you have any family?” Enzo asked, and I focused on her as I sat in the lone armchair across from the pair on the couch.

      “Ah, no, not really. No siblings, so I’m not blessed like you guys,” she said as she took a hefty swig of her wine.

      “Blessed,” Enzo snorted as he cast me a smirk. We’d fought as children until we’d started killing together. Nothing brought you together like sharing the same bloodied hands.

      “Parents?” I pressed.

      “Never knew my father, he bailed before I was two, and my mom never spoke of him. I don’t talk to her either, growing up wasn’t exactly a walk in the park with her,” she said as she frowned at her glass.

      So, she had an estranged father. How a man could abandon his child was beyond me. Family was everything in life.

      “Why’s that?” Enzo asked as he polished off his glass and reached for the bottle on the coffee table.

      “She is bipolar and was unmedicated. You never knew what you were going to get, it was always walking on eggshells, watching your words. I got out as soon as I could, and whenever she decided to get on meds after going clean, she’d reach out, I’d give her the benefit of the doubt, but she’d fall off the wagon again and disappear from my life. I stopped trying after the fifth time. I know the cycle will never be broken,” she said as she mirrored Enzo and finished her glass.

      I frowned at Enzo, who looked just as perplexed. So, she had no one. Her family was useless, clearly. They’d not stopped the abuse she was enduring.

      It infuriated me, knowing our little stray had struggled so much in life.

      But it would explain why she hadn’t left the prick. Chaos and unease was all she’d known. No father figure to show her what was right, and with a bipolar mother, I doubt she’d had any worthwhile relationships to look up to.

      “I’m sorry to hear that, Vee,” Enzo said softly.

      “It is what it is,” she said softly as Enzo topped up her glass.

      “Any friends?” I asked.

      “Yeah, I had some, but we drifted apart once I met Callum,” she said uneasily with a shrug.

      “You mean he cut you off from them,” Enzo said knowingly.

      She just pursed her lips at this and sipped her glass.

      “Is he right?” I asked, and that one green eye met mine uneasily.

      “He didn’t think they were good friends to me…”

      “No, he knew they’d get in your ear about him,” Enzo snorted. “He was cutting you off so you had no one to help you see the truth.”

      “Maybe.” She frowned at her glass, and I decided Callum didn’t need both his balls by tomorrow evening.

      “Work?” Enzo asked, a crack of thunder making her flinch.

      “I liked my job, although it was nothing special,” she said, a small smile creeping over her lips. “I worked as a waitress for a little diner on the corner and did their bookkeeping, too. They were the closest thing I had to family.”

      Her smile fell at this, and Enzo arched a brow at me.

      “Did they know about Callum?” I asked.

      “Yes, Penny was always saying he was no good for me. She was probably my closest friend, although he hated her. She pulled me aside once when…” Her frown deepened as she shook her head. “Do we have any snacks?”

      “When what?” Enzo wasn’t about to let it slide.

      She gave him a grim smile before sighing at her glass.

      “I came in with a black eye. She didn’t believe it was an accident.”

      “Because it wasn’t, was it?” I said, my voice lower than I’d planned.

      She shook her head sadly.

      “Doesn’t matter anymore. I doubt I’ll still have my job there after not showing for a few days,” she mumbled. “Any chance for some crisps?”

      “Out of luck there, stray, we haven’t gone shopping, only got the basics. I can make you a sandwich,” I said as I went to stand.

      “It’s fine, I’m not that hungry, you’ve done enough for me, just feeling snackish,” she said with a soft smile.

      I gritted my teeth at that. I’d done enough for her? Callum wasn’t even dead yet, so it sure as hell wasn’t enough. He was never worthy of such a sweet woman.

      “I’ll make you a sandwich,” I stated as I continued to the kitchen, my tone not to be argued with. Thankfully, she didn’t say a word as she swirled her wine glass.

      “So, what do you do in your free time?” Enzo shifted the subject.

      “Apart from get rescued by pornstars?” she quipped, and I snorted as Enzo choked on his sip of wine.

      So she remembered her medicated little bout.

      “Pornstars?” Enzo coughed as he hit his chest.

      “Apparently that’s how we afford this house. Or models,” I said as I made her sandwich.

      “Listen, topolina, as much as I’ll take that as a compliment, we’re businessmen,” Enzo stated as he flashed her a smile.

      Businessmen. I smirked at the thought. Sure, we were in business, but a dark one at that.

      “You’ve said that, what kind of business?” she asked as she held her empty glass to Enzo to top up. We’d have to cut her off soon, especially with how she was consistently smiling.

      Then again, she deserved to smile. The view lit up the room, even with her bruised eye and split lip.

      “Nothing you need to worry about,” I stated, and the pair glanced over as I returned with her PB and J.

      “Wow, ominous,” she said with a snort.

      “Stocks, company takeovers, foreign affairs. The family has their hand in many pies,” Enzo offered, and she just frowned at him.

      Many pies indeed.

      “So, big family dealings, business that’d bore me,” she said as she accepted the plate I offered her. “Thanks.”

      The way her eyes softened as I handed it to her, like I was granting her more than a simple meal, made me shift uneasily. This little stray deserved the goddamn world.

      “Yeah, probably,” Enzo said with a soft chuckle as he gave me a knowing look.

      Boring was definitely not a word we’d use.

      “But you dodged the question, what do you do in your free time?” Enzo circled back.

      “I like to draw and garden.” She shrugged as she bit into her sandwich.

      “You any good?” Enzo asked.

      “I think I’m okay.”

      “Humble and beautiful, a good mix,” Enzo said, and her cheeks reddened as she focused on her sandwich.

      I’d make sure some drawing supplies were on the order list when I went to the men for a town run. Hell, I’d do it myself, but I would rather stay with her, learn all there was to know about this little stray we’d allowed into our home.

      Her face fell as she finished half her sandwich and set the plate on the coffee table.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked instantly. Had I done the ratio wrong with the PB and J?

      “Do you think he’s looking for me?” she asked as she toyed with her ring once more.

      “No, it’s a miracle you survived,” I stated, and Enzo arched a questioning brow. “She jumped from his car, then a bridge into the river.”

      “What? Why?” Enzo’s eyes shot to her as he leaned forward, his arms flexing with the need to break bones.

      He may not carry the Slade name, but he was just as much one of us.

      Veronica shook her head at his harsh tone, and I shot him a look, forcing him to ease. She was fragile still.

      “Topolina, you’re safe here. Besides, we won’t let him hurt you. You have our word,” Enzo said firmly, and that one emerald eye flicked between us in confusion. He didn’t need to know why she’d done it, it was clear as day she’d been trying to escape.

      “Why? I’m no one to you.”

      “You’re the stray who loves to draw. You’re not no one,” I said before Enzo could open his mouth. She was important, whether she believed it or not. She was someone to us now, not just a pretty face.

      That one emerald eye met mine, her frown softening.

      “Why are you guys helping me?” she whispered.

      “Because, topolina, even if that human trash made you think you were nothing and no one, we know that’s not true. You’re a human, and a decent one, with your own hopes and dreams. You’ve got a kind soul from what we’ve seen,” Enzo stated as he held his glass up. “And I say we toast to the wonderful Veronica, for surviving the odds and coming out stronger.”

      That face broke into a smile as she shook her head, and I couldn’t help the way my mouth curved upwards.

      “A toast,” I said as I reached for my already empty whiskey glass.

      Her musical giggles had Enzo lighting up as she lifted her glass and we clinked them altogether.

      I watched the pair down more wine as Enzo told her about Italy when he’d visited it to see where his ancestors came from. He spoke animatedly about it, and it brought me joy to see my brother so at ease with our little stray.

      She asked questions, downing another glass and grinning when he described the fields of flowers in detail around the town where his grandparents came from.

      A knock on the door had Enzo turning the music right down as he headed off to see who it was. One of our guards most likely. Maybe there was something going on with our baggage in their basement.

      The thought made me smirk, but I dropped it when Veronica looked at me.

      “Who would that be?” she asked as thunder rumbled overhead.

      “Probably one of the guards,” I shared.

      “You have guards? They’re in that building out front, right?” she asked slowly as she sipped her wine.

      I nodded, and a soft furrow settled over her features.

      “So you guys are rich rich. Need guards. How fancy,” she mused before cracking a grin.

      “I’m going to head out, don’t have too much fun without me!” Enzo called out from the front door.

      “Everything okay?” I called back.

      “It’s fine, just a little bit of business I need to sort out quickly.”

      “Call if you need anything,” I said, and the front door closed just as lightning lit up the room.

      Veronica looked a little saddened by this.

      “Maybe you should try to sleep,” I suggested, even though my watch said it was only afternoon.

      “Sleep,” She mumbled. “I don’t think I can.”

      “Because of the storm?” I asked. It was clear the thunder was getting to her. Loud noises, although I had my suspicions that was thanks to Callum.

      “No,” she said with a sigh before giving me a sad smile. “Nightmares.”
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      “Do you want to talk about them?” I asked.

      “You want to know about my nightmares?” She smirked at me, but it faltered when I just nodded.

      “Did you have them last night?”

      “Yes.” Her gaze fell to her glass as she sipped it.

      “Tell me about them.”

      “What is there to tell? It was nightmares about him finding me, what he’d do to me if he did. I couldn’t take it anymore. When he found me the other day, trying to catch a train out of there, y’know, since we’d cut back to only his car to save on expense,” she scoffed at this, “it crushed me. I’d spent weeks, months saving and preparing to run from him. Ever since—” she paused abruptly as she drew her lip between her teeth, her one eye glistening as she fought her emotions.

      Distress at her pain swept over me, an oddly foreign thing as I moved to sit beside her on the couch. This woman had been a stranger yesterday, and now, she was something so much more.

      “Ever since?” I coaxed her softly as I rested a reassuring hand on her bouncing knee. It flinched beneath my hand, but then settled.

      She sucked in a calming breath as she gave me a sad smile.

      “I found out I was pregnant. I cried on the bathroom floor at the positive test. Not that it mattered, I miscarried after he kicked me. But I decided then that it was no life to raise a child in. And when he found me and took me on a spontaneous getaway to rekindle our spark after punishing me, I knew I couldn’t do it, especially when he said we should just elope. I’d leave him in any way I could. I was ready to die when I threw myself from that car, ready to leave him for good in the only way I could escape him. I still have no idea how I survived, but I know I wouldn’t be here if you guys hadn’t found me.” Her words were soft as she spoke, having abandoned her glass on the coffee table as she toyed with her ring.

      But they sliced so deep within me, a rage unlike any other boiling up inside me.

      Everything she’d said was like a knife to the gut, another actual knife wound Callum would endure. He’d killed his unborn child, made her suffer in more ways than anyone could imagine. The despair and rage that brought me, the pain I knew she would have felt, the emotional agony, it burned white-hot through me.

      “Did he know?” I hissed, doing my best to keep the venom from my voice. I didn’t need her shutting down, not when she’d just opened up to me about such a painful past.

      “That I was pregnant? Yeah,” she murmured as her hands curled into the blanket, her lips pursed tight as she trembled.

      I wrapped an arm around her, pulling her into my chest as a sob broke free from her. My blood was pumping in my ears now, my heart thrumming  as fury boiled through me.

      Callum would pay, repeatedly, and then I’d kill him slow. I’d make him regret it all, beg for his life. I rarely took delight in killing, that was Kieran’s thing, but I’d enjoy every moment of murdering this bastard. I’d tear him limb from limb, peel his skin off, make sure he felt it all. Cut his balls off and feed them to him like the worthless mutt he was.

      Her small form nestled against me, trembling as she wept quietly. Her shuddering yanked me from the hate-fueled thoughts in my mind. She was so quiet despite the absolute despair that she had to be feeling, like she was afraid to truly weep and make noise.

      How many times had she had to cry quietly to avoid his wrath?

      How could a man be so cruel to a woman he was supposed to love? It crushed me inside. But I couldn’t let my darkness shine through right now, not when she was so broken. She needed comfort, not my rage.

      “You’re safe here, Vee,” I murmured, using the nickname Kieran had said. “He’ll never hurt you again.” I wanted her to feel safe, to know that there wasn’t a chance he’d ever lay a finger on her again. That this revelation, this murder of an unborn child he’d committed, had sealed his fate. Hell, I’d already planned to kill him, but now it would be brutal and slow, and I’d make sure none of us got too ahead of ourselves and ended it early. There was no way he’d be given that gift.

      “You can’t promise that,” she mumbled pitifully as she wiped harshly at her eyes and yanked away. The need to protect herself, to not even take comfort in a kind hand, it broke me.

      “I can, and I will. He won’t ever lay a hand on you again. You have my word,” I stated. Hell, I’d cut both his goddamn hands off for this. For dampening the glow of this beautiful woman.

      She stared hard at me, her tear-streaked face making my chest ache, her nose reddened as she sniffled, but her brow furrowed.

      She swallowed as she saw just how certain of this I was, that my words were not a false promise.

      I never made promises I couldn’t keep.

      “Thank you,” she finally whispered as she let her guard down, nestling back against my chest, all the tenseness releasing from her as she slumped against me. The weight of her past had been crushing her, the fear of him, the terror, the pain, and I was just glad I’d been able to take on some of that burden for her.

      I ran my hand down her arm soothingly, toying with a few strands of her earthy brown hair.

      “That feels nice,” she whispered as she closed her eyes, and a small smile touched my lips.

      Had she ever felt a soft, loving touch from her fiancé?

      “Y’know, there was a time I loved him, before he showed his true colors. Then it became fear, walking on eggshells, making sure I never did anything wrong to upset him. But his expectations were too high. I honestly think not even the perfect woman would have been good enough. He just wanted to have control. His love was a claim of ownership over me, and I never want someone to own me again, to control me.” Her soft voice was almost inaudible as the wind picked up outside, the storm raging even harder as thunder cracked overhead, like it was mirroring the whirling rage within me. Except this time, in my arms, she didn’t flinch from the sound, and I took some delight in that.

      Ownership. That was something she never wanted from a man.

      Would I do the same? If she was mine, I’d want her safe, I’d never want her out of my sight. Hell, I already didn’t want her anywhere she was at risk, and that bothered me. How could she have made such an impact on me already?

      But as I held her, her body so relaxed against mine as I stroked her arms and teased her hair, I knew she was not just some stray. She was a special woman, and not just to me, Enzo and Kieran felt it, too.

      “I used to look at other men at work, not in an attracted kind of way, but more just wondering what life would be like in a normal relationship, to not be afraid that every kiss came with a price.”

      “Love shouldn’t come with a price. It’s not a transaction, Vee,” I said as I ceased toying with her hair and caught her chin, coaxing her to look up at me.

      I wanted her to understand that, to see that her life was her own, she didn’t owe anyone anything, especially not that sack of shit.

      My breath caught at the sliver of her second emerald eye looking at me, her swollen eye having settled enough that it could open a fraction. When she was healed, she would be the most beautiful woman I’d ever laid eyes on, not just physically, but within. The light she contained was breathtaking.

      I ducked down, giving her time to pull away if she chose.  It wasn’t something I was used to, I normally took what I wanted with women, but I’d also not been looking for something special, and they’d been all too keen for the brutality of a blood-stained man. And the money my name came with.

      But not Vee. I didn’t want to take anything from her. I wanted her to choose, to give me everything freely. To show me it was real. That this pull I felt wasn’t one-sided.

      She closed the gap I left, her soft lips meeting mine. I’d keep it gentle, not wanting to split her barely healed lip.

      Her body shifted to better her angle as my tongue skated across her lower lip, and she allowed me in.

      A moan broke free from me as we kissed, her body now perched on my lap, making my dick far too hard beneath her. If she moved, it’d be game over. I’d want to do things to her that she didn’t need right now.

      She broke away, sucking in a breath as she rested her forehead on my shoulder.

      “There’s no price attached to that, beautiful. You owe me nothing,” I stated, even though my body argued that it certainly wanted something now.

      She pulled back to smile softly at me, and I couldn’t help but mirror it, enjoying how hers only widened. I reached up to tuck her hair behind her ears, wanting to see her face fully.

      “It was always my job to please,” she said as her gaze dropped to my lips.

      I frowned at this.

      “Did he ever please you?”

      “In the beginning,” she said sheepishly as she glanced over at the glass doors as lightning lit up the room.

      “To reel you in,” I stated, and she nodded knowingly.

      So it had been a lie, a ploy to win her.

      “It’s fine,” she said as she noted my frown, her soft smile only angering me more at him.

      “No, it’s not fine. You can’t ever think that’s fine. He’s twisted your mind, beautiful. Love is all about giving, you want to do things for your partner, bring them pleasure. And you don’t expect anything in return,” I said as I trailed my fingers down her arm, her whole body shuddering from the soft touch.

      “Well, I did figure out it wasn’t what love was supposed to be, hence why I tried to leave,” she said as she pursed her lips.

      “Well, I think it’s a good time for you to learn how a woman should be treated,” I stated as I wrapped my arms around her and lifted her up.

      She gasped, her hands wrapping around my shoulders instantly as I turned her around and set her back on the couch before pushing the coffee table back and kneeling before her.

      “What are you doing?” she whispered as I ran my fingers up her smooth legs.

      “I’m going to take care of you, beautiful, and I want you to let me.” I stared up at that still bruised face, those emerald eyes shocked, one wide while the other struggled against her swelling.

      She deserved pleasure amongst all this pain, and I wanted to give it to her.

      “I… he was only the second guy I’ve been with,” she said quickly as I snaked my hands up her thighs and to the waistband of Kieran’s briefs.

      “How did the other guy treat you?” I asked as I rested my hands on her hips and kissed her knees.

      She trembled as I did this, but her mouth set in a grim line, telling me enough.

      “He was bad, not as bad as Callum, he didn’t hit me, but he cheated and made me feel worthless. Took what he wanted when he wanted… but we were young. We were together just after high school for a few years, he left me for one of the girls he cheated with.”

      So, she’d not been with anyone but takers, cruel men to their women, and it infuriated me. Some man had tossed her away? Made her feel worthless? No wonder she’d thought Callum was an upgrade. She’d never known anything but brutality and cruelty. Love at a price. We were brutal and cruel, but not to our women. Our mother had been treated as a queen until her untimely passing, and I’d make sure any woman of mine was shown the same. Loyalty was a big thing in my line of work, and it crossed over into our romantic relationships as well.

      “That doesn’t justify it, Vee. Young or not, under the influence—if you love someone, you don’t hurt them in any way. It’s time for you to be treated right. No price attached, I’m doing this because I want to,” I said as I hooked my fingers in the waistband of her briefs.

      A glitter of excitement mixed with unease in her eyes, but I waited for her to nod before I pulled her briefs down.

      Her hands fell to my shoulders as I pulled her forward and spread her wide. She was well-groomed, just a soft tuft greeting me over her perfect little rose.

      “I…” Her legs trembled as I held her apart, her nerves getting the best of her.

      “Relax, beautiful, you look delectable, don’t be nervous. I’ll take care of you,” I said, a smile teasing my lips as I dove in before her nerves made her shut me out.

      She gasped as I closed my lips on her clit, suckling her before swiping my tongue through her sweet folds. Her fingers dug into my shoulders, but pain was always welcome for me.

      I’d just be gentle with her.

      “Oh…” Her head lolled back as the tension faded from her body, and I expertly teased her clit with my mouth as I slid one hand to her slick entrance. Someone liked what I was doing. Her wetness was more than enough praise.

      I swirled my finger around her slit, swiping my tongue over her clit until she was arching off the couch.

      That was the moment I dove two fingers inside her, loving the gasp that escaped her.

      I stroked her sweet spot, her body arching and shifting under my touch, and my dick twinged and strained against my pants.

      I wanted to yank them down and bury myself in her, to fuck her senseless. But she couldn’t handle that. Not right now. I’d handle myself later.

      “Zane…” Her soft voice had me moaning at my name, and I didn’t relent as her soft gasps built up, her walls tightening on my fingers.

      She cried out as she came undone, her walls milking my fingers as I tasted her orgasm, her body trembling. Those blissful cries were something I’d make my mission to bring about as often as I could. I wanted to hear them every day, to bring her pleasure like none other. She deserved it and more. I kissed her inner thigh as I withdrew my fingers.

      Her head lolled to the side as she sucked in air, and I stared up at her as I licked my fingers, offering her a teasing smile and wink.

      She just chuckled and shook her head.

      “What’s wrong, beautiful?” I asked as I rose up on my knees to cup her face, wanting to see the pleasure in her eyes.

      “Nothing, I just… didn’t expect that…” she mumbled, those eyes struggling to hold my own.

      “Did you enjoy it?”

      “Yes.” Her answer was strong and quick, and I smirked as I stroked her face and pressed my lips to hers. I didn’t want to stop here, I wanted to flip her over and fuck her raw, make her scream my name, but there was no way her body could handle that right now. She deserved a sweet touch, something gentle. Something I couldn’t offer her.

      “Well, I came back at the right time.”

      Vee’s eyes widened in panic, and I just smirked.

      Right time indeed.
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        * * *

      

      I rose as Enzo strode into the living room, and Vee frantically pulled the blanket over her naked lower half.

      “Vee hasn’t been pleased correctly in a long time, figured it was time she learned how a woman should be treated,” I stated as I rose, and Vee’s eyes widened at my arousal straining through my pants. Had she expected me to not get excited? That was an impossible ask.

      “How’d he do?” Enzo asked, a mischievous grin plastered on his face as he looked to her.

      Her face was bright red as she fumbled with the blanket, shrinking under it like she could escape this scrutiny.

      “Relax, topolina, I’m sure he did well,” Enzo said with a laugh.

      “Actually, I think she could use some more pleasing. A gentle touch, though,” I said, and Enzo looked to me, his smile faltering. He knew what I meant. I was not a gentle lover, we all knew that. And he understood. “So, perhaps you can show her how special she is? What she deserves.”

      “I can certainly do that,” Enzo said, his smile widening as he turned to Vee, who was looking between us in utter shock. “Oh, sweetheart, relax, we’re brothers,” he said as he gave her a crooked grin and knelt down before her. “We share a lot of things, there’s no jealousy between us.”

      Would I want anyone other than my two brothers having her? Hell fucking no, I’d break any man’s hands who thought he could touch her.

      But my brothers were an extension of me, we were blood or chosen family, and that was powerful.

      And any woman who could happily share us was the perfect fit, since none other had been able to handle it.

      “Vee, it’s okay, Enzo will treat you right, let us do this for you,” I said as she shot me a confused look. “Trust me.”

      I could see the war waging behind her eyes, but then she looked to Enzo as she bit her lip.

      “I’ll take care of you, love, I promise,” Enzo said with a nod.

      “It’s… not normal to share,” she squeaked, and Enzo chuckled.

      “It is for us, now, let me make you happy, sweetheart. Don’t need Zane getting upset with me,” he said with a wink, and her face flushed again.

      “It’s okay, Vee, I’m okay with this, I want him to, if you want to,” I said, making sure to give her the control over the situation.

      Enzo didn’t make a move as we waited for her confirmation, and for a split second, I thought she was going to reject him, shattering my hopes of this becoming something more. A woman we could share, that we could cherish together.

      “Okay,” she whispered, and Enzo beamed as he slid his arms under her and lifted her up bridal style.

      Her little squeal as the blanket fell away and she used one hand to yank down her shirt had me chuckling.

      “Relax, topolina, you’re going to be naked before you know it. And I’ll make sure you’re as happy as can be,” Enzo vowed, and I nodded as he took her upstairs, her still stunned face watching me over his shoulder.

      I needed to deal with the desire she’d left me with, allow Enzo to give her the gentle touch she needed.

      And relish the knowledge that she was accepting of being shared.

      Not to mention I’d check in with Kieran.

      Once I’d handled my own situation.
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        * * *

      

      I clung to Enzo, still processing what was going on, the bliss from Zane still making me light-headed.

      I’d not in a million years thought he’d do that, and now, Enzo was whisking me upstairs, my lower body naked.

      Were they really okay with sharing? This was insane, and it was more insane that I was going along with it. Then again, I doubted Zane would be happy if I said no to his brother.

      Not that I’d want to. Get ravaged by a hot Italian man? That was every woman’s dream.

      I couldn’t even blame painkillers for my actions now. I’d let Zane do as he wished, his words hitting deep, his need to show me how I deserved to be treated touching me. Callum had not gone down on me in a long time, I’d forgotten what it felt like.

      “You’ve got Zane all flustered, love,” Enzo said as he kissed my neck, a thrill shooting through me as he walked me down the hall to a room at the end, past Kieran and Zane’s rooms.

      “I didn’t mean to,” I mumbled, quivering in his arms as he used his foot to push open the slightly ajar door.

      “Relax, topolina, it’s not a bad thing, now I get to have some fun with you.” His voice was breathy as he nuzzled the top of my head, still holding me bridal style.

      I turned my head to glance over the room. Elegant and stylish, a white fur rug on the floor and red velvety looking sheets. Yep, I’d definitely choose this as his room.

      He lay me down on the bed as my heart raced like a hummingbird, those dark eyes eating me up as he smiled wickedly at me. He was looking at me like I was a grand prize, something he’d sought hard, and it made me puddle before him.

      Whatever aches and soreness I had in my body had been soothed by the high from Zane’s gift of climax, and now, despite everything, I wanted more.

      And to think I’d nearly died and was now aching for the man standing over me.

      “You’re beautiful, topolina,” he breathed as he stood tall and began unbuttoning his shirt, still giving me that hungry look.

      “Even with my face all bruised?” I smirked. Maybe I could blame all the wine for my actions with them. Then again, drunk actions were sober thoughts.

      “I see the beauty underneath, topolina, but I bet you’re only more breathtaking when you’re healed,” he said as he finally let his shirt fall open.

      I swallowed at the sight of perfectly carved muscle, a light scattering of hair over his pecs. They had to be mercenaries with how fine he looked. No wonder he carried me with ease.

      Or they lied about not being pornstars. Zane certainly knew how to use his tongue and hands.

      My face flushed as my gaze met the hardness tenting his pants.

      I averted my eyes as his deep chuckle sounded through the room, and he climbed onto the bed, leaning over me and forcing my gaze to his.

      “I can’t wait to see you back to yourself, dance with you once more,” he said as he caught my chin in his thumb and forefinger. His gaze trailed over my bruised eye, and his smile softened. “At least you can open it. I’ll be gentle, topolina.”

      I didn’t get a chance to say a thing as his mouth met mine in a sweet, tender kiss.

      I let him lay me back on the bed, his body covering mine as we kissed, his tongue dancing between my lips for entrance. I let him deepen the kiss, and his hand slid down my side to hook my leg over his hip.

      I moaned as he ground into me, drawing a low moan from him as his hand slipped under my shirt and glided up to skim over my nipple.

      I gasped, and he deepened the kiss, teasing my nipple as he continued to grind against me, not seeming to care that I would be making a wet mess on his pants.

      He broke the kiss to dive down and kiss my neck, his hand sliding out from under my shirt to undo the buttons on it.

      I assisted him, fumbling with the buttons as his lips trailed over my neck, my pulse racing.

      When he undid the last button, he moved in, kissing my breasts and suckling on my nipples as I arched into him. My face throbbed softly now, the high from earlier having worn off enough that the bruising was reminding me it was still there, but I didn’t care. This felt far too good, and it’d been far too long since I’d enjoyed myself.

      Enzo’s hand glided down between my legs, and he drew in a sharp breath before planting a kiss between my breasts and chuckling.

      “Well, Zane did a good job, you’re beyond wet, amore mio,” he rasped, his fingers teasing my wetness as  I moaned and tried to grind up into them.

      He just chuckled as he pulled his hand away.

      “I’m taking my time with you, topolina, I want you enjoying yourself,” he said as he kissed my nipple before taking it into his mouth.

      God, I wanted him to do so much more to me right now, to feel him in every way. But he took his time, kissing me all over, littering my body with soft caresses and featherlight kisses, worshiping me with soft words in Italian.

      Until, finally, when I was a breathy mess, our clothes fully removed, his intimidating size now on full display, he slid his fingers inside me.

      “Fuck, topolina,” he groaned as his fingers delved inside me, his lips grazing my neck as I ran my nails down his back.

      “Please,” I whispered, my voice breathy.

      “In due time, amore mio, I need you ready first,” he said sweetly as he claimed my lips, his fingers working me. What did he mean he needed me ready? I was a soaking mess on the verge of turning feral with need.

      But he drank up my moans as he slowly worked me, adding a third finger and stretching me as I whimpered pitifully for more.

      He moaned at this, his thick length rubbing against my thigh, the pre-cum smearing on me. Why that only amped me up more was beyond me. Everything about Enzo was unraveling me.

      His fingers eased out of me as his mouth moved to my ear.

      “Are you ready, amore mio?” His voice was raspy and strained, and I trembled beneath him.

      “Yes, please.”

      He didn’t need any more coaxing as he slid into me slowly, a moan escaping my lips along with his.

      Now I understood why he took the time stretching me. I’d seen it, been intimidated, but I’d not cared, too turned on and needing him.

      At least he’d been careful. One of us had to be with that weapon he brandished.

      I quivered under him as he filled me up, stretching my walls almost painfully.

      His movements were slow and gentle, allowing me to adjust as he kissed me and doted on me, soft words of adoration and tenderness making me a mess.

      I arched and clawed at him, my climax nearing, and he cursed as he buried himself into me, his hand slipping between us to tease my clit.

      That was my undoing as I cried out, writhing as he drove into me a few more times.

      “Fuck, amore mio,” he cursed, his body stiffening as he exploded inside me.

      He slumped down over me, holding himself up with one arm as he kissed my good cheek and then my lips.

      “We didn’t use protection,” I mumbled through the blissful haze.

      “It’s okay, amore mio, Don’t worry about that, I’ll take care of you,” he promised as he kissed my forehead.

      I couldn’t even think of where I was in my cycle right now, but in all honesty, it was the least of my worries right now.

      “Wait here, amore mio,” he said as he kissed me again.

      I frowned as he rose off the bed, wondering just what the Italian meant. He’d called me that several times now.

      He headed into the ensuite, and I scowled down at the load dripping out of me. We’d made a mess on his sheets.

      Running water greeted my ears, and then he returned, smiling tenderly at me as he climbed onto the bed and started cleaning me.

      “I can do that,” I said, but he just gave me a pointed look.

      “You’re still injured, amore mio, let me.”

      I didn’t argue, just frowned as he cleaned me up. No one had ever done that for me. Sex had always been a thing where we helped each other undress but then cleaned up and dressed on our own.

      This touched me.

      He paused once he’d cleaned me, his brow furrowing as he glanced up at me.

      “Are you crying?” Worry and pain burned across his features as I gave a sharp laugh as a wretched tear slid down my cheek.

      “Did I hurt you?” He touched my cheek softly, uncertainty evident in his features.

      “No, just… no one has done this before. Been so sweet, cared for me,” I mumbled as I shook my head, hating how pitiful I sounded.

      “Amore mio, This is how you’ll always be treated from here on out. I promise,” he said as he used his thumb to stroke away my tears before planting a soft kiss on my lips. “Now, let’s get you to the bathroom. We don’t need a pesky UTI.”

      I chuckled, then squeaked as he lifted me up effortlessly and carried me to the bathroom, not leaving even while I peed. At least he looked away, but as soon as I’d washed my hands, he swept me up into his arms again and carried me to bed.

      There, he laid me down, kissing my neck as he spooned me, his powerful arms wrapped around me.

      “You’re safe here, amore mio, get some rest. I’m not going anywhere,” he vowed, and my chest tightened as a smile spread across my face.

      I believed him, and I closed my eyes as I nestled back against him, a sense of safety and comfort settling over me. For once in my life, I truly felt safe.
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      “Did you really think that was a smart idea?” I asked as I inspected my bloodied knuckles.

      Gregory Alan sat before me, his arms restrained behind the chair, his face swollen and bloodied from my blows.

      “So..rry…” Gregory mumbled feebly, and I just arched a brow.

      “If you were sorry, you never would have tried to undercut us in the first place. We went out on a limb coming to you for our weapons, and you try this shit?” I smirked at him, my blood pumping at the ache in my fists.

      Gregory just whimpered, and I pulled out my knife.

      “I’ll need to make an example of you, Mr. Alan,” I said with a sigh.

      “Please.”

      I just stared at the pitiful man before me. We’d built our empire by making sure everyone knew what was to be expected if you tried to cross us.

      Mr. Alan had been a new gun supplier that my father’s men had supposedly vetted. Although, considering his attempts to undercut us, it hadn’t been good enough.

      I’d have to find out who did the vetting, they’d not get off scot free either.

      I balled my hand once more, the smirk dancing on my lips as I slammed it into his cheek yet again, the satisfying crunch of bone on bone making my heart race.

      I knew I was a twisted man, getting joy and delight out of the cruelty I’d dish out. The business served me well in this way. I wasn’t sure if I’d still have this strangeness if I’d not grown up in a world of blood and murder.

      Had I adapted to suit my environment? Or was I simply damaged straight from the womb? A stain on humanity that didn’t have its place except in the bloody underbelly?

      I reached for my knife, not hesitating as I dragged it across his forearm, slicing open the array of tribal tattoos on his skin. He hissed and begged for me to stop, but his cries fell on deaf ears as I continued working on my masterpiece, grinning like a madman.

      Was I an artist of sorts? Enjoying the sensation of flesh splitting beneath my blade, the blood oozing out like a wonderful paint we created so beautifully?

      No, I was a monster hiding in human skin, smiling like I was one of them, but knowing I was different. My brothers never judged me for it, which I was forever grateful for. We were all children of the darkness, men who’d found our place within the chaos.

      I paused as Zane’s words came to mind. Don’t get trigger happy. My hands had created a masterpiece, knocked out teeth and broken much of his face. Now his arms wore the branding of my work, the ‘K’ carved into each, my own signature.

      To make a true example of him, he’d have to die, but I’d told my brothers I’d call them first.

      I had to stick to my word there. Our word was our bond, without it, no one would ever work with us. Fear ran deep, entwined into my family’s name.

      I wiped my bloodied hands on my jeans, knowing I’d need to burn them anyway once all this was done.

      I fished my phone out, smirking as I dialed my brother.

      A few of my guards stood around me, silent watchers to my artistry. They were accustomed to it—they were paid to be a part of our world.

      “Kieran, how’s it going?” Zane’s voice was gruff, and I arched a brow as Mr. Alan whimpered before me, his head bowed in defeat. He knew there was no escape now. His punishment would make sure no one tried this stunt again if they didn’t want the same fate.

      “Mr. Alan thought it wise to try to undercut us. Wasn’t expecting a visit so soon,” I stated, my tongue flicking over a droplet of blood on my lip. The metallic taste danced around my mouth, and I used the sleeve of my other arm to wipe my face.

      “Fuck, that’ll piss dad off. Whoever vetted him will be in deep shit,” Zane muttered. “You handling it?”

      “Of course,” I said, and he snorted at my sickly sweet tone. He’d know exactly what I was doing.

      “Put a bullet in him yet?” he asked.

      “I said I’d call first,” I reminded him.

      “Yeah, too trigger happy. Have you made him regret it?”

      “Of course, he’s a piece of art,” I stated as I looked over my masterpiece before me.

      “Good, then finish it.” Zane sounded distracted, and I sniffed as I pulled my gun out.

      “You right?” I asked as I aimed it at his head.

      He didn’t make a sound to save himself, knowing it was futile. At least he’d stopped begging. Might as well die with some dignity.

      “I’m fine.”

      “How’s Vee?” I asked, my finger poised on the trigger.

      “She’s great,” he scoffed. “Tastes amazing.”

      I swallowed at that comment.

      “You tasted her?”

      “She needed to be shown how she deserved to be treated. Enzo has shown her a gentle touch,” Zane shared, and now I knew why he was distracted. I’d probably interrupted him dealing with his… issue.

      Fuck, both my brothers had been privy to her like this?

      “Now, Mr. Alan, you’ve done more than mess up my day. I could’ve been home,” I said with an exasperated sigh.

      I could’ve been the one showing Vee how she deserved to be treated. Now I’d have to come in last.

      I pulled the trigger, the gunshot ringing out as the spray of blood exited the back of Mr. Alan’s head.

      My heart raced, and I arched a brow at my desire evident in my pants.

      Thinking about Vee beneath me while I killed sure as hell was a devilish thing.

      “She was willing?” I asked as I nodded for my men to deal with the body.

      “Yes.”

      Well now, maybe we’d found the perfect little woman for us.

      I’d have to make sure she was accepting of us all, and since Zane and Enzo had already had their fun with her, I’d have to do something extra special to prove I was just as worthy as them.

      “Take care of her, Zane, she’s a special one,” I stated as I left the room, already coming up with a plan.

      “She is.”
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      I rolled over, blinking groggily as my head throbbed softly. My body ached only a little, but then last night’s events surfaced, and I bit my lip, tracking my gaze to where Lorenzo stood gazing out the window, the early morning sun dousing him in a heavenly glow.

      God, he looked divine, his button-up shirt undone, the sun catching his muscled chest and abs, his pants done up with a belt.

      I was torn between wanting him back in bed and just letting him stand there so I could enjoy his utter beauty.

      And, amazingly, no nightmares had plagued me last night in his arms.

      Those dark eyes flicked to me, and a smile spread across his face, making my heart stutter.

      No man had ever looked at me like that first thing in the morning.

      “Good morning, amore mio,” he said as he gracefully crossed the space and sunk onto the bed beside me, his hand cupping my face.

      “Good morning,” I murmured, grateful I could see him a little better with my bruised eye.

      “You’re healing, it’s going green now,” he noted, his fingers gently dancing around the edges of my bruise as his brow furrowed.

      “That’s good,” I said softly, drawing in a sharp breath as his thumb trailed over my lower lip, those dark eyes eating me up before he dove down to kiss me.

      “Amore mio, I could wake up to you every day,” he breathed as he rested his forehead on mine for a moment before moving to kiss it and sit up.

      “What does that mean?” I asked as I pulled the sheet tighter to my chest.

      “Exactly what I said,” he said, one eyebrow arching as he gave me a lopsided smile.

      “No, amore mio,” I said with a soft chuckle.

      “My love,” he said, his smile softening as my chest tightened.

      I just stared at him, searching those eyes. How could he say such a thing to me already? He barely knew me. Was it just a sweet term of endearment he threw around easily?

      No, the way he was looking at me was not the look I’d expect of a man who played with hearts.

      “Enzo…” I murmured, lost for words as I tried to sort through my warring emotions. Zane and he had shown me last night a whole new take on life. Of a kindness and tenderness that I’d not experienced, of how giving another human could be.

      “Good morning, Vee.”

      My eyes widened as Enzo chuckled, and I looked past him to where Kieran was sauntering into the room like it was completely normal.

      I sat up, clutching the sheet to my chest as my cheeks burned, no words leaving my parted lips as Kieran strode right over to us, holding a tray of food.

      “Breakfast for the princess of the house,” he said with a charming smile as Enzo just glanced at me.

      “I’m dreaming,” I muttered, and the pair smirked.

      “Not at all, Vee, figured you needed to re-energize after my brothers,” Kieran stated with a wink, and my face burned like nothing else.

      This was insane, this whole scenario.

      “This isn’t…” I just shook my head, not sure how to word how bizarre this all was.

      “Isn’t what?” Enzo asked as Kieran set the tray on the bedside table.

      “Isn’t normal?” Kieran queried as I gazed over the omelet he’d made me. Different from his last one, but it looked good, along with the coffee and buttered toast.

      “No, it’s not. You treating me like this,” I muttered, my frown deepening.

      “Okay, maybe the happily sharing you thing isn’t normal, but being treated right by a man is totally normal, and you need to understand that,” Kieran said as Enzo rose from the bed. Kieran was quick to take his place, and my face flushed even more.

      “Happily sharing me.” The words were soft as I struggled to accept them.

      “Well, amore mio, I have some things I need to do, but I’m leaving you in good hands,” Enzo said sweetly as he began buttoning up his shirt. “Kieran will look after you today.”

      I just swallowed as I looked up at Enzo, the pair of them sharing a nod before he ducked down to kiss me.

      “I’ll see you later, amore mio,” he promised as he shifted to kiss my forehead as well, my heart doing a chaotic dance at the affection before he headed for the door.

      “Amore mio,” Kieran repeated as Enzo left, smirking as he turned to look back at me. “You really have won over my brothers, Vee.”

      “I…” I just averted my gaze, my mind whirring frantically.

      “Relax, Vee. Everything will be okay,” Kieran said as his hand rose to touch my cheek. My gaze met his as he gave me a sweet smile.

      “Do you all really share?” I mumbled sheepishly, hating how hot my face felt.

      His smile stretched into a wicked one that made my heart thrum with excitement.

      “Of course, we always have, since we were boys.”

      “And women are okay with that?” I asked as I reached for the coffee with one hand, holding the sheet to my chest.

      Kieran noted this, his gaze flicking to my chest for just a second.

      “Not always. Finding a woman who is willing to accept us all isn’t easy. We’ve had the odd few, but it’s never worked right. They tend to change their view or we don’t all care for her on the same level. We want a woman we all adore,” he said as his gaze rolled over my face. Inspecting my bruise, I realized. “Your bruise looks better. How do you feel?”

      I just blinked at his words, still processing them. Was I someone they all wanted? Was that what this all was? That was impossible. They were out of my league, men carved from marble who belonged in magazines, not in my bed. And yet here I was, naked under a sheet, one of the finest men I’d ever laid eyes on just staring at me like I was a treasure.

      “Vee?”

      “Mmm?” I sipped my coffee, and he just chuckled. “Stop staring at me and answer. I know I’m a sight for sore eyes,” he said with a bat of his eyelashes, making me choke on my coffee as I nearly inhaled it. “How do you feel?”

      “Good, better,” I gasped after a few coughs, his hand resting on my arm with concern while I recovered myself.

      “That’s all?”

      I frowned. What else was there to say? No, he was right, there was something else I was feeling, something foreign but welcome.

      “Safe,” I whispered over the rim of my mug.

      “Safe,” Kieran repeated, his face delighted as he nodded and looked down at his hands.

      “It’s weird, I know I shouldn’t. I don’t know you guys, but you’ve made me feel welcome, and for some reason, I do actually feel safe,” I explained quickly, my gaze dropping to his hands.

      I paused at his bruised knuckles, the skin broken in some areas, and a bandaid over one knuckle.

      “Are you okay?” I asked as I set my mug down instantly and reached for his hand.

      “I’m fine, love. Just training, gotta keep looking good, it’s nice having you lost for words,” he joked with a wink, but didn’t pull away as I ran my thumb over his knuckles softly.

      “You should wear gloves,” I mumbled stupidly.

      “I like to feel it,” he said, his voice softer now.

      “Why?” I looked at him, and he seemed surprised by the question.

      “Because, it makes me feel strong, yet human. Reminds me I’m not invincible if I bruise and bleed, that I’m still a man,” he said, frowning at his hands.

      “Have you ever hit anyone?” I found myself asking, flashes of Callum’s fists making me shudder.

      “Yes.” He didn’t even hesitate in his response, those blue eyes focused on me now as I pursed my lips together.

      My heart was thrumming as I stared at his hands, tracing the knuckles.

      “Does that scare you?” he asked.

      “Should it?” I found myself saying as I forced myself to meet those dazzling blue eyes.

      “No. I would never hurt you, or any woman for that matter. I want you to continue feeling safe here,” he said as he turned his hand over and intertwined our fingers.

      “Thank you,” was all I could say.

      “We won’t let anything happen to you, Vee. You have my word. You’re under our care now,” he said firmly, and I just chewed my cheek.

      He cleared his throat as he released my hand. “Now, eat up, I have quite a day planned for you, beautiful.”

      “You have a day planned?” I frowned as he rose, picking up my coffee and offering it to me.

      “Of course! I’m sure you’d like to get out of the house now that the weather has cleared up. There’s a town nearby with some markets on, I’m sure you’d love it,” he said sweetly as he stood before me, his jeans a lighter shade than yesterday but just as perfectly fitting. The dark black button up shirt only added to his tailored look.

      I reached up to touch my cheek and eye socket, and his smile faltered.

      “I don’t have any make-up,” I murmured, the unease settling over me. What would people think if they saw my eye?

      “Vee, don’t be ashamed or self-conscious. This is your mark of survival right now. You survived, you’re a fighter, and you shouldn’t dare be ashamed,” Kieran said as he sunk onto the edge of the bed once more and touched my cheek.

      “What if they think you did it?” I mumbled, knowing what people would think.

      “Love, if I cared what people thought of me, I’d not be where I am in life,” he said with a smirk. “Those who matter know the truth.”

      I smiled at his true words.

      “Besides, if it bothers you that much, I did buy you some sunglasses for today, and we can stop for make-up somewhere if it makes you more comfortable. I want you to enjoy yourself today,” he said tenderly before he rose again.

      “You bought me sunglasses?” I arched a brow. “I don’t even have clothes to go out in.” I thought about my skirt, knowing it and my shirt were all I had, but I doubted they’d survived unscathed by my impromptu evacuation of Callum’s car and then a deep dive. Hell, he’d said they were tattered.

      “You really think I’d buy you sunglasses and nothing else?” Kieran held a pained hand to his chest, and I just giggled. “I bought you an outfit, sweetheart,” he said with a wink.

      “How would you even know my size?” I snorted.

      “I have my ways,” he said with a waggle of his brows. “But I wasn’t sure I got your shoe size right, so I bought a few,” he admitted as he strode over to the door.

      I watched him leave, returning a few moments later with a few bags.

      He set them on the end of the bed, giving me that charming smile as I just stared at the bags stupidly.

      He’d bought me clothing, and made sure to get sunglasses in case I got self-conscious. Just who were these men?

      “You okay, Vee?” he asked as I bit my lip.

      “It’s just, so sweet,” I said after a moment, hating how my eyes welled. Callum had always said I was too emotional.

      “No need to cry, love. Shower once you’ve finished your breakfast and come down. We’ll head off once you’re ready.” His smile was soft and sweet, but he just nodded as he headed out and shut the door behind him.

      I waited until I heard his receding footsteps before I clambered out from under the covers to inspect the bags. The brand on the bag was enough to tell me he’d not gone cheap. Judging from everything they’d told me and I’d seen, money was not an issue for them.

      I peered into the bags, pulling out all the shoeboxes to check out the various sandals he’d bought. Four pairs, two in my size exactly. And the dress, a sweet baby blue summer dress, was absolutely beautiful. Not to mention the white sandals would pair well with it, along with the white sunglasses and hat. Someone knew how to style. My grin only broadened when I spied a small perfume spray as well. Did he like this scent? Did it excite me thinking about wearing it if he did? It shouldn’t have, but it did.

      I sighed as I glanced at the ensuite. No time to mope or feel unworthy. He wanted me dressed and ready, not to mention my breakfast was going cold.

      I’d sure as hell not waste his cooking after he’d bought all this for me.
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      Seeing Vee sporting the outfit I chose for her did something to me as she came down the stairs.

      I’d always had an odd way of knowing a woman’s size, not to mention I’d double-checked her shirt to make sure I was right. Although that torn piece was not worthy of her anymore. It’d serve as a reminder of a cruelty she never should have endured.

      Vee was grinning as she came down the stairs, holding her sunglasses while inside, but wearing the dainty white hat.

      “You look beautiful,” I said as she drew up before me, drawing in the floral perfume I’d chosen out. I’d had to drive a few towns over during the night to find a place that would open. I was glad my family had connections, therefore I could call upon a store owner to open specifically for me, with a nice bonus for them, of course.

      “Thanks, you have good taste,” she said as she gave me a twirl.

      If my cock wasn’t hard when she’d come down the stairs, it was doing its best to punch a hole in my pants now.

      But it was her smile that had one spread across my face. Even with her bruised eye, she was a stunning sight. The dress showed off her soft curves, putting her slender legs on show.

      A part of me didn’t even want others to see her, then again, I also wanted them to know she was mine, and they stood no chance.

      Mine. Now that was a wicked thought. She hadn’t chosen us yet. She’d allowed my brothers to be intimate with her, a thought that had my dick twinging, but I was yet to see how we paired in that department, although I was sure it’d be beautiful. A perfect match.

      “The car’s out front, love. Let’s get you out of the house. The drive is quite beautiful,” I said as I indicated to the front door, allowing her to lead the way. Her smile softened, and I followed after her, trailing in her delicate floral scent, one that suited her perfectly.

      I let her in first before climbing into the backseat, and she pursed her lips as she glanced at the driver.

      “Vee, this is Hank, one of our guards, and our main driver. Hank, this is Veronica,” I introduced them.

      “Nice to meet you,” Vee said, and Hank nodded at her in the rearview mirror.

      “You drive, too, right?” she asked as we peeled away from the curb.

      “Of course, but I’d rather sit with you today,” I said, and her lips pulled into a small smile as her cheeks flushed.

      Again, my dick twinged, and I shifted, hating how it strained against my jeans. Thankfully, she’d turned her head, gazing out the window at the oak trees that lined our drive, their branches arching over us.

      “This is beautiful,” she breathed, her smile only growing.

      Such an innocent beauty, it was hard not to be drawn to her.

      “It is,” I said, although my gaze was not outside. It was on the true specimen of light and joy seated beside me, her emerald eyes alight. I’d made sure she sat on the left so I could see her good eye, not liking how much her bruised eye made me want to carve Callum up. Zane was paying him a visit today, and I’d said hi in the early hours of the morning, gladdened to find Zane had already gifted him a matching black eye to Vee. I decided to make sure he had the split lip, too, but I’d wound up knocking a tooth out.

      Vee arched a brow as we passed the little guard box by the open gates of our property. It was unmanned these days, the abundance of security cameras and automatic gate now replacing the need.

      “How’s your head? Need painkillers?” I asked, and she turned to me with that smile that made a long since dead heart skip a beat.

      “I’m good, thank you,” she said as she settled back into her seat. “This area is beautiful.”

      “It is. We used to come out here a lot as kids, our father taught us to shoot, and our uncle taught us to hunt, set traps, all of that. Just in case we ever found ourselves in the wilderness,” I shared.

      “Did you enjoy it?” Her expression was curious, and I rested a hand on her thigh, noting the sharp inhale she took.

      “I did. I know it’s weird, how much I enjoyed doing such things. Some people would think I was dark, twisted, for actually enjoying it, but sometimes we’re just different. I find an art in it. Mankind is one of the only creatures capable of art in so many forms, be it on a canvas or…” I let the sentence hang, not wanting to dive into my twisted delight. Although the way she was looking at me, I wondered if she could truly accept me.

      This woman was pure, so sweet and gentle as she’d inspected my knuckles earlier. Knuckles that had broken bone and left their mark on her fiancé.

      But she had her own share of darkness, an unjust cruelty, as marked by that bruise on her face.

      “It’s good to find beauty in things that others wouldn’t see it in. Once we stop seeing the beauty in life, it’s all downhill from there,” she said softly as she rested her hand on mine.

      I wanted to claim her lips now, to pull her onto my lap, ravish her the way Enzo would have. I’d be gentle, but I’d want to do more. Allow the darkness I harbored to surface, to see if she was truly the one for us. But she didn’t deserve a cruel touch, not right now. And I’d want her willing, not scared. She needed to understand that I’d never hurt her before I showed her my darkness.

      I just watched her as she looked back out the window, her hand on mine a comfort as my mind whirred. I’d do anything to keep that smile on her face.

      But just how much was I willing to give up if she asked?
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      Vee was over the moon at the markets, enjoying some freshly cooked donuts as we looked at every stall. I didn’t mind waiting as she took her time browsing, although she’d apologized a few times already. Something I’d have to work on with her.

      She paused as she inspected a small silver butterfly necklace, handmade with precious stones.

      “It’s beautiful,” she said as the stall owner told her about the piece.

      “Do you like it?” I asked as she frowned at the price tag.

      “I do, but it’s too much,” she said as she straightened.

      “Today’s your day, Vee, anything you want, it’s yours.”

      Her brow furrowed as her lips parted softly, and I nodded at the owner to ring it up.

      “No, you can’t do that, you’ve done enough,” she said quickly, but I just arched a brow at her.

      “I can and I will. You can’t stop me, love. Just enjoy it,” I said as she swallowed uneasily. “Let me take care of you today, like you deserve.”

      Her shoulders sank at this, and a small smile touched her lips.

      “I think the matching earrings would be good,” I said as I nodded at the earrings.

      Vee hadn’t even noticed them, and she bent over to inspect them.

      My mind had gone to dark corners at the movement, of how I could drive into her and pull her hair, make her scream my name, but I pushed them aside.

      Today was to be a sweet day.

      Show her how she’d be treated if she chose us.

      The owner rang them up, and I paid the measly few hundreds that Vee was so distressed over.

      Once bagged, I suggested she sit on the seat by the garden nearby so I could help her put the necklace on.

      She didn’t argue, instead sinking into the seat while I did up the chain around her neck.

      “It’s beautiful, I love it, thank you,” she said sweetly as she turned to show me it.

      It really did suit her.

      “The green brings out your eyes,” I said as I lifted her sunglasses up, and her cheeks flushed. “Here, pop these in,” I suggested as I offered her the earrings.

      She took out her small studs and replaced them with the butterfly earrings, her smile wide as she put the studs in the earring box.

      “Even more beautiful, if that’s possible,” I said as I trailed my gaze over her.

      She smiled as she averted her eyes, but I caught her chin in my thumb and forefinger.

      “You are beautiful, Vee. Don’t ever think anything else. You are a treasure any man would be blessed to have,” I said, my voice coming out more raspy than I intended.

      The need to kiss her was overpowering, and the way those eyes had darkened, her breath caught at our closeness, I couldn’t help myself.

      I brushed my lips over hers, and she welcomed me like a long lost lover.

      Our tongues battled as I wrapped an arm around her waist, the other cupping her cheek.

      Everything else faded away in this moment as she yielded to me, and I kissed her deeply, pressing her body against mine.

      The things I wanted to do to her…

      She broke the kiss with a giggle as she nuzzled my chest.

      “There’s people,” she hissed, and I just chuckled.

      “Let them be jealous,” I said, and her delighted face lifted to grin at me.

      But she was right, this was not the place, and we continued on, trawling through the stalls, where I continued to buy everything she showed interest in, carrying the bags despite her objections.

      She was the princess I wanted, and she’d be treated as such.

      She gave up arguing after I told her the more she argued, the more I’d spend.

      We stopped for some pastries, where she sunk into the seats on offer as I bought us an array of sweets to try, and her eyes twinkled with far too much delight.

      She was so easy to please, joyous at the simple things. I’d do it all for her and more just to keep that smile on her face.

      Too bad as we sat, it fell while she glanced around us uneasily.

      She looked back the way we’d come, and I wondered if she’d noticed my guards tailing us. Hank was nearby eating his own pastry, and she’d recognized him, but there were half a dozen others keeping their distance at my request.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked as I finished off the last bite of my danish.

      “I can’t help it, I keep expecting him to show up. That he’s looking for me,” she murmured as she frowned down at her pastries, her delight now gone in an instant.

      “Vee, relax, even if he was, you really think I’d let anything happen?” I said, and those emerald eyes met mine over the top of her sunglasses.

      “No,” she said after a moment, and I offered her a reassuring smile.

      “Exactly. I’ll take care of you, Vee. I promise you that. I’ll keep you safe,” I vowed, and her lips twitched into a small smile. “Now, don’t let those goodies go to waste, or I might have to steal them.”

      “Oh hell no, you ate yours,” she said as she protectively pulled her plate closer, the tension fading from her in an instant as she shoved a small cake slice into her mouth whole.

      I just laughed at her possessiveness, finding it utterly adorable. I’d get her anything she desired today, because seeing her so happy and at ease, comfortable in my company—It was all I could ask for.
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        * * *

      

      I was stuffed after the pastries, but we continued walking through the markets. I took care not to show too much interest in things, since Kieran was apparently on a mission to buy up everything I even remotely liked.

      He looked like a bag mule now, several bags under each arm, but he was just smiling after me as I shook my head.

      He’d even offloaded some to Hank, who was hovering nearby. I could’ve sworn I’d seen other guards tailing us, too. They stood out in their suits, as if the whole blending in thing had gone over their heads. Two of them I’d been unsure of since they were in jeans and more casual attire, but I’d seen them enough behind us to believe they were a part of Kieran’s entourage.

      Try as I might, I couldn’t keep myself from glancing around on occasion, half-expecting Callum to pop up and shatter this magical day. But then I’d look to Kieran, his promise of keeping me safe ringing in my mind. And I believed him. He was treating me like a damn princess, and whenever I tried to fight it, he only knuckled down more.

      “You just have to accept it,” he’d said a few times, and I was finally giving in.

      There was no point fighting it.

      To think I’d spent my last few years under the same belief but in a completely different scenario made my mind flip.

      Did women actually live like this? Being doted on like I was royalty? Did women really have three men showering them in affection, willing to share? It blew my mind, but to say I wasn’t secretly enjoying it would be a lie.

      I wound up with Kieran buying me another two dresses and a top before we exited the markets.

      I found myself with him under a blossoming tree with purple flowers while Hank took all the bags back to the car. The two denim clad guards had revealed themselves as Hank called on them for assistance.

      We sat on the bench beneath the swaying branches, staring out over the pond. It was quiet and peaceful, a few ducks swimming along the surface, the reeds swaying in a gentle breeze—a view that was perfect for today.

      Kieran’s arm was around my shoulder, and I leaned into him more, smiling as he sighed happily, his fingers gliding up and down my arm.

      “Thank you for today, it was wonderful,” I said softly, the cool breeze tickling my arms.

      “Anytime, princess. Seeing you smile makes my day,” he said as he kissed my temple, sending a thrill shooting through me. My cheeks flushed at his words.

      “You really didn’t have to buy me all that stuff, y’know,” I mumbled, and he just let out a heavy sigh.

      I gasped as he pulled me into his lap, forcing me to right myself and straddle him as he smirked at me.

      “I’ll treat you like the princess you are if I want, Vee. Don’t fight me on that,” he said as he cupped my cheek. I’d taken my sunglasses off once we were away from the markets, sticking them into the cute white handbag he’d bought me.

      “I’m not a princess,” I said defiantly, and his smirk only grew as he caught my chin.

      “You’re my princess,” he breathed.

      Why did that statement twist me into all sorts? I was lost on a response, but he seized his chance as he claimed my lips in a hungry kiss.

      I wrapped my arms around his neck, his other hand falling to my ass as I sat perched on his lap.

      I quivered as he shifted, his hardness rubbing me through the flimsy fabric of my underwear.

      “Fuck, love,” he broke the kiss as he pressed his forehead to mine.

      I just giggled as he groaned.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked innocently, and he just arched a brow.

      “You’re a wicked one underneath all that niceness, aren’t you, princess?” His voice was low and raspy, those dark eyes swimming with want. The sight had a part of me very much alive, and I fought the urge to grind down on him to see how’d he react.

      “Never, I’m all sugar and nice,” I said sweetly.

      “Sugar and spice, I think,” he shot back as his hand slid up my back.

      His jaw clenched as he looked at me, those dark eyes swallowing me up and making me draw in a sharp breath.

      “I don’t want to ruin this sweet day,” he said after a moment, his hand pausing on my lower back as his other rose to brush a few stray strands of hair out of my face.

      “How would you ruin it?”

      That wicked smile spread as he searched my eyes.

      “You make me want to do things that could ruin it.”

      “Like what?” I dared to ask. I wouldn’t exactly say it would ruin the sweet day, just have it take a turn for something even better.

      He sighed, his smile morphing to a smirk as he stroked my cheek.

      “I’d make you mine, show you how special you are,” he said as he pulled me closer, his lips only inches from mine.

      Fuck, I was puddling before him now, locked into those dark eyes that threatened to consume me. There was a dark thrill sweeping through me at that look, something that I’d not felt before. Something wicked. I wanted him to do things to me that should’ve scared me after the hell I’d endured, but there was something daring, something dangerous yet intoxicating in the way he was staring at me.

      Like he wanted to do more than make sweet love to me like Enzo.

      Too bad movement caught my eye, and I flicked my gaze to spy Hank returning with one of the guards.

      “I guess you’ve been saved by the bell,” Kieran said, that smirk still plastered on his face as he released my chin.

      But the way he watched me as I climbed off him had me quivering with excitement.

      Why did the dangerous vibe he oozed right now thrill me so much?
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      Fuck, I’d wanted to take her right there, wrap my hand around her throat and show her how much she was now mine. But I knew her past, and the last thing I wanted was to scare her off. Now I understood why Enzo had been the one to take her. Zane was even worse than me when it came to women, too dominant and controlling in the bedroom, too harsh.

      I’d found I was similar, but not as extreme as he could be.

      And the way her eyes had twinkled as she sat perched atop me, my dick straining against my jeans, desperate to bury itself inside her—it had been torture. There was something more to this sweet woman, as if the darkness she’d survived had left a mark in more ways than one.

      Could she handle us fully when we let go? When we behaved how we longed to act?

      Thankfully, Hank had popped that devious little bubble threatening to consume us and have me testing her limits.

      Now, we were pulling up before the lodge, Vee still grinning, although there was now a new glimmer in her eyes when she looked at me.

      “Any chance I could use a phone? I’d love to check my bank, see if Callum used my card or emptied me out,” she said after a moment, her smile faltering.

      “He has your pin and passwords?” I arched a brow at her.

      “We shared everything at his request, I did set up my own bank account but he didn’t like that since we had a joint account. I told him it was for bills. I was going to withdraw it when…” She paused as she frowned, as if she wasn’t sure she could tell me everything.

      I already knew for the most part. But I’d want to hear it all from her when she was ready.

      “I know he hurt you, Vee. You don’t have to hide your past from us, but we won’t push you. You’re safe now,” I said, and she managed a small smile.

      “Thanks,” she murmured.

      At least Zane and I were planning on making him a eunuch tonight for everything he’d done. We’d wait until after dark, when our little guest was asleep.

      It was like a strange understanding had settled over the three of us brothers, to hide the truth from her. But if we were to have something more with her, we had to change that.

      We couldn’t hide the truth forever, and building a life with her on a foundation of lies and deceit rubbed me the wrong way.

      “I’ll get you a phone,” I stated as Hank opened the door for us.

      She beamed at me like I’d just promised her the world, her smile infectious as I mirrored it. How someone could be so delighted despite the hell she’d endured still stunned me.

      We headed inside, and I helped Hank carry the bags in after her. Hank had been around since I was a boy, one of my father’s most trusted men, and now one of ours. He’d watched over us as children, and we all trusted him with our life after one horrid job gone wrong where he shielded us and took a bullet for the three of us. He was family at this point, and we made sure he knew it.

      “The princess has returned,” Enzo strode down the front steps to greet us, offering to take a few bags off Hank.

      “I’m not a princess,” Vee argued, and Enzo and I exchanged looks, our smirks matching.

      “Of course not, topolina,” Enzo said with a chuckle.

      “Vee was just saying she’d love a phone. Check her bank account,” I shared as we headed inside.

      Hank followed silently, and I indicated for him to take her bags straight up to my room. We’d take up the rest soon.

      “Understandable, we may have one lying around here,” he said with a shrug before looking to Vee. “I’m sure Kieran bought you food and whatnot, but I figured now that it’s cooled down, you might like a hot drink?” Enzo asked as she made a beeline for the couch.

      “That’s so sweet, I’d love one,” she said sweetly as she plopped onto couch.

      Enzo nodded, and I headed upstairs to her room to put the rest of her bags away.

      I nodded at Hank as I passed him, and he just smiled.

      “She’s a sweet one,” he said as he paused by me.

      “A keeper,” I said, and he just arched a brow.

      “As long as she fits in,” Hank said as he continued on. I knew what he meant. Don’t force her to fit. He’d clearly taken a shine to her, who couldn’t? She was far too kind and lively to hate.

      And he clearly saw the way we were drawn to her.

      I wanted her, more than I’d wanted any other woman before, and  I wanted to do it right. Make sure I didn’t lose her.

      But if she didn’t fit, there was no forcing it.

      I frowned as I pondered this. How would I feel if we had to let her go? Even now, the thought pained me. A woman I’d only kissed had such a power over me already, it was unsettling.

      But thrilling.

      I left the bags in her room with the others before hunting through my drawers for a spare phone. When I had no luck, I checked Enzo’s room, finding an old android smartphone in a bottom drawer. An older model he no longer wanted. I popped it on charge, waiting for it to start up before checking that it had been wiped. Practically a new phone, just old and obsolete in his eyes. A gift for Vee that she’d be most grateful for.

      I unplugged it and took it down with the charger, finding Vee on the couch with a hot chocolate in hand as she told Enzo about the carefully crafted birdhouses we’d seen. I’d almost bought the mansion one she’d awed at, the design so far-fetched and delicate that she’d adored it. But she’d begged me not to, saying she didn’t need it, she just marveled at the craftsmanship of the elderly man who’d made it.

      If she was telling Enzo about it now, I’d make sure to buy it.

      I sent off a quick text to Hank to head back out and buy it, and to take extra time and get a few nice things for himself. I sat down beside Vee, offering her the slightly charged phone.

      “See, I knew we’d have one lying around somewhere,” Enzo stated.

      “Yeah, your bottom drawer.”

      “Nothing wrong with it, I just like the new cameras,” Enzo said with a shrug as Vee grinned and set her hot chocolate down.

      “Thanks! I’ll give it back,” she said as she accepted it.

      “No, you won’t. It’s a gift, from us,” Enzo said pointedly.

      “Phones aren’t cheap,” she said softly.

      “Kieran bought half the market for you and you’re worried about the cost of a phone?” Enzo just gave me a disbelieving grin.

      “I didn’t ask him to,” she said, her cheeks flushing.

      “You shouldn’t have to ask for a thing, love,” I said as I touched her arm.

      She stilled, and it didn’t go unnoticed by Enzo either as he glanced at where my hand rested on her arm.

      She just turned her head ever so slightly, her emerald eyes flicking to me as a small smile touched her lips. Her bad eye had opened a little more throughout the day, and it was a sight for sore eyes.

      Why the small gesture made my heart skip a beat was beyond me, but it was only a moment, quickly vanishing as she focused on the phone and started it up.

      I watched as she got about setting it up, and Enzo gave her the wi-fi login, all the while I continued to rest my hand on her arm, enjoying the feel of her warmth. She’d not once tried to shake away my touch, even seeming to lean into it as she finally logged into her bank.

      “It’s untouched,” she said with a relieved sigh. “I should cancel the card and change my password,” she added quickly.

      “If you want him to keep thinking you’re dead, then don’t, it could alert him,” Enzo said, giving me a knowing look. There was no need for her to do such a thing. Callum wasn’t going to be using a card any time soon.

      “Right…” Her brow furrowed as she let her hands fall into her lap with the phone, her lips pressed tight together as she gazed out the window.

      “What’s wrong, amore mio?” Enzo asked, and I stroked her arm with my hand. Her entire energy had shifted in an instant, and she turned to me, her body moving enough that her arm slipped away from my hand.

      That didn’t sit well with me, especially not with the pulled expression she wore, like unease had struck hard.

      “I can’t stay here forever. I’ll have to find somewhere, get my money out of my account. He’ll know I’m alive then, he’ll find out. And I doubt he’ll ever stop looking for me…” She swallowed uneasily as she stared down at the phone like it was partly to blame. “I guess reality just hit, that’s all. I’d planned to run for so long, but I never knew where. Now, I have to figure that out. I guess I never really thought I’d get away,” she said with a sharp laugh that made even my gut wrench.

      Enzo looked on edge as he stared at me for a few moments.

      We had no intention of having her leave now.

      “Where do I go?” she asked, those green eyes meeting mine with so much uncertainty and fear that I wanted to wrap her up in my arms and promise her sanctuary forever.

      “You’ll be staying right here.”

      Her eyes widened as we all turned to see Zane standing by the doorway, those icy eyes fixed on her as he folded his arms.

      “I can’t keep staying here and intruding on your hospitality.” Her voice was soft but firm, and I hid a small smile as Zane crossed the space between us.

      “Veronica, you’re staying here. You’re the safest here, you’re still recovering, and we want you around,” he said, his tone steadfast.

      “But—”

      “No arguing, little stray. You will think of this as your home and move about it freely. We’ll work out the finer details later on.” Zane wasn’t taking no for an answer, and I glimpsed Enzo smirking at the ‘no bullshit’ our brother exuded, as always.

      “I have no job, nor much money to pay you for letting me stay,” she said.

      “Amore, a woman should never have to pay her way. That’s the man’s job, he is to take care of his woman,” Enzo stated, and her frown only deepened.

      “I’d have to be your woman for that,” she said, her mouth quirking into a joking smile.

      None of us laughed or said a thing, and her smile fell as her gaze flicked between the three of us.

      “Oh…” Her eyes widened even more, and she shifted uneasily.

      “Why don’t you take the last of your bags up to your room? Make yourself at home.” I suggested as I nodded at the bags Enzo had set aside.

      “My room?” She looked to me with innocent confusion.

      “My room, which is now yours,” I clarified.

      “But it’s yours…”

      I just sighed as I scooped her up into my arms and rose off the couch despite her soft protests.

      She was not understanding this whole princess thing at all.

      Enzo followed after us, collecting the bags as I carried her upstairs, her small body feeling perfect in my arms.

      I headed straight into my room, placing her on the bed as Enzo set the bags with the others.

      I didn’t move away as I set her down, instead hovering over her as she lay on her elbows beneath me.

      “Don’t fight us, princess, we’ll never hurt you, but if we want to spoil you and give you a place you can feel safe in, don’t try to stop us. We’ll have to punish you,” I said teasingly, offering her a playful smile.

      Too bad her eyes just widened as she froze up beneath me like a lamb before a lion.

      “Kieran,” Enzo growled from behind me, and I reached out to touch her cheek.

      “Vee, I’d never hurt you, if I ever say I’d punish you, it wouldn’t be in a harmful way,” I explained, although her brows remained knitted together.

      “What would it be?” she asked far too innocently, her unease evident.

      I smirked down at her, seeing that same twinkle from by the pond glittering in her eyes.

      I dropped to my knees as I pulled her to the edge of the bed, spreading her legs wide.

      The flimsy lace underwear I’d chosen for her definitely suited her, and it had my dick hard as a rock seeing her wearing what I’d bought. Not to mention she looked damp already.

      Fuck.

      “Kieran—”

      I cut her off as I kissed her inner thigh, drawing a sharp inhale from her.

      “I’d punish you by bringing you so close to climax and then leaving you wanting. Begging me to take you,” I breathed as I danced my fingers up her other leg.

      I glanced up at her, her wide emerald eyes flicking to Enzo as her cheeks went beet red. One eye struggled to fully open, but she was a tempting sight.

      “Oh, amore mio, I’m not against this in any way,” Enzo said, and I smirked back at him as he just folded his arms, grinning as he watched us.

      Her legs shuddered at this, and I pulled her closer to my face.

      “So, my princess, do I need to punish you?”
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      Holy fucking hell.

      I was a trembling mess before him, his head between my legs, that smirk making me weak all over as Enzo just watched on with a hungry look of delight.

      Did I want him to punish me?

      With him between my legs and looking so fucking fine, I wanted it all.

      Just his words alone had me puddling, and yet he was just gently kissing my thigh, as if he was awaiting my response.

      “Vee, do you need to be punished? Constantly trying to stop me from treating you like a princess, apologizing for things that need no apology.” He dragged his lower lip up my thigh, those dark eyes holding mine as he smirked.

      There was no way in all hell this was happening.

      “I think you do,” he breathed as he glided his hands up under my dress, hooking them in the band of my panties.

      I felt my face burning, my hands trembling as I watched him slowly tug my panties off, sliding them down my legs, not once breaking eye contact.

      “Aren’t you a sight, amore mio,” Enzo breathed, his hand stroking my cheek. I couldn’t pull my gaze from Kieran though as he sunk his head deeper between my legs.

      “Tell me, Vee, who does this pussy belong to?” His hot breath washed over my womanhood, making me quiver as my heart lurched.

      “All of us, doesn’t it, Vee?” Enzo’s fingers caught my chin, tipping my head as he ducked down to tease his lips over mine.

      He just smirked as he pulled back, my gaze flicking between the pair of them.

      “Answer, princess,” Kieran growled, his mouth only inches from my core.

      “Yes-s,” I gasped out, and Kieran hissed as Enzo chuckled.

      “That’s our good girl,” Enzo said, still holding my chin as he gazed down at me.

      “And good girls get rewarded, after they’re punished,” Kieran teased.

      Enzo swallowed up my gasp as Kieran dove in, his lips closing around my clit and suckling.

      I trembled as Enzo kissed me raw, his tongue dancing with mine as Kieran used his tongue and mouth in a way that had me arching on the edge of the bed.

      He buried his face deeper into me, making me moan against Enzo, who mirrored my sound as his hand moved to fist in my hair, angling my head so he could drink me up.

      I was coming undone, the scorching blaze within me crackling and fluttering, an untamed hunger that was nearing its peak. Kieran was using his beard to tease me as well, grazing it across my folds and clit as he tasted me all over, his tongue and lips pulling free the threads holding me together.

      I needed the bliss that teased me, dancing just out of reach as Kieran slowed his movements, as if he knew how close I was.

      Enzo broke away as Kieran rose from between my legs, grinning wickedly, my juices glittering on his beard.

      “Now, princess, will you stop fighting us? Let us treat you the way you deserve?” Kieran asked, those dark eyes dancing with delight.

      I panted, my lips swollen from Enzo, who stood over me, smirking as he awaited my response.

      “Yes,” I breathed out, knowing my answer was the only thing that could grant me what I wanted in this moment.

      I was hot and raw, every part of me burning with need, a desire they’d stoked into a white-hot inferno.

      “You promise to stop fighting us?” Kieran pressed, his hand sliding up to rest on my inner thigh, just inches from my dripping folds.

      “I promise.”

      “Good girl.” Kieran’s smile grew as Enzo chuckled. “Time for your reward.”

      I gasped as he moved up, his lips crashing against mine as he lay me back on the bed. He drank up my cries as he entered me without warning, stretching me out as I shuddered beneath him, arching with the sensation of finally being filled.

      I hadn’t even seen him undo his belt, but fuck, did he feel good.

      The ache in my core was finally being filled, and I clawed at his back as he broke our hungry kiss, grinning wickedly down at me.

      “That’s our good girl,” he cooed, and a moan escaped me as a thrill swept through me. Fuck, why did his words have such an effect? Paired with him driving into me, and I was a trembling mess.

      “Fuck,” Enzo cursed, and I dragged my eyes to him. He was watching me, a heated look in his eyes, one that made my stomach tighten, my core clenching as he bit his lip.

      “I think you need to thank Enzo for his phone, don’t you?” Kieran teased as he ceased his thrusts, his hands holding my hips down so I couldn’t buck against him.

      I frowned up at him, my breath coming out in sharp pants.

      “We share, princess, at the same time,” he said, and my heart skipped a beat.

      A chuckle escaped him at my shock, but then he eased out of me.

      I fought the urge to pout, although apparently my face betrayed me as he laughed.

      “Relax, princess, I’ll fill you back up, I want you on all fours. You’re going to have us both,” Kieran stated as he shared a look with Enzo.

      I flicked my gaze between them, my heart thrumming as an odd excitement coursed through me.

      I’d never done such a thing before, but they seemed perfectly okay with it. And I’d be lying if I said it didn’t excite me in a wicked way.

      I did as told, moving onto all fours on the bed, but Kieran tutted and slid his arm around my waist, pulling me up against his chest.

      “No dress, love,” he breathed, pressing a soft kiss behind my ear before rolling my dress up.

      I gazed at Enzo as he undressed, looking like he was stripping down for a show before a bridal party, not just for me.

      My dress was yanked off, and Kieran caught my chin, holding my face steady so I was looking at Enzo, who now stood naked by the bed.

      “Don’t you want to taste him? Show him how special he is?” Kieran rasped against my ear, his dick rubbing against my ass as he held me against his chest.

      I stared at Enzo, at the coy little smirk he brandished as his hand fell to his cock, giving it a slow stroke.

      God, these men were going to be my undoing. The sight had me gritting my teeth, my need dripping from me.

      “Will you open wide for me, topolina?” Enzo’s eyes burned as he held his dick in his hand, his gaze drifting over me before returning to mine.

      “Will you, princess?” Kieran’s fingers were tight on my jaw now, holding me in place, reminding me of just how strong the pair of them were. They could tear me to pieces with ease, and yet right now, despite the fear I’d lived with for so long, this was something else, something wicked. They were giving me the power with my words, asking me, not telling, waiting for my responses.

      And it thrilled me.

      “Yes.”

      “Good girl.” Yet again, Kieran’s praise had me quivering, lapping it up like a lovesick puppy.

      He released my chin, and I moved onto all fours, finding myself eye-level with Enzo’s devilish cock.

      I moved forward as Kieran’s hands settled on my hips, and I flicked my tongue over the tip of Enzo’s length, loving how he drew in a sharp breath, his dick twinging at the touch.

      “Our little princess,” Enzo moaned out as I took him into my mouth, his hand settling on the back of my head.

      I dragged my tongue along the underside of his cock, struggling to take him in. There was no way I’d be able to take in all of his length, and deep-throating was not a thing I’d ever tried.

      I gasped as Kieran drove into me, not giving me any warning and jerking me forward onto Enzo’s dick so that it shoved against my throat.

      I gagged while Enzo just moaned, his fingers pressing harder against my head.

      He didn’t force himself deeper, thankfully, instead easing back as Kieran set the pace, my body rocking between them.

      How could something so taboo feel so goddamn amazing? Kieran’s length was just as filling as Enzo’s and my mind wandered to Zane. Was he big like the pair of them?

      “Does our little princess like that? To be fucked by us both?” Kieran groaned as he drove deeper into me, his pace amping up.

      Enzo grunted as he held my head, thrusting gently so I wouldn’t choke, for which I was grateful.

      “Fuck,” Kieran cursed, his fingers digging into my hips as I whimpered around Enzo’s length.

      “Gentle,” Enzo hissed, and Kieran’s fingers eased up.

      “Will you finish for us, love? We won’t stop until you finish,” Kieran said as his hand moved to rest on the small of my back.

      I was already a mess between them, the orgasm teasing me but remaining just out of reach.

      “She needs external stimulation,” Enzo grunted.

      “Got it.”

      Kieran didn’t seem to understand the whole communication and giving warnings when he yanked out of me and pulled me away from Enzo. Amazingly, this didn’t bother Enzo in the slightest as he just watched Kieran flip me onto my back.

      He pulled me to the edge of the bed on the other side, lifting my hips as he slid a pillow under me.

      “Enzo.” He nodded at his brother, and I looked back as Enzo climbed onto the bed, planting a kiss on my nose before smiling at me.

      “You good to do it like this?” he asked as he moved to straddle my shoulders, his dick hanging just over my face.

      “Mmmhmm.” I didn’t know what else to say as my heart hammered, still blown away that this was all happening, but my arousal was running at an all time high.

      “Good, topolina, because I want you to swallow me,” he breathed, his hand stroking my face before he altered his position to bend over me more.

      I took him in, gasping as Kieran slid into me as well, his thumb gliding over my clit and sending a thrill through me.

      I certainly was not going to last like this, and I hoped to God I didn’t accidentally graze Enzo with my teeth, or worse.

      Enzo helped guide my head, thrusting gently as I bobbed on his dick, while Kieran drove into me, angling me until he found the spot that made me arch.

      He had my leg up on his shoulder, his thumb swirling over my clit as he found the spot inside that had my legs quaking.

      “That’s our girl,” Kieran moaned as he didn’t relent.

      Enzo was being gentle with me, but I was trembling and writhing now, my orgasm just within reach, threatening to consume me.

      My hands clawed at the bedsheets, my shoulders locked into position by Enzo as he face-fucked me.

      “Come for us, amore mio,” Enzo moaned as he held my head.

      It was the last push I needed as Kieran stroked my clit, the bliss crashing over me as I cried out around his dick, arching and seizing on the bed as the pleasure rocked me to my core.

      “Fuck,” Kieran ground out. “That’s our good girl.”

      I rode out the waves that swept over me as Kieran buried himself into me, grunting as he exploded inside me, and then Enzo’s hand tightened in my hair.

      “I’m cumming, amore mio,” he warned me, granting me the moment to compose myself enough to not choke on his hot cum as it shot down my throat.

      He quickly pulled back so I could swallow and breathe, climbing off me as I sucked in air, my vision dancing.

      Kieran was still inside me, and he bowed over me now that Enzo had moved to sit on the side of the bed.

      “How was that, princess?” he breathed as he kissed my neck sweetly, my chest still heaving.

      “Amazing,” I gasped out, and he chuckled as he planted a kiss on my collarbone.

      “That you are,” Enzo said sweetly as he dipped down to press his lips to my forehead. He rose after that, and I just lay under Kieran, disbelieving what had just happened.

      Enzo returned, sliding onto the bed as Kieran flopped onto the other side of me, finally pulling out of me.

      Enzo was quick to wipe me down with a warm washcloth he’d gotten from the ensuite, and I just pursed my lips as Kieran kissed my shoulder.

      This was far from normal, something I’d never have even thought possible, and yet here I was.

      “Thank you, amore mio,” Enzo said once I was cleaned up, kissing me on the cheek before he rose and moved to gather up his clothes.

      “Did you all have fun?”

      I stiffened as Kieran lazed an arm over my waist, not even remotely bothered as Zane leaned on the doorframe.

      Enzo focused on dressing as Zane stared at Kieran, those icy eyes making me shiver.

      “Always,” Kieran answered as he propped himself up on his elbow behind me to see his brother.

      I wanted to pull the sheet over me, to cover myself from Zane’s gaze, but it was fixated on his brother, and an uneasy feeling washed over me.

      “Did I hear you say she had to thank Enzo for his phone?” Zane questioned, and Enzo paused midway through buttoning up his shirt to glance between us all.

      My cheeks flushed as Kieran stiffened behind me.

      “I was only teasing,” Kieran said smoothly, but Zane just folded his arms.

      “Veronica does not need affection and love to be joked about in a transactional way. It’s to be given freely,” Zane stated.

      Enzo frowned as his gaze moved to mine, and I found myself looking at Zane’s polished shoes, suddenly feeling very small and uneasy. I didn’t want to be the cause of tension between them all.

      “Right, my bad. It was not meant as such, love, you never owe us a thing,” Kieran said as he pressed his lips to my shoulder, his hand sliding from my waist to trail up and down my arm instead.

      “The phone is a gift, amore mio,” Enzo stated as he knelt down before the bed so that we were eye level, his shirt still open as he smiled softly. “I hope you didn’t feel obligated to give me head just then because of that.”

      “No, I wanted to,” I mumbled sheepishly, my cheeks burning. I’d not even paid it that much heed, too caught up in being turned on and wanting him.

      “Good, because I enjoyed it, topolina.” His smile grew as he leaned forward to kiss the tip of my nose. “And I intend to return the gesture,” he added with a wink.

      Fuck, I wanted to crawl under the covers and hide. Having all three men around me, so casually content despite the stench of sex and knowing exactly what had gone down.

      Wait, did they all do things with a woman at once?

      I blinked that devilish thought away.

      “I am sorry, Vee,” Kieran added, “If I made you feel you owed us anything.”

      “You didn’t.”

      “Good,” Zane said smoothly with a nod as he pushed off the door frame.

      I waited a few moments for him to be gone before I turned my head.

      “I’m sorry if I got you in trouble, both of you,” I murmured.

      Kieran just kissed my cheek softly, while Enzo was straightening himself after putting his shoes back on.

      “It’s nothing, love, don’t stress your pretty little head over it,” Kieran said with a chuckle. “I should have been more understanding of your past, not said anything that could upset you.”

      “It didn’t,” I tried to reassure him, but he just kissed my shoulder again.

      “Well, I think I could use a nap, don’t you?” Kieran said as he lay back on the bed, pulling me into him as he nuzzled my back.

      The thought tempted me, but I glanced up at Enzo as he tidied up his hair, a few strands having escaped his bun.

      “Get some rest, topolina, I’ll see you when you wake,” he said as he touched my cheek tenderly. He turned and left without another word, and I closed my eyes, taking comfort in Kieran’s warmth, his strong arms wrapped around me.

      How had I wound up here?
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      I awoke to my whole body aching, but I couldn’t help but smile as the memories resurfaced.

      I reached around the bed, my smile fading when I realized I was all alone, although someone had tucked me in under the blankets.

      What time was it? Had they really just let me sleep the afternoon away? What if I’d slept through the night?

      I sat up as I switched the bedside lamp on, glancing around the empty room uneasily.

      This was all insane. I’d been pleasured by the three men in this house after one of the most traumatic moments of my life.

      What the hell was I doing?

      I touched my cheek, the dull ache still there, but at least my eye was opening more.

      Honestly, I should’ve been hurting even more after my river ride, and yet I’d managed full blown sex. I really had a guardian angel watching over me.

      My gaze moved to where someone had hung my dress on a coat hanger on the handle of the walk in closet, and I smiled softly.

      These men were unlike anyone I’d ever encountered before, on far too many levels.

      But my head was hurting, along with this ache in my body, and I was suddenly reminded of just how bruised and sore I was.

      I slid out of the bed, slipping into the ensuite to relieve myself before pulling the dress on and heading downstairs in hopes of seeing if anyone was awake.

      “I was just going to come up to wake you,” Enzo said as he met me at the base of the stairs.

      I frowned at the bouquet of roses in his hand. Had something happened?

      “These are for you, just in case there was any misunderstanding before. I hope you did actually enjoy yourself and didn’t feel forced,” he said sweetly, and I just stared stupidly at the perfect red roses.

      “I did, but these—”

      “Are for you, they’re not too much, just accept them, Vee, stop fighting us, remember?” he said with a wink, and my cheeks burned instantly.

      Or I’d be punished, yes, I remembered that clearly.

      “They’re beautiful, thank you,” I said as I drew in their aroma. Where had he procured roses at this time? Then again, they seemed to have money to burn, so I wasn’t questioning it too much.

      “Any time, topolina, now, I hope you’re hungry, I cooked you up some Italian lamb ragu, a favorite of mine,” he said, that pleasant smile spreading across his face as he offered me his arm. “I wanted you to see how special you are, too.”

      I took his arm, frowning at his words as he led me into the kitchen, but then it clicked.

      Candles were lit up on the island and dining table, dousing the room in a warm glow.

      I pursed my lips as he led me over to the table, where two plates were already dished up and two glasses of wine had been poured.

      “Here, let me take those for you,” he offered his hand for the roses, and I chuckled as I handed them back.

      He pulled my chair out for me, making sure I was seated and content before he headed back to the kitchen.

      “How are you feeling, topolina?” he asked as I drew in the delicious scent of the ragu pasta dish. It was making my mouth water, and this whole setting had my skin prickling with delight.

      “My head hurts a little, I was hoping for some painkillers actually,” I admitted.

      “Got it.” He wasted no time as he popped the roses into a vase and set them on the island before striding back over with two pills. He handed them over, and I downed them with the wine as he sat across from me.

      “You didn’t have to do all this for me,” I murmured as I took it all in. The incredible meal, the perfectly made table and the candles all around, and then the roses. No one had ever done such a thing for me, and it made my heart squeeze.

      “Veronica, I will do this because I want to, not because I have to. A woman must never feel like she owes her man a thing, you should both do things for one another simply because you want to, not because you expect anything in return. Every gift, gesture, kiss—it comes with no obligation,” he said as he smiled. “Now, enjoy your meal, I cooked it just for you.”

      I couldn’t keep from smiling as I dove in, enjoying the wine and food as we spoke.

      He told me of how his parents had died while he was a boy, and the Slade family had taken him in, how they’d grown incredibly close over the years, working together in the family business. That was where the pair had gone tonight while he’d remained behind, dealing with a small business thing.

      I’d joked that their getaway from work wasn’t really panning out, but he just laughed, saying there was always something to do, and it was ingrained into them.

      I learned that he loved to travel in his free time, which was rare, but trying new foods and finding unique places off the beaten path was something he adored.

      We spoke about all sorts of things, finding a common interest in reading. It was something all three of the brothers did, although they had differing tastes.

      Enzo loved his science fiction, enjoying anything with aliens and other planets, and he had a secret thing for romance, which had me laughing.

      “Hey, at least I like my standard romance, you should see some of the stuff Kieran reads. Absolute smut, it’s just fancy porn,” Enzo said over the rim of his wine glass.

      I burst into laughter, the term now branded in my brain. Fancy porn. I’d never let Kieran live it down.

      “He reads smut? What kind?” I gasped out once I’d wrangled my laughter in.

      “The dark stuff, mafia men, monsters, you name it,” Enzo mused, his eyes twinkling with amusement.

      “My god, so he’s all for that monster peen, hey?”

      Enzo snorted at this and shook his head as I snickered and downed the last of my wine.

      “Speaking of, Kieran got you a gift,” Enzo said as he rose from his seat.

      “Better not be a monster dick toy,” I muttered, causing him to let out a deep laugh that tickled me right.

      “I’m sure he’s reserving that,” Enzo teased, but he beckoned me over to the sliding glass doors leading onto the back porch.

      I stepped up beside him, frowning as he flicked on the outside light before a smile broke across my face.

      That man was too much, but the fact he’d taken notice and remembered had my chest tightening.

      The birdhouse mansion I’d marveled at was now set up in the corner of the porch, looking utterly brilliant, a true masterpiece, the craftsmanship something to be awestruck by.

      “He’s spent far too much on me,” I whispered, my stomach fluttering. These men didn’t know who I really was, and yet here they were, treating me like a damn princess. It made me want to both cry and be mad at them, neither of which I knew would get me far.

      “We have more money than we can spend, topolina, so don’t worry about that. Besides, we’ve all taken quite the shine to you,” he said as he stepped closer.

      I couldn’t help the desire to lean back into him, and I didn’t fight it, loving how his arm snaked around my waist to hold me close as we stared outside.

      “Tonight was beautiful,” I murmured as he rested his chin on my shoulder.

      “You deserve it, amore mio,” he said softly, kissing the side of my neck and making me smile stupidly. Every time one of them used a pet name for me, my stomach flipped and my heart skipped a beat, like an enamored schoolgirl.

      “You’ve really not found a woman who fits with you all?” I mused softly, disbelieving that. If they treated every woman the way they were treating me now, I found it hard to believe.

      “My brothers have a darkness, topolina, one that has even marked me. And they need someone who can accept that as well,” he said as he wrapped his other arm around my waist, holding me tight against him.

      I rested my hands over his as I leaned into him, soaking up his warmth.

      “What kind of darkness?” I asked. I knew of a darkness, one that had made me the little mouse they’d believed me to be. But I’d seen the darkness in their eyes, the calculation, sensed it in the air around them. This was more than being beaten and broken down. Their darkness was something crueler and more wicked, but it was something I needed to know, especially with how things were going. Zane wanted me to stay until I was better, not having set an end date, and now Kieran was taking me on dates, and Enzo was treating me like a damn goddess.

      I needed to know the men I was playing home with, before the game became far too real.

      “That’s for them to share when they’re ready. For now, you need to get better, and we want you to know the treatment you deserve.”

      “How do you know what I deserve, Enzo? None of you really know me. You’ve known me for mere days, I could be a horrible person, someone who kicks dogs or has road rage, or…” I couldn’t think of anything else, and he just chuckled as he nuzzled my neck.

      “Topolina, you’re strong, we can see that in the fact you survived this long, and you’re kind, and gentle, we see that in the way you worry about us being put out or being a burden on us. You have a gentle heart, and despite what you’ve endured, you still smile and find joy around you. We may not have known you for long, but we can see the spirit you have, feel the life you exude, like a sunny glow. Sure, you get down, but honestly, I’m surprised you didn’t just hole up in the room and avoid us after everything. Instead, you’ve settled right in, laughing with us and making quite an impact.” He planted a kiss on my neck, following it with a pleased sigh as he just held me.

      I just stared hard out the window, my jaw clenched at his words.

      No one had ever said anything so sweet before, truly seeing me, and seeing me in a way that was positive despite everything. I didn’t feel like I lived up to what he perceived me as, but I sure as hell wasn’t about to let him down. His words touched me far too deeply, and I blinked back the blurriness in my eyes.

      “Thank you,” I whispered.

      “For?”

      “For seeing me.”

      He fell silent at this, his arms tightening around me as he held me.

      We stayed like that for some time, just enjoying each other’s presence without saying a word, until the opening of the front door had me turning.

      “Looks like they’re back,” Enzo mused as he released me.

      I started across the room as Kieran and Zane came down the hall and headed for the stairs.

      “You bought the birdhouse,” I stated, and Kieran finally looked up, coming to a standstill before the stairs.

      “Stay there, Vee,” he murmured, and I faltered in my stride to him, my smile failing as I came to a halt.

      “What’s wrong, are you okay?” I asked, worry instantly kicking in at the drawn look on his face.

      Zane was behind him, his gaze on the floor, as if he was avoiding looking at me.

      What had happened? There was a thickness to the air, something that threatened to eat me whole, and I shuddered involuntarily.

      Enzo came up behind me, and I instinctively stepped back into his protective presence, trying to understand why Kieran looked so uneasy.

      My eyes rolled over him, my entire being stiffening and my blood running cold as I focused on his hands, then Zane’s.

      They both had bloody hands.

      “We need to shower, princess, then we’ll come chat with you,” Kieran said coolly, plastering on that charming smile that lit up his face.

      I’d almost think there was not a concern to be had if I couldn’t see the blood in the flickering candle light.

      I flicked my gaze back to Zane’s face, but it was masked, those icy eyes moving to the stairs, as if he refused to see me.

      What had happened? What was going on?

      My heart lurched into my throat, but I said nothing as they continued up the stairs.

      I flinched as Enzo kissed my neck, and he paused as he brushed my hair away from my neck.

      “Are you okay?” he asked carefully.

      “I’m fine. Are they okay? Did something happen?” I dared to ask.

      “They’re fine, topolina, don’t stress.”

      Had he not seen the blood on their hands? It was definitely blood. I’d seen my fair share of it, and it had every alarm bell sounding off inside my head now.

      The darkness they harbored, just how wretched was it?

      I didn’t know these men from a grain of sand. And yet I’d let them touch me, slip into my bed, and have their way with me.

      I wanted to bring up the blood to Enzo, but I knew there was no way he hadn’t noticed it.

      He’d said the darkness his brothers carried had even marked him.

      Was it too much of a stretch to think they’d just been hunting? Kieran had said they’d been taught to shoot by their father, while they’re uncle taught them to hunt. But they weren’t exactly dressed for hunting, still wearing their tailored outfits.

      Just what house had I found myself in? Were these men…

      I pushed the dark thought from my head instantly, refusing to entertain the idea, but my stomach was churning.

      “Come, let’s watch a movie, topolina,” Enzo said gently, and I forced a small smile as he guided me to the couch.

      Enzo was certainly in on it, they were too close for him to not be involved.

      So I just had to play along for now, and wait until I could get some answers.

      The phone. I’d left it upstairs, but it had wi-fi. Maybe I could do a little digging on the Slade family. And call for help if I needed.

      I just had to bide my time and play nice.
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      I sat cuddled up to Enzo, a part of me wanting to push away my worries about the brothers, but the other part knowing I needed to look after myself.

      I needed to know this was not all some wretched ploy, that they were no better than the man I’d escaped.

      I glanced down at my engagement ring, not even remotely immersed in the movie Enzo had put on.

      They’d all said everything right, their words had matched their actions, and I’d be lying to myself if I said I hadn’t been falling for them.

      I’d been building up the fairytale life inside my mind, of being their little princess they’d rescued.

      But fairytales weren’t real. And as Enzo kissed the side of my head, I knew that these men had more going on. Enzo had even said people saw them as bad men.

      “Do you mind if I go use the bathroom?” I asked after a moment, forcing a sweet smile to my face.

      Enzo’s hand was on my thigh, and he just chuckled as he pulled his hand away.

      “You don’t need to ask, amore mio,” he said as his gaze remained on me.

      I didn’t let my smile fall as I rose, hoping I wasn’t giving myself away. Were the brothers still showering?

      They were taking their sweet time.

      I should’ve brought the phone down with me. There was the bathroom on the bottom floor, which would make more sense, but I wanted to get my phone.

      It’d be too risky going up the stairs, he’d wonder why I opted not to use the downstairs bathroom. Kieran would be in his, and my phone was in his room still.

      Fuck.

      I’d have to suck it up. I headed to the downstairs bathroom, barely having closed the door behind me when I heard Enzo take a call.

      I paused, standing by the slightly open door as I heard his voice, before he slipped out onto the back porch.

      Now was my chance.

      I crept back out, glad that the staircase was slightly obscured from view from the porch, and hurried up the stairs.

      I headed straight for Kieran’s room, my heart pounding at the sound of running water.

      I paused in his doorway, knowing I didn’t have much time. I couldn’t hear a shower running in Zane’s room, and prayed he didn’t come out.

      No matter, I was already in a risky spot now.

      I slipped over to the bed, snatching up the phone from the bedside table and hurrying back out and down the stairs to the bathroom below.

      Thankfully, Enzo was still outside, but I didn’t let out the breath I was holding until I had the door closed behind me.

      What if this was all for nothing? What if there was a perfectly logical explanation for the blood? What if they’d hit something in the car, or one of their guards had gotten hurt, or…

      My mind was running rampant with potential reasons as I typed in Zane Slade and clicked search.

      My breath caught in my throat, a shiver rippling down my spine as my blood ran cold.

      My heart fluttered, the anxiety and fear setting in like a living creature beneath my skin, rippling and coursing through me, making my stomach churn and chest tighten, my mouth going dry.

      It was right there in front of me, how the Slade family was believed to be a crime family, but they couldn’t get anything to stick. How Patrick Slade and his sons, including his adopted son, were known killers.

      They were a goddamn mafia family. I’d been rescued by the fucking mafia?!

      I slid down the door, clutching the phone to my chest as I shook, the panic setting in hard.

      So much for feeling safe in their arms. These men could kill me without a second thought.

      What did I do?

      I glanced around the bathroom, staring hard at the tiny window over the toilet. There was no way I was fitting through that.

      Enzo would surely be wondering where I was by now, too. Could I act the part? Pretend everything was okay? Would they kill me if they suspected I knew who they truly were?

      Was any of what Enzo said true?

      I paused at this. He’d said they needed a woman to accept their darkness, that was why it hadn’t worked before. They’d spoken highly of women, telling me how I should be treated. Perhaps they had a code, then.

      Not that it alleviated my fear much right now.

      Could they turn on me with ease? A part of me didn’t think that was possible, but if killing was easy for them…

      I closed my eyes as I willed my heart to slow, drawing in deep, steadying breaths.

      What should I do?

      I could run at the first chance I had, but there were guards here. I was sure someone would be watching the cameras I’d glimpsed on the drive in and out, and they probably had someone patrolling just to be safe.

      I could wait until I got taken out again, make my run then while in a crowded area.

      What was their end goal with me? Win me over so they had a woman they could share? Was I simply a toy to them?

      No, they’d not treated me as such, being so careful with me and looking after me.

      I was torn about the whole thing, and I just bowed my head, pushing on the bridge of my nose in hopes I’d figure out what to do.

      I heard the distant sound of the glass sliding door, and I knew I was out of time. Enzo would surely come and ask what was taking me so long.

      I pushed off the floor, shoving down all my emotions like I’d done countless times before to avoid fists and harsh words.

      This was no different, I was playing my part to stay alive. I’d jumped out of the frying pan and right into the fire.

      I moved over to the toilet, flushing it for good measure and washing my hands as my mind swam. I was drowning in the murky waters of the darkness the Slade name carried.

      I drew in a calming breath, staring hard at my trembling hands until they ceased shaking.

      Keep calm, don’t let on that you know.

      My phone, I needed to hide it. I bit my cheek before opting to slip it into my underwear since I’d gone braless. Thankfully, the dress was airy, so it wasn’t visible.

      I glanced in the mirror, forcing that small smile to reach my eyes as I turned and opened the door.

      I jumped as I found Enzo looming in the doorway, smiling at me as he leaned on the frame.

      “You okay, amore mio?” he asked, cocking his head like he could read me with just a simple glance.

      Hell, he’d profiled me to a T just before, although I thought he gave me too much credit.

      “I’m fine,” I lied, hoping my smile would persuade him.

      Too bad his smile fell a little as he studied me.

      “Are you sure? Something’s bothering you,” he stated.

      Of course he could see through me. Seeing through lies was probably part of their family upbringing. You didn’t become a hardened killer without knowing who was lying to you.

      “Just a bit sore still, think our bit of fun has taken a toll on me,” I said nervously, hoping he’d see my unease as being naive and inexperienced.

      “That’s understandable.”

      I glanced past Enzo to where Kieran had just come down from upstairs, brandishing that charming smile.

      Whose blood had that been on his hands? Had he and Zane committed a murder tonight? Why were they even here? Did it have anything to do with that recent news article about a shootout involving them? I’d only glossed over it, not wanting to dive too deep where I’d struggle to surface.

      “You’ve survived quite the ordeal, then had fun with us, of course you’re sore. You need rest,” Enzo stated with a sheepish smile before he shook his head. “How about I take you back to bed? We can just cuddle?”

      “Really, not going to share?” Kieran teased.

      Enzo just glanced over his shoulder at Kieran, a look that I couldn’t quite read, and Kieran’s smile faltered.

      “Go rest, princess, we can chat in the morning,” Kieran said as his dark eyes met mine, a haunted look reflecting in them before he turned away.

      “Right, talk in the morning,” I murmured as Enzo held out his hand.

      I took it, keeping that soft smile on my face as my mind reeled.

      What else was I supposed to do? How did I hope to sleep knowing what I knew now?

      He led me upstairs to his room, where I paused in the doorway.

      “Are you okay?” Enzo asked once more, his hand resting on the small of my back.

      “Would it be possible for me to sleep alone tonight?” I asked, my heart lurching into my throat at the request. I needed to get my phone out of my underwear without him seeing, and I wasn’t too keen on him staying with me after what I’d learned. Just how much blood was on his hands?

      “Of course, amore mio,” Enzo said, although I heard the shift in his tone, one of concern.

      “I’m just tired, don’t want any temptation,” I mumbled as I played with the hem of my dress, hoping he’d accept the reasoning.

      “Are you sure nothing else is bothering you?” he asked as he moved to brush the hair away from my neck and planted a gentle kiss on it.

      Just your brothers covered in blood, no biggie.

      “Yes,” I lied.

      How could he be a bad man? How could any of them be bad men?

      They’d treated me so well. But so had Callum, at first, although as I pondered it, there were red flags, comments he’d made even in the beginning. Nothing like these gentlemen.

      He’d said they’d share their darkness with me when they were ready. But he carried it as well.

      “Veronica, you can talk to me,” he said, his words soft and gentle.

      Nothing like the men I’d read about.

      I wanted to say something, to turn to him and ask him for the truth. But what if he snapped? What if he revealed the darkness he harbored, what if it cost me more than I wanted to pay?

      I’d been willing to die to escape Callum, but now, I had a chance, a new hope in life. They’d shown me that I could have a love that was sweet, gentle, and true.

      Even if theirs was a charade.

      “I know, thank you,” I murmured as I turned my head towards him, allowing him the opening to kiss me. He took it, smiling softly before nodding at the bed.

      “Rest, amore mio, we can talk more tomorrow. You’re safe here, don’t ever forget that,” he said, as if he sensed my shift in believing I was safe.

      I pursed my lips as I crossed to the bed, pulling the blankets back and praying he’d leave before I climbed in. The phone was getting uncomfortable, and I was hoping it wouldn’t slip out as I climbed into bed.

      Thankfully, he flicked the light off as I started to slip into the sheets, and I let out a breath.

      “Sleep well, topolina,” he said before he pulled the door shut.

      I instantly reached for the phone that was threatening to fall from my underwear, tucking it under my pillow as I pulled the blanket over me.

      Where was he going to sleep then? Not that I had to worry about that on top of everything else.

      I was housed with three made men—killers.

      Who had also rescued me and showed me a kindness like no other.

      Wasn’t that the mindfuck of the century.

      I’d tried to take my life to escape abuse, only to be rescued by the goddamn mafia.

      What a cruel twist of fate. Especially with their princess treatment.

      I chewed my cheek as I pulled the phone out, wondering just how much information was on the net.

      A creak outside my door had me stuffing it back under my pillow faster than I could blink, but a small knock greeted me.

      My heart pounded ruthlessly as I stared at the sliver of light under the door.

      “Come in,” I called out softly, and the door swung open.

      My breath caught at the sight of Zane standing there, his body outlined with the light.

      “Are you okay, stray?” he asked as he stepped into my room, and my heart instantly moved to my throat.

      “I’m fine.”

      “You saw the blood.”

      I froze, every fiber of my being screaming at me to run, to flee this man who could kill me, and yet I was stuck to the spot, just staring at him as he slowly crossed the room.

      “Vee, please don’t be scared of us. There are things we’re keeping from you, but just know that you’re safe. We would never hurt you. If we’d wanted that, we’ve had plenty of chances,” he said as he moved to sit on the edge of the bed.

      That did little to ease me.

      “Did you google us?”

      I jumped as Kieran’s form blocked out the light for a moment as he stepped into the room as well.

      Fuck. I’d been caught out. My whole life was at stake now.

      “It’s fine, I noticed the phone was gone. Enzo says your whole demeanor changed after we came back in. You pretended everything was right, but reading people is kinda our thing, love,” Kieran stated as he folded his arms.

      It was hard to see him, now standing to the side, his back to the hall light.

      What was I supposed to say to save myself? My body was rigid as a rock, my breathing oddly level despite the sheer panic bouncing around my mind and the frantic beating of my heart.

      Don’t let them see my fear or they’d use it.

      No, that was Callum’s thing.

      “We’ve not lied to you, Vee, we’ve just kept the whole truth from you. Our line of work is… different. Unpleasant to some, but it’s all we know,” Kieran said carefully.

      “The blood, where’d it come from?” The words were almost inaudible, but I was proud I’d managed to force them out despite the terror clutching at my chest.

      “A man who hurt one of our own. He deserved it,” Zane said coolly, his face shadowed as he moved closer to me on the bed, resting his elbows on his knees.

      He was so close now, and I fought the urge to slink back.

      This man had shown me a bliss that had rocked my world, and now I was terrified.

      “Is he alive?” I whispered.

      “For now,” Zane said before sighing. “We didn’t want you to find out about this just yet. We wanted you to see who we were outside of our business.”

      The business of bloodshed and murder? You couldn’t toss sprinkles and glitter onto a heaping pile of murder and expect me to be chill with it.

      “You hurt people.” I pursed my lips as Zane’s jaw clenched.

      “We do. But never women or children. We have a code, we’re not complete monsters. And I promise you, unto my dying breath, no one in this family will ever bring you any harm, you understand me? You are safe here, Veronica,” Zane stated, and our eyes locked in the darkened room.

      I swallowed, the panic easing at his words.

      I had no reason to not believe him, hell, there’d been mention of women and children being left untouched in what I’d read that corroborated him.

      And a part of me found comfort in his words.

      “Why am I here? What’s going to happen to me now?”

      “You’re here because you needed help, love. Nothing has changed, our treatment of you won’t. As for what’s going to happen, well, I’m not sure if you saw it in your research, but there was an issue with the Moretti family. We’re laying low while it blows over. And since you’re here, and you know about us, you’ll have to stay here now. This is one of our safe houses, we can’t have it compromised,” Kieran stated.

      “But you’re safe. We won’t hurt you. But, since you do know all of this, I can imagine the dynamics may shift, which is a shame,” Zane said as he looked to his brother. “Enzo is alerting the guards so they know you’re not to leave the property. And I’ll have to take back your phone, for now.” He turned to me, holding out his hand knowingly.

      I almost wanted to say I didn’t have it, but I sure as hell was not going to test him. I had two men from a mafia family in my room—I was in one of the most dangerous spots I’d ever been in.

      Then again, I’d had Kieran and Enzo much closer to me earlier today, and I’d not had a single worry.

      I pulled the phone out from under my pillow and handed it over, and Zane checked the call log and texts, seeming content to find nothing there.

      “We monitor outbound signals from the property anyway, just double checking,” Zane stated softly.

      Great. Just my luck.

      “I know it’s a lot to take in. You need time to adjust to it all. Get some sleep, no one will bother you. We can keep our distance as well if you choose. We’ll check in with you in the morning,” Zane said as he pushed off the bed.

      They didn’t say another word as they left me, closing the door and shutting me in darkness.

      I rolled onto my back and stared at the ceiling, my mind a raging sea of chaos.

      I was trapped here. With the men who’d saved me, shown me affection and pleasure like no other, and turned out to be the damn mafia.

      What was I supposed to do?
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      “Didn’t go to plan, did it?” Hank mused as he lit up his smoke, the end of it blazing in the darkness as we stood outside the lodge, staring up at it.

      I was gazing at my room where Veronica resided, the curtains pulled.

      “No,” I said with a heavy sigh. Everything had been going so well, our dinner marking a moment I’d never forget. She was a perfect woman, one with so much life and vibrancy that I wanted to continue delving into the enigma that was her, learning everything there was to know.

      But my brothers had shattered that illusion, reality setting in.

      I’d hoped they’d play off the blood, but I knew she’d seen it as soon as they’d come in, and then she’d headed off to the bathroom.

      I’d had a call from some of the guys back home about an unrelated issue, and returned to find she’d not left the bathroom.

      But I felt it in my bones when she opened that door. Everything had changed in that moment, her shift from sweet and affectionate with me to closed off and guarded.

      And just as quickly as she’d changed, I knew why without asking. She had to have gotten her phone and googled us. It’d been a stupid idea, giving her the phone. Sure, we didn’t want her knowing about us fully, but my brothers chose to speak with her, not trying to sugar-coat it much.

      I glanced at the front door as Kieran strode out, running his hands through his hair in frustration.

      Zane didn’t follow, and I wondered if he was keeping close to our princess, not wanting to risk her making a run for it.

      “She had her phone. She knew,” Kieran confirmed as he strode right up to us, nodding at Hank and accepting the offered smoke.

      Kieran was the last one of us who still smoked on occasion, whereas Zane and I had quit some time back. I’d done it for my health, although I knew the likelihood of me living a long life was low. It’d be a bullet that’d take me out eventually, and I’d come to terms with that the day I’d become a Slade.

      How a child could resign themselves to that fate was something I’d never questioned, although I should have.

      I’d just wanted to avenge my family.

      “How’s she handling it?” I asked as Kieran took a long drag before letting it out, his dark eyes sweeping to the window as well.

      “As best as one could given the circumstances. We’re giving her space, time to come to terms with it.”

      “Did you tell her whose blood it was?” I asked.

      “No. She doesn’t need to know that,” he muttered. “Not yet.”

      I’d gone down to the basement with them once she’d fallen asleep, beating the living shit out of her fiancé alongside them. He’d begged and pleaded like the pathetic excuse of a man he was, but we’d not relented.

      Not when Zane had told me he’d killed his unborn child.

      He was as good as dead, not a single chance of sympathy in my bones at that knowledge.

      “Why’d you come back to the house? I texted you about the plans I had, the dinner for her,” I muttered darkly. I’d known they had decided to relieve Callum of his testicles, something we’d all agreed on for what he’d done.

      But why didn’t they clean up? They knew she was likely to see them.

      “I got carried away. Besides, she can’t be kept in the dark forever.” Kieran’s voice was low as he took another drag of the cigarette before handing it back to Hank, who was remaining awfully quiet.

      “She barely knows us, she’ll be scared.”

      “Zane decided he hated lying to her, doesn’t want to try to build something on lies or half-truths or some shit. And if she can’t handle us like this, then she doesn’t belong with us,” Kieran said gruffly, and I arched a brow.

      Zane was showing more emotion in regards to our little princess than he had in a long time. He actually cared about her and what she thought, and didn’t want to drag her into our darkness if she couldn’t handle it.

      And Kieran had agreed with his brother, even though he was none too enthused about it.

      Nor was I, for that matter.

      “She’ll be scared, and now she’s trapped with us,” I stated, knowing there was no way she could leave now that she knew who we were. This was a safe house, and we had to keep it that way.

      “It’s for the best, Enzo. Needed to be done,” Kieran said, and I frowned at the harshness of his tone.

      I’d not known my brother to be scared or upset from the feelings and judgment of others, but right now, it was something I was seeing. He didn’t want Veronica to be afraid of us, or hate us. And coming clean may have fractured everything we’d started with her.

      I wanted to go to her, hold her tight and tell her everything was fine, that it changed nothing. But I was kidding myself if I believed that. It changed everything for her. This life was all we’d known, but she’d not been raised like us, was not accustomed to murder and death and the inner dealings of our family.

      I just gritted my teeth as I stared up at the window alongside my brother, wishing so desperately I could turn back time. Have her get to know us more before she learned the truth.

      But there was no undoing it, only dealing with the fallout. Something I was far too familiar with.

      I wouldn’t distress her even more tonight. I’d speak with her tomorrow, and hopefully she’d see we meant her no harm, that she was still safe.

      And pray she could see the light in our darkness.
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      I stared at the sliver of sunlight slicing through the gap in the curtains, my head thumping softly after a night of broken, fitful sleep.

      Mafia men.

      The thought made me groan as I pulled the pillow over my head. And I was stuck here, under lock and key.

      I’d been expecting one of them to return during the night, but it seemed Zane’s words were true.

      They’d let me be, and the more I thought about it, the more I realized how silly it was to think they’d hurt me.

      Like Zane had said, they’d had plenty of chances. And yet they’d taken me in, gotten me a doctor, treated me like royalty, fed me, clothed me… there was no reason for them to bring any harm to me simply because I knew who they were. They’d told me their names from the get-go, unashamed of it. Sure, I hadn’t known what the Slade last name meant, but they’d not fully lied to me, just kept the truth from me, protected me in a way.

      Although they’d pulled the wool back from my eyes by coming in coated in blood. A part of me wondered if that was on purpose, to test how I’d react to them after we’d been intimate.

      It’d certainly thrown me for a spin.

      I’d been intimate with three killers. Hands had traversed my skin, the same hands that had pulled triggers or sliced throats.

      I dragged myself out of bed to go to the bathroom, spending far too long under the warm water as I mulled over everything.

      There was no leaving even if I wanted to. I knew it was fruitless.

      I turned the water off and stepped out, wondering what their next step was. They’d said we’d talk this morning, although the thought had my stomach flipping, a hundred butterflies swarming inside it and making my head dizzy.

      Breathe. They haven’t hurt you, and you’ve given them no reason to. Talk and find out what they want.

      I closed my eyes as I steadied my frantic heart before heading out, not wanting to crawl back into my clothes from yesterday.

      Kieran had bought me clothes, but they were in his room, and I’d not gotten extra underwear.

      I glanced at the dresser across the room and chewed my cheek. Enzo had been so sweet to me yesterday, going above and beyond, surely he wouldn’t mind.

      Either that or he’d gut me.

      I shoved the wicked thought away, not wanting to believe he could do such a thing as I headed to his dresser.

      I pulled on a pair of his briefs and a gray tee that hung down to my thighs, barely closing the drawer when a knock resounded from my door.

      I stared hard at the door, my throat tight as I wondered which one of the men it was.

      “Come in,” I said, grateful my voice didn’t hitch.

      I’d been tempted to just hide out in here, avoiding having any talks with them, although I knew the fear and unease of not knowing would drive me insane.

      “It’s just me, love. Thought you may want your stuff,” Kieran mused as he pushed the door open, giving me a glance over before waltzing in and setting down all the bags from yesterday. “I picked up some more underwear and pajamas in case you needed them, although it looks like you found something,” he noted as his gaze rolled over me, pausing on my legs for a few moments before gliding up to my eyes.

      “Thanks,” I murmured as I played with the hem of Enzo’s shirt.

      “Vee, please relax. You’re fine here. Nothing’s going to happen to you. I’ve spoken with Zane, once this whole Moretti thing has died down, you can leave. We’ll help you get set up in a new place, although you can’t tell anyone about this house,” he said, those brows knitting together.

      “Who would I tell?” I muttered as I let my gaze drop to the floor, a strange unease washing over me at his words.

      They’d just let me leave? After everything? Why did that leave a bad taste in my mouth despite all my worries?

      “We just want to be safe, love,” he stated.

      “I know, I understand,” I said slowly.

      He let out a heavy sigh before he crossed the room, and I stilled as he stood before me.

      “Real things aren’t built on half-truths. It was why Zane and I wanted to tell you everything. Best to reveal our truth now to save you from more hurt,” he said carefully, his hand reaching up to caress my cheek.

      My body betrayed me, leaning into the soft touch, and his lip quirked at the reflex.

      “Princess, I can’t make you accept who and what we are, but I hope you may consider it. We’ve enjoyed having you here.”

      Our gazes locked, and I saw the flicker of heat in their depths, an underlying meaning to what he’d enjoyed apart from my talk and company.

      I just swallowed, hating how an ember blazed to life in my core at the thought.

      This was a man who’d just had blood on his hands last night. They’d not killed someone, but they’d hurt them.

      I pulled my face away, noting the hurt that etched across his face for just a moment before he masked it and nodded.

      “Where are Enzo and Zane?” I asked as I rubbed my arm.

      “Zane has gone out, Enzo is downstairs.”

      “Where did Enzo sleep?” That wretched guilt niggled at me once more.

      “The couch.” The guilt only grew at this, and Kieran cocked his head at me, his lips set in a grim line for a moment before he flashed his charming smile, as if there was no tension or anything going on.

      “Come downstairs, I know he wants to speak with you, and I’ll cook us some breakfast. I hope you’re a fan of my omelets,” he mused.

      “Of course,” I said before even thinking. His omelets had been divine.

      This made his grin widen, and he turned away, giving me the freedom to follow at my own pace.

      The unease and fear had mellowed out through the night, only reigniting a little this morning, but Kieran had alleviated it once more.

      He was still treating me with respect, and this whole not wanting to build something on half-truths was playing with my mind.

      Were they still wanting something more with me?

      That had become obvious with what Enzo had said, but I’d been certain everything would have changed. Hell, it had, my own thoughts on the matter now clouding everything. I couldn’t just look past what I now knew.

      I followed Kieran downstairs, pausing in the living area as he continued to the open kitchen. I toyed with the silver butterfly necklace I’d not taken off, something I wondered if I should have done. I was getting sentimental with it, and I yanked my hand away quickly.

      I just stared at Enzo, who sat on the couch in his undershirt and pants, his polished shoes already on like he planned to go out, or he’d just come back from some business meeting. I didn’t want to ponder on if he had been out and what that entailed.

      But his hair was tied back in his trademark bun, a few strands framing his face, and I just chewed my lip.

      “Just going to stare, topolina?” he asked, finally dragging his eyes away from the phone screen, as if he’d seen me out of his peripheral.

      “Sorry,” I mumbled, and his brows pulled together in distaste at my apology.

      It wasn’t easy to stop apologizing for things after it had been a means of survival for so long.

      “Nothing to be sorry for,” he stated as he set his phone down beside him and folded his hands in his lap.

      “I stole your bed,” I said quickly.

      “You need somewhere to sleep, and you’re still healing,” he shot back before glancing at Kieran, who was busy making breakfast now. “Come, sit.”

      I did as told, the unease still niggling away at me.

      “I’m sorry you found out the way you did, topolina, but hiding it from you isn’t our style either. I just would’ve preferred we waited until you’d healed more,” he said as his gaze lingered on my bruise. I’d checked it this morning, grateful that the swelling had gone way down, but the ugly green skin was still a reminder of what I’d survived. “At least you’re healing fast,” he noted, his fingers twitching, like he wanted to reach out and touch my face, but he didn’t make a move.

      “It’s not something I can just wrap my head around overnight,” I said softly as I shot a look at Kieran, who was preoccupied at the stove with his back to us.

      “I know.” He just nodded, those dark eyes not leaving mine.

      “Why do you do it?” I mumbled, not even sure what I meant by that. It was clear it was their family business, but still.

      “It’s all we’ve known, amore mio, just what life is for us. And before you go thinking we do all sorts of horrible things, there’s more to our business than the bloody side,” he stated.

      “Like what?” I shifted uneasily in my spot on the other side of the couch. A wretched part of me wanted to move closer to him, but this tension stopped that.

      “The business side. We own a casino, restaurants—all sorts of businesses. Sure, our means of acquiring them aren’t exactly standard, but we work hard to make everything appear by the book. Yes, our family has a reputation, which is necessary in the world we live in. We’re not the only families who want to run Weststone,” he explained.

      So that was where they were from.

      “The women of our family are kept out of the darker side of things, sometimes only supplying input in the financial aspect. We don’t want them getting involved in the necessary darkness for this business,” he added.

      “Right.” What else was I supposed to say? I guess that was nice to know, but it didn’t really dampen the knowledge of what they did.

      “Breakfast is ready,” Kieran called out, and Enzo rose from the couch, offering me his hand.

      I stared at it for a moment, before opting against my better judgment and accepting.

      This pleased him, and he led me over to the kitchen island, where Kieran was watching me with an intensity that wormed under my skin. Like he was trying to gauge if I was now a wounded animal once more, driven by fear and panic, or if I’d handle it with grace.

      I didn’t even know, my thoughts were a tangled mess, jumbled with my feelings about the three men.

      I sat on the stool at the island, thanking him for the omelette and diving in. They both ate quietly, exchanging glances before Enzo poured us all some juice.

      “If I’m staying here, where should I continue to sleep?” I finally asked, the thick unease in the air finally getting to me.

      “You can stay in my room, I’ll bunk with the guards,” Enzo stated without a second thought.

      “I can’t do that.”

      “You can, and you will. No fighting,” Enzo said, a smile teasing at his lips as the heat spread to my cheeks.

      “We’ve been meaning to make up a guest room, I’ll get a bed bought today for the downstairs study room,” Kieran said.

      “There, I can sleep there,” I dared to say, and Enzo just leaned back.

      “No. You’re keeping my room. It has the ensuite and the best view over the backyard. You’re recovering, you need it more than I do,” he shot back with a no-arguing tone.

      I just pursed my lips, knowing it was pointless to argue with him.

      For a moment, I’d almost forgotten just who I was dealing with.

      “O’Malley’s still doing renovations?” Kieran asked, changing the subject.

      “Yeah, and Danny is finding a stand-in cook over at Tatiana’s since James is in hospital,” Enzo answered.

      “We own O’Malley’s and Tatiana’s,” Kieran explained when I just sipped my drink awkwardly.

      “I remember when Tatiana almost married that piece of shit Nathan. Bastard left her in a hospital bed when she was recovering from a car accident, ran off with his secretary. Bullet dodged for her,” Enzo muttered.

      “Yeah, I remember him,” Kieran said with a wicked smirk that made me swallow uneasily.

      “You two gave him a scare, right?” Enzo checked.

      “Yep. He owed her money.” Kieran just shrugged, and I rose from my stool.

      “You okay, love?” Kieran asked, and I just managed a weak smile.

      “I think I’d like to go back to my room, if that’s okay,” I murmured.

      “You’re free to do whatever you want, topolina,” Enzo stated, a flicker of pain darting across his face before he hid it.

      “Except leave, sorry, love. But move about the house, watch Netflix, cook, make yourself at home. We’re not caging you up or anything, you still have some freedom,” Kieran said as he straightened, his jaw ticking in odd annoyance.

      I just nodded as I turned away and headed for the stairs.

      Having them talking so casually about relatively normal business stuff was unsettling. I couldn’t decide if I liked it or not, them being rather normal despite what I knew.

      I could tell my sudden unease around them after everything was bothering them. It’d been crystal clear with Kieran’s annoyance.

      But it wasn’t so easy to pretend nothing had changed.

      I headed to Enzo’s room, closing the door and flopping myself on the bed, wanting to just fall back asleep and forget it all.

      Too bad life didn’t work like that.
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      I stood by the window in Enzo’s room, gazing out across the manicured back gardens that backed onto the forest. It was a stunning sight, something my teenage self would’ve dreamed about being able to see every day from my room.

      The room was something I could’ve only dreamed of, even now as an adult.

      Too bad it was now a gilded cage.

      I couldn’t appreciate any of it with that knowledge.

      I’d never wanted to bend to another man again, to be ruled by their iron thumb. And yet here I was, captive in their home.

      No, not quite. I supposedly had full reign of the house, but that didn’t make it any more uneasy. A cage was still a cage, even if it was plated with gold.

      But what else was I supposed to do? Oppose men that killed for a living?

      I chewed my cheek as I folded my arms, staring hard out the window.

      I’d laid on the bed for far too long dwelling on my situation. Three brothers who twisted me up into all sorts, my emotions torn and shifting.

      How long was I to stay here? There’d been no timeframe set, and from how they spoke, they wanted me to accept this, to come to terms with the blood on their hands, the things they did.

      Could I do that? Turn the other cheek and relish their affection and tenderness? The way they all treated me was foreign, more real than anything I’d ever had.

      They had a code, one they’d specified. Women and children were never hurt. If that was true, it was a little easier to contemplate.

      I closed my eyes and rubbed my temple, disbelieving how I was weighing it all up.

      Any sane person would want to bail out, leave as soon as they could. Hell, a part of me wanted to run, but I knew it wasn’t possible.

      And then there was that wretched part of me that wanted to be who they saw, the one they hoped I’d wind up being. Maybe it was the people pleaser in me that had been melded by the ever-changing moods of my mother. Walking on eggshells had forged me into someone who’d strived only to please and keep the peace. I’d worked hard to try to set myself free from those chains, only to wind up with Callum, yet another person wielding me like a puppet.

      Until I’d snipped those strings.

      My shoulders sagged at that thought. I’d set myself free from him. I’d made that choice, the one to run, and then the one to die.

      Now I was here.

      Was it some type of weird balance in the universe? Having me wind up with men who treated me perfectly but could also protect me from the darkness in the world.

      Darkness I’d known not just at the hands of Callum. He wasn’t the only monster lurking in my mind, a shadow of my past that haunted me. We never truly released ourselves from them, we only ever learned to deal with them, accept them as a part of our story in creating who we are now.

      I shook my head, the heavy thoughts fading away as a knock had me stiffening.

      “Who is it?” I turned to the closed door, surprised that no fear spiked in me.

      They’d reassured me quite a bit that I was safe, and leaving me be had proved that.

      “Zane,” Zane answered. “Can I come in?”

      I frowned at his politeness before softening.

      “Yes,” I said, still unenthused by the lack of a lock on the bedroom door. Was it for these situations? I would’ve thought mafia men would want some way to barricade themselves in their rooms in the possibility of danger.

      Then again, they’d probably run towards it.

      Zane slipped into my room, and our eyes locked for a moment before I gazed down at the plastic bag he held.

      “How’s your head?” he asked, drawing my gaze back to his, those steely eyes masked, his face expressionless.

      “It’s a little sore,” I admitted. The steady ache had set in after I’d laid down, whether or not it was from all the stress or from my bruising, I wasn’t sure.

      “Well, there’s water in here, and some painkillers,” he said as he held the bag up. “And some drawing supplies.”

      I frowned at this, and he set the bag down on the end of the bed before crossing his arms, standing all imposing across the room.

      “Do you need or want anything else? Enzo and Kieran said you chose to hide out up here. You don’t have to do that,” he said, his face still emotionless.

      “I can’t just look past what I know now,” I stated dryly.

      “It is what it is, doesn’t change how we will treat you, that will remain the same, although I understand if you’re no longer comfortable with it.”

      “You kill people,” I blurted out, hating how just seeing him standing there in his tailored button-up charcoal tee and fitted pants, his stubble freshly trimmed, made my body react slightly. It was like the danger of it all thrilled me.

      Was that why I’d stayed with Callum? Because I’d grown up in chaos with my mother and her string of equally horrendous partners and it was all I knew? That having a normal life with a normal person was boring?

      “It comes with the territory, Veronica,” he said flatly, my name rolling off his tongue and making the hair stand up along my neck.

      “That makes you wanted men. Online, they state what you are, it’s no secret that your family is a crime family. How have you not just been arrested?” I clenched my jaw as he just looked past me and out the window, the slightest frown marring his brow.

      “The Slade family has been around for some time, we’ve got a lot of people in our circle now, many of them in seats of power. We built this family and empire knowing we needed to protect ourselves, and we work carefully with the law, keep things running smoothly,” he said coolly as those steely eyes moved back to mine.

      “What if that changes? What if someone tries to take you down? What if the police finally take you in?” It had been something on my mind. Sure, they probably owned the police and were careful with their finances and dealing with people to fly under the radar, but there was always the ‘what if’. Not to mention other families, like the Moretti family they’d had the most recent gunfight with.

      “We’d make deals to protect the women and children, we know people who would look after our family. The men would take the fall, but the likelihood of anything like that happening is next to none. Our reach stretches far, and we can easily leave the country while things blow over if it gets bad enough. We’ve set up responses to all the ‘what ifs’, stray. This is our life, something we were born into, and it is a part of who we are,” he explained, still standing there like a heavenly soldier, those eyes unwavering.

      I just nodded slowly as I wrapped my arms around myself.

      “Enzo said you all had a darkness. I didn’t think it would be this big,” I murmured.

      “Don’t we all have some kind of darkness? A past that has created who we are today? We may be made men, but we don’t hurt innocent people. Sure, we intimidate where we have to, but our name carries weight in our city, so we rarely have to go further than that. And our family believes in a code, one that divides us from the real monsters of the world. Women and children are to be protected, otherwise, we’re nothing more than bottom-feeding criminals. Having rules and codes, honor among us, it’s what makes us greater. Gives us purpose in the cruelty of the shadows.”

      I stared at him, my mind a jumbled mess. Mafia families were the top of the criminal underworld, and it was for a reason. Sure, he could say it was for their codes and rules, but it was also for the cruelty and reach. How badly had they hurt others? They’d tortured people, that was a given.

      I didn’t even want to imagine what they’d done to whoever it was yesterday.

      “So you want a woman to share and one that accepts this dark side of you all. Who can handle knowing what you do. How can she ever feel safe? Knowing the hands of those who claim to want her have taken lives?” I dared to ask. How could I accept it and be who they were wanting me to be? They’d said it several times, but they’d also worded it in a way that it was still my choice.

      “It’s not an easy thing to find, the acceptance of all that we are. We’ve had women from within our business, ones who know the underbelly and were drawn by our names and money, but they couldn’t handle the sharing, not wanting us all the same, or we didn’t want them all the same. Sure, we could date separately, but this is something that has formed for us, a desire we all share. We don’t expect it to be easy to find someone like that,” he said, his gaze never leaving mine.

      “I don’t think it can be me, and I’m scared of what that means for me,” I whispered, my stomach dropping.

      “It means nothing. That’s your choice. As much as we want you, stray, you have free will. You cannot leave here until things have cooled off, but we’ll help get you set up elsewhere, and you can forget about all of this,” he stated, but I could’ve sworn I saw a glimpse of hurt in his eyes before it vanished.

      “Here I was thinking mafia men take what they want,” I managed to say with a smirk, even though my stomach was a knotted mess.

      “We do, but you’re special, stray.” He finally moved, crossing the space between us in a few big strides so that he stood before me. “We found you in the darkness, something that makes me wonder if we were supposed to.” His gaze searched mine, and I sucked in a breath as he touched my bruised cheek, inspecting it.

      “From one darkness into another. This world is a cruel thing, but we can make the best of it, if we choose to,” he said, his voice awfully low.

      I wanted to lean into his hand, his words stirring something within me.

      I wanted to believe all things happened for a reason, but why would the world be so cruel as to hand me the cards I’d been dealt all my life?

      Was this my reward? A life of glamor with killers?

      Was it really all that bad if I was treated like a princess?

      “Rest, Vee, we’ll be stuck together for a while yet, but don’t feel like you need to remain locked in here. You’re not our prisoner,” he said as his hand fell away from my face.

      “But I can’t leave.”

      “No. Not yet, but it’s not a life-long prison sentence, just a temporary jail term,” he quipped, his mouth curving upwards before he turned away. “Think of it like a vacation, everything you want, you get to have. Enjoy it while you can, before you fly away free.”
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      The days passed by slowly, and I spent the first few days hiding out in my room, grateful for the bottle of water and painkillers Zane had brought me.

      I’d drawn a few sketches of the yard and a rose, along with a howling wolf, Zane’s words still bouncing around my mind. They’d plague me for the next few days.

      I was left alone for the most part, Enzo or Kieran only knocking to offer me food which they brought up with them.

      Having the ensuite attached was a lifesaver, but as day three rolled around, I knew I couldn’t remain holed up forever. I’d relaxed after everything, and I secretly missed their company. Not to mention I was limited on things to do. I’d slept a lot, telling myself my body needed it, not because my mind was a mess. And Kieran had brought me a couple of books to read from their study room, which now doubled as Enzo’s new bedroom.

      Zane hadn’t visited me again, which made his words ring even louder.

      From one darkness to another. I’d felt like I’d jumped from the frying pan right into the fire at first, but the more I came to terms with the fact they honestly meant me no harm, the more I wondered if this was actually a reward. Sure, they may be bad men in some way, but they were treating me like a princess still, feeding me, offering me things, giving me space while I dealt with my thoughts.

      He’d told me to think of it like a vacation, to enjoy it while I could. I sighed as I stared at the birdcage I’d sketched just now, the little door open while a canary flew out.

      This was temporary, and I should seize the chance to live a rich life before I left.

      I chewed my cheek at that thought.

      Leave. Was that what I really wanted?

      I’d spent the past few days torn on it, while also wondering if Callum was worried about me. Did he really assume I was dead? Had he fled to avoid getting caught? A part of me wanted to know, to find out if he was worried or hurt by losing me, but I shoved that desire away. He’d hurt me, so he was nothing but a tarnish on my story. Something I needed to move on from and let go of.

      Although I hoped he was hurting, even if it was only a slight consolation from all the pain he’d caused me. He deserved more than to be upset or worried.

      I set my sketchbook down on my bed, still touched that Zane had gone out to buy me the supplies. The highest quality pencils that he could find, and two beautiful sketchbooks.

      Callum worked as a surgeon in the hospital, a man who was supposed to save lives, and yet had caused me so much pain and agony, stitching up my cuts and tending to my wounds he’d inflicted.

      And now I was housed with men who murdered, and yet offered me the gentlest of touches, gifts and affection that didn’t match their livelihood.

      How bizarre this all was.

      I rose from my spot on the bed, gazing out the back window, the sun shining brightly. A good day to be outside, and I shouldn’t waste it locked up in this room.

      I moved to the door, smiling softly at myself before opening it up.

      Time to face the music, no more hiding away.

      I stepped into the hall, listening for any movement downstairs or in the other rooms.

      Kieran’s door was open, and I headed for it, hearing the faint sounds of movement from within.

      I paused in the doorway, watching silently as he stood before an easel, working so carefully on a majestic painting of a stag.

      I frowned at the bloodied mess on it’s antlers, like it had just gouged another to death.

      “She’s emerged, how are you feeling?” He turned to me, offering me that charming smile like not a thing had changed. His long-sleeved navy tee had the sleeves rolled up while he painted, and seeing him standing there, smiling with a paintbrush in hand, his blond hair spiked up at the front, it had my breath catching.

      Even if he was a killer, I couldn’t deny his beauty, the way his eyes glittered with life.

      How could a hardened criminal be so… normal?

      “Vee?” He arched a brow, and heat rushed to my cheeks instantly.

      “I’m fine. Figured I couldn’t hide in there forever.”

      “True. Enzo and I were planning on making pizzas for lunch and asking you to come down to make your own. Try to bribe you out of that room,” he said as he focused back on his painting.

      Of course they were, and yet knowing they’d wanted to coax me out made me smile.

      “Why’s its antlers bloody?” I asked as I stepped into his room.

      “It’s something I’ve always found fascinating. It’s when they shed the velvet on their antlers. Saw it once as a kid when we went hunting, so gory and insane, and yet it’s simply a part of their cycle. A necessary piece of bloodshed to continue onward. Not something you see easily in the wild as it only lasts up to a few days at most, sometimes only hours. So I feel privileged to have seen it that day, I’d like to think it helped me see the beauty in the blood.” He was staring at the painting with an awe that had me pausing. Like he truly did see the beauty in such a horrific display.

      A mere part of life.

      “That day, when I asked if you enjoyed hunting, and you said you found an art in it, that some people would think you were dark or twisted for it… what did you mean?” I asked, my mind jumping back to that chat. With all that I now knew, there was more to that conversation, and it bothered me.

      “Princess, do you really want to know that? Wouldn’t you prefer to stay in the dark? We’re men born into a bloody world, we have a cruelty in our veins.” He turned his head, those dark eyes concerned for me.

      “I want to know,” I said with certainty. I wanted to know just who they truly were. I’d only scratched the surface, and if I wanted to understand, I needed to know more.

      Besides, curiosity had always been a thing for me, and my mother had raised me saying ‘curiosity killed the cat’ whenever I’d asked questions. Too bad I’d learned the whole saying—curiosity killed the cat, satisfaction brought it back.

      “I find art in what we do, in the blood we spill. I find it’s one of the most beautiful things. I know it means I’m fucked up, but my brothers accept me for it, for my antics with it,” he stated, his gaze moving back to the painting as he touched up the bloody antlers, the smear of crimson paint making me shudder.

      “You enjoy it,” I breathed, and his jaw clenched as he turned to me.

      “Is that such a bad thing?”

      I just stared at him, not sure how to respond. He enjoyed killing and torturing? That was sadistic as all hell, and nothing like the man who’d taken me to the market and doted on me, called me his princess and held me in his arms so carefully that night from the road.

      How could such a caring man be so cruel and twisted?

      “We aren’t normal, Vee. Do with that knowledge what you will,” he stated, those earthy eyes darkening as he returned to his painting.

      He’d opened up to me, shared the honest truth, and now he was shutting me out, knowing it was too much for me to accept.

      How could I? He was saying he enjoyed spilling blood. Did that mean he carved people up? Was this some weird ‘Dexter’ bullshit where he had a weird love and respect for blood?

      He’d been born into a bloody world, a cruel world. He’d not known any different, so he’d found a way to find beauty in it.

      That was the truth, and in some strange way, I could understand that.

      “My mom was bipolar, I was always walking on eggshells, couldn’t have my own emotions for fear it’d set her off and she’d either shut down or hit me,” I said, and he just frowned at his painting, listening to my words. “The men she brought through our trailer were not good men, they were wretched, hurt her, and sometimes made advances on me. I learned how to handle them all to survive, to continue on. I didn’t start self-harming until one of her partners hurt me, but I also didn’t want to leave marks,” I said slowly as I moved to sit on the edge of the bed. His jaw was set as I focused on his painting.

      “I took up biting myself, hurting myself in a way that only left a temporary mark. It was something I had to unlearn, find new ways of coping, I did therapy a little before I met Callum. But things got dark, and when I couldn’t see the light, I tried to find beauty in small things. The lady beetle on the weeds that grew through the cracks in the path outside, the petals of the daisies that sprouted at the end of the path, the laughter of some of the other kids in the park. I remember even appreciating how one of the stray dogs that had three legs would run incredibly fast, defying everything. I started focusing on seeing beauty where I could to save me from the ugliness of the world. So if you find beauty in something unique, something you think others can’t understand, it’s not something I can judge. The fact you enjoy it is unnerving, but perhaps it was how you adapted to survive this life as a child. Turning it into a form of art, something beautiful to be admired.” I swallowed uneasily, the words rushing out of me as he finally turned to me. I gazed down at my hands, twisting my engagement ring. I could even find the beauty in the wretched piece of my past. Sure, it was a reminder of my pain, but also served as a symbol of what I’d left behind, what I’d fled from.

      Maybe I was a sentimental, overly deep person, but it was who I was.

      “I’m sorry.” Kieran moved to sit beside me, clasping his hands together as he leaned forward, his face turned to me.

      “For?”

      “That you had to go through all of that.”

      “I’m sorry you were born into this life. Sometimes we just make the best with the hand we’re dealt,” I said, and his mouth pulled into a soft smile.

      “Being born into this life allowed me to have two brothers who I’d die for, it allowed me to meet you. I’ve accepted it and found my place,” he said, those dark eyes meeting mine.

      He was so close, his leg pressed against mine as we sat side by side, his warmth creeping into me.

      They’d found themselves in this life and learned ways to handle it. It was all they’d known, and yet they still had a soft, kind hand when it came to me. Surely that meant they weren’t entirely bad people. No, they’d proved they weren’t. Being nothing but gentlemen around me. Like two sides of a coin, one dark, one light, they had found their own balance in it all.

      “How’d he hurt you, her partner?” he asked after a moment, my own mind settling.

      “He stole my virginity,” I whispered, not bothering to lie. We were past that.

      You don’t build anything on half-truths and lies.
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      “What?” I couldn’t help the way my face twisted into a scowl at her words.

      He’d stolen her virginity? Did she mean…

      “He was high, overpowered me while my mom was passed out. Took advantage of me. It hurt like hell, and he covered my mouth to keep me quiet,” she said, her voice barely more than a whisper. “It’s a piece of my past that helped shape me, I’m just glad I didn’t catch anything from him. They split up not long after, although my mom always blamed me for it, saying I’d seduced him or some shit when she was having one of her meltdowns.”

      She frowned down at her hand, toying with that wretched ring as rage seeped through my veins like poison. I wanted to hunt this man down and feed him his own dick, tear off his hands and make a real display of him.

      And yet there was not a tear in her eyes as she just twisted that ring.

      “You never should have endured that, princess,” I said through gritted teeth as I pulled her into my arms.

      She didn’t resist, instead, she leaned into my chest, and I inhaled the floral scent of her hair, grateful we’d offered her some bathroom supplies yesterday when she’d asked. We’d chosen her several scents, but this floral one would be my favorite, marking the moment she opened up to me.

      “How your mother could do that, blame you, and expect any help from you over the years, it’s beyond wrong,” I muttered darkly, and she just sighed as I held her tight.

      “She’s still my mother, even if she’s a shit one. I have some good memories with her, which is what makes it harder to hate her. No one is ever black or white, good or bad, it’s always a gray, sometimes just darker or lighter. But I know she was holding me back and dragging me down, which was why I cut all contact,” she said as she curled her hand in my shirt.

      I wanted to take away the stain on her past, that piece of pain she’d survived, and yet this sweet woman was unwavering, not breaking in my arms. She’d only become stronger from the hardship, and it pained me. She didn’t need to have that strength, that was the job of those around her. Sure, she could become strong, but not this way. She should’ve been protected.

      “I’ll kill him, if you were to ask it, princess,” I said carefully. Hell, I didn’t want her request or permission, I wanted to just do it, but I’d not shatter whatever this was that we were doing.

      “I’d be surprised if he was even still alive. He was a meth addict, got my mom hooked on it for a while. I imagine he probably died in a gutter, or will soon enough,” she said quietly, and I rested my cheek on her head, stroking her arm soothingly.

      “Your family is supposed to protect you, princess. That was the biggest thing I was raised on. Family comes first, you always look out for one another. Even those who weren’t blood, if you’d chosen them as family, you’d do anything to keep them safe.”

      “Chosen family. I like that,” she said, and I could hear the small smile in her voice. I just tightened my arms around her, content with how perfectly she fit in them.

      I had an idea bouncing around in my mind, something that I wanted to do, but first, I needed to talk to Zane, make sure he was on board with it.

      “You’re an amazing artist, why didn’t you say something about it?” she asked.

      “It didn’t come up,” I stated, and she turned her head up to gaze at me. “I hear you’re a bit of an artist as well.”

      “I sketch a bit, nothing like this,” she said as she vacantly waved her hand at my painting, still gazing up at me. The bruising around her eye was faint now, and seeing both emerald eyes was inspiring. Maybe I’d paint her next.

      “You should show me.”

      “Oh, you’re far more advanced than me.” Her eyes flicked away uneasily, but I just cupped her face.

      “I still want to see.” I pressed a kiss to her forehead, her whole body quivering in my arms and making a tingle course through me.

      I lifted her up bridal style as she protested, but I didn’t set her down until we were back in Enzo’s room.

      She just scrunched her nose at me as she sat on the bed, and I plucked her sketchbook off her bedside table, flipping through the pages.

      “These are incredible,” I breathed, the detail in her scenery pictures breathtaking. A bloodied rose was another piece, then a lone wolf howling under a full moon. Her sketching ability was one to be envious of. I’d always been more of a painter than a sketcher, but I had some talent. Hers was incredible, and I wondered if it had been her escapism in life, falling into her art, much like I had. Although mine had twisted and warped, becoming something else in this line of work.

      I paused at the birdcage, a detailed piece with what appeared to be a canary bursting free from the open door, some rays of light shining down on it.

      “You have more talent than you give yourself credit for,” I stated, smiling at her as I sat down beside her, closing the sketchbook and sitting it back on the bedside table.

      “I always loved to draw,” she said simply with a shrug.

      “Should’ve pursued art.”

      “I did take a few commissions online, even started learning how to draw on a tablet, paint that way, but Callum broke it after an argument, and I knew buying another would likely end the same way.” She said it like it was standard behavior, and I just gritted my teeth. We were dragging out our methods with him, making him hurt and remain locked up and terrified. We’d enlisted a couple of the guards to watch over him and make sure he was still cared for, well enough that he wouldn’t die, feeding him measly meals and water.

      Hell, we’d even been kind enough to feed him his own balls, although he’d thrown them up.

      He was a pathetic mess, begging and bleeding like the piece of shit he was.

      “I’ll get you a new tablet today with some pre-installed programs,” I said instantly, and her face lit up as I touched her leg. I wouldn’t connect it to the internet, and we’d already changed the wi-fi password.

      “So, this pizza, what was the plan?” she asked, and I chuckled.

      “Homemade, pick your toppings.” I rose from the bed, offering her my hand. “Come, let’s feed you, princess.”

      She didn’t hesitate as she took my hand, and I relaxed. We were getting somewhere, her unease had settled, and perhaps, just maybe, things were looking better.

      We headed downstairs, hand-in-hand to my delight, and found Enzo in the kitchen, chopping up some mushrooms and other toppings.

      He paused, smiling at Veronica before his gaze dropped to our hands, and his grin just grew.

      “Good to see you out of your room, topolina,” he said as he moved onto the next ingredient.

      “Do you want some help?” she offered, her hand slipping free of mine.

      I didn’t take it to heart as she rounded the kitchen island while Enzo finished the olives.

      “Relax, topolina, I can do this. You can—” Enzo was cut off as she wrapped her arms around him, and he set the knife down before hugging her back, a soft, pleasant smile on his face.

      “Thank you, both, for all the food, and being so kind,” she said as she buried her face in his chest.

      “Amore mio, it was my pleasure.” Enzo kissed the top of her head, our eyes locking.

      Hopefully this was the beginning of her coming around, of her understanding and accepting who we truly were.

      One could only hope.
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      I’d had to hug Enzo, the guilt gnawing at me horribly. The pain that day when I’d first left for my room, like I’d slammed a door in his face, it continued to eat away at me. It wasn’t easy to just accept who they were, but I could at least accept that they meant me no harm. Their actions and treatment proved that. Sure, a part of me worried that it could change at any moment, but I also knew I was a hyper-vigilant person by nature, always expecting things to go sideways.

      I had to have some faith, and they had saved me from certain death. I owed them the benefit of the doubt there.

      I sat at the island with Kieran, while Enzo stood on the other side, and we made up our pizzas, laughing like the heaviness that had been weighing on us had finally lifted. Enzo teased me for the exorbitant amount of cheese I put on mine, but I didn’t care.

      Cheese was life, and that had them both chuckling at my words.

      “Do you remember Uncle Ernie’s pizzas?” Kieran mused, and Enzo shot up straight from putting the pizzas in the oven.

      “How could I forget? That old man used to import everything from the old country,” Enzo said as he kissed the tip of his fingers. “‘If it’s not from home, it’s not real,’ he used to say.”

      “Remember the time we tried to steal the freshly made zabaglione Janine made?” Kieran smirked, and Enzo chuckled as I just looked between them.

      “It’s like a custard type of dessert with wine in it, but Uncle Ernie’s wife, Gia, used to make this incredible one, an old family recipe of hers. We used to go to their house as kids all the time, and one time she caught us trying to steal it. Good old Uncle Ernie whacked Kieran here over the head with a rolling pin before chasing us around with his belt. Jokes on him because Gia felt so bad she snuck us some that night. God, she’s a sweet one,” Enzo said wistfully.

      “Last I heard, she was living well with her new man, Francesco, in a small town near her hometown,” Kieran said softly.

      “What happened between her and your uncle?” I asked.

      “He was taken out by the Moretti five years ago, and we opted to help Gia return to her home country, set her up there. Their two kids chose to stay, but Gia wanted to be with her family back home after his passing,” Kieran shared, and I winced.

      “I’m so sorry,” I murmured.

      “Don’t be, it’s a part of our life, and old Ernie didn’t go down without a fight, he took out the main guy after him, killed him with a pizza cutter of all things. They went after him in his shop. He injured the other guy as well, but lost his fight there,” Kieran said.

      “He was a tough old bastard,” Enzo said, his brow knitting together. “His two kids, Ernesto and Roma, both still aid the family. Both have taken on partners, Roma wound up marrying a man out of her security detail, while Ernesto met his wife while he was visiting his mother in Italy. After what happened to their father, I wouldn’t be surprised if Roma were to return to Italy if she falls pregnant.”

      “People can leave the family?” I asked. I was under the impression family and the business was everything.

      “Yes, and because they’ve aided us this long, they’ll be well taken care of. It also stretches our reach in international waters. If anything happens, we can jump continents, seek refuge with family. They’ll never truly leave the family, but they can leave the direct business,” Kieran answered.

      “Has anyone ever completely left the family?” I asked softly.

      “Yes. We had a cousin, Ivy, she chose to turn her back on the family entirely and ran away,” Kieran answered, his jaw clenched.

      “What happened to her?”

      “Nothing, we don’t hunt down those who leave us if they mean us no harm. She wanted to leave the life. If she’d chosen to leave it and then sell out our secrets or anything, then we’d have to deal with her in some way. But the tabs we did keep on her just revealed she wanted a normal life away from the family name,” Enzo said as he clasped his hands together on the island.

      “Have you ever had to deal with anyone?”

      “The family hasn’t had to deal with anyone in the past thirty years. Loyalty is a big thing, and the last member who tried to cross us and sell us out, well, he was made an example of,” Kieran said bluntly.

      I jumped as the timer on the oven went off, and Enzo turned away to pull out our pizzas.

      So staying loyal was everything. You could leave as long as you kept quiet. That made sense.

      “Enough with the gloomy shit. How about I tell you of the time Enzo here decided to try acid for the first time. Ever done drugs, love?” Kieran asked, as if he realized the subject might bother me.

      “I have, tried acid once, used to smoke pot in my late teens,” I admitted.

      “Yeah, well, we explored in our late teens too, nothing anymore,” Enzo said pointedly, and Kieran just smirked.

      “It’s what being a young adult is all about, experiencing things. Anyway, this incredible specimen of humanity tripped out and made the mistake of looking into a mirror. Stood there in the hall for half an hour, just staring at himself, mumbling shit. Then he ran straight outside, stripped down naked, and rolled in the grass. We had to go after him when he wandered off into the woods with his bare ass on display,” Kieran said and shook his head as Enzo set the pizzas on the island and began slicing them.

      “I had what they call a ‘spiritual awakening’,” Enzo said heavily as he jabbed the pizza cutter at Kieran. “My face melted off and revealed who I truly was, and I came to terms with being different from you two, that I had emotions, was a chosen Slade, not a born Slade, and that there was a reason for this life. And then I went outside and just wanted to be one with nature,” he stated as he continued cutting up the pizzas.

      “I just remember my trip being colorful and distorted, but I didn’t go looking into any mirrors,” Kieran said with a shrug.

      “Did Zane take any?” I asked, just imagining the three of them tripping out together.

      “He did. He went mute for a long time, just stared around. He said he had a good trip. We didn’t ever do it at the same time. Safer to have at least one or two sober people to trip sit and look after you,” Enzo answered.

      Right, that made sense. They were always on guard in this life.

      “Really? Talking about acid trips?”

      I turned as Zane walked in, striding across the room gracefully and gazing at me, the slightest upturn appearing at the corner of his mouth.

      “Figured we’d share some stories with her,” Kieran answered as he reached for a slice of pizza.

      “And you opted for the acid trips.” Zane’s mouth pulled into a smirk, those steely eyes drinking me up. He looked relieved to see me, and I offered him a small smile before reaching for my own slice of pizza.

      “Why not tell her of the stray mutt you found, Lucky? It’s where her nickname came from, he was what started the whole saga of you bringing home assorted animals you found,” Zane mused as he helped himself to a slice.

      He was wearing a business suit today, and I wondered where he’d been. Kieran was in his jeans, while Enzo had a tailored outfit on, as usual.

      “Lucky?” I arched a brow.

      “I was playing in the woods out back here with Enzo, and we found this little rusty colored pup. He just walked right up to us, whining like a baby, but as soon as I picked him up, he was all playful. We were allowed to keep him, and he became such a good dog, trained him to do all sorts of tricks, super obedient. We took him hunting once and he chased off a black bear for us, that was a wild day, and then he alerted us to  a rat in our midst,” Kieran said, his smile dropping.

      “Yeah, that was interesting. Our father was having a meeting with his men, and Lucky was in the room. He started growling at one of the guys, turns out he was new, and planned to hurt our dad. He’d brought a weapon into a weapons free meeting. Our dad chose to listen to Lucky and had him patted down. They found the weapon and learned of his true intentions. The vetting process for new hires became even stricter after that,” Zane shared.

      “What happened to him?” I asked.

      “He died of old age, I found him when I was seven, he lived until I was twenty-three. Pretty long life for a mutt we found,” Kieran answered. “Best damn dog we ever had, though.”

      “He went everywhere with us, even the guards loved him. We had him so well-trained, but he was always Kieran’s dog, even if he looked out for us too,” Enzo said.

      “And, of course, after Kieran found him, he started bringing other things home. A kitten that he named Socks, which lived in the main home until he passed of age, but it was the wild things that caused the biggest issues for us,” Zane said as he planted his hands on the island after finishing his slice of pizza.

      “Remember the raccoon? Caused a ruckus in the house the day after he found it. Went berserk and had the housekeeper screaming as he scurried around. Then the possum.” Enzo just chuckled as Zane shook his head.

      “Look, I just wanted to help, I was a kid,” Kieran said defensively, but they were all smiling.

      I couldn’t help my own smile as they continued telling me about their antics as kids, and all my misgivings and unease faded away.

      These men were just that—men. They had stories, pasts that had created who they were now.

      I enjoyed a few more slices of pizza, laughing at the antics of Kieran as a kid, before finding out about Enzo’s young teenage self shooting himself in the leg with a crossbow when learning how to wield it. It had involved a squirrel, and I’d found myself laughing after he made it clear he was fine, although he’d been stunned at the time, not even registering the bolt sticking out of his leg.

      “If that’s not one of the worst ‘boys will be boys’ moments, I don’t know what is,” I chuckled, as Enzo just rolled his eyes after showing us all the stitched up scar on his upper thigh.

      “Accidents happen, thankfully we’ve never had anything too bad,” Kieran mused.

      “Wrong, you did shoot off my toe,” Zane said pointedly.

      “Wait, what?” I turned to him with a horrified expression.

      “It was your little toe, you didn’t need it,” Kieran shot back.

      “Is it ‘gone’ gone?” I asked.

      “Yes, I didn’t even realize it’d been shot off until we got somewhere safe, wasn’t exactly going back for it,” Zane stated.

      “How’d it happen?” I asked, curiosity winning out.

      “Casualty of the war with the Moretti family,” Enzo said solemnly.

      “It wasn’t really a casualty of the feud if your own side was the culprit,” Zane said dryly.

      “We can tell you, love, but I think it’d be nicer if you weren’t dragged into that side of things,” Kieran said carefully, still sporting that lopsided smile.

      “In for a penny, in for a pound,” I said simply, and they all looked at me. I’d seen them covered in blood, I was able to hear their stories at least. Perhaps not dive into a gunfight along with them, though.

      “Well, there was a shootout at one of the compounds. They learned we were there and decided to attack, we were only teens at the time, but we got on the defensive,” Zane started.

      “But it was still an accident,” Kieran blurted out, and Zane just narrowed his eyes at him before continuing.

      “We were taking cover behind the stone wall outside, Kieran was by my side while Enzo was on the far side. Kieran got off a few shots but took a hit to the shoulder. Somehow, this caused him to pull his trigger as he was crouching back down, and he shot me in the foot,” Zane explained.

      “It just happened, it was unintentional,” Kieran defended himself.

      “I still think it was to get back at him for going on the boat with dad that day while you had to sit out,” Enzo mused.

      “Look, I’m spiteful, but not that bad,” Kieran muttered.

      “At least you all survived the attack,” I said with a small smile. Had attacks occurred often? Just how badly were their lives always in danger?

      But I enjoyed their sibling banter right now.

      “We did, and the Moretti family learned quickly not to launch such stupid assaults. There have only been a handful of shootouts with them on that scale, normally it’s smaller stuff, even then, it’s few and far between,” Enzo said, as if he sensed my unease about it all.

      Zane and Kieran both focused on me for a moment, as if they’d forgotten I was not accustomed to the life they’d grown up in.

      “I was actually going to see if you wanted to go for a walk, stray. Get out of this big old house. I’m planning on it, so figured I’d invite you along,” Zane said off-handedly as he plucked an olive off one of the pizzas.

      “Just us?” I arched a brow.

      “If that’s okay,” he said with a nonchalant shrug.

      “I’ve got a few things I want to do here,” Enzo said quickly.

      “I’ve got to go check in on the operation our dad has us overseeing out this way,” Kieran added.

      I dared not ask what that was as I nodded at Zane.

      “I’ll just get my shoes.”
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      “Does it make it harder to walk? Missing a toe?” I asked as Zane led me outside and off the back porch. He stayed close, his arm brushing mine as we walked, and I couldn’t help but smile.

      “No, it wasn’t a big loss, but I had to avoid walking much while it healed. There was some concern on my ability to run afterwards, but I’ve managed fine,” he explained.

      “That’s incredible. Such a bizarre injury,” I mused.

      “Part of the life, Vee,” he said as he glanced at the clouds overhead.

      “Had you been shot before that?”

      “We’ve all taken at least one bullet somewhere, got a few scars from them. We’ve been around the business long enough to carry the marks.”

      “Aren’t you afraid of dying?” I murmured, an unease rippling beneath my skin at his nonchalance towards it.

      “Not really. I’d be more afraid of dying for nothing than dying from a bullet. At least I know I was protecting the ones I care for,” he said as those steely eyes fell to me.

      “What if you just got gunned down in an assassination type of scenario?”

      “Then so be it. But we have security for that reason, and there’s always chatter in the shadows, a way for us to learn if there’s going to be an attempted hit. Getting shot in the back would be a shit way to go out, but it’s also a possibility.”

      “I don’t know how you can be okay with it.”

      “You tried to die to leave a bad situation, I don’t see how our lifestyle is all that scary. We’re willing to die to provide better lives for those around us and have the family prosper,” he shot back.

      I frowned at this but didn’t comment. It was clear they all had strong beliefs, and family was everything. This life certainly had its perks, like this place, their ability to travel so easily, but it came with a need to look over your shoulder and be on guard 24/7.

      But he was right, I’d been willing to die to get away. They were willing to die to live.

      “Enough about death and getting shot, stray. I wanted to bring you out to get away from it all, see the area, enjoy a day outside while the weather holds out,” he said.

      I flicked my gaze at the clouds overhead, dabbled across the blue sky. There were some darker ones in the distance, and I had a feeling we’d have another downpour by the evening.

      We walked in an oddly comfortable silence, a few songbirds flitting past.

      “I wondered if you’d leave your room or simply wait until the heat had died down and we could help you relocate,” he said after a few moments before turning to me. “I’m glad you came out.”

      “I had time to think, and realize things,” I murmured.

      “Like?”

      “If you wanted to hurt me, you would have already,” I admitted, and he just nodded. “I know you all said you don’t hurt women, but it’s not an easy thing to just take someone at their word.”

      “I understand.”

      The silence engulfed us once more, and I wondered just what he was thinking as he guided me down a more overgrown track.

      “Kieran is quite the artist,” I blurted to break the silence. It wasn’t uncomfortable, but it was making me uneasy.

      “He is,” Zane said quietly. “He’s always been one to create art where he can.”

      The way he said it, I knew he meant more than his paintings, but I didn’t dwell on it.

      “Do you do any art?”

      “No, but I can appreciate it. I prefer to read and learn, keep myself in optimal shape, both in body and mind,” he stated.

      “What do you read?”

      “All sorts of things.”

      I just rolled my eyes. He really could be difficult.

      “Like the fancy porn Kieran reads?”

      This had him pausing and casting me a genuine look of mild shock over his shoulder.

      “No… fancy porn.” His mouth tugged at the corner as he shook his head. “Does sum it up though.”

      “Well, then what?”

      “Historical stuff, thrillers, crime.”

      We settled into a light conversation on things we read, and he even shared how he still loved to go hunting with his brothers on occasion, although they didn’t find the time as much now. They’d normally come here or go to a cabin in the mountains, hunt together and then cook their kills while enjoying a weekend in peace.

      “You guys are really close.”

      “We are. And finding the time to just be brothers without all the other stuff is always a welcome moment.”

      “Why don’t you go hunting while you’re here?” I asked.

      “We will, we’ve been a bit pre-occupied with various things lately, the operation, you,” he stated as he glanced at me before offering his hand. We’d reached a steep spot downhill in the track, and I accepted his assistance.

      “Don’t let me mess with your plans,” I said as he helped me down the incline.

      “You’re worth changing plans for.” He said it so casually, but my cheeks flushed as he didn’t release my hand as we continued walking.

      We continued on in silence, the sound of flowing water reaching me not too long before we rounded a bend to reveal a hidden creek.

      We both froze as we spied a lone doe on the far side, her nose to the water as she drank.

      Zane’s hand tightened around mine, but I dared not move as we watched the magnificent creature drink her fill before she rose her head.

      We both stiffened as her eyes fell on us, her ears flicking forward as she sniffed the air.

      I couldn’t keep from smiling at her, chuckling softly when she turned and bounded off into the trees.

      “She was beautiful,” I said, finally allowing myself to breathe.

      “She was.” Zane moved forward, leading me off to the side and up to a large rocky outcrop that hung over the creek.

      He helped me climb up onto the main rock before he followed, and we both sat down, staring down the creek as it snaked through the pines.

      “This is a stunning spot,” I marveled.

      “I used to come here all the time whenever we found ourselves at the lodge. Just sit where it was quiet and peaceful, let all the worries of this life fade away for a while, enjoy the serenity of it all,” he said, those steely blue eyes focused on the distance.

      I smiled as I followed his gaze to the distant mountains. It was beyond peaceful, and I let my own thoughts fall quiet, appreciating the beauty before me as we sat in a comfortable silence.

      “You found me in the darkness,” I whispered as I pulled my legs up in front of me.

      He turned to me, those steely blue eyes locked onto mine, waiting for me to elaborate.

      “You were right. I was ready to die to be free, whereas you are ready to die in order to live. You found me in the darkness, bringing me into another kind. In ways, it’s much darker, but it’s also sweeter. I know what goes on in the shadows in order for you all to live this life of richness, and I know you want me to be a part of it, for some strange reason,” I said, averting my gaze from his and focusing on the view around me. A view I wouldn’t find easily anywhere else.

      “You’ve given it more thought,” he said as he followed my gaze.

      “I have. I don’t want to throw away the possibility of this life with you all. I know it will come with a price, a burden I’ll carry, knowledge of what happens. But I also can’t just dive into it. It’s a big thing,” I explained slowly.

      “So you want to take things slow, make sure it’s right for you?” he said, as if he already knew what I was getting at.

      “Yes. I’d like to go slow, for now,” I murmured.

      “Patience is something we sometimes need in our work,” he said carefully. “But in this case, I also wouldn’t want us waiting too long. No need for my brothers or I to get in over our heads, only to lose what we want.”

      I turned to him, noting the hardness of his jaw.

      “I know.”

      “We can go slow, for now.” His tone was oddly soft, as if he truly didn’t want to lose me already. I knew it was hard to be asked to test the waters, especially if feelings were strong.

      How could they care so much in such a small amount of time?

      “Thank you.” I closed my eyes as I focused on the sounds around me, enjoying the peace.

      “May I?”

      I frowned at the rustling of his clothing as he shifted, and I opened one eye to find him leaning over, his face inches from mine.

      I froze, his hand catching my chin and tilting, those piercing eyes boring into mine.

      My inability to move or respond was apparently response enough, and his lips met mine in a gentle, tender kiss.

      I quivered at the sweetness of it, my heart skipping a beat as he pulled back, his mouth quirking upwards ever so slightly.

      “Can I take you to dinner tonight?” he asked, his fingers skating across my cheek as he brushed a few strands of hair from my face.

      “I thought I wasn’t supposed to leave,” I said, my voice more breathy than I’d wanted.

      “You can’t leave fully, for now, Vee. But we can go out together,” he said, his mouth pulling into a lopsided smile.

      He really did look handsome when he was smiling. Hell, he looked handsome 24/7, but that smile only added to it.

      “Would you like to go shopping first? We can head off shortly and you can pick up something to wear to dinner if you’d like?” he asked as he rose and offered me his hand.

      “I don’t have any—”

      “My treat. I want you feeling comfortable in something you love,” he cut me off as he pulled me to my feet.

      I knew it was pointless to argue. I had a few things from the markets, but they were more casual day dresses. Nothing quite suitable for dinner out.

      His hand found mine once we’d climbed down from the rock, and I couldn’t help the calm that settled over me as we walked back to the lodge.

      From one darkness and into another.

      Maybe it wasn’t all that bad.
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      “You look breath-taking.”

      I bit my lip at the way Zane was looking at me, like I was a prized jewel as I flaunted the elegant navy dress. It had a sweetheart neckline with spaghetti straps, the silky material flowing over me, the split up the side showing off my leg.

      The lady in the store had found me some matching heels that only accentuated the entire look, and Zane just watched me as I twirled in front of the mirror.

      “It’s beautiful,” I said softly.

      “That you are,” Zane agreed, and I couldn’t help but smile at him.

      He cocked his head at me, his gaze falling to my chest area.

      “The butterfly suits it,” he noted, and I instantly touched the necklace from Kieran. I’d not taken it off since I’d gotten it. I’d even sported the earrings too.

      “I think just one more thing, though,” he said as he ushered our hostess over.

      He’d brought me to the store, and the lady had gotten right onto helping me, acting like a personal shopper or assistant.

      I had a feeling she knew the family well with how she was catering to us. No one else was in the store either, and I wondered if that was Zane’s doing.

      He whispered to the cheery blonde woman, who’d told me she’d been at this for over twenty years, and she nodded eagerly, smiling brightly at me before striding off.

      “What’d you tell her to do?” I asked as I tested the heels, loving the fit of them. Not too high and nice and snug.

      “You’ll see.”

      I just sighed as he watched me quietly, the blonde returning in record time with a sparkling hair clip.

      “Do you mind taking a seat for a moment?” she asked, and I obeyed, arching a brow at Zane as I sunk onto the nearest seat.

      Sasha, as she’d introduced herself, got to work on my hair, plucking a comb from her pocket and tidying up my hair.

      I sat quietly as she did my hair up, using the clip to pin it into place.

      “All done,” she said happily, her face lit up with delight.

      I rose and turned to the mirror, smiling at the elegant bun she’d styled for me, the clip glittering under the lighting.

      Zane stepped up behind me, his hand gliding up my arm as he looked at me in the mirror, our eyes locking.

      “I thought it was about time we stop hiding your face, stray,” he said as his other hand touched my cheek. “Why hide all that beauty?”

      My cheeks burned as the heat tingled through me, and my skin prickled beneath his touch.

      “You look amazing,” Sasha stated.

      “Do you like it all?” Zane asked softly as he planted a kiss on my shoulder, my stomach flipping as my legs threatened to give way.

      This was something from the movies, not an actual moment I’d ever thought I’d live myself.

      “I do,” I murmured.

      “Good, we’ll take it all, Sasha. If you can remove the tags from the dress, she’ll wear it from here,” Zane stated, and Sasha bobbed her head as she pulled some scissors from her pocket and cut the tags off.

      I’d glimpsed the price and had to do a double take in the changing room, disbelieving it, but Zane didn’t seem to care.

      “Thank you,” I said, and he just offered me that faint smile.

      “No need to thank me, I wanted to do this.” Those steely eyes were soft, and I took his hand as he led me to the counter, paying for the entire outfit before leading me outside.

      Why had I thought I couldn’t embrace this life?
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      Dinner with Zane proved quite comfortable, and we fell into easy conversation of life and dreams, sharing our love for just enjoying life. Starting a family was a topic that came up, and we shared our child-rearing beliefs and desires, which we were surprisingly matched on. He wanted children to carry his name, but he wanted them to have good lives. Sure, if he had a son, he wanted them to still continue the family legacy, as for a girl, he wanted her to have more freedom and choices. At the end of the day, them being happy was the main thing.

      We enjoyed a rich dinner in the same town Kieran had taken me to for the markets, Zane not allowing me to stress about the prices of things and telling me to just order whatever I wanted to try.

      “Have you been drawing much?” Zane asked as we waited for our dessert to arrive.

      “Yes, helped me keep my mind busy,” I admitted.

      “I understand it’s all a lot for you, Vee. But just try to enjoy it for what it is, don’t overthink it. Overthinking causes too much stress.”

      “That’s easier said than done.”

      “Well, have you been enjoying our company? The gifts? The affection?” He arched a brow at me as I sipped my wine.

      “Yes, I have, but that’s not what a relationship is built on,” I said as my cheeks flushed.

      “No, it’s built on desire and respect, honesty and truth. We’ve been all of those things, have we not, stray?”

      “You have,” I admitted. Sure, they’d not been super forthcoming about their occupation, but I’d not entirely pressed, and I knew now.

      They’d treated me like an absolute princess, and we all got along well.

      “Good, then just enjoy yourself.” His gaze drifted to our waiter as the desserts arrived, and I couldn’t help but grin at the elegantly presented tiramisu.

      We both dove in, enjoying the sweetness as we exchanged looks.

      “So, Vee, tell me, you said you worked as a waitress and bookkeeper, was there ever a job you wanted to do?”

      “I wanted to be a teacher. I was studying it a few years ago, before I met Callum, but I was never able to finish my course due to finances. I was working too much and it ended up just becoming a lost dream,” I said wistfully before taking the last bite of my dessert and enjoying the richness of it.

      “Really? Well, if it was something you wanted to do again, and you chose to remain with us, we’d help you get that job, complete your studies. Most children in the Slade family are home-schooled, sometimes in joint classes, so the families bring their kids together. Finding good teachers is always a hard one, especially ones willing to work with us,” he said, a smile teasing at his lips.

      “Really?” I sat up straight, disbelieving the offer.

      “Of course. And if you choose not to stay, well, we’ll help you get something sorted to wherever you relocate. You have my word, Vee.”

      I frowned at him, stunned by his words.

      “I don’t understand why you’d help me.”

      “Because we’re not terrible people. The same reason we helped you on that road, stray, because you needed it. You’ve given yourselves to us a little, which we all enjoyed, so of course we’d want to help you out.”

      My cheeks burned as I averted my gaze, and he managed a small smirk at my unease.

      They weren’t the only ones who’d enjoyed it.

      “Well, if you’re done with dessert, I think we should head off. Unwinding with a movie at home sounds good, don’t you think?” he asked as he rose, and I nodded.

      He offered me his arm, which I looped mine through, unable to keep from smiling as we started out of the restaurant. I noticed many eyes on us, some older ladies giving Zane a good once over before arching a brow at me, but even the men were looking my way twice.

      With what little remained of my bruising hidden behind some makeup courtesy of Sasha, I was looking quite elegant and fitting, right at place on Zane’s arm.

      So I kept my head high, smiling as we passed everyone, a confidence igniting in me as Zane turned to press his lips to my forehead.

      “Can you feel them watching?” he murmured.

      “Do they know your family well?” I asked quietly as we neared the door.

      “No, they just see an utterly beautiful woman who’s reclaimed her life,” he breathed, and my smile just widened.

      “I’m pretty sure they’re looking at you,” I shot back, my cheeks burning bright at the small smile that had snuck across his face.

      “Maybe wondering how I managed to bring such a fine lady here tonight,” he quipped, and I just rolled my eyes as we pushed through the doors, the eyes of many still on us.

      The few men on his security detail followed after us, and I couldn’t help the feel of power that was washing over me. The way the men had looked at me with desire, and the women had looked at me with awe or jealousy.

      I was looking my best tonight, with a man that looked like he belonged on posters.

      If I was willing to accept this life, this would be the norm.

      Was I willing to do that?

      I looked to Zane as he opened the backseat for me.

      Maybe I was.

      I slid in, acknowledging Hank as he nodded at me in the rearview mirror before Zane climbed in after me.

      We pulled away from the curb, and Zane’s arm wrapped around my shoulders, pulling me into his side.

      I relaxed against him, all my concerns and worries fading to the back of my mind.

      I just wanted to enjoy this moment.

      A sharp ringtone had Zane sighing as he pulled his phone out, one arm still wrapped around me.

      “Evening, dad,” he answered, and I stiffened, the moment shattering.

      Patrick Slade, the boss of their family from my research that night.

      And just like that, everything came rushing back, the magical day and dinner crumbling.

      Murderers.

      I closed my eyes, wishing my brain didn’t leap right back to the negatives.

      I wanted to focus on the sweetness of the brothers, on how they’d treated me, how they behaved and loved one another.

      From what I understood, they only killed those that wronged them, and there’d not been any mention of civilian or innocent casualties, not even those of the law.

      I could hear his father on the other end of the line this close. He sounded like a gruff man, and he was explaining how the Moretti issue was being handled, without too much detail, before asking how the operation was going.

      “Kieran is handling it for the most part,” Zane stated as he stroked my arm gently, as if the motion came naturally to him despite being immersed in the call.

      “And what about the man locked in the basement of the guards’ quarters? What’s the deal there?” his father asked, and I frowned as I opened my eyes.

      He stiffened beside me, his hand stilling on my arm, and my stomach tightened.

      “That’s a personal issue, nothing to do with the operation,” Zane stated, his tone having shifted to slightly more defensive.

      “Anything to do with that woman you have staying with you?”

      I dared a glance at Zane, his jaw ticking at the question. The tension in the small space had just grown to the point I wanted Hank to pull over so I could step out for a moment.

      “I’m handling it all, dad,” Zane said sharply, enough to make me glance back down at my hands. I’d switched my engagement ring to the other hand, not wanting to tie myself to that wretched man anymore.

      “Be careful getting mixed up with a woman, Zane. Letting her stay in the safehouse is risky,” his father stated, his tone unimpressed.

      “I know. We’re always careful,” Zane said, although his hand started to stroke my arm again.

      “Good. Keep me updated.”

      With that, he hung up, and Zane just pocketed his phone before letting  out a heavy breath.

      “My apologies, my father can be… cautious,” Zane said carefully.

      “That’s fine,” I murmured, my mind now stuck on one thing.

      I knew there was no point keeping quiet. He wanted honesty and something here, which he’d made clear, and I wanted the truth as well.

      “The blood… was it from the man in the basement?” I asked, my voice far too soft for my liking.

      “Yes.”

      I chewed my cheek at this, and he glanced down at me, his arm tightening around me.

      “He hurt one of our own.”

      “How long will you keep him there?” I asked, wondering just who the man was. Surely people were smart enough to not wrong the damn mafia.

      “As long as needed. There’s no need for you to know this side of things, Vee. I’d rather you didn’t in all honesty,” he said, his voice dropping as moved his other hand to take mine.

      “I thought you didn’t want there to be any secrets or lies. No half-truths,” I said.

      “I want honesty and no secrets, but that doesn’t mean you need to know the exact going ons of the business, everything in the shadows. I want to keep my humanity, so having a partner who is untarnished from that side of my life will help keep me from slipping into the darkness fully. They’ll keep me righteous and human,” he said, glancing out the window. “That’s if you choose to stay.”

      I nodded, somewhat understanding him.

      Was he that afraid of what he’d become without someone who helped him cling to his humanity?

      Then again, I’d seen them both covered in blood. Even Kieran had said he found beauty in what he did, seeing it as art. Maybe that was his own twisted way of hanging onto his humanity, somehow.

      Maybe I’d found myself on that road for reason. Maybe I was supposed to be their light in the darkness, as they were for me. Their hope when they felt lost in the shadows.

      I leaned into him, and he relaxed, resting his cheek on my head as we drove in silence.

      We all needed a light to shine our way.
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        * * *

      

      I was worried the call with my father would have upset her, but after admitting to her the truth as to why I’d rather she not know the gory details of the underworld we called home, she’d nestled into me.

      My little stray, a woman so gentle yet fiery, who’d turned heads and looked right at home on my arm tonight.

      The thought of her choosing to not stay cut me deep, but I didn’t want to lock her up, make her feel trapped like she had before. She’d been willing to leave however she could, and I’d never want her to feel that way with us.

      My mind moved back to what Kieran and I had spoken about when she’d showered before I’d taken her out, Enzo putting in his two cents as well. He’d had an idea, something he thought was a good way to try to win her over, and I’d liked it. Although I’d one-upped the idea with my own suggestion, which he was onboard with.

      It was a big move on my part, something a part of me couldn’t believe I was actually going to do. But Vee was precious, a stray that had melted us without even trying. To think I’d not even known her a week and I wanted to offer her something so precious was incredible. But sometimes, you just knew. You knew someone was important, the way they smiled lighting up your entire being, their eyes reflecting such sweetness and beauty that you never wanted to be away from them.

      Someone so pure and good that you knew they’d only bring goodness in your life, provide you with a bigger purpose.

      When we arrived home, I helped her out of the car, and she’d thanked Hank and wished him a pleasant evening, which warmed me.

      She treated everyone equally, and seeing how sweet she was to Hank, a man like family to us, only made me want her more.

      It sealed my plan into place, and I’d asked my brothers to be present when I got home.

      We headed inside, finding the pair of them in kitchen, enjoying a drink each.

      “Enjoy your night, love?” Kieran called out, and Veronica just beamed as she came into view of the pair.

      I couldn’t help my own smile as their expressions shifted at seeing her in her evening dress, all done up and looking like a heavenly dream.

      “Well, don’t you look like an angel, topolina,” Enzo mused, his gaze trailing over her slowly as he held his glass of whiskey close.

      “Thanks,” she said as she glanced down her dress shyly.

      Kieran pushed off the kitchen island, closing the gap between us in a few strides, a charming smile on his face as he took her in.

      “You’re still wearing the necklace and earrings,” he mused, his smile only broadening. “You look absolutely breath-taking, princess.”

      I stepped closer to Vee as she grinned and mumbled her thanks, wrapping my arm around her waist to pull her close. I kissed her temple before glancing at my brothers knowingly.

      “Wait here, stray, I have something for you,” I said before I let her go.

      She watched me go with a curious look, but Kieran had already wrapped his own arm around her and was leading her to the couch to sit.

      I overheard him offering to help her out of her heels as I headed upstairs, smirking inwardly at how smitten he was with her.

      I headed straight for my room, finding the little box tucked into the corner of the safe hidden in my closet.

      I was just glad I’d left it in this lodge and not my main apartment in the city. This was a safe house, and I knew it was safer here than at home.

      I held the box in hand, a small smile touching my lips as I hoped Veronica would react pleasantly to it.

      I could only hope so as I pulled the piece from the box and pocketed it.

      I returned to find her on the couch, chatting away with my brothers about our evening and dinner.

      They all looked so at home in one another’s presence, although my brothers’ faces were lit up, our princess lighting them up as she smiled and spoke cheerily.

      In this moment, she truly looked like a princess of the family, like she was right where she belonged.

      Ours.

      The thought made me smile once more, and I crossed the living room in a few strides, coming to a standstill before her as she gazed up at me.

      The way she was looking at me, a smile on those lips and her eyes glittering happily, it was all I could want for.

      “Can I see your hand, beautiful?” I asked.

      She arched a brow but offered me her hand without question, and I removed the engagement ring.

      “What—”

      “I don’t want you thinking you need to hang onto it for necessity, stray,” I stated, and I pulled the ring from my pocket. “If anything, I want you to have this one. It’s worth so much more if you’re ever in need.”

      She froze up as I slipped the ring on her finger, glad that it was a good fit. That had been quite the gamble.

      “It’s not an engagement ring, love, don’t look so stressed,” Kieran said with a chuckle as her wide eyes looked to me for an explanation.

      “It was given to our mother by our father, gifted to her as a promise of his love before they actually got engaged. She wanted me to pass it onto a woman I wanted to make a promise to, and so I’m gifting it to you, with a promise that we will keep you safe, treat you how you deserve, and, should you choose to stay, a promise that you’ll be treasured forever. No man will ever dream of hurting you again,” I said slowly, and her brows just knitted together.

      No man would want to bring down the wrath of the Slade family on them.

      Her gaze dropped to the ring as she inspected it, and I held my breath, my brothers silent as we waited for her response. I knew she wanted time, but this was my promise to her, a promise from all of us. Kieran had wanted to do something similar, but the ring had so much more of an impact.

      She’d left it to me in her will, and I’d wondered if I’d ever meet a woman worthy of a promise she’d approve. But I knew my mother would have wanted this, for me to give it to the woman who’d come to us from the darkness, offering us her light. One that refused to be snuffed out.

      “It’s beautiful,” she breathed, a smile touching her lips.

      Relief swept through me as she focused back on me.

      “Thank you.”
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        * * *

      

      I was blown away by the sentiment in the ring, dazzled by the precious diamonds in it.

      “What happened to her, if you don’t mind me asking?” I murmured, knowing that she was no longer around by how heavy the air had grown with this gift.

      I was beyond touched, my throat tightening at their promise and the way they all looked to one another in agreement over it.

      I hadn’t wanted to accept it, but as soon as I’d seen the look in Zane’s eyes, I knew it would crush him. This was a promise he wanted to make to me, and the gift of the ring from his mother was a truly big gesture. One from the bottom of his heart, and it moved me.

      “She had a heart attack, birth defect, so she died when we were teens,” Kieran stated as Zane offered him my old engagement ring.

      I frowned as Kieran took it, but he gave me a smile.

      “Don’t worry, I’ll get it back to you, I just wanted to make a few adjustments, if that’s okay. Figured you might not want a ring linking you back to…” He didn’t bother finishing the sentence as Enzo took my hand to inspect the ring.

      “Oh, right. Okay,” I said softly, wondering just what adjustments he wanted to make. Sure, I’d hung onto it for the sheer purpose of using it for money, not wanting the tie to my past, but at the same time I’d found I’d look at it as a reminder of what I’d survived, how far I'd come.

      “Definitely worth more than your old one, topolina, and it carries a promise from all of us,” Enzo said, his dark eyes bright as he smiled at me.

      From all of them. So this had been a planned thing from them all.

      “I mean, I do love it, it means a lot, but are you sure—”

      “I’m sure,” Zane said with certainty, his mouth tilting into a small smile.

      “As are we, although ultimately, it was Zane’s call, our mother left it to him,” Kieran said as he pocketed my engagement ring. “Now that I’ve been here to see this promise, I’m afraid I have to head out. But I hope you had a wonderful night, princess, looking like true royalty there.” He winked at me as he turned, and Enzo rose as well.

      “As much as I’d like to stay with you, topolina, I think Zane can have this evening with you,” Enzo said as he nodded at his brother.

      My cheeks flushed, wondering if they meant something more than that, but they didn’t say another word as they both headed off.

      Zane moved to sit beside me, wrapping one arm around my shoulder and pulling me close.

      “I promised you a movie, so let’s pick one, beautiful. Would you like to change into something more comfortable first?”

      “Yeah, that’s probably a good idea,” I said, still blown away by the incredible ring I now wore.

      “Take your time, I’ll see what there is to watch.”

      I pushed off the lounge, smiling back at him as I collected my heels Kieran had helped me get off and headed up the stairs.

      I changed into a set of pajamas Kieran had brought me, loving the cute pink and black velvet material. They’d definitely become a favorite now.

      I paused, sinking onto the edge of the bed as I stared at the ring.

      Zane had said I could have time to decide on what I wanted, but the three of them were already willing to make me a promise on such a magnitude, it made my heart melt.

      I drew in a deep breath, my mind tripping over itself as a million thoughts ran through it.

      Just enjoy yourself.

      I pursed my lips together, Zane’s words slicing through my chaotic thoughts.

      I was safe here, despite everything I knew. They’d proved that, and even though I knew that people sometimes hid who they truly were, I had no reason to believe otherwise with them. They’d been honest with me, telling me everything when I’d asked, not deflecting or attacking me.

      It all felt real, the connection we all shared, and I’d focus on that.

      I smiled at the ring as I rose and headed back downstairs, grinning as I found Zane sprawled on the couch with a blanket, the lights dimmed and a bowl of chocolates on the coffee table now.

      “I was thinking maybe a romcom or a comedy, might be a better feel for the end of the night?” he mused, looking far too snuggled under the blanket. It oddly suited him, and when he held up the blanket, I automatically crawled under, nestling into his side.

      “Romcom sounds good.”

      “Those the ones Kieran got you? They look good.” He pressed a kiss to my temple, and I scrunched up my nose before focusing on the flicks on offer.

      We went through and selected one neither of us had seen, and I stole a few chocolates to enjoy as I cuddled into him.

      Amazingly, he made no moves, just held me close, giving me the odd kiss here or there on the temple and stroking my arm as we enjoyed the movie.

      It was a perfect end to the night, and all my worries melted away for the time being.
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        * * *

      

      I awoke to the soft rays of sunlight filtering in through the small gap in the curtains, a lone songbird singing away just outside.

      The warmth at my back had a smile spreading across my face, and I shuffled backwards.

      Zane’s arm draped over my waist automatically tightened and pulled me closer.

      I moved my hand to rest it on the pillow by my face, staring at the ring he’d given me.

      We’d enjoyed our movie night, just cuddling and enjoying one another's company, and I must’ve drifted off at some point, because I certainly didn’t remember making it up to his bed.

      Thankfully, my velvet pajamas were still on, and I was positive nothing had happened apart from cuddling.

      Had he carried me up here? The thought made my smile widen as a delightful warmth ran through me.

      These three brothers were treating me like I was a true treasure, one they’d do anything for, and it was honestly refreshing to have that genuine niceness. No strings attached.

      Well, no, that wasn’t entirely true. They were hoping I’d remain with them.

      I stared at the ring, chewing my cheek.

      I’d never been one for believing in a black or white outlook on life. There was always shades of gray. It was just figuring out how dark or light they were on the scale, and if I fit into that world.

      The sunlight glinted off the ring, and I pursed my lips, my chest tightening.

      Whether I wanted to admit it or not, a part of me always longed to be truly loved. Whether it was because I’d never gotten the love from my mother or because I’d struggled to find it in my few relationships, I wasn’t sure.

      But finding a true love, one that didn’t come with a price, it was that golden egg I chased.

      If we fell into the tangled web of love in this situation, what kind of price would I be paying?

      They’d expressed I would only be cherished and treated right, but it would come with the knowledge of what they did in the dark. Knowing they were killers.

      But at the same time, they’d never killed innocent people or the law.

      How did that make it all that different from dating a military man or a cop? Sure, I knew there was a side of guns and drugs that was common in mafia families, which was a whole other issue, knowing what would happen to the users, but it wasn’t like they were supplying an unwanted product. They were not forcing it into the hands of others, only made it available, at the end of the day, the choice was all in the buyer’s hands.

      Looking at it like that provided me with some solace.

      Why did I have to think too deeply on these things? Why couldn’t I just accept this love and life of leisure and all I could desire?

      Love. It was far too soon for love to be in the equation. Lust, desire, want. That was what we all felt, stuck in that little honeymoon period that all people went through.

      In three months, six months, it could all change. The thought saddened me as Zane nuzzled my back, and my heart fluttered at the movement.

      Overthinking had always been my biggest problem.

      “You awake, beautiful?” he asked, his voice sleepy, and it made my smile return.

      “Yeah.”

      “You fell asleep before we finished the movie, figured I’d bring you up here. Wanted to keep holding you,” he said as he kissed my shoulder. “Nothing happened though,” he added reassuringly.

      “I know, I enjoyed the cuddles,” I said as I rolled onto my back. I’d slept solidly through the night, which was a wonderful change, and I had a feeling having him with me had been a big contributor to that.

      “Good.” He propped himself up on one arm, and I realized he’d forgone his shirt at some point.

      He looked like a rugged God right now, his hair a little ruffled, his stubble a bit longer, and those steely eyes lazy as they focused on mine.

      He looked perfect, and I just smiled softly as he leaned over to give me a soft kiss before pulling back, a smile touching his own lips.

      “Waking up next to you is nice,” he stated, lifting his hand from my waist to touch my cheek. “So beautiful.”

      “I didn’t take my makeup off last night, I’m sure I look like a mess,” I joked as the embarrassment snuck in.

      “Not at all.” He cupped my cheek, those eyes so soft and tender that it made my breath catch. “You look perfect.”

      My skin prickled at the sweetness of him in this moment as he stroked my cheek ever so softly.

      “So, beautiful, what would you like to do today?”

      “I have no idea,” I admitted sheepishly, and he chuckled.

      It was such a genuine sound that I couldn’t help but grin.

      “Well, I’ll do anything with you, Vee. What are things you’ve always wanted to do? Things you’d do if money weren’t an issue?”

      “In general or just today?” I clarified, and he just shrugged.

      “In general.”

      “Well, I’d love to go to New Orleans for Mardi Gras, always wanted to do that. Go in a hot air balloon, visit Australia and see the Great Barrier Reef, oh, try lobster!” I said as I pondered on all the things I’d mentally added to a bucket list.

      “Done.”

      “Done?” I arched a brow at him.

      “I’ll do all of that with you.”

      I frowned at his serious tone, his expression matching it.

      “Why me?” I found myself asking.

      “Why not you?” He shot back. “You’re special, so alive and full of light and life despite everything. You won’t let the darkness of the world dampen your glow. Right now, how you lit up at the things you want to do, it’s mesmerizing, and I want to see you that thrilled often.”

      I smiled at his take on me, enjoying the positive light he saw.

      “Morning, lovebirds!” Enzo sung out, and my cheeks flushed as he strode into the room, already dressed in his chosen suit and brandishing a delighted smile.

      “Have a pleasant night, topolina?” he asked.

      “I did, we just slept,” I said quickly, and he just chuckled.

      “Relax, sweetheart, you don’t have to explain things to me. We share, remember?” Enzo said with a wink.

      “I was asking Vee what she wanted to do today,” Zane stated, unfazed by Enzo’s presence in the slightest.

      “Well, I’ve made us breakfast plans, well, more like brunch at this point, so get up, get dressed, and let’s go eat,” Enzo stated as he yanked the curtains open fully to let all the morning sunlight in.

      I squinted as my eyes adjusted to the harsh assault, and Zane just grumbled as he flopped back onto the bed.

      “Five more minutes,” he said as he pulled me onto his chest, and my face burned as Enzo just rolled his eyes.

      “Fine, I’ll wait downstairs, don’t take too long.” He headed out as quickly as he’d arrived, and I nestled into Zane’s side as he stroked my arm.

      I oddly liked this set-up, even if it was completely new to me. Their easygoing natures with one another, their desire to share.

      I closed my eyes, focusing on the moment as Zane played with my hair.

      It was a perfect moment, one I didn’t want to forget.
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        * * *

      

      I thankfully didn’t have to wait long for the pair to join me downstairs. I’d half thought things might escalate, but Zane was not pushing anything with our little topolina, which I was glad for.

      We’d made our promise to her, and he’d told us where she stood on it all. It was only a time thing now, but I intended to prove to her we all were worth the darkness we carried.

      She sported a sweet day dress she’d picked up at the markets, while Zane had opted for his usual tailored attire.

      I informed them both Kieran wouldn’t be joining us, as he’d headed out to go over a few last details with the op.

      The drive was pleasant, and we shared with Vee some stories from our childhood, avoiding anything too bloody or dark, sticking to the standard stories we had.

      She enjoyed them, happily seated between us in the backseat, smiling brightly.

      We would’ve looked comical, her small frame jammed between us as we spoke, her face turning back and forth as she listened to us both and laughed with us.

      To me, though, it was perfect, seeing her face light up at our funny stories, Zane even smiling as he reminisced about the time Kieran’s leg went through the ice on a lake by another one of our holiday homes, and we’d had far too much fun trying to free him.

      Although, by the time we’d pulled him free, his foot had turned a horrid blue inside his boot, and our fun had ceased as we rushed him inside into the warmth. Thankfully, he’d been fine, but we’d had one hell of a night before the fire, drinking and joking around about the whole thing.

      We arrived to the restaurant after forty minutes on the road, and Vee was leaning forward, her eyes wide in awe at the picturesque building overlooking the mountain valley.

      “This is where we’re having brunch?” she all but squeaked out, and I smirked at Zane, whose mouth was set in the faintest of smiles.

      “Yep, just for you, topolina,” I said as I stepped out and held the door for her, offering her my hand.

      She eagerly took it, those emerald eyes vibrant as she stared around, that grin etched across her heavenly face. The bruising was all but gone, and she’d covered the last of it with some makeup she’d gotten from the sweet Sasha.

      An attendant hurried over to us, his uniform on point as he offered us a bow and offered for us to follow after him.

      Zane was quick to inform Hank and the other security that had followed behind us that they were welcome to come inside, the second attendant would park the vehicles.

      I wrapped my arm around Vee as we headed inside the polished building, the mix of stone and log detailing a welcome sight. It’d been some time since we’d returned to the Topaz Restaurant, but it was untouched by time, just as elegant yet homely as it was when we were children.

      Vee was awestruck, her gaze trailing over the luxurious building, the glass skylights and floor to ceiling windows that gave us an unbroken view of the entire valley making her eyes widen even more.

      Our attendant led us to the best seats on offer, right in the center of the far wall overlooking the valley.

      Another female attendant was waiting there already, a bottle of wine on hand and a few appetizers ready to go.

      Zane moved ahead of me, waving the attendant off as he chose to pull out the seat for our princess, and I finally withdrew my arm from her waist.

      Vee sunk into the seat, still staring around like she was stuck in a dream, that breathtaking smile stuck on her face.

      “This is incredible, the view…” She stared out across the valley as the wine attendant glanced between Zane and I as we sat down.

      I nodded at the woman, and she poured our glasses of sweet wine and set out the appetizers before she headed back to the bar.

      “Would you like to hear the specials?” our original attendant asked as he clasped his hands together, smiling at Vee as she focused on him.

      “No need, she wants the lobster,” Zane stated, and Vee’s eyes widened.

      “But won’t that be expe—”

      “Topolina, relax, stop stressing about money,” I cut her off as the attendant’s smile faltered.

      “Right, um, if you have lobster, that’d be amazing,” Vee said sheepishly, and I just chuckled as Zane asked for the specials.

      Vee had the best seat, while we sat on either side of her at the smaller round table.

      We ordered and relaxed, trying the array of appetizers on offer as Vee just took it all in.

      “Where is everyone?” she asked, a frown now marring her expression as she looked around at the empty restaurant save for the staff.

      “I booked it out, something special for you,” I stated, and her eyes nearly bulged out of her head. I couldn’t help but grin at her sweet innocence. She really appreciated this life of luxury we’d come to take for granted in some ways.

      She gazed at the chandeliers overhead, then the toasty fireplace burning away, some soft classical music playing to enhance the atmosphere.

      “This place is beautiful,” she breathed, her focus returning to the valley once more. “How often do you come here?”

      “Not often, it’s been a while, hasn’t changed much though,” Zane said, and I nodded in agreement.

      “So this is the life you guys have? Being able to just come to places like this on a whim,” she murmured, her face scrunching thoughtfully.

      “Yes, and more. Which will be available to you as well, if you choose,” Zane stated, and I gritted my teeth.

      He was starting to sound too logical in a way, as if he was trying to think of this more as a business transaction than a lifelong possibility.

      No, that wasn’t it, he was masking himself, trying to protect himself if she decided to opt out. We’d all gotten a little too eager and hopeful with our topolina, but we had to remember she was not something we could just take. We’d gotten used to things being easy in that regard, but she was nothing like that, which was what made her so much more appealing. She’d come to us not knowing who we were or what the Slade name carried with it, the money that lined our pockets, or the darkness we harbored.

      She’d come to us as a woman in need, seeing us as mere men who’d helped her, not wanting a damn thing from us.

      A truly genuine woman, and she’d ensnared us with it.

      She nodded at this, focusing on taking in her surroundings while trying the appetizers, and we chatted lightly about random topics until the main meals arrived.

      I’d opted for the rich red wine braised lamb shanks I’d come to love here, while Zane had gone for a fancy bison meal that he’d allowed Vee to try a piece of before she dove into her lobster.

      She was over the moon at the taste, declaring it her favorite food as I laughed, relishing in every moment of her pleasure in this beautiful setting.

      Dessert followed, nothing heavy, and we enjoyed the high-end selection of sweets that Vee couldn’t even say the names of before we decided to head out onto the balcony overlooking the valley with our wine.

      “This was an amazing idea, thank you,” she said as I stepped up behind her, wrapping my arm around her waist and resting my head on her shoulder.

      “Anytime, topolina,” I said as I kissed her neck, drawing in the sweet vanilla perfume she sported. Another buy from Sasha’s store, apparently.

      “It’s magical, this whole view, the food, all of it.”

      “The company,” I said as I nuzzled her, and she just giggled softly as Zane stepped up beside us.

      “Definitely did miss this view,” he stated as he sipped his glass.

      “We’ll have to come here for a sunset meal, it’s incredible,” I suggested, and Vee gasped at the thought.

      “Yes, it would be,” she said as she leaned back into me.

      Her small frame pressed up against me had my body reacting instantly, and I did my best to focus on the moment rather than the curve of her ass against my dick.

      The shrill ring of Zane’s phone cut through the moment.

      “Kieran, what’s going on?” Zane answered gruffly, and I arched a brow at him.

      He nodded before covering the mouthpiece.

      “I need to take this, show her around the place.” With that, he strode back inside, and I just sighed as I held Vee close, enjoying her warmth.

      “I hope everything’s okay,” she said softly after a moment.

      “Don’t worry, it’ll be fine. Just business,” I assured her. “There’s some nice gardens here, actually, I think we should go check them out.”

      I let go of her, taking her hand instead and leading her to the steps leading down from the balcony.

      We walked down to the gardens that stretched out below, and she was grinning from ear to ear, taking it all in as we wandered through the labyrinth of carefully manicured shrubs and flowers, under the wisteria.

      “This is incredible.” Her eyes were lit up as she touched some of the wisteria, and all I could do was stare at her, at the utter beauty and delight illuminating from those emerald eyes.

      How pure this moment was.

      I paused, branding the image into my mind as she so carefully touched the flowers, looking like a divine angel walking through them, lit up with all the joy and light one’s soul could contain.

      I wasn’t sure if I believed in the whole Heaven and Hell thing, but right now, she was definitely a gift from the heavens, someone who was lighting up the darkness of our lives, giving us something to strive for.

      To fight for.

      Her gaze turned to me, noticing how I’d faltered to take in the scene, and her smile softened as she looked at me, my heart fluttering.

      Perfection.

      That was what she was.

      “You okay?” she asked, and I just closed the gap between us, her sweetness luring me in like it was all that mattered right now.

      My lips met hers in a tender yet passionate kiss, one that held all my promises to her, all my hopes and dreams.

      I wanted her to choose us, to stay with us.

      I wanted her light to protect us from the shadows of our lives, to draw us from them when it got too dark.

      To keep us human.
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      Enzo’s kiss was raw yet soft, the emotions burning through me from him as he held me close.

      I kissed him back, enjoying the taste of his unrestrained feelings, how I felt his desire yet tenderness, his longing for more.

      He broke away, pressing his forehead to mine as he cupped my face.

      “You are so beautiful, Veronica. In more ways than you could ever understand,” he said, his voice almost a whisper, like this moment we shared wasn’t allowed to be shared with anyone, not even his brothers.

      We stayed like that for a few minutes, just holding one another under the wisteria, ensnared in a magical trance on the side of the mountain.

      We finally pulled away, and he took my hand in his own as he led me beyond the wisteria to a small stone gazebo, hidden from view by shrubs and blooming vines.

      We sat down on the bench there, his arm draped around me as he pulled me into his side.

      “Vee, you know you’re a prize among men, right?” he said softly, his fingers trailing up my arm as I nestled into him, enjoying the warmth and comfort he offered. Despite knowing what I knew, I always felt at ease with them now, like a part of me knew they would never hurt me.

      How could one know that? I’d never felt safe with Callum, not truly, I’d always felt that unease in my gut, a voice niggling at the back of my mind. But not with these men.

      “I wouldn’t go that far,” I said softly.

      “You should hold yourself higher, topolina, you’re a survivor, someone who won’t let anyone take away your joy in all things.”

      I wanted to cling to those words, but I knew they weren’t true, not really.

      “I did, though. I let him take away my joy, my dreams, everything. I know I became numb, just a shell of myself, merely surviving, not living. When I came to you guys and got my second chance, I appreciated it all. I honestly didn’t think I’d survive that night,” I admitted softly.

      “But you did, and you should be proud of that. You survived when the odds were against you, a true fighter. I think it’s because you were meant for a better life,” he said as his hand tightened on my arm.

      I smiled at his sweet words. A survivor. They’d said that a few times now. I had survived, and I was wanting to take the bull by the horns now, so to speak. No more going through life in a haze. I wanted to live it, embrace the moment.

      I turned to Enzo, taking him by surprise as I arched up to kiss him. His free hand rose, brushing my neck as he welcomed my kiss, a low moan escaping him and sending a scorching heat through me.

      Embrace the moment.

      Right now, all I could think about was him, how sweet our love-making had been that day, and how much I wanted him once more.

      This was a man who saw me, who knew my darkness and didn’t shy away, who wanted me to have a life far better than I could have ever imagined.

      Our tongues danced in a desperate expression of our wants and need, his hand sliding to the back of my head, fisting in my hair as he held me close. Our kiss was growing into something raw and primal, leaving me hungry for more, a desire now burning to life within me.

      “Topolina, if you kiss me like that...” He didn’t bother to finish his sentence as I kissed him again, drawing his lower lip between my teeth and drawing a deep moan from him.

      He drank me up like I was sating a bottomless thirst, his hand dropping from my head and gliding down my side. I quivered at his touch, moaning softly as he reached my hip and continued down to my thigh.

      His warm hand on my bare skin had me arching, the caress of his thumb over my inner thigh a tantalizing temptation threatening to undo me.

      “Look at you, amore mio, all that fire and want,” he breathed as he broke the kiss, dipping his head to suckle on my neck as I lolled my head back. “You make it hard to not want to fuck you right here. Now that your bruises are healing well…” He moaned as he branded my neck, marking me for all to know I was not on offer.

      His hand inched up my thigh, sneaking under my dress, and I found my legs parting far too willingly as my breaths came out in short bursts. I dared a glance at the restrained bulge in his pants, threatening to burst through at the earliest chance, and my core throbbed at the sight. He was just as aroused as I was.

      “What if someone sees?” I gasped as his fingers teased over my already dampening panties, his lips still gliding along my neck like he had to taste every inch of it.

      “They won’t, but don’t worry, I won’t take you here, amore mio, I’ll just remind you what you deserve,” he vowed as he started caressing my clit.

      I shuddered at the sensation, drawing in a sharp hiss of air as he chuckled against my neck.

      “Such a perfect place to make you cum.” His warm breath washed over my neck before he followed it with a soft kiss, nothing like the pressure he was now circulating on my clit.

      I gritted my teeth, not wanting to make any obvious sounds as he kissed my neck, his fingers working my clit through the fabric of my panties.

      To think I was doing this out in the open, only obscured by foliage from the restaurant, was oddly exciting, and I closed my eyes as I focused on the sensations from him.

      His teeth grazed over the sensitive skin of my neck as he adjusted the pressure on my clit, and I whimpered at the building pleasure.

      “That’s right, topolina, enjoy this, every moment, every touch, all the pleasure. This is what you deserve, amore mio.”

      I gasped as his fingers expertly slipped under my panties, teasing my wetness as his thumb continued to dance over my clit.

      “Aren’t you ready for me?” he moaned, his arm around my shoulders moving to fist in my hair.

      He pulled my head back, opening up my throat to him as he kissed it, his fingers plunging into me as I cried out despite my efforts to remain quiet.

      His grip on my hair loosened, enough to show me he wasn’t trying to be too rough and that I was still safe, but I didn’t care anymore as he fingered me with conviction, like the need to have me finishing was everything to him right now.

      “I love the sounds you make,” he said, his voice raspy as he nuzzled my neck. “The way you can’t keep the bliss from your face.”

      God, his words were my undoing right now, the pleasure nearly at breaking point as I squirmed on the bench.

      “Cum for me, amore mio,” he breathed, moving to kiss my cheek before his hand tightened in my hair once more. He held me in place as he ravished my neck, littering it with kisses and soft nips as I arched and gasped.

      There was no stopping now.

      I cursed, and he maneuvered me by my hair, claiming my mouth as I came undone, drinking up my cries. My body trembled as my core milked his hand, the waves of bliss rippling through me.

      “Mmm, that’s my good girl,” he said as he pulled back, a wickedly satisfied smile on his face.

      Fuck, if that didn’t make my head even more woozy.

      He pulled his hand from my panties while I struggled to catch my breath, and all I could do was watch as he licked his fingers clean.

      “Well, that tastes like my future.” He winked as my face burned, my heart pounding like a trapped hummingbird in my chest.

      I closed my legs as he kissed the tip of my nose, unable to keep from glancing around.

      I froze up at the figure stepping into the gazebo, my heart nearly stopping out of fright.

      “Should I give you guys some more space?” Zane asked, one eyebrow arched as he trailed his eyes over my rapidly rising and falling chest, my cheeks still flushed. I was still so flustered, and the corner of his mouth twitched up.

      “No, I’ve shown her what she deserves. Although, maybe she’d like your touch?” Enzo said with a smirk, and I wanted to hide under the arm he slung around my shoulders.

      Zane leaned against the pillar of the gazebo, his thumbs hooked in his belt as he stared out over the gardens.

      “I don’t want to be too rough,” he said softly, and I frowned as Enzo’s smirk faltered.

      Was that why he’d not tried to go further with me? He’d had plenty of chances to make a move. Was he so afraid he’d hurt me? Or was he wary of my past?

      “You won’t hurt me.” The words slipped out, and those steely eyes met mine as he sighed.

      “Ah, stray, I’m afraid I would. It’s a part of it for me, I like things rough,” he stated, those eyes sliding back to the gardens as his jaw set.

      How rough were we talking? Surely I could handle rough.

      “How rough?” I asked, biting the bullet.

      “For someone with your history, likely too rough,” he stated, his gaze not returning to mine.

      There it was, he was worried I was fragile and sensitive because of everything.

      A part of me wanted to prove him wrong, but the other part of me wondered just how rough he could wind up being.

      “Besides, that ring came with a promise, one of no lies and hiding things,” he said, and Enzo shifted uneasily beside me, the tension in the air thickening tenfold to the point I wanted to crawl away.

      So much for enjoying the moment with Enzo.

      “I think she needs to know the truth, Enzo.”

      A chill swept over me, and I glanced at Enzo, at the solemn look on his face, a touch of fear and unease behind those dark eyes.

      Zane finally looked at me, those eyes masked, not a hint of any emotion hidden in the steely depths.

      Whatever it was he wanted me to know, it was big, and I swallowed down the growing unease, a pit forming in my stomach.

      Enzo nodded as Zane shifted his gaze to him, and he rose, offering me his hand.

      “Let’s go, amore mio, time to get everything out in the open.”
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      The drive home was tense and uneasy, all the good vibes and joy non-existent, the car now devoid of any laughter and smiles.

      My mind was a chaotic mess, my heart threatening to break free from my ribcage as I sat between the pair.

      The entire atmosphere had shifted, a darkness settling over us, creeping deep into my veins and threatening to consume me.

      Whatever they needed to share with me, it was something big, something that could change everything.

      It was obvious in the looks on their faces, the masks they now wore, hiding everything.

      Protecting themselves from how I’d handle it, or hiding their true intentions.

      I closed my eyes, focusing on all the good I’d experienced with them.

      Surely they weren’t about to flip the switch and turn on me.

      No, I knew it wasn’t that. Zane had said we had to go home so he could show me something, something that would be the turning point going forward.

      I touched the ring from him absently as I frowned, focusing on the darkness behind my eyes.

      A promise of no lies.

      What awaited me back at the lodge? Was I ready to face that? I’d wanted time to figure out what I wanted to do going forward, but clearly Zane believed he had to bare it all first.

      Then again, I’d told them everything about me, they knew of my trauma, my upbringing. Sure, it was only the top of the barrel stuff they really knew, but I could say the same about them. Opening up on all levels was not just a trust thing, but a time thing. Learning all there was to know about one another didn’t happen overnight.

      Perhaps this was a family secret, something I couldn’t even comprehend.

      I twisted the ring anxiously, jumping when a large warm hand closed over mine.

      “Relax, topolina,” Enzo said gently, and I opened my eyes to glance at him.

      Too bad there was no charming smile or glitter in his eyes. No, his face was expressionless, only the faintest hint of emotions buried behind those dark eyes, ones he was trying to hide from me. I couldn’t read them, but I knew there was something hidden in there.

      It did nothing to ease my discomfort right now, and Zane was too busy looking out the window, his hand on his chin like he was deep in thought.

      The minutes ticked by excruciatingly slowly, and Enzo held my hand, providing what tiny comfort he could. I wanted to demand they just tell me to save me from this torment of uncertainty, a million possibilities rushing through my mind.

      Instead, I remained silent, my own worry growing tenfold by the time we finally pulled up before the lodge.

      Kieran was waiting out the front, his arms folded and a masked expression on his face.

      Great.

      I finally let out an uneasy breath as the engine was shut off.

      No one said a word as we all got out, although Enzo offered me his hand as I cautiously stepped out, half-expecting gunshots or something insane to happen.

      Instead, Zane led the way to the guards’ quarters, Hank trailing behind us.

      He nodded at the man seated out the front, whose dark eyes swung to me, his mouth a grim line on his face.

      We all drew up before the building, and I glanced back at Hank, who looked uneasy, his emotions clear as day as he shifted, running one uneasy hand through his receding brown hair.

      “You know we have a man in the basement, one who hurt one of our own,” Zane stated, snapping my attention back to him as my heart stuttered.

      “Yes.”

      “You know him,” Zane stated, and Enzo’s hand tightened on mine as the pit in my stomach dropped to the center of the earth.

      “What?” Surely that wasn’t possible, but a sudden thought slithered into my head, and a sickness swept through me.

      Surely not…

      “We found Callum right after you came to us. He’s alive, but he’s been paying for his crimes against you, Vee.” Zane’s eyes were devoid of any emotion, like he’d checked out, his voice monotone, running on autopilot.

      No, this was a hardened killer who knew how to detach when necessary.

      This was the truth of the men who’d taken me in.

      My throat was tight, no words able to break past the blockage as I just stared at him.

      “We’ve decided, as a show of good faith, and that we truly do promise to not hurt you or keep anything from you, that you can decide what happens to him,” Zane said, his gaze never once straying from mine.

      I felt like a deer in the headlights, the panic now rearing its ugly head.

      I couldn’t help how I was now trembling, the heaviness of the situation crashing down on me.

      He’s been paying for his crimes.

      The blood. That was Callum’s blood that night. What had they done to him?

      “I want to see him.”

      The words didn’t even sound like my own, they sounded distant, the sound of my heart thumping in my ears drowning them out.

      Zane nodded, although Enzo’s hand tightened on mine.

      I couldn’t even look at him. I knew he wanted me to not see the cruelty they’d inflicted, the darkness they hid, but I also knew, without a doubt, that he would’ve partaken in making Callum pay.

      He was just as monstrous as the other two.

      Kieran was watching me, those dark eyes more curious than anything, although there was a strange haunted glimmer in them.

      I pushed aside the thought as I pulled my hand free from Enzo, not caring about the way his jaw clenched, his arm twitching like he intended to grab my hand forcefully, not wanting to let me do this alone.

      Thankfully, he knew better. I needed to face this, and he was as much a part of it as the stone-cold killer that now resided in Zane’s skin, those eyes so dead that it had a chill settling in my bones.

      Who could switch off like that? It wasn’t normal.

      I followed after him as he led the way, everything feeling like I was in haze, a dream state as I was led to the basement.

      I felt Kieran and Enzo on my heels, but they kept their distance, completely silent as Zane flicked on the basement light and started down the stairs.

      Each step felt like I was plunging deeper and deeper into a hell I couldn’t come back from, but I had to do this.

      I had to see him.

      The man who’d nearly caused my death.

      That thought made me falter, the creak of the stair beneath me cutting through the thumping in my ears.

      Callum had made me throw myself from the car that night, plunge into the river, intent to die in order to be free. He’d murdered our unborn child.

      He was not someone who deserved my pity, he was a man who’d destroy any woman he laid his hands on. Because I knew I wasn’t the first, nor would I be the last.

      I took the last few steps, a white-hot rage now slicing through the hazy numbness that had started to settle in.

      When my gaze landed on the man I’d once loved, all my emotions faded away.

      Callum was strapped to a chair, blindfolded and bloody, his face barely recognizable under the bruising and blood.

      One would’ve thought he was dead if it weren’t for the unsteady rise and fall of his chest.

      A bloody rag was tossed over his lap, and the stench of blood, both fresh and old, clouded the air, making my stomach churn.

      Despite how I thought I would’ve felt—seeing him like this, a weak, broken man clinging to life—I found no emotion rose to the surface. No pity or sympathy, no rage or delight.

      Nothing.

      I just stared at him, taking in the gashes, realizing they’d inflicted the same injuries on him that I’d endured, along with a whole lot more.

      The bloody rag was the only thing covering him, and I wondered just what mutilation had been inflicted on his manhood.

      This wasn’t my usual numbness I felt when things got too overwhelming and I shut off in order to cope. This was a calmness, like I was seeing a retribution that was just.

      I stared at him for a few more moments, wondering if he knew I was there, if he felt any guilt or remorse for the pain and torment he’d inflicted on me over the years. The heartache and sheer loss.

      “No man hurts the one he calls his other half. It's a crime punishable by death in this family,” Zane said, drawing my gaze from Callum for only a fraction of a moment. “But it’s your call, Vee.”

      Callum’s head raised, his breathing shifting.

      “Ver? You’re… alive…” The words were barely recognizable as blood dribbled from his lips, and his breathing became more raspy.

      “Yeah, you didn’t drive me to my death, not for a lack of trying.” The words came out of me before I could even think, and Kieran snorted behind me.

      Callum’s head shifted to the side, as if he heard me but wasn’t entirely present. Who would be after sustaining that many injuries?

      I flicked my gaze to his arms, staring at the carved ‘K’ in each of them.

      I find art in what we do, in the blood we spill. I find it’s one of the most beautiful things.

      Kieran’s words echoed in my mind. So he’d signed his art here. Who had inflicted which wounds? Did I even want to know that?

      “Vee?”

      “Hmm?” I turned my head to Zane, not drawing my gaze from Callum. It was surreal, seeing him like this and not feeling a single thing.

      This was justice in the cruelest sense.

      No, that was a lie.

      There were crueler ways to have made him pay. Hurting those he loved, but like they’d said, they only took their quarrels out on the perpetrators, not their loved ones.

      “It’s your call, what do you want us to do with him?” Zane said, and the realization of the situation slammed into me. The weight of this moment as they stood around me, awaiting my instruction.

      Callum, the man who’d nearly taken everything from me, who’d cut me off from those I cared for, made me lose all hope, lose myself, and lose a child.

      A man who had never truly regretted his actions, believing he could do no wrong.

      This was it. This was me entering a world of cruelty and blood, with men who’d kill for me. Was I ready to accept such a life? To step into the darkness they called home?

      One where I never wanted for a thing, where I was adored and doted on like nothing else? Or would I tell them I couldn’t, that this was too much, to set Callum free while I walked away?

      I let out the breath I’d been holding, the calmness settling into my bones as the clarity hit me.

      “Make him pay.”
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