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Chapter One


Nick

I slam my fist into my bedroom wall, furious and suffocating with the urge to kill someone. On my knuckles blood mixes with the black soot from the fire I just spent hours fighting. And now it’s all over my wall. Black and red. Fury and death.

“Where. The. Fuck. Is. She?” My voice pops through the air like bullets being fired from a gun.

I want answers even though the way my security looks at me—wide-eyed, fear visible in their stance—I know they don’t have them to give.

“Did you search the entire house?”

It’s a stupid question. If she’s not here in my room where I left her, or at the very least in her own room down the hall, then she’s not in the house. I know this. I don’t even know why I’m bothering asking the question other than to try to calm the raging madness inside of me by asking mundane questions.

“We did, sir.”

“How is it that my security team has no idea where Lyriope is? What the fuck do I pay you for? And why the fuck haven’t I just shot you both through the eyes because of your carelessness?” The question burns my tongue, and I have visions of cutting out someone’s tongue in retaliation for the incompetence of my staff.

“We were all extinguishing the fire,” Harrison defends, stepping in with confidence. He’s the only one in this room with the balls to actually speak the truth to me. “Everyone was at the dock.” His eyes lock with mine, silently telling me to calm the fuck down. “Our focus was on putting out the fire before authorities came.”

I take a deep breath, knowing he’s right. We were all there. The entirety of my available staff.

We left Lyriope alone. Vulnerable. A flashing beacon just begging to be stolen.

I begin pacing the room. “They blew up my boat to distract me. To distract us all. Then they came into my house to steal her from me.” I need to speak the words out loud. To make them real. To help me face my new reality.

A reality without Lyriope.

I stop and look at Harrison. “Morellis or Constantines? Who the fuck has the nerve to do this? You don’t think it’s the Sidorovs, do you? They didn’t seem interested in Lyriope at Wonderland since I paid her debt off, but that could have all been an act.”

Harrison shakes his head, points to one of my guards and orders, “Go see if they found anything on the security footage and let us know who she left with.” Both of my security rush out of the room, clearly grateful to no longer be in direct fire of my rage.

“I want to kill someone,” I say as I struggle to blink away the mayhem that is taking over.

“It won’t be hard to find out who did all this,” Harrison says. “We’ll retaliate in the loudest of ways.”

“This is inexcusable,” I shout. “To come to my house. My. Fucking. House.” I march over to my bedroom window and stare down at my charred dock and what was once my boat. The morning sun is reflecting off what’s left of the structure. “I want to know who did this, and I’m going to make them pay. I don’t care if it was the Morellis. Past friendship or not. If they did this, then this means war. I’ll give them a goddamn bloodbath to deal with.”

“Let’s not make any assumptions just yet,” Harrison says, his tone calm and soothing. He walks out of the bathroom with two towels in hand. He hands me one to wipe the black grime off my face. He’s covered in remnants of the fire and is a wreck in appearance. No doubt I look the same. “We don’t need to be making battle plans until we have all the facts.”

Bile clumps in the depths of my core. “If it wasn’t the Morellis that took her”—I swallow and release a ragged breath—“then her life’s at risk. We need to act fast because… we don’t know why she was taken and what their plans are.”

Harrison shakes his head. “From our meeting at Wonderland, I get the impression that Lyriope is wanted alive. From all parties. I don’t think anyone plans to kill her. At least not right away. She’s too valuable alive.”

God, I hope Harrison’s right.

Swiping the towel over my eyes, I mumble more to myself than to Harrison, “This is an epic mess.”

“You think?” Harrison says. I can hear his chuckle being swallowed by thin composure.

“Is this where you tell me that you told me so?”

“I think that much is obvious,” he answers. “Ever since you met this woman, you haven’t been yourself. You’re off your game. The Nick Hudson I know would have seen this attack and kidnapping a mile away. You would have been waiting with gun in hand.”

I hold back the growl that is roaring inside of me. He’s right. Instead, I was in bed with Lyriope… sleeping. Sleeping! I never truly relax and sleep, and the one time I do, look what happens.

Security reenters and hands Harrison some printed photos. I don’t blame them for not handing the photos to me first. They know that I won’t tear Harrison’s head off where the same can’t be said for how I’ll respond to them if they give me the bad news.

I watch Harrison look at the photos, his facial expression impossible to read.

“Well? Who the fuck took her?” I demand.

Harrison signals for the men to leave. He then hands me the pile of photos and says, “No one. She escaped on her own.” He takes a deep breath. “She took the opportunity the fire gave her and ran. She literally walked out the front door.”

I look down at the black-and-white images of Lyriope with a bag flung over her shoulder and another in her hand. I actually have to blink and refocus on the pictures several times as it doesn’t seem real to be seeing what I do. No one is with her. She’s not at gunpoint. In fact, in some of the pictures, she’s looking over her shoulder in the dock’s direction, afraid to be found.

She wanted to leave.

She left my mansion on her own free will.

Why the fuck would she leave? I thought she was… comfortable. Content… maybe even happy.

Where would she go? Back to her beat-up car? Back to being homeless and in danger? Back to being the bastard Morelli that no one wants? Back to the way things were before… before… me?

Ignoring the punch to the gut, I snarl, “Find her.”

Harrison is already on his phone texting and nodding as he does. “She couldn’t have gone far.”

I have her old phone, her car keys, her purse with her ID. Even if she left, it’s not like she could make it on her own for long without some crucial items.

“There’s no place for her to run to other than to her brother or cousin.” I pick up my own phone and call my man who’s in charge of babysitting Dylan. As the phone rings, I order Harrison, “Start with Sasha. My guess is Lyriope is with her.”

When the phone picks up, I simply say, “Is Dylan with you?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Has he had any recent contact with his sister?”

A slight pause. “No, sir. None. We’ve been keeping him really busy and—”

“Good. No contact with his sister is allowed. Notify me if she attempts to. Watch his every move.”

I then hang up the phone and begin pacing the room again.

Harrison slides his phone into his pocket. “I’ve got our men on this. I also told Martha to do some digging on who started the fire. We still have to get to the bottom of that too.” He begins to leave the room, but before he does, he adds, “I’m going to go find Sasha Morelli. I agree with you. She’s the most likely one to know where Lyriope is.”

I leave my room as well and march to Lyriope’s. I open the door, hating the fact that she won’t be on the other side. As I enter the room, I stop and inhale. I can smell her. I can nearly feel her in this space. I glance at the floral painting she was working on in the corner of the room. She’s good… really good. Too bad she doesn’t know that herself.

I take in her bed next. It’s made to perfection as only my staff can do—not a single wrinkle in the bedspread. I try to block out the reason why her bed is made. It’s because she was sleeping with me. She was wrapped in my arms lovingly. Her body heat pressed to mine, making me weak. Weak. She made me fucking weak and trusting.

Fury fills me as I storm to her closet to see that she indeed had packed some clothing. Was this calculated? Had she planned this all along? Was her goal to get me in bed, lower my guard, and then take off the first chance she had? Was it all a game? Was our connection nothing but… a scam? Was I the fool in her game?

Sweet, innocent, naive girl taking on the big bad wolf. But in this case… she was the wolf. So cunning. So—

I run my fingers through my hair, feeling dirt coat beneath my nails as I do. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. How could I have read her so wrong?

I need to focus. I need to get my head back in the game.

Yes, the game. It’s just one fucked-up game. Lyriope has been playing a game from day one, and right now she’s winning, and I am losing. I’m losing my ass right now, and it’s time to shuffle the deck.

My chaotic thoughts go from longing, missing, wanting, to deadly obsession.

This isn’t how I act. I’m not a man in love. Fuck that. I’m a man who has a hunger, a craze, a maddening desire to possess. Nothing more.

Nothing.

More.

I storm to my bathroom to shower. I might feel like everything is out of control, but the first step is appearing as if all is standard operating practice. A shower. A suit. A shave. A fucked-up, maniacal smile on my face in warning for all to tread lightly around me. And a bag of ice for my knee. I pushed it too far fighting the flames myself and running down there without my cane. I can already feel the swelling as it throbs beneath my filthy pants.

As I wash off all signs of the awful night, I focus on one thing. Laser focus. Deadly focus. The kind of focus that latches on like a viper, refusing to let go. I’ll find Lyriope. And when I do… she’ll pay.
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Chapter Two


Lyriope

This should be a dream, and yet it feels like a nightmare. I just flew first class to Italy. I should be ecstatic. I am literally completing a life bucket list item, but the only emotion that I’m feeling is fear.

I boarded the plane as Sasha Morelli. My cousin. She booked and paid for my ticket, which was my first time ever flying first class. The entire trip, I kept expecting the flight attendant to approach me with the knowledge that my real name is Lyriope Bailey, and I was breaking the law by impersonating someone I wasn’t. I remained in my seat, tucked against the window with a full bladder. I didn’t even want to get up to use the restroom in fear that I’d draw attention, and everyone would see me for what I was. A fraud.

“Are you here for business or pleasure?” the customs official asks me as he holds up my passport and stares at it and then at me.

I hold my breath, hoping to God the photo matches enough that he doesn’t see right through the fact that it’s Sasha smiling back at him. “Pleasure,” I somehow manage to say. “I’ve never been.”

Fuck. Sasha Morelli has been to Italy. There may be a stamp in that passport already from her visits.

“Well… I haven’t been since I was really young,” I correct. “I’m excited to be able to see it now as an adult.”

I’m talking too much. Nervous energy is surging through me.

He seems to be studying the picture longer than the other officials are doing with the other passengers, but I simply stand before him and focus on remaining composed. Will our matching dark hair and dark eyes be enough? We look alike, but not identical. Was this foolish thinking that I could actually get past customs as someone else?

He finally stamps the passport, closes it, and hands it back to me. “Enjoy your trip.”

Releasing the breath I have been holding, I continue toward baggage claim. I only have my carry-on and one other bag and am nervous that I don’t have enough to get by on. Sasha had told me that a driver would be waiting for me with a sign. She had informed me he’s from the property I’ll be staying at, and not to worry because no one has seen Sasha since she was a child. They will have no way of knowing that I’m not her. She said she called ahead and notified them of her upcoming vacation.

Luckily, the Florence airport is much smaller than JFK, my bag arrives quickly, and with a quick scan of the area, I see a man in a black suit holding a sign with the name Sasha Morelli on it. I approach him and smile. I’m not sure what to say. I’m not even sure if he speaks English.

“Ms. Morelli?” he asks.

I nod. “Yes.”

He doesn’t introduce himself, and I assume it’s because I’m supposed to know who he is already. Hopefully there is no reason to have to call him by name until I hear someone else address him.

He glances at my small bags and then asks, “Should we go collect your luggage, Ms. Morelli?” His accent is thick, but I’m grateful he knows English, which is good since I don’t know any Italian at all.

“I just brought these,” I say as I realize how unlikely it would be for anyone to travel for vacation with only two small bags. Especially a Morelli. I quickly try to cover up with, “I plan on doing a lot of shopping. I want a completely new Italian wardrobe.”

“Florence has some of the best shopping in the world,” he says, taking my bags from me. “I’d be happy to drive you into the city once you get settled.”

I nod and smile, unsure how Sasha would respond. I have to keep telling myself that Sasha was only a child the last time the staff at the Loro Ciuffenna house saw her. They won’t know it’s me. They won’t know this is all a lie.

Unless they ask questions…

I’m not even sure if I can remember the names of Sasha’s siblings.

Thankfully, the drive to the small Tuscan medieval town is quiet. The driver only speaks occasionally about how the weather has been lately, or how traffic is getting worse than the last time I visited. He doesn’t ask me any personal questions which allows me to at least breathe during the forty-minute ride.

The passing scenery is unlike anything I’ve ever seen before. I’ve watched movies that take place in Italy and seen pictures on social media. But never could anything capture what this country actually looks like unless you’re seeing it with your own eyes. Rolling hills, vineyards as far as the eye can see, cypress trees that seem to be painted by a master artist, ancient buildings that still stand from the Roman Empire days, and a magic that nearly sizzles in the air.

When we finally reach Loro Ciuffenna which nestles in the mountainside of Tuscany, I can instantly see why the Morellis wanted a vacation home in this small medieval village. It sits right on a river that cascades down a mountain with large boulders and foliage all around. Every building in the town is from another era, a time so long ago, and the historical beauty is breathtaking. It doesn’t seem real. The colors of the structures are bright yellow and orange which pops against all the natural green of the trees. A large bell tower dominates the view as we pull into the town, and I can hear it chiming as we arrive.

We drive down a dirt road along the river, passing a small house and vineyard with only three grapevines, several chickens, and a black rooster perched on a fence looking down on a lazy tabby cat sleeping in the setting sun. Laundry is hung outside, and I can see an older lady watering her tomato plants.

I roll down the window so I can take in the fresh smells of the Italian countryside, and for a minute I feel at peace. All is right in the world. Everything is perfect.

“It’s been a long time since you’ve been here,” the driver says.

“It has.”

“Violet has fixed up the west wing room that overlooks the waterfall. We weren’t sure which one you’d prefer, but that one has the sound of water to help you sleep at night.”

“Yes, the west wing room is perfect,” I say, hoping he can’t read into the fact that I don’t even know which way is facing west or east.

“You didn’t say how long you plan on staying.”

I see him looking back at me through the rearview mirror. “I’m not sure. I’m just taking it one day at a time.”

“I remember you always did like adventure as a child,” he says with a warmth in his eyes looking back at me.

The dirt road leads to a dead end and waiting at the end of the road is a house the size of an inn built on the large boulders along the other side of the river. A small bridge connects the dirt parking lot we are stopping in and the entrance to the house. The waterfall the driver mentioned is on full display, and I can see the room he was speaking of that literally hangs over it. It’s hard to believe that something so quaint, and yet so grand can be left vacant most of the year other than the caretakers living in it. If I was a Morelli, I would never leave this place. Well… if I was a true Morelli, that is.

“Are you hungry?” he asks as he leads me up an outdoor staircase toward my room. “We can make something for you—”

“I’ll be fine,” I cut in. “It’s been a long trip, and I really just need to rest and fight off this jet lag.”

He opens the door, places my bag down, and nods. “Violet and I are still in the apartment right beside the kitchen if you need anything at all. The kitchen is fully stocked if you do decide you want a snack or anything. We’ll have breakfast ready for you in the morning unless we hear from you sooner.”

I nod. “Thank you. I appreciate it.”

The minute he leaves, I search the room for a phone. I promised Sasha that I would call her the minute I arrived.

As I pick up the phone, I walk over to the veranda and open the doors. The deafening sound of the waterfall, the floral scent mixed with woodsy spice, and the warm air acts like a sedative.

I’m here. I’m finally here.

Sasha answers on the second ring.

“Lyriope?” she says and I can tell by the anxiety in her voice that she’s been waiting for me.

“I got here okay,” I say into the landline.

Sasha had me throw the cell phone Nick gave me into the bushes before getting into her car when she picked me up. She didn’t want him to have any way to track me, and I was grateful for her fast thinking. I don’t think the thought would have occurred to me until it was too late.

“Oh thank God. I’ve been on pins and needles just waiting for your call.” She takes a deep breath. “Harrison was here. He wants to know where you are.”

My heart stops.

“I told him I may or may not know, but he’d have to kill me before I’d say a word,” she adds. “Let’s just say that the man left very frustrated.”

“Sasha!” The thought of her putting herself at risk for my sake makes me feel sick.

“Relax,” she says. “Harrison may come off as a tattooed psychopath, but I know he’d never hurt me. I can feel it. And not just because I’m a Morelli. He just wants to try to scare me, and he was given a job by Nick to find you.”

“They’re dangerous men. Nick and Harrison,” I say.

“Don’t worry about me. I know how to handle men like that. And besides… the Morelli name has power. You’ll start understanding that soon enough.”

“He’s going to watch your every move,” I warn.

“Then I’ll be sure to give him a show.” She laughs, and the warm sound through the phone makes me feel a million miles away rather than cheer me up or make me feel at ease.

I’m alone. I’m in a foreign country. And I have people looking for me.

Intense regret washes over me. I didn’t think this through. I didn’t plan and… I should have never left Nick’s. Of course he’s going to hunt me down and eventually find me. It’s foolish to believe he’ll be fine with me simply leaving his house. Now I have Sasha involved even deeper which is something I never wanted.

“Oh my God. Dylan,” I say on a deep inhale as the realization that I may have put my brother’s life at risk washes over me. “What if Nick hurts Dylan?” Panic sets in. “He has Dylan! Sasha, he can kill Dylan in retaliation for me escaping and breaking the contract!”

What did I do? How did I not think of this? Why would I leave at the risk of Dylan’s life? Oh my God, I am no different than my mother.

My head spins as I try to figure out a way to return to Bishop’s Landing to beg Nick to forgive me.

“Breathe,” Sasha says in an even tone. “Nick isn’t going to hurt Dylan. If that was his intent, he would have by now. Yes, Nick is pissed. And yes, Nick is going to try to find you, but he’s not going to murder your brother.”

My panic rises at her words. He’s going to find me. He’s going to be livid. He’s going to—He’ll never understand why I left. He’ll never believe that I did it for him. For his safety. No… he’ll only see my leaving as a betrayal. As breaking his rules.

No one defies Nick and gets away with it. And yet… I escaped. And no matter how much Sasha is trying to calm me down, I know a storm is brewing, and that storm is Nick Hudson when he finds me.

“But you have time to relax, regroup, and we’ll come up with the next plan. Right now, you are safe, and no one knows where you are—including Nick.”

I take a deep breath, hoping that Sasha is right, and at the very least Dylan is safe. Deep down, I don’t believe Nick is the ruthless killer he wants people to believe he is, but I know the last time he got angry with someone, he nearly chopped his fingers off. The man has a temper, and it just takes a moment of rage for my brother’s life to end.

No doubt Nick is angry with me. What does that mean? What will the consequences be? I just pray they won’t involve my brother.

“I’ll make some phone calls and see what I can do about getting eyes on Dylan. I’ll throw around the Morelli name to help,” she offers, which does make me feel a little better.

“Thank you,” I barely say as my breath is being restricted by a potent mix of fear and guilt.

“So how do you like the house?” she asks, changing the subject.

“It’s beautiful. It’s like stepping into a storybook, but… I’m not sure I should have come here. If Nick finds out that you helped me—”

“He’ll what? I’m not scared of Nick Hudson. My name protects me from his wrath. So, don’t worry.” There’s a pause on the other line. “So once you get settled, you really need to walk down the dirt path along the river. It’ll take you to Loro Ciuffenna’s town center. There you’ll find a gelato store that is run by an older man and his wife. They make homemade gelato every single day that is life changing. You have to have it. Oh, and it’ll be closed from two to five-ish. Everything closes down in those small medieval towns around those hours.”

I take a mental note, but I don’t see myself relaxing enough to just walk outside and explore the city. I feel like I need the four walls around me to keep me safe. I don’t want to confess to Sasha just how scared I am.

“And remember that you’re Sasha Morelli. The staff there work for you. So feel free to ask for whatever you want and need. They’ll find it odd if you don’t.” She pauses as if waiting for me to say something. When I don’t, she adds, “Take this time to enjoy yourself. Tuscany is a beautiful place to be. The food is amazing. Oh and Anton is a wonderful chef. Ask for his spaghetti. You won’t regret it.”

Anton. That’s his name.

“Sasha,” I say, swallowing back a lump of sadness that has found its way into the back of my throat.

“Don’t thank me again,” she cuts in. “We’re family.”

“You’ve done more for me than anyone in my life has,” I confess.

There’s a pause, and then she says, “That’s a shame.”

“I don’t know how I’ll ever be able to make this up to you.”

“I’m not expecting you to.” I hear a knock in the distance on her side of the line. “I need to go, but I do expect you to call me whenever you can to keep me up to date. Take this time to just… be happy.”

I nod, even though she can’t see me. “Thank you, Sasha. I’ll call soon.”

I hang up the phone and decide I need to make another phone call. I need to start thinking long term. I can’t stay in the Morelli vacation home forever, and I can’t keep pretending to be Sasha. I also know I can’t do this all on my own, and I can’t be too proud to ask for help from others. Calling Dylan is out of the question. I know they have men watching him, and though Sasha is probably right in believing that Nick won’t hurt Dylan regardless of his threats, the last thing I want to do is get Dylan more involved than he already is.

Even as I dial the number, my inner self is screaming at me to stop. I shouldn’t be calling. I shouldn’t bother. I’m making a mistake.

And yet… “Mom?” I say as she answers the phone.

“Lyriope?” I can hear her idiot husband in the background asking her who’s on the phone. “I’ve been meaning to call you. How are things?”

I roll my eyes. It’s been months and not a single call from my mother. I could be dead, and she’d have no idea. “Well—”

She cuts me off. “You should see Belize. It’s so beautiful here, and the people are so welcoming and—”

“I thought you were in Costa Rica,” I say.

“Oh yes, well, we were. But… a better opportunity popped up in Belize. There’re more money opportunities here. Jackson said it’s an untapped treasure chest.”

Of course he did. Classic Madison Bailey and her lowlife husband.

“Mom,” I say, swallowing back my pride that is demanding I hang up the phone immediately. “I need help.”

“Help? What do you mean?” I can hear her husband calling her, telling her they need to get going. “Hey, can this wait for another time? You got me and Jackson at a bad time. We were just walking into drinks with some new friends and—”

“Did you not hear me? I need help.” I want to scream at her and demand that she listens to her daughter for once in our lives.

“Yeah, I heard you. It’s just that we’re really in the middle of something, and I’m all the way in Belize. Can’t you call your brother or something?” She yells back to Jackson that she’ll be right there. “I’m sure Dylan will love helping you with whatever you need. I gotta go. Love ya.”

She hangs up the phone.

I hear the click and the sound feels as if it just shredded my heart. I’ve never asked my mother for help. I’ve never flat-out said the words to her. Maybe because I always knew that I couldn’t rely on her. Maybe I always knew that this would be the exact outcome. Maybe because I never truly had a mother to begin with. I was born an orphan. Abandoned from the start.

Alone. I’m all alone.

I hang up the phone, trying to shake off the pain, and look around my room. Warm colors, plush pillows, antique furniture, stone walls, and an Italian charm embraces me with comfort, but I wonder if I’ll ever be able to do what Sasha asked.

Be happy.

I don’t know what being happy truly looks like. I want to. God, I want to. But right now, the only emotion I have is fear… and exhaustion.

And regret.

Maybe I should have never left Bishop’s Landing.

Maybe I’m just like my mother, always running away, trying to chase a way out of the dark hole we’ll forever be in.

Walking over to the bed, I realize I’ve never been as tired as I am right now. Self-reflection is going to have to wait for another day.

Thoughts of Nick will have to wait…

Darkness.
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Chapter Three


Nick

I watch Lyriope and how she glances around awkwardly as if nervous she’s doing something wrong. She’s in a beautiful country, sitting on a veranda of a stunning villa, and she can barely sit still. She’s not comfortable in this world. She doesn’t know how to play the game of pretend and act like the wealthy and respected Sasha Morelli. She’s a fucking imposter and she knows it. She’s panicked that others will also know. I can smell her fear from here.

One, two, three… ready or not, here I come. You want to play hide-and-seek?

Well, I just found you.

And it wouldn’t be hard to find me in return. An Aston Martin stands out like a sore thumb in the Tuscan countryside. At least it’s black and not the cherry red the rental office at the airport tried to pass off on me. All it would take is for anyone in the Morelli villa to look out the window to notice someone foreign is on the property. I tried to park off to the side, hidden by a large bougainvillea shrub, but I’m not exactly incognito.

But it’s not like I give a fuck if they do see me. I don’t plan on staying hidden for long. Once I get a feeling of the surroundings, and I study Lyriope, I’ll be yanking her out of the villa before she can even blink. She’ll be back in my possession wishing she never escaped me.

When I got on my jet the minute I heard of Lyriope’s location, I didn’t have time to formulate all the steps in my plan. There was only so much I could do while traveling across the world to catch my runaway captive. But as I sit in the car watching her from afar, I’m doing my best making calls and using every favor card I’ve collected to arrange for what happens next.

“Please tell me that your ass is not in Italy right now,” I hear Harrison’s voice say to me through the phone.

I remain silent as I stare straight ahead. As I watch her. As I try not to storm into the house and rage against her for leaving me. I don’t want to approach her until I’ve regained my cool. Irrational Nick Hudson would act stupid and careless. I need to be level-headed, calculated, cunning, and… I can’t reveal to her the emotions she causes inside me.

“Nick! Seriously? You leave for another country before I can even get back from Sasha Morelli’s?”

“You didn’t expect me to just sit in Bishop’s Landing knowing where Lyriope is,” I finally say, grinding my teeth.

I’m fucking furious, and yet, as I wait in my car, watching Lyriope walk out on her veranda and breathing in the fresh air, another part of me—the hungry animal inside that’s been on a hunt—wants to take her in my arms, throw her to the ground on all fours, and fuck the shit out of her so she’ll never dare leave my presence again. I want to pull her hair, nip her neck, and mark her body. I need to take, claim, possess what is mine. My cock needs to be buried so deep inside of her that we may never be able to break free. Our sexes will be knotted together in an unbreakable tie.

I want to hear her screams as punishment for what she’s done. I want her howls to morph to the mating call that bonds her to the primal beast that I am.

And she’ll have no one else to blame but herself for this.

She forced me to become the hunter and she the prey.

“I think you’ve lost your fucking mind,” Harrison says, bringing me back to the present.

“A long time ago, my friend,” I mumble.

“This girl has fucked with you to the point where you aren’t the Nick Hudson I’ve always known. You would have never acted on impulse like this. You would have planned; we would have strategized every step of the way. You would have never just hopped on a plane solo without so much as mentioning it to me. What the fuck is this?”

I don’t say anything but rather watch Lyriope. I watch… my obsession growing by the second.

“It’s messy,” Harrison continues. “You’re a hot mess of… Jesus. I’m flying over there now to join you.”

“That’s a good idea. Bring Martha too,” I say. “We have Wonderland to plan. We haven’t done Italy for years. It’s time.”

“The fuck we do,” Harrison shouts.

I’m pushing the man to his limits. I get this. But I don’t give a fuck.

“I appreciate this little chitchat of yours, but get your ass here, and bring Martha,” I state, making it clear that I’m done with the lecture, and he needs to respect my goddamn orders.

I hear him sigh, but he doesn’t say anything else.

“Let me know when you land, and I’ll give you directions to where our new headquarters will be,” I say before hanging up.

I refocus my attention on Lyriope. She’s standing now. Pacing. Her eyes scan the area, and for several moments stares at where I’m sitting in the sports car. I’m not nervous that she’ll figure out it’s me inside. She’s too distracted. She’s too unaware. She’s too afraid. I can see just how easy this is going to be. Watching her from afar, not allowing her to put up her facade makes me realize just how terrified this girl is. She’s out of her element, and right now, when she thinks she’s all alone and no one is watching, she reveals her truth.

Her dark hair, her dark eyes, her entire aura belongs in Italy. It’s as if she came home to her roots and the Tuscan countryside is welcoming her with open arms. The setting sun reflects off her rich chocolate strands, her skin seems to shimmer against the humid air, and—

I can nearly smell her heady scent of pussy as it tempts me to her. Her calling card beckons, and I’m losing the battle of not answering.

I’m watching her like a goddamn stalker who can’t get enough.

I’m craving her. I have a hunger like I’ve never had before.

She shouldn’t have left me.

Never. Should. Have. Left.

It’s time she learns this lesson.
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Chapter Four


Lyriope

I had slept through breakfast and lunch. I didn’t realize just how tired I was when I rested my head against the pillow. When I finally woke up, I had never been more grateful that Anton and Violet had a spaghetti with Bolognese sauce waiting.

“Don’t worry,” Violet says as she brings me the food. “We’re used to this. With the time change, the travel, and even our altitude, it takes our guests about a day to adjust.”

I don’t want to give away that this is my first experience with jet lag, Italy, and travel in general. I nod. “I needed this vacation. I’ve been so busy in New York.”

She smiles warmly as she pours me a glass of red wine. “Would you like some bread with this?”

I stare down at my dinner, my mouth watering, and I nod again. “Please.”

A gal could get used to this type of eating for sure.

I try my best to not look around and take in my surroundings as someone who’s never been in the room before. But the dining room is the most unique room I’ve ever experienced. The walls are stone, the flooring as well, but there are also large wooden wine barrels everywhere. There are also some large antique iron devices that I can’t make out.

Violet must see what I’m staring at when she arrives with a basket of bread. “Flour grinders,” she says. “This place used to be an old flour mill before it was bought and converted to an inn. And then your family bought it and turned it into their estate.”

“Ah yes,” I’m quick to say. “I remember that now. It’s been a while.”

My heart skips in fear that she reads into my face and can tell that this information is the first time I’m hearing it.

“Anton told me that you aren’t sure how long you’re staying,” she says, seemingly unaware that I’m holding this secret of my identity by a delicate thread.

“Taking it one day at a time,” I say, trying my best to mimic the carefree Sasha I know and love.

“Well, enjoy,” she says as she then leaves me to eat alone.

I’ve actually never eaten in a restaurant alone. And this most certainly feels like a restaurant. I’m not sure what to look at or how to act. It feels foreign and lonely. I also feel drunk with only a few sips of the wine, but I’m sure my disorientation to place and time is helping with that. I quickly eat as much as I can so not to offend Anton and Violet, but the amount of food on my plate would feed me for a week back home.

Home… I no longer have a home.

Will I ever have a home again?

Taking one last bite of the pasta, I decide that I have to shake off this dark cloud I’ve been carrying over me. I’m not going to be able to survive, outthink, and thrive if I allow the old Lyriope to take over. I’m not a victim. I’m a motherfucking queen. I have to keep telling myself this or…

Nick Hudson taught me in our short time together that I can be extraordinary if I put my mind to it.

And I have no choice but to put my mind to it.

I consider going for a walk before heading back to my room, but the sun is ready to set, and the idea of taking what’s left of the bottle of wine to my room and sitting on my balcony overlooking the waterfall as the sun lowers sounds heavenly. I’ll leave exploring the town and the area for tomorrow. I haven’t even seen the property yet other than my room and the dining room. But for now… I’ll start with the sunset over the river.

The room is chilly when I enter, and the dampness in the air sends a shiver down my spine. The glass doors to the balcony are open allowing the brisk air to blow the white curtains all around. Deciding to put the bottle of wine and glass outside before I go find a sweatshirt, I head straight to my ultimate destination.

I freeze the minute I reach the threshold.

I blink away my madness, telling myself it’s exhaustion causing hallucinations.

It can’t be real. He can’t be real.

“I’m ashamed of you,” Nick says as he leans back in the chair, his feet propped up on the table I was going to use to place the wine on. “I expected your game of hide-and-seek to be far more challenging. At least make me work for it a bit.”

The bottle of wine begins to slip from my hands, but Nick is quick to jump out of his seat, reach out and save it from its demise. He then takes the glass from me as well and fills it with wine.

“Thank you. I don’t mind if I do,” he says, bringing the full glass to his lips. His eyes lock with mine as he takes a seat again.

I can’t speak. I can’t move. I’m frozen in disbelief that he’s actually sitting a foot away from me.

“Aren’t you going to ask how I found you?” He gives one of his sinful smiles before he takes a long swallow of the cabernet.

“Does it matter?” I finally manage to squeak out. “I should have assumed you’d come for me.”

“Interesting fact,” he says, taking another drink. “I got wind from one of my sources at JFK that Sasha Morelli had booked a trip to Italy. She had a direct flight to Florence.” He leans toward the table and tops off his glass with more wine. “The interesting part of this story is that I got this tidbit of information as Harrison was speaking face-to-face with Sasha.” He taps the glass with his fingertips and chuckles. “Funny. How could she be on a flight to Italy and in Bishop’s Landing at the same time?”

I can’t read him no matter how hard I try. I can’t tell if he’s angry—

But of course he’s angry. He doesn’t show it at all. Nick Hudson is a master at hiding his emotions with that smile of his.

I ready myself for the fury that is about to be unleashed on me as he stands up and closes the distance between us.

“I’m sorry I left without saying goodbye. I just felt—”

His laugh cuts through my poor excuse of an apology and every ounce of bravado I can muster.

“I’m intrigued by you,” he says. “I can’t decide if you are extremely intelligent, or extremely stupid.”

His words feel like a slap to the face. His harshness and coldness breaks my heart because I never intended for any of this. If I could turn back time… But my pride also emerges, and my anger from being insulted simmers to the surface. I stiffen my spine and decide to speak my thoughts rather than squash them. “I feel the same about you. Intrigued.” I tilt my head, knowingly taunting. “Intelligent or stupid? You made it easy for me. I simply walked out the door.”

I have no idea why I’m rattling the cage of the beast. Why would I provoke this man? Why would I play with the devil when he’s only a few inches away from me?

He laughs again. “I’ll give you that, my dear. I was quite foolish in believing you wouldn’t try to escape. I was the fool, and I’m man enough to admit it.”

Something shifts—for the briefest of moments—in his demeanor. A flicker of sadness? A dash of pain in his eyes?

But as quickly as I see a change, he morphs back to the Nick Hudson I first met when we began this twisted tango of dark promises and threats.

“And why should I have stayed?” I ask, faking the toughest bravado that I can. “Because you signed a contract with a pen in my ass?” I huff and roll my eyes. “Hardly legal and binding.” I narrow my eyes on him. “I’m free to go wherever I choose to, and whenever I want to. You’re wasting your time here. I have no intention of leaving.”

Saying the words nearly sear my tongue. My heart tightens at the idea of Nick leaving without me, but the truth of the matter is he’s in danger being here. I left for a reason, and that reason was to keep him safe. Nothing has changed.

He laughs loudly, cuts it off midway, and then his face hardens. Deadly. Vengeful. And frankly, the most terrifying darkness seems to wash over him. This is the same person who almost cut off a man’s fingers in Wonderland. This is the man who kidnapped me and had me tied in his wine cellar. This is the man that I feared.

And right now… I’m suddenly really fucking scared.

I don’t need to worry about him… I need to worry about me.

“I misread you,” he begins. “I didn’t give you credit for being ruthless.”

“Ruthless?” I’ve been called many things, but never ruthless. I smirk to attempt to hide the quiver in my lip. “You have that one covered. Not me.”

“Oh, you are extremely ruthless. Did you not think of Dylan? His safety? His life?” He rubs his fingers over the ruby on top of his cane. “If you are intelligent rather than stupid, then you clearly did think of him and what would happen as retaliation for you breaking our contract. Which tells me you are ruthless. Casting your brother off…” He shakes his head and laughs. “…fucking ruthless.”

I freeze, prepared to fall to my knees and beg if I have to. No… no… oh God, what have I done?

His darkening eyes scan my face, lower down my body and then center on my eyes. “Did you choose yourself over your brother? Over your cousin? Did you not think there would be consequences?”

A sickness settles in my gut. “You wouldn’t do anything to them. That’s not the kind of game you play.”

“You changed the rules. We’ve started a new game now.”

His words are a slap to the face, a splash of cold water waking me to my new reality.

“Dylan?” My voice cracks. “Did you hurt him?”

He doesn’t answer. He just watches me.

I take a step closer, not sure if I should shatter into a million pieces and plead, or if I should wrap my hands around his neck and attempt to squeeze the life out of him.

“Did you hurt him?” My voice still sounds weak, and I hate myself for it.

“Not yet.” He crosses his leg over the other and casually leans back. “Unlike you, Lyriope, I don’t make life-and-death decisions on impulse.”

He’s right. He’s fucking right. I did act on impulse. I didn’t think. I wasn’t intelligent. I was so damn stupid. I was thinking of me, and only me.

Just like my mother.

I need to make this right. I need to fix this. I need to do whatever it takes to guarantee that Dylan and everyone in my life doesn’t have to suffer because of my choices. I have to do whatever it takes…

“I’m sorry, Nick. I know we had a contract. I know we had—”

“Fuck the contract,” he snaps. “This is not about that. It’s never been about that between us, and you fucking know it.”

I see him take a deep breath, then he drinks from his wineglass, visibly relaxing before my eyes. The way the man can morph from one emotion to the next is jarring, but I’m starting to expect nothing less. It’s what makes him so terrifying. You never know what you are going to get with Nick Hudson.

“Then why are you here?” I ask, my voice low and raspy. “Is there a debt still owed?”

“Shh.” He puts his finger to his mouth. “Take your clothes off,” is his only command.
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Chapter Five


Lyriope

“Nick… We shouldn’t do this. You need to leave and forget I was ever in your life. It’ll be easier for the both of us. Please.” Words are coming from my mouth but I’m not sure how. His stare is like a paralysis.

“Take. Your. Clothes. Off.”

“Please…”

We can’t go back, and yet, I’m terrified of what moving forward looks like. I can only hope we stop—for his sake… for my sake. We just need to stop.

As I open my mouth to protest, Nick is up, striking forward and pinning me to the wall by the neck before I can even process the act of domination.

“I said to take your clothes off.” He squeezes my neck as his eyes lock with mine.

He’s angry. He’s so fucking angry. But I can also see in the depths of his eyes that there is something more. Something deeper, something hidden, and something threatening to break free.

I part my lips to inhale but only wheeze instead. I can see the danger in his eyes, and I know I’ll break before he does. I’ll shatter into a million pieces before he’ll let me win this battle.

Putting up a fight, screaming, pleading, trying to run away—all will fuel this situation and make it worse. I know this. I absolutely know this. But maybe the reality is I don’t want to do any of those things. I don’t want to run from this man, but I do want his forgiveness. I do want him to understand that deep down I left because of him. For him. But something won’t allow me to confess that truth either.

My verity may always be under lock and key.

I do as he commands, stripping completely naked as his fingers hold my neck tightly. The chill of the room washes over my bare flesh, but I’ve never felt so hot.

“Good girl.” His breath caresses my cheek, but it feels as if it’s also a blade being used in warning.

As a reward for my forced submission, he releases his hold just enough so I can gasp for much needed air, and he guides me to my knees.

“Suck me,” he says as he lowers his pants revealing his hard cock that turns me on rather than scares me. I don’t want to reveal this fact in fear that he may go harder on me if he knows I’m getting wet rather than trembling.

His moan as my tongue licks along his length sends a shiver down my body. I love giving this man pleasure. As his hips thrust his cock further into my mouth, I dutifully bob my head up and down, paying my penance. Up and down, up and down is the cadence I silently chant. If this is my punishment, then I may become a very bad, bad girl far more often than I am.

He fists a chunk of my hair, pulling my face closer, shoving his dick all the way to the back of my throat. I gag around the size as his pubic hair surrounds my face. I can’t breathe, and as I place my hands on his thighs to attempt to pull away, he only holds me tighter against him.

He’s tense, unyielding, and fucking my face without mercy. I have to time my gasps of air when he pulls back just enough before he slams back even deeper than before. Even though I’m trying to break free, I can already tell that this will end on his terms. He decides when I can finally take a full breath of air, not me.

Uncontrolled tears stream down my face as I choke on his cock. I can do nothing more—he won’t allow me to do anything more—than swirl my tongue, tighten my lips, and hope he comes into my mouth soon.

I need air.

I need freedom.

But at the same time… I need this man.

“You will never try to escape again. You are mine until I say so. From this point on, you do nothing without my permission.” He moans and thrusts even deeper, finally filling my mouth with his creamy seed. “You can try to run, but I’ll always find you,” he grunts as he pumps his hips against my lips, emptying himself completely in the back of my throat.

He keeps his dick in my mouth until he regains his breath. I do nothing more but remain in position, swallowing the last remnants of his essence.

“Stand up,” he commands as he pulls up his pants.

I do so, not allowing in the panic that is knocking on my soul when I see him reach for his cane and hold it up before me. My body involuntarily shakes when I see him remove the ruby that conceals the blade.

“Two fingers,” he says, firmness masking any of the kindness I once saw back in Bishop’s Landing.

“Nick, please.” I take a few steps backwards, knowing there is nothing but stone wall behind me.

“Two fingers,” he repeats.

“Nick…”

The thought of him cutting off my fingers nearly collapses my knees. I can’t imagine the unbearable pain of having it done. Can I live the rest of my life without two fingers? How long does it take to heal? How long would I bleed? How many stitches would it take to mend the severed digits?

Oh God, is this my reality?

Am I truly about to lose two fingers because of this?

“I’m sorry. Please don’t do this,” I beg.

Tears begin to stream down my face. I can’t keep a strong appearance like Maxim had done before his fingers were nearly sliced off. I can’t pretend I’m not afraid. I can’t simply allow this without screaming and crying and doing whatever it takes to prevent it. I’ll have zero shame in begging to keep all my fingers.

He takes large steps toward me, his cane hitting heavy on the flagstone flooring. “There’re consequences for what you’ve done.” He backs me all the way against the wall. “Two fingers.”

I put my palm against his chest, feeling his heart beat. “Don’t do this, Nick. Please don’t. Please.” I can barely get the words out between my sobs. “I’ll do anything.”

He shakes his head. His eyes locked with mine. “You can’t be allowed to get away with this without there being a punishment. Two fingers. I’m sorry, but I can’t let this go without acting. I’m a man of conviction. You know this.”

“Be a man of mercy,” I plead.

“I’m sorry. Two fingers.”

He raises his cane, my eyes darting to the blade on top.

“No, no.” This can’t be happening. No.

Nick raises the cane up, the knife now on full display. I hold my breath. I have no choice but to wait.

Do I at least get to choose which two fingers are cut off?

Nick holds up two fingers with his free hand to show me which ones he plans to cut off. “These two.” It’s his index and middle finger.

Then without warning, he takes his two fingers and shoves them up my pussy. He drops his cane to the floor, uses his free hand to prop himself against the wall, and begins finger-fucking my pussy with his two fingers.

Over and over, he shoves them hard inside of me. Tears fall from my eyes as I process the emotions of relief of him not actually cutting my fingers off and the sensation of having him fuck my pussy instead. Fear blends with the impending orgasm, and I don’t know what to do other than allow my muscles to give way. I fall to the floor as my legs can no longer hold my weight. Nick guides me down as his fingers are still firmly rooted inside of me.

Once I’m lying on the ground, he positions himself over me and says, “Two fingers.” And shoves them even deeper inside of me. I’ve never been more relieved to have all my digits intact and someone else’s fucking me.

I’m strong.

But not strong enough to resist him.

I’m nothing but a woman. A woman with a burning need and a hunger I can’t control.

I ran from him. I escaped him. I shouldn’t be here, doing this, but how the hell am I supposed to resist?

My mother fights addiction. Not me. Never have I suffered from that in my life.

Until now.

Nick Hudson is my addiction. An addiction far greater than any junkie could experience. I know this. I can feel it. But I have no desire to fight the urge any longer.

“I warned you,” he growls, lying above me, his palm braced against the stone floor of the room. “I told you there would be consequences.”

His lips brush far too lightly and much too briefly over my mouth before moving down to trace along the column of my neck, causing me to groan and quiver as I turn my head to the side, allowing him easier access. His tongue licks along my collarbone, and goose bumps break out over my flesh. I’m so immersed in the sensations he’s creating I haven’t even noticed his two fingers are no longer inside of me, and I miss the fullness.

“Fuck me,” I beg, my body on fire for more.

“Shhh,” he says with a smile and a look in his eyes that has my pussy clutching in expectation of what’s hopefully to come.

Perhaps I should be shocked this man doesn’t immediately get down to the business of shoving his cock inside of my tight hole, claiming his conquest over me. But instead, he shifts position to prop himself up on one elbow while the index finger of his free hand traces along my collarbone. His touch is featherlight, and yet I feel a burning rivaling that of a blade being used rather than his finger.

“Tell me why,” Nick says as his finger continues its journey. “Why I shouldn’t strangle you right now? Why I shouldn’t walk out that door with your dead body left behind. Tell me why I shouldn’t end all this effort you caused me.”

His fingers grip my neck and apply pressure.

“I did it for you,” I begin softly. “When I saw your boat on fire, I knew it was because of me being in your house.” I swallow against the palm of his hand. His hold on me firm but not yet restricting. “I don’t want to be the cause of something happening to you.”

My eyes well, so I shut them. I’d given him a glimpse of my feelings for him but refuse to do anymore. Not right now. Not with him vengeful and angry.

With nothing but darkness behind my closed eyes and a deafening silence around me, I can do nothing but wait.

Wait to see what Nick will do next.

Finally, I hear a low, raspy voice ask, “Are you scared of me?”

So fucking scared. Terrified. Not just because his hand is on my throat, but for so many reasons I can’t even process them all. Since meeting Nick, I have felt like I’ve been falling down a deep hole that leads to a land of complete chaos and madness. I can’t resist the insanity that suffocates all reason inside of me. One minute I feel weak, and the next I feel strong. One minute I’m full of lust and passion, and the next fury and rage. I’m scared and yet I’m safe. It’s a yo-yo of emotions when it comes to Nick.

Yes, I’m scared of the man. Absolutely yes.

“I know you won’t kill me,” I admit, opening up my eyes to stare at him with renewed strength. “I don’t fear you in that way.”

“How do you fear me?”

“I fear the power you have over my body. I fear that I can’t resist you even when I should be screaming and demanding for you to get off of me. I fear that the more terrifying you are, the more I want you.”

“Then you’re a fucking fool.”

I nod in agreement as his mouth claims mine in a kiss of aggression, in possession, and in domination.

I can’t be quiet… not when he releases my neck and touches my skin again, this time his tongue finding my nipple. I moan his name again, back arching, breath coming in pants as his lips close around my left nipple. As his tongue flicks across the throbbing bud, I can also feel the heat of his erection pressed against the opening of my pussy.

I attempt to raise my hips, wanting to force his cock inside of me.

“No,” he barks.

The word is uttered against my breast, his teeth never releasing his wicked bite, and yet it’s said with an authority I can’t deny. Stubborn and determined, I arch my back and shift my hips. His cock slides against my folds, hardness telling me he’s as aroused as I, his cock leaking pre-cum on my flesh as his lips and tongue leave wet heat against my nipples.

“Take me,” I say, making my own demand. “I want to pay back my debt. Finally.”

His threats and aggression have stirred my desire into a boiling cauldron.

I want it rough.

I want it dark and dirty.

I feel like there’s a demon inside me, a raw animalistic side of me ready to be set free.

As his mouth moves down the valley between my breasts, tongue sliding along flesh burning hotter every moment, I slip my hand between us. And the moment his lips close around my right nipple, I close my fingers around his thick, throbbing shaft. His groan has my hand tightening around a girth that causes my pussy to throb.

God, he’s big. Huge, hot, and so wickedly mean as he doesn’t immediately move to slip inside me but only begins to thrust his hips ever so slowly, fucking my fist even as he continues to taste, lick, and bite my breast.

Two can play this game.

Releasing my grip, I rake my nails down his length as I try to take control of this little scene.

Before I can blink, Nick sits up, flips me over onto my stomach, and slaps my ass hard. Taking hold of my hair, he yanks back and brings his lips to my ear. “You follow my lead,” he growls as his mouth moves to my neck and he sucks my flesh between his teeth.

“We have a contract,” I say with a gasp as the suck becomes a bite. “I’m trying to fulfill—”

“You don’t do the demanding,” he says, fingers closing around the flesh he smacks and squeezes hard. “I do.”

I should protest that Neanderthal claim, yet my body doesn’t give a shit about feminism. All it cares about is feeling his hands on it—on every inch of it. I wiggle my ass beneath the hand still resting on my cheek.

“Was that spank the best you got?”

“Fuck,” he whispers as my heart thunders joyfully in my chest, but the sensation’s countered by the agonizing pulse between my legs begging for release. “Fucking hell, dirty girl. You’re more like me than I ever could have hoped.”

A sharp tug has my head lifting and turning as his lips find mine, the kiss is demanding, his tongue pushing inside to dance with mine. I buck up, not caring how wanton I must look as I grind my ass against any part of him I can reach.

“I thought you were a man of action,” I taunt.

“Oh I’ll act,” he warns with another slap of my ass. “You’re going to regret tempting me to completely unleash.”
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Chapter Six


Nick

She’s a goddamn master game player. She’s winning no matter how hard I try to resist. Her spoken words—her truth—is a move on the chessboard I can’t seem to counter. Her words stab at me, they cripple me, they distort every emotion in my body.

She admits her desire freely. She confesses her passion. She doesn’t hide her need and it’s weakening the defenses of my strategy.

But. I. Don’t. Lose.

Lyriope will not be the victor over me.

I groan at the incredible feel of her grinding against me, pissed at my own vocal reveal. She arches her back, breathing heavily with desire which has my cock harder than I’ve ever been before. There’s something so sexy about this girl. Lyriope Bailey/Morelli isn’t the virginal little innocent she appears to be. She’s a secret dirty girl who likes it raw and filthy. She just hasn’t been given the opportunity yet.

The thought of corrupting her, of bringing her out of her shell, is too damn tempting, and I almost can’t stand it. She thinks she knows what she wants, but I’m going to show this girl just how much she doesn’t know.

She thrusts against me, alternating her pressure and speed, screwing with me, taunting me even further. I grin even as I grit my teeth. I refuse to hand the control over to Lyriope no matter how hard she tries to take it.

As if my brain has switched up a gear, I grab hold of her hair again and yank it harder in sexual warning.

I am in control, and the sooner she learns that, the better.

But at the same time, I’m losing control. Maybe I’ve lost it completely, never to find it again. Nothing I’ve done when it comes to this woman speaks of a controlled man. Harrison knows it, and so does everyone else who has witnessed this woman’s hold on me.

Everything’s crazy. Everything’s madness.

I came to Italy for her. And yet… she came to Italy for me.

She sacrificed her own safety for me.

The power of that knowledge sinks in and weighs on me heavy as I know this is not just some chick to fuck. She’s more. This altered reality and world she and I have created is more.

Much as I’m enjoying myself, I don’t want to claim that virginity of hers yet, not when there’s so much of her body left to explore—over and over again. Fucking her is ending this part of our game, and I’m not ready to lay down my cards. I’m not the true victor yet, and I know Lyriope knows that too.

And with how hard my cock throbs, I need to regain the upper hand. I need to feel, taste, and smell every last bit of her arousal. I want to hear her mewls and moans with every stinging pull of her hair. I want this woman to learn that no doubt she’s mine. She’ll never run from me again.

Never.

I’ll make damn sure she doesn’t.

Giving her ass another hard slap, I flip her again, this time onto her back. Even as she gasps at the sting of the single swat, I slam my body into hers, kissing her hard, feeling her bucking against me. I know she wants me, that she’ll love for me to simply take her, but that isn’t going to happen—not yet.

Not when I haven’t seen her face contort in pure pleasure and lust mixed with pain. I want to make her fall apart, to cause her to scream out my name. Wanting to taste her, I run my mouth down her body, pausing to feast again on her nipples, tugging one and then the other away from her body with my teeth. This brings on a beautiful hiss as she arches up to lessen the pull.

I savor this moment, to see how far I can push things with this woman. To see how spontaneous she is and how much pain she can take… how far on the dark side I can bring her. And from the way she cries out in lust as I pull my head back, elongating the tender bud clamped between my teeth, I can tell we are going to have a whole lot of sinful fun together.

As my lips brush her skin, she gasps loudly, groaning and writhing, looking sexier than I ever had seen a woman look before. I might have had my fun with sexually adventurous women in my life, but this one actually means something to me. I feel something for her. There’s no denying this fact. Her raw energy seems to match mine, and it makes my cock want to explode at the thought of what we can have.

“Oh my God,” she whispers anxiously as my mouth finds her thighs.

She’s trembling, tensing up, pushing her pussy into my face for more. She isn’t shy. She knows exactly what she wants, and I’m the least bit surprised when she demands, “Stop teasing me. Please just fuck me… please.”

Not caving to her pleas, I inhale the sweetness of her. She’s hot and wet, and it absolutely damn near kills me that I can’t thrust hard into that tight cunt of hers. But I still need a taste. And there’s still a lesson to be learned.

I bend closer, allowing my breath to trickle over her clit, which has her breaths coming out short and fast and her fingers sliding into my hair, gripping hard as she yanks me to her core. Reaching up, I pull her hands free, taking both wrists in my fists and pinning her arms above her head.

“Naughty,” I chastise before lowering my head to where nirvana awaits.

I dip lower, running kisses all over her slit before the passion wraps a tight knot around me. I can no longer hold back, no longer continue to tease because the desire for more is rippling right through my dick, controlling all my actions.

I alternate between plunging my tongue inside her and flicking it over her clit while holding her in position so that she can’t do anything but take whatever I give her. She writhes and moans, but I still don’t feel satisfied. I nudge her legs wider with my nose, giving me more access to the very center of her. She opens up to me, her thighs falling apart as the pleasure grips her, which has me even needier.

“Yes,” she cries out loudly, as if she doesn’t give a shit if anyone in the Morelli vacation home hears her. “I can’t take it anymore. Please. I need you. I want you. Fuck me.”

I swat her pussy with the tips of my fingers. “You aren’t in control.” I slap her delicate flesh again and again, alternating on each side of her pussy lips.

Crying out, she freezes for a moment as if shocked at my actions and then moans and bucks against my hand some more.

Flipping her over onto her stomach, I spank her ass repeatedly, warming up my intended target. Nudging her legs apart, I swat her again, peppering her pale flesh until I see a rosy glow. Not once does she resist or cry out for mercy. She remains in position, moaning with each punishing blow.

“You like your ass spanked, naughty girl?” I say through clenched teeth as I wallop her upturned behind.

“Yes. Harder,” she moans between delightful whimpers of passion as she pushes her hips up, begging for more.

I give her exactly what she asks for, spanking her how I choose and no longer holding back, delivering one searing slap after another. I’m no longer concerned if she can handle the pain. It’s obvious she can. Oh yes, this vixen will feel my discipline until she begs for mercy. And as her moans turn to cries and gasps, I truly feel like the punishment has begun.

“Please, Nick,” she pleads.

“Beg harder,” I order as I spread her ass cheeks and spank her anus with my fingertips.

Squealing, she bucks against my hand. “Oh fuck! Please! I’m begging you. Fuck me. Please.”

I spank her anus one final time and then turn her over on her back again. With her legs spread wide, I spank her pussy a few more times, her cries sharp as my fingertips connect with her clit before I move up to her breasts where I slap them with fingers wet with the juices from her pussy.

“Nick!” Her eyes are closed as she arches her back. “Please,” she barely whispers as she slowly opens her eyes and stares directly at me. The look she gives me is enough for me almost to come right then and there.

My heart pounds as I move my face away from her. I take a quick second to look around, to remember all that happened since meeting this woman, before my eyes turn back on the beauty who lies beneath me.

I want to regain sanity, but the crazy has taken hold.

Dark wavy hair spills out around her like a halo against the stone of the floor. Her breasts rise and fall at rapid speed, drawing my attention to her wet pussy. She’s the one begging, and yet I’m the one going completely insane. I know there’s no way I can continue on without my cock buried deep inside of her.

I positioned myself over her writhing body. “Consequences. It’s time to pay up.”

I smile at her before she pulls me in for another deep and passionate kiss. While my hands run through her hair, and her nails dig into my back, I rub my cock all over her pussy, coating it in her juices. I then tease her back entrance with the head of my dick, sending what I hope are tantalizing, forbidding, and even nervous thoughts racing through her brain.

Her eyes widen as I push against her anus. “Not there.”

“Yes, here.” I push just a little further.

“Please no. Not my ass. My pussy.”

“Your ass,” I growl. “Consequences.”

“You’ve already fucked my ass. Multiple times. Please. It’s time for my pussy.” I breach the puckered entrance. “You can’t keep fucking me there!”

“I can. I will. And I plan to fuck this ass again, and again, and again.”

I’m giving her just enough of my cock for her to feel how wide I’m going to spread her.

I’m not a small man, and I know the first thrust inside her is going to sting. With her arousal as our only lubrication, this is going to burn like a bitch as I take this ass again.

My cock twitches at the thought of her tiny and sweet cry as I spread her hole wide.

“Nick—”

I stop her in her tracks by pushing my way into her, causing her to gasp loudly.

“It hurts!”

“Did you think your punishment wouldn’t?” I push deeper inside her, watching her bite her lips as I do.

“It’s too big.” She’s breathless and her chest heaves beneath me.

The friction with little lube is making it harder to enter her, but the sadist in me is liking the pain I cause.

Penance for all this trouble.

Payment for her crime.

If she thought her tale with me would be a love story, she now knows how wrong she was.

Fucking the villain hurts.

Her tight little hole constricts my cock causing my heart to stop for a second. My dick fits so well and yet is being squeezed to almost painful limits. How am I supposed to resist someone who makes me feel this way? Her tight asshole, her pouty lips kissing me, her intoxicating moans, and the heat of her body that has become my everything right now.

She starts to meet my thrusts, clinging on to me for dear life as her walls contract around my shaft.

“That’s right,” I coo. “Let that orgasm come. You like having this ass fucked.”

She nods as she meets my next thrust with as much force as I give.

I’m the dominant one, the male, the alpha, and yet it’s my heart that flutters with excitement that she likes the fucking pain as much as I do. I have the strong, intense feeling this is going to be the start of something new, something amazing, and I can’t wait to see where it leads us. Hell, I’m stupid enough to think it’s going to be easy or like some sort of fairy tale with a road that leads unerringly to happily ever after. But right now, she’s mine. I have her. All is good in the world. My world.

“Now, Lyriope. Come now,” I demand as I play with her clit. I feel my balls drawing up, but I want to see her completion first.

With a cry, she obeys, her head arching back as she explodes. Her convulsions cause her ass to close like a vise around my cock, each contraction having a strength I’m absolutely incapable of resisting.

As I finally explode in the glorious release I’ve been craving, my cum shooting into her tight ass, Lyriope’s lips press hard against mine, building our bond even more intensely.

She is mine.

I’m sure of it, and no matter how hard it becomes, or who demands it, I have absolutely no intention of ever letting her go again.


[image: ‡]
Chapter Seven


Lyriope

“I thought you were going to chop off my fingers,” I say as my body and mind seem to connect once again after moments of feeling as if I was floating away into a world of bliss.

“Why would you think that?” he asks with a smirk.

I want to trace my tongue along his upturned lips. I recognize this Nick. I remember this side of him. It’s familiar even as it’s foreign. His smile soothes me just as much as it scares me. The tug-of-war between emotions when it comes to this paradox of a man spins my mind and casts it into a sea of confusion and bedlam.

“Oh I don’t know. The memory of your threats is forever seared into my brain.”

He chuckles at my dark humor, then stands up from the floor.

Naked.

So very, very naked.

His body… Jesus Christ, his body. The way the moonlight shines in from the veranda and reflects off his tattoos makes him appear as if he’s a painted god. The man is chiseled stone. A perfect masterpiece. For the first time, I notice he has a tattoo of playing cards on his back thigh. A king of spades, a queen of hearts, and an ace of diamonds. They are surrounded in a tea party setting. Bright colors, chipped and intricate teacups, and little cookies on a table that say “eat me”. A Wonderland painting in full display, and I’m fascinated by the true art that has been expertly crafted onto his body.

“Do you have scars all over your body?” I ask him, remembering that he told me his tattoos cover his scars. And since he has tattoos all over his body, I wonder if that means scars are everywhere too.

“For the most part,” he says as he walks over to the veranda and looks out.

The way the moonlight highlights his outer edges almost give off a paranormal vibe. Like he’s a vampire king looking out over his empire.

“Is there any room left on your body for more tattoos?”

My eyes are fixated now on a tree that runs up his side. There are fireflies swirling around it, and it nearly appears to be lit up. His body is truly art and watching him before me is better than entering any gallery in the world. No artist could measure up to all the perfection inked onto his skin.

I wish I could paint him. I wonder what colors I would use? Would there be a thick and heavy black around him with pops of bold and bright colors? He’s both. Dark but also so very bright. The painting would be gothic, macabre, and even evil. And yet it would also be whimsy, joyous, and exciting. If I could truly capture this man in a painting or even in one of my sculptures, it would no doubt be a masterpiece.

“A little.” He glances over his shoulder at me for a brief moment and adds, “The part of me that isn’t scarred.”

His words are like a slice to my flesh. So full of pain even in the simplicity of the sentence.

I want to hold him right now. I want to lift to my knees, extend my arms and embrace this man before me. But it’s not him in the flesh who I want to hold. It’s the broken boy inside of him. I see this child. I can almost hear his tormented cries. For the briefest of moments I can see the terrifying monster before me transition to a lonely boy who has no choice but to become a beast or be devoured. Choices were made. Survival had to happen.

Nick was not born the villain. Life simply swallowed him up, and when he crawled out from the pit of the belly… a cane-toting, dark-souled madman emerged.

But that boy who desperately needs to be loved is still there. I know it. Whether Nick wanted to or not—he revealed that little boy for the briefest of moments.

“Nick…” I say, waiting for him to turn and face me again. “I’m sorry. I’m not just saying that because you’re angry. I’m not just saying it because you’re here and—I’m sorry I left without saying goodbye. I didn’t even leave a note, and… well… you deserved better.”

His eyes seem to soften, and I can see his Adam’s apple bob as he swallows.

“I acted impulsively—”

“So did I—by coming here.” He pauses for the briefest of moments. “In truth… the best people do,” he adds. “Act impulsively. Our guts are the voice we should listen to. You and I are alike in that way.”

“I didn’t mean to make you feel I’m not grateful—”

“I’ve never asked for your gratitude,” he cuts in.

“But I should give it. I’ve pulled you into my mess, and that’s why I left. I’m done making my problems others’.”

“You didn’t pull me in. I stepped into this situation. This is of my making.” He stretches his arms over his head, tilting his head to the side to work out the kinks, his lean body causing a yearning for more of his touch to stir inside of me. “Don’t try to write the narrative in this story incorrectly. I’m not the victim. You aren’t the victim. We are the victors. Apologies are not for a time like this.”

“So you aren’t mad?” A flicker of relief washes over me, and I start to feel as if Dylan and Sasha’s life may not be in danger any longer.

As long as I… behave.

“Oh, I’m fucking mad,” he says. “Beyond. But”—he tilts his head and looks at me—“don’t apologize for doing what you had to do for you. It may not be the best for me, or for anyone else. But if you had to do it for you. Stand by your decision. Consequences or not, be confident in the choices you make. Right or wrong. Safe or not. They are yours to make.”

I nod, not sure what to make of his words. The man confuses me, but then again, he always has. He makes me feel strong even though I’m at his mercy. He raises me up even as he holds me with a constricting grasp. He gives me the power to soar even though he holds the dagger to the feathers of my wings. There is no black and white with this man. There is no clear or straight line. I can’t read him because all the words that describe this man are jumbled on the page.

Who is this man? And why does he make me feel the way I do?

“Why did you come to Italy?” I ask again, realizing I never got an answer when I first asked.

“For you.” His answer is simple. Firm. Nothing more than a simple truth.

“Yes, but why?”

He stares out the veranda doors again. Silence is heavy in the room.

“We’re leaving,” Nick says as he begins packing what little I have.

I’m still naked, barely caught my breath from the most erotic reunion known to man. “Why? Where are we going?”

Nick pauses, looks at my naked body and smiles. He then tosses a dress my way to signal it’s time to get dressed. “If I found you this easily, so will someone else.”

Not wanting to argue with him—especially since he’s probably right, I get up and prepare to leave.

“What did you say to the caretakers?” he asks. “Why do they think you’re here?”

“They think I’m Sasha, and I told them I didn’t know how long I would be here. I told them I was just going day by day.”

Nick nods, seemingly satisfied with that answer. “Good. Tell them you met up with a boyfriend and decided to travel to Switzerland and then maybe Austria after that.”

I smirk. Boyfriend… ha. As if Nick Hudson could ever be my boyfriend. The thought is absurd.

“Okay,” I say, reaching for my shoes. “Are we going back to Bishop’s Landing?”

He shakes his head. “Not yet. After the boat fire, I don’t think Bishop’s Landing is a good place for either of us to be. Not until we get to the bottom of who did it. And… I’m sure you already know that the men around that table at Wonderland want you in their possession. So until I figure out—” He takes a deep breath, walks over to the veranda and closes the window. “We’ll take some time to enjoy Italy while all the details get worked out.”
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Chapter Eight


Nick

It’s a warm night, and the top is down on the sports car. I considered putting the top on, but I need the fresh air. I need the constant blast of air to smack some reality and focus back into me. I hadn’t intended to fuck her ass. I hadn’t intended to touch the woman at all. I wanted to scare the holy shit out of her. I wanted her to plead for mercy. I wanted her to cry and beg for her loved ones’ lives. I wanted to make her pay for playing with my emotions and frankly having my balls in a goddamn vise.

Maybe I should have just cut off her two fingers to teach her a lesson.

But no.

I decided to once again… let down my fucking guard.

I see her looking out the car as we pull off the dirt road and enter the village. Her focus is on a little gelato shop that sits on the edge of the river. Sadness seems to wash over her.

“Sasha said that place is life changing. That I shouldn’t miss trying the gelato.” She sighs. “I guess for another time.”

Glancing at the clock to see it’s two in the morning, I realize I’ve lost all sense of time. But regardless, if Lyriope wants gelato, she’ll get gelato. I pull off to the side of the cobblestone street and turn off the car.

“What are you doing?” Lyriope asks as I walk around the car and open her door, extending my hand to help her out.

“I’m not one to ever miss out on life-changing opportunities.”

“It’s in the middle of the night,” she says, her eyes darting to the dark and closed shop.

If it weren’t for the full moon, I wonder if we’d be able to see it at all. The stone walls seem to blend in with the natural surroundings.

I take her by the hand and walk to the front door. Glancing around, I can see there is a small stairway leading up to an apartment that is above the shop. I’m assuming it’s the storekeeper’s residence, so I decide it will be better knocking on that door rather than the store’s.

“Nick,” Lyriope whispers, tugging on my arm. “We should leave. We can’t just go up there and knock—”

I pull her up the stairs as she protests and knock loudly once, pause, and then twice.

“They might call the police,” Lyriope says, attempting to yank me off the stair landing.

I ignore her.

I can hear movement on the other side of the thick door and the sound of a small dog barking. A light turns on inside and the door cracks open.

“Yes?” an elderly man asks.

I reach into my pocket and pull out a money clip full of hundred-dollar bills. I raise it high enough so the man can see it. “We’ve heard that you have gelato that can’t be missed. We’re leaving the area right now and don’t want to miss out. I’m hoping you can make an exception for us and open your shop.” I wiggle the money clip. “For a generous price, of course.”

His eyes focus on the money, then at me, and then back on the money. He opens the door a little wider revealing he’s in pajamas and a robe. He takes a minute to rub his eyes, pat down his hair, and then nods. “Give me ten minutes,” he says in a very thick Italian accent.

When he closes the door, I escort Lyriope back to the front of the shop so we can wait. “See? Simple.”

“You woke the man up!”

“I’m about to pay his monthly expenses for two scoops of gelato. I don’t think he minds,” I say as I lead us to a small iron bench to the right of the door. “Sometimes you have to ask for what you want.”

“You didn’t ask, you demanded.”

“Well… sometimes you have to demand as well.”

The door finally opens, and the shop owner is welcoming us with a smile. A woman, who I assume is his wife, is also inside at the counter. She’s in a robe with disheveled hair, but also greeting us with a smile as we enter the small gelato shop.

“I made it all fresh yesterday,” the man says, as he’s pulling out the large containers of gelato. “It’s a recipe that has been passed down from generation to generation. I was taught how to do this as a young boy.” Although his accent is thick, and not every single English word comes out clearly, it’s still easy to understand the man.

“I was told that you had the best in all of Italy,” Lyriope says as she approaches the glass counter and peers inside to decide what flavor she wants. “I’m really sorry to have disturbed you.” She gives me a side eye, but she can’t hide the glee in her eyes at being able to do this at such an hour.

“No problem at all,” the wife says as she anxiously awaits us to come and pay for the gelato so she can return to her slumber. Her accent is so thick that I’m not sure if she’d be able to actually have a full English conversation.

“Limone,” Lyriope finally says once she’s decided on a flavor.

“Pistachio,” I say as I walk over to the wife and hand her the entire contents of my money clip. I’m not sure how much money is in it, but no doubt it will have made this worth the couple’s time.

I don’t want to hold the old man and his wife any longer, so rather than eating the gelato in the shop, I lead Lyriope outside to the bench that we had sat on while we waited.

“Thank you,” Lyriope says as she licks the edges of her cone. She looks up at me and locks eyes with mine. “You didn’t have to do this, but now that I have it… thank you.”

I give her a nod, happy she’s so pleased.

We sit in silence for several moments as we eat, listening to the sound of the river flowing next to us, and looking up at the starry sky. It’s simple. It’s peaceful. It’s just the two of us in an insane world so full of mayhem, destruction, and sinister plans and thoughts. But right now. It’s calm. Right now, it is just us alone.

“So I have a question,” Lyriope says. “Why do the Morellis and the Constantines hate each other so much?”

I sigh. “I think book after book could be written to describe their family war. In all honesty, I don’t know. But did we know why Romeo and Juliet’s families hated each other truly? Sometimes hate simply exists no matter what happens, no matter what bridges are formed, no matter what truces are made. Hate is an emotion that can never truly vanish.”

“Why do you think the Constantines came after me? To kill me?”

Shaking my head, I answer, “I don’t think they’d kill you.” I pause to consider that thought. “Maybe threaten to? Maybe. But I think they simply want you as a tool. As a dangling taunt to Bryant. I think they just wanted to fuck with him, and still do.”

“So you don’t think my life is in danger?” She licks her gelato, and it’s hard not to want that tongue licking my cock.

Looking away to be able to focus on the conversation, I say, “I think tempers make people do foolish things. I think that the Morellis could push the Constantines to a point where they act without thinking. In fact, I think anyone could be pushed by the Morellis and do something just to prove to Bryant and his spawn that they are not the all powerful. This is not their kingdom, and we will not all bow down to them. I think that you—in a way—represent the fact that the Morellis can’t control everything. Their threats and pumping of their chests don’t work on everyone.”

“Like you,” she says. “You don’t seem afraid of anyone.”

“I’m not. I let go of fear a long time ago.”

“But you went to their party. You invited them to Wonderland.”

“I respect them. I’ve had a long-time working relationship with them. But I have never seen them as ruling over me. As better than me. I don’t take orders from Bryant, from a single Constantine, or from anyone else. There is one person in my kingdom, and that is me.” I toss the rest of my gelato into the garbage can, having enough of the sweet. “I work with people. Never for.”

“Will they kill you for being with me now? If they knew?” she asks, biting into her cone as the gelato has disappeared.

“They can try. Again… not afraid.”

“So is that why you followed me to Italy? Because you want them to know you aren’t afraid of them?”

I stand from the bench and extend my hand to hers. “Let’s get going,” I say to avoid answering the question.

The reality is I have no fucking clue why I’m in Italy. I don’t know why I followed her here.

Or maybe I do…

Maybe I know exactly why I’m here, with her…

I just don’t want to face that truth.

She shoves the last of her cone into her mouth and takes my hand. “That was so good. Sasha was right.”

“Is your life changed now?” I ask as we walk to the car.

“My life is most certainly changed. That’s for sure.” She sits in the car and looks up at me as I close the door for her. “I just don’t know what happens next in my life. I don’t know what changes are coming next.”

I give her a wicked smile as my answer. My go-to. My shield. My pause button when I don’t know how to stop what’s coming. I grin from ear to ear to unbalance my opponent. I morph from the Mad Hatter to the Cheshire Cat in my Wonderland. It’s what I do. It’s what I know.

I know she wants more. I know she wants answers.

For now, she gets the smile, a sports car, a night drive through the Tuscan countryside, and the unknown of what comes next.
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Chapter Nine


Lyriope

Wild and free, my hair swirls around me as we drive in the most beautiful country imaginable. I believe, after what I’ve seen, that I’ve truly seen the most beautiful country in the world. If there are other countries that can top this place… I can’t see how that’s possible. The sun is rising in the distance, giving a warmth in the horizon that is greeting us as we drive closer and closer to its heat.

If I die today—which could happen considering my current life choices—I will die at least experiencing a bucket list of a lifetime. Tuscany and the rising sun. Priceless. Worthy of dying for.

There is no one else on the back roads we are driving. Just Nick and me. Alone and yet I’ve never felt less lonely. A war of emotions battles inside of me. He’s essentially kidnapping me again. I’m his captive like before. And yet, I want to reach out and hold his hand. I want to rest my head on his shoulder and cuddle up against him as the romance of my setting is washing over me. I want to call him honey or sweetie and whisper sweet nothings into his ear. I want to be gooey and sappy and be his girlfriend. I want to be the leading couple in a romance novel. I want the ooh and aah and the love story that keeps people turning the pages.

I want so much, and yet, the reality is we are not any of that. Not in this world. Not where I’m at. Nick and I are two people in a battle against others and in an entanglement with each other. His tattooed hand on the steering wheel, his dark eyes as he stares ahead, and his firm jaw line all remind me that this is not a man who cuddles. This is not a man who will call me terms of endearment as he takes the steps of ordinary. Nothing about this man is ordinary, and nothing about this man is a romance novel.

“Home sweet home,” Nick says as we drive down a dirt road toward a town that sits on the edge of a hillside.

“What is this place?”

“It’s a town called El Boro. I own the winery here, and I also own all the buildings.”

“You own the entire town? Who owns an entire Italian town?”

“I do,” he says with a laugh. “It’s a small town. There are only a few buildings. Other than the winery and restaurant at the base of the hill, there is an old medieval church, a few villas, and a couple of old shops. None of them are operational at the moment.”

“Why not?”

He shrugs. “I’m keeping it to myself right now. It’s mine.”

“You’re keeping an Italian town to yourself?” I ask in disbelief.

He laughs at my shock. “There are a lot of little towns in Italy that are vacant or nearly abandoned. Generations have died off and no one has come in to give new life. I simply bought one of these towns and not ready to jumpstart it yet. Someday.”

“Someday?”

“And it’s a good thing I haven’t yet,” he adds. “It’s going to serve as a good hideaway while we figure shit out.” He points to the view of what feels like all of Tuscany down below the town. “Back in history when all these Italian villages were at war, this village served as a lookout point. Italians would build these structures on the top of the tallest hill so they could see the approaching armies and prepare. As you can see, there is no way anyone could get to this town undetected. You could see them coming miles away.” He chuckles. “I’ll get us some security to man the towers and we’ll be able to see our enemies coming. No surprises.”

“We aren’t at war.”

His laugh and his smile vanish. “You have no idea. We are. It’s a modern-day war. It’s a war in our world. But nevertheless, it’s a war.”

“Because of me,” I mumble more to myself than to him, remembering our conversation over gelato. “I still don’t understand why I’m so important to these people. It truly is ridiculous. I’m nobody. Bryant hasn’t wanted to have a thing to do with me up until now. But all of a sudden, he does? Explain that to me.”

“Ego. Power,” Nick says. “And Bryant’s enemies know that those two things will make him pay whatever he needs to in order to maintain them. He won’t give them up.” Nick pulls off the dirt road onto a cobblestone one. If you even call it a road. “The thing that has made this even messier is that every man involved—including me—suffers from the same ego and power. We don’t want to let it go either. So, you are simply the trophy at the end. And none of us want to lose.”

We pass the winery and the restaurant, and Nick continues to drive up the path toward the old village, and my heart stops.

“We’re going to drive up that street?” I screech. “It’s the size of a walking path. I don’t think it’s meant for cars.”

“We can do it,” he says, slowing down but still moving forward.

“There’s a cliff on the right side.” I take hold of the car handle to open the door. “I’ll walk.”

Nick doesn’t give me time to get out, but instead begins to drive up the treacherous road. If I were to try to get out of the car now, I’d fall to my death. There is not even an inch of ground to stand on the right side of me.

I close my eyes and clutch the seat. I can’t look. I can’t watch my life end this way.

“It’s fine,” Nick says calmly. “I’ve driven up this road before. Delivery trucks much larger have made their way up this road. Don’t worry.”

“We could have just parked at the winery,” I say, still keeping my eyes shut like I do when I go on roller coasters. “I don’t want to die this way.”

“You aren’t going to die.”

“And I’m supposed to trust you?”

“If I wanted you dead, you’d be dead by now.”

I peek an eye open to see if we’re almost to the top of the hill yet. Nick is driving slow and cautiously but it’s like a Band-Aid slowly being ripped off. The agony is almost too much. I wish he’d just speed up the road in one big swoop.

“Besides,” I add, glancing to my right at the cliff, “accidents happen.”

“Not with me. There are no accidents in my life. Not now. Not while I’m in control.”

If my eyes weren’t closed, I’d roll my eyes at his control freak answer, but instead I pray to the Tuscan gods that I make it up this road safely.

Somehow, we do make it. But my white-knuckle grip on my seat and sweaty upper lip proves it was no easy task. When we park in a little lot in front of an ancient church, I finally let out the breath that I had been holding.

“I’m walking from now on when we go back and forth. No way am I allowing that to happen again,” I declare, although I know that if Nick wants me in the car driving down that deadly path, then I’ll be in the car once again.

A priest walks out of the church and waves at Nick as he approaches us.

“Father Antonio,” Nick says, as he gets out of the car, circles around to my side and opens the door. “It’s nice to see you again.”

Nick assists me out of the car and then guides us to meet Father Antonio. He shakes his hand and looks around at the buildings circling us.

“You’ve done a good job keeping up El Boro,” Nick says.

Father Antonio nods with a warm smile. “Louisa, Victoria, and Lonnie have done most of the work. I can’t take credit.” His accent is thick as well, but I understand every word he says.

As if the three people he mentioned were waiting for their cue, they walk out of a small building to greet us.

“I clearly left this place in good hands,” Nick praises as he shakes everyone’s hands. “Let me introduce you to Lyriope. She’ll be staying with me here for a while.” Introductions are made, and I mentally try to remember everyone’s names although I’m so overwhelmed by everything that I fear I’ll forget. “Father Antonio, Louisa, and her two children, Victoria and Lonnie, live in and care for El Boro while I’m away,” Nick tells me.

Victoria seems extremely shy as she won’t make eye contact with me. And Lonnie seems uneasy as well since his eyes seem to be darting around, also not focusing on me or Nick.

“How long will you be staying?” Louisa asks. She’s obviously older since she has two grown adult children, but there is something youthful in her face. I think I could count maybe two wrinkles if I had a magnifying glass.

“Undecided.” Nick glances at me. “One day at a time for us.”

“We have the villa that overlooks the valley below set up for you. It’s… still in a bit of disarray, but I think it will suit you for now,” Louisa says.

Nick nods and looks at Lonnie. “Where are we on the construction of the new villa?”

Lonnie swallows hard, shifts his weight, but then answers, “It’s been slow. Getting the manpower here hasn’t been the easiest. But when you told us of your arrival, I called for every working body, and I hope to speed up the progress, sir.”

Nick is quiet. There is an awkward silence. I notice that eyes cast to the ground, breaths seem to be held. Everyone waits.

Nick finally nods. “Pay overtime wages to make sure they are all here working. Bonuses will be paid if I don’t have to wait long.”

“Yes, sir,” Lonnie says, clear relief washing over his face.

“All right, Louisa,” Nick says. “Lyriope and I have been up all night. Do you mind showing us to our villa so we can get some rest?”

Louisa nods to Lonnie to get our bags and says, “Follow me, sir.”

When we enter the small villa, I can see why Nick asked about the remodel of a new villa. We stand in a very small area that is large enough to house a queen-size bed, a small dresser, two nightstands, and a small water closet with just a toilet and a sink. It’s charming with its rustic decorations, countryside pictures on display, and the stone walls that are the same as the Morelli villa I was in. If it were just me, I’d feel these accommodations are more than adequate, but I know that Nick Hudson, Mr. White Mansion in Bishop’s Landing, is not satisfied with such a quaint and cozy abode.

The view, however…

No amount of money could buy a better view.

Nick walks over to the veranda to open the doors. When he does, it’s almost as if I can hear angels singing when I see the scenery shining back at me.

“I apologize that Lonnie was not more on top of the new villa you requested. We all didn’t expect your arrival so soon. If I remember correctly, you had told us sometime next year,” Louisa says, running her hands over the floral comforter, ironing out the bed to be absolutely perfect.

“No apologies needed,” Nick says as he stretches out his arms in the threshold of the veranda. I see him inhale deeply, close his eyes for several moments, and then add, “We’re going to need a bottle of Chianti and some meats and cheeses, if you don’t mind.”

“Of course, Mr. Hudson. It’s wonderful to have you here.”

He looks over his shoulder. “Victoria is going to college next year? Yes?”

Louisa nods her head and smiles. “It was extremely generous for you to pay for Columbia. She’s excited to head to the States.”

Nick smiles warmly. “Good. She’s a smart girl. I’m sure she will do quite well.”

Louisa turns on her heels, a look of happiness radiating from her face.

“One more thing,” Nick adds. “Harrison and Martha will be arriving soon. Are the villas in building one and two up to the standards?”

Louisa nods. “Yes, Lonnie had all the repairs made. The water pressure is still low, but sadly, that’s the way the entire town is right now.”

“Good. Please add some tulips in Martha’s room. They’re her favorite,” Nick says before returning his attention to the view out the veranda doors.

It’s interesting watching Nick with his staff. They respect him. Maybe fear him a bit. But more than anything, they truly seem to care about him. But with that said, it seems that he sees them as people, as part of his… team. Thinking of Harrison and Martha, maybe even as part of his family.

As soon as we are alone, Nick says, “Come over here and join me.”

Feeling as if I’ve been a fly on the wall, simply watching but not really being present, it’s odd to be reminded that I am indeed inside the room by his commanding voice.

“It’s beautiful,” I say as I walk up beside him. “I can see why you bought this entire town. For this view alone.”

He doesn’t say anything, but I can hear him inhale deeply again.

“I could think of far worse prisons,” I tease. I’m not sure why I feel like I need to lighten the mood of the room, but I do.

I see him give me a side eye. “There may be no bars but do know that you’re expected to stay put. Don’t leave and explore without me. Don’t even leave my sight.”

“Where’s Tweedledee and Tweedledum to keep me locked in this tower?”

“Don’t push me,” Nick says as he turns and throws himself down on the bed. He motions for me to join him. “You have to be exhausted.”

I crawl onto the bed and lie down beside him. “And you aren’t?” I yawn the minute my head hits the pillow. “I’ve only seen you sleep once. I thought you were a vampire.”

“Yes, and look what happened when I did. You ran off to Italy.” He extends his arm out so that I can scoot closer to his body. It’s interesting… he simply expects me to cuddle up next to him, and I do.

“Why don’t you sleep?” I ask, closing my eyes as his spicy scent lures me into a relaxed state. His warmth is next to me, his strength around me. I’m inches from resting my face on his chest, and although I want to… I’m too exhausted to lift my head.

“My brain is loud,” he states simply.

“Then quiet it.” My own darkness is taking over, his voice is fading into the distance.

“If it were that simple…”
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Chapter Ten


Nick

She’s gone!

I close my eyes for one fucking second, allow sleep to weaken me once again, and I lose Lyriope!

I shoot out of bed and scan the room. Her bags are still here, and just as I get ready to unleash upon all of Italy in search of her, I hear a splash outside the veranda.

I walk out to see that Lyriope is down below in the river, diving in. Not thinking, not pausing, not doing anything but run outside, I storm toward the water ready to rage. But as I get to the river, I freeze.

Standing in the shallow of the water is an image that knocks the breath right out of me. Lyriope crouches down, washing her face. Water droplets run down her body, glistening her skin. The crystal water drips down her erect nipples, along the small of her back and over the curve of her heart-shaped ass. Her dark wet hair hangs loosely over one shoulder, the silky darkness of it standing out against the paleness of her skin.

She is a picture of perfection, and I am quickly entranced by the splendor sitting only a few feet away. I should still be angry—furious with her. But I stand here like a schoolboy in lust. I have fucked many a woman, discarded many more, but nothing compares… nothing compares to this woman before me.

I close my eyes, taking a deep cleansing breath, needing to clear my mind and calm my raging libido. I can’t think like this, especially not about her… especially now. She is a mess I need to clean up, a large one at that. Nothing more.

Still… she is hypnotizing in her allure, and so fucking infuriating at the same time. I have never had to spend so much of my time on one person. Most women of my past would do whatever I say and exactly how I dictate. None are ever brave enough to try to go against my word. They feared me, as they should. But Lyriope is no ordinary woman, clearly, that much is for sure. She has already escaped, and I have no doubt that she’ll attempt to do so again if given the opportunity. I can’t get weak again and let her take advantage of that fact. I can’t give her the upper hand ever again.

I need to think with my head and not my goddamn dick.

“What are you doing here? Are you watching me?” The words pierce through the licentious daydreaming of my mind.

The squeal of her accusation slaps me into reality as I stare. Her hands suddenly coming up to cover her breasts, the rest of her submerging into the water to prevent showing any more of her nudity to me. This amuses me. I’ve seen her naked many times before.

“Why so bashful?” I ask, giving her a wicked smile. “I’ve seen every inch of you.”

“It’s different when I catch you watching me like a creepy stalker,” Lyriope says, her voice louder than before.

I steady my glare on her, not allowing her to gain control. I am a man she should fear, and she needs to remember that. “I didn’t give you permission to leave the villa.”

“I came down here to bathe,” she tries to explain. “I wasn’t trying to escape.”

“That may be. But I advise you, unless you want to feel my punishment again, to ask permission to leave my sight.” I try to sound stern even though the mere presence of this woman steals almost all coherent thoughts from me.

“I woke up feeling… anxious, and decided I needed to bathe and cleanse myself of… well… of you. You were asleep, and I didn’t want to wake you.”

I say nothing but study every inch of her body instead. I like her dirty. I don’t want her to ever be cleansed of me.

“Are you just going to sit there staring at me?” Lyriope asks. “And why are you smiling?”

“I’m trying to understand why you would choose to bathe in a cold stream rather than take a hot shower.”

“What do you mean? There isn’t a shower. All we have is a toilet and a sink. And the water smells rusty that comes out of the faucet. So, I’m not sure how you think a shower is an option.”

I raise my brow, amused by her words. “We don’t have a shower in our actual villa, but there is a shower room across from us. State-of-the-art appliances and every toiletry you need.” I laugh. “But by all means, freeze your ass off.”

Her annoyance is plain to see. Hearing a distinct huff of irritation, I watch as she walks out of the river, beads of water still covering her completely exposed body, the swell of her naked breasts inviting me, her erect nipples pleading to be sucked. The small patch of pubic hair between the juncture of her thighs glimmers with water droplets as if they’re casting a spell on me. I can feel my cock hardening and my control softening. I want her. I want her like I’ve never wanted before.

When Lyriope stands in front of me, reaching the large rock beside me to collect her clothing, I can’t help but let my gaze fall to the patch of soft curls covering her most intimate self, the light pink of her flesh playing peekaboo behind the safety of the thin layer of hair. I want to reach out to her, thrust my fingers past her velvety folds, making her cry out in pleasure. I want to pull her to me, my lips caressing hers, tasting the sweetness of her kiss, licking the desire beyond her mouth. Drawing on the last of my waning control, I remind myself that she left me. She left Bishop’s Landing without giving a fuck what I wanted, or what I had said.

If I let my guard down again…

Lyriope stands before me then, her clothing being held behind her, all her naked beauty displayed before me. As if unaware of what she has just put me through, she slips her feet into her shoes, slowly pulls the fabric of her clothing around her, covers herself from my watchful eye, and begins dressing herself. It’s only when she goes to walk past me and back in the direction of our villa that I reach out to her, my roughened fingers grasping around her throat. I squeeze just enough to show I mean business. Just enough to dominate. Just enough to remind her that I have the power, the strength, and the control.

“Do not break my rules again. No matter how small or insignificant you think they are. Last warning.”

Lyriope stares up to me with wide eyes. Eyes of shock rather than fear. She parts her lips to help her gain the air that I restrict, be she never struggles. “Or what?” she squeaks out.

“I can be good, and I can be evil.” I squeeze her neck more. “You want the good. Trust me on that. Don’t try to pull out the evil by trying to prove something. Stop engaging in a battle of wills.”

Slowly I lean into her, kiss her full on the lips, hungry for the taste of her. Squeezing her neck a little tighter but making sure her breaths can escape her pouty lips, I dance my tongue with hers.

Not wanting to, I pull away, releasing my choke on her. “You aren’t in control here. I am.”

Grabbing her by the hand, I walk us quickly back to the villa. I know if I don’t, I will reveal just how out of control I actually feel.

I’ve also come to realize one big fact…

I want to fuck her.

I need to fuck her.

Maybe if I do, she won’t have so much power over me. Maybe once I have a taste, I won’t feel so ravenous all the time. I have to do something. Anything.

I’m done waiting. I’m done playing games. I’m done restraining myself.

I want to be inside her tight little cunt.

But if I do claim what will ultimately be mine, I sure as fuck am not going to do it for her first time in the mud by the river. I’ll save that kind of dirty for another time.

No, Lyriope deserves more. She deserves to have her virginity taken in a more dignified way. She’s a queen, and she deserves a man who can worship that pussy for the first time.

I’ll elect myself to be that man. Fuck yes, I will. But not here.
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Chapter Eleven


Lyriope

“Wine? Or sleep?” Nick asks as we reenter the villa. I can see that Louisa has brought the Chianti and the meat-and-cheese spread Nick requested when we arrived.

“I don’t even know what time it is,” I say, looking at the shining sun outside. I missed an entire night of sleep. “I feel drunk already from lack of sleep, jet lag, and… you.”

“Then sleep it is,” Nick declares.

He walks over and grabs my hand softly and leads me to the bed. Polar opposite of the man who just took hold of my neck in a choke hold and issued a warning. But classic Nick Hudson, a complete morph of personalities.

He sits me down and takes off my shoes without ever saying another word. He then takes off his own and stretches out onto the bed, pulling me into his arms.

“Sleep.” Nick kisses my forehead and wraps his arms tightly around me. “No one can reach you here. Not while I’m with you.” He kisses my head again. “Close your eyes, quiet your mind, and just lie down with me.”

He says the few words I need to hear. It’s as if he knows me so well. In such a short time, he understands how difficult it is for me to just stop overthinking and worrying. He understands that unless he is to lie with me, force me, make me do what’s needed, I won’t be able to just shut it down. He understands me.

I press my cheek to his chest and can hear his heartbeat beneath my ear. His arms are wrapped around me, and his steady breathing is like a balm that washes over my soul. For that very second, I can just be relaxed. I can just be calm and be soothed. This is a sensation that I’m not comfortable feeling, but before I can really process the emotions going through me, I fall asleep in Nick’s reassuring and safe arms again.

I don’t know how long it has been, but my eyes flutter open to find shadows cast against the walls of the villa. Outside the window I can see the sun is setting. I try to stretch awake and am restricted by strong arms wrapped around me. I’m on Nick’s chest as it softly rises with his steady breathing. The smell of his manliness invades my senses, and the desire to move my hand that rests on his chest to his lower region is almost unbearable. This man has a power over me that I have never experienced before. I should fucking hate him, and yet, I don’t.

I’m still sleepy, but my body is very awake.

His arms tighten around me and pull me a little closer to his body. “Did you sleep well?”

His simple question sends fire through my body. It’s the way his voice sounds husky but caring. “Yes… I did. Thank you. I guess I was more tired than I thought.”

“I’m surprised I fell asleep as well.”

I adjust my head so I can look into Nick’s eyes. We both stare at each other for a few moments, scanning each other’s face, searching for a peek into our souls.

“When I first arrived at your house, I thought you never slept,” I tease. “You were a real-life vampire to me, and I couldn’t figure out how or why you did that.”

“I rarely do. But something about you… you being next to me in bed.” He stretches, his body tightening beneath me. “You’re like a sedative that I need to calm the storm inside.”

I take a deep breath before speaking. “I feel like I’m in that storm of yours as well. Or maybe you’re in mine.” I close my eyes and press my face into his chest. “Being with you is like being in a hurricane. I don’t know what to feel. I don’t know how I should think. I go from rage to lust. From comfort to terror. I want to run away, and yet I want to know you’ll always hunt me down if I do.” I lift my head up enough so I can clearly see into his eyes. “Explain this to me. Is it just me? Am I insane?”

“I like insane.” Nick lowers his mouth to mine. “Crazy makes my dick hard.” He kisses with more passion, and more excitement than ever before. He rolls me over onto my back and presses his body on top of mine. His mouth continues to claim as I can feel his desire building. I gasp at the sudden change in our energy but pull him closer in need for more.

Nick pauses from his onslaught of kisses to examine my face.

“I want to fuck you right now.”

As part of the contract? Is it time to finally pay up?

As if reading my mind, he says, “Not because of a deal we had. Not because of a debt owed.”

“Then why?” I ask softly, wanting to hear the truth regardless of what it is. The one thing about Nick is he never lies. He’ll never tell me just what I want to hear for the sake of it.

“Because I traveled across the country to finally claim what should have always been mine. To have and to hold what I should have done in Bishop’s Landing. This is what I wanted. This is what I should have done before you left me.” He leans down and kisses me with more force and even more passion. Pulling away, he adds, “You belong to me, Lyriope. Not on paper. Not because of an agreement. You belong to me the same way I belong to you.”

He moves his mouth to my neck and starts to place soft kisses, while his hand slowly works its way under my dress. His palm cups my breast, and I arch my back to meet his touch. His lips move to my ear, and he lightly nips. I can hear his ragged breathing and feel his body tense with pent-up need.

I lower my hand to his bulging erection pressing against his pants. When my fingers make contact, Nick moans in desire.

I undo his belt buckle, unbutton, and unzip in one fluid motion and wrap my hand around his throbbing cock. If there is any question in his mind on what I want, I hope to have clarified it now.

A growl works its way past Nick’s lips as he begins to rip off my clothing in a fire of fever and excitement. I meet his crazed desire by stripping him bare as well. Within seconds, our bodies are nude and entangled together.

There is no turning back now.

The setting sun blazes over the Tuscan fields, the fire smolders beside us, but the real heat is between our bodies.

Nick reaches for his pants, his wallet, and then pulls out a condom from it. I have never been more grateful for his planning ahead as I am right now. The last thing I need is Nick Hudson’s baby in my belly to further complicate things.

I am fevered beyond rational thought. Nick seems almost gentle as his finger caresses my clit. I flush recalling his constant fucking of my ass—how dirty it felt, and yet how it lit my body with desire at the same time. But this time… I can see he has one goal. It’s not to fuck my ass, but to fuck my pussy.

He holds my sex open, wide and exposed to his view, and I tremble as his mouth claims my pussy. I can feel the wet heat of his tongue as it probes my channel. A lifetime of virginity before Nick, I had no concept of pleasure by the hand of another. And yet an intense pleasure is all I feel from this man’s touch. Passion mixed with a hunger for more so intense, my entire body shakes mindlessly.

Holding me in place, his mouth brings me to a level that almost burns. Delicately, Nick flicks and nudges through my folds, finding the center of me and probing deeper inside. Pulling out, he rolls the tip of his tongue across my sensitive flesh, then trails a path of fire down my slit to my anus. He taps me there, teasingly, doing a small circle along the puckered hole, then goes back on the reverse journey, saturating me, laving me, tasting me, then plunging even deeper into my core again and again. My body quivers and I cry out as his tongue works me over—in and out, small circles, large strokes, up and down. He’s feasting on my juices, and I can’t help but scream out as my body lights up with a euphoric rush building to a level I’m not sure I can take. I can feel my body pleading to let go, to go over the edge.

I throw my head back, giving in. At that moment my body is in his control, to do with however he pleases. And it seems to please him to suck on my essence again and again, in and out, twisting gently to one side and then the other, as though stretching me for what I hope will come. I am awash in sensations, mindless in the pleasure. I can barely wait for when he will bring the broad tip of his cock to take what belongs to him.

Climbing on top of me, he positions his dick at my entrance. Locking his eyes with mine, he rips the condom open with his teeth, reaches between us, and puts it on.

My heart ceases to beat as the reality that we’re about to actually have sex sets in.

He grabs me by the hips and, in one hard thrust, drives himself deep within the warmth of my body. The pressure, the breaking of the barrier, and the sharp biting pain has me crying out. I cling to his back in hopes that he won’t pull out or move.

Not yet. I need time to adjust to his size and to the intense sensation burning through me.

He freezes in place, kissing the side of my neck as I relax against his body.

My virginity now claimed, I’m ready to fully accept this man inside of me.

“I’ve waited for this day,” he says as he slowly pulls out and then pushes back in.

The act is gentle and slow, and though I like this side of him, I also long for the lust and passion he demands from my body with his dominance.

I wrap my legs tighter around his back and thrust my hips to meet his sensual assault, letting him know I’m ready for more. I’m not ready to make love. Not yet…

I’m ready for hard. I’m ready for primal. I’m ready for fucking.

Moaning, I feel like a sex-crazed vixen beneath this man as he reads my mind and pumps in and out with a force and speed demanding my full surrender to him.

I try to stifle my cry of pleasure mixed with pain against his chest. It hurts and yet feels good at the same time. I want him to stop, but then I also want him to fuck harder. The conflict of emotions is dizzying, and I’m grateful that he’s the one on top of me doing all the work. My tight cunt squeezes around his dick, resisting his size no matter how much I try to accept.

“Am I hurting you?” he asks in a whisper against my face as he kisses my closed eyelids.

Because I’m afraid he’ll pull out in fear of pushing me too far, I squeeze my knees against his hips, stopping him from doing so.

“Please don’t stop,” I plead, my hips rising up to meet his again, my thighs spreading further apart, welcoming him deeper inside of me.

“I don’t want to hurt you.” He pulls his face away just enough that I can see his wicked grin master his face. “Unless you ask me to.”

I thrust my hips hard against his. “Hurt me, Nick. Fuck me so hard I cry out for you to stop. And then when I scream for mercy… fuck me even harder.”

My words are full with an animalistic hunger. Nick brings this beast that’s been hidden inside of me so long to the surface. And following my direction, he plunges deeper inside the tightness of my clenching core, again and again, my entire body blazing as the intensity consumes me.

He takes a handful of my hair and pulls my mouth up to his. Dominating me with the pull, with the thrust of his hips, and with the power he has over my impending orgasm.

“Come for me. I want to hear you, feel you,” he demands with a deep sensual voice.

As if knowing I should never go against one of Nick’s commands, I let the climax take over. The electricity works its way from my pussy all the way to every nerve ending in my body. My moan becomes louder, louder until it becomes a mewl of absolute pleasure released.

With the sound of my cries mastering the room, Nick pumps hard one last time, joining me with his own moans of completion.

After several minutes of heavy breathing, he lightly kisses my lips. “Jesus Christ, that was… Jesus. Fucking. Christ.”

I don’t know what to do. I don’t know how to feel.

I just lie there in stunned silence. My body seems to be melting into the mattress below me. I almost feel as if I’m falling down a deep hole weighted by Nick. We’re falling further and further into this abyss of… I’m not sure. But right now. We’re falling down the hole together.

The words “I love you” threaten to fall from my lips, but I stifle them knowing there won’t be a declaration of love in return.

Men like Nick Hudson don’t love.

At least not the ordinary love. The normal love where two lovers lie in bed whispering loving words to each other after a good fuck. He himself said he doesn’t do normal. He doesn’t do ordinary. Nick Hudson is not going to love me in return, and I know this.

And I refuse to be that woman. I won’t be the one who falls in love with a man, who will do anything for a man, only to have him not feel the same in return. I won’t let a dick make me weak like so many women do. Women like my mother.

I suddenly tense up and begin to maneuver my body from underneath his. I sit up, grab the sheet to wrap around me and glance over my shoulder to look at Nick who’s watching me closely. The body has been satisfied, but my mind… my mind goes into a dark, lonely place. There’s a reason I don’t have a man in my life… my body may say yes, but my mind screams no. I’ve seen what happens when my mother would fall in love with one man, and then another, and another, and another. Fake love. False love. Impossible love.

“I won’t become my mother. I don’t want to need a man in my life, and yet,” I say with a shaky voice as I bend down to start picking up the clothes that are scattered around. “I seem to be repeating history. No matter how hard I try not to be her, I am. Maybe even worse. Last time I checked, she didn’t run off to Italy to be held in a Tuscan medieval town being hid from ruthless men who all want a piece of her.”

Nick sits up, and his relaxed face slowly changes. One eyebrow rises and his jaw clenches. “What are you doing?”

I toss his clothes on to the bed. “What do you mean?”

“You just gave me your virginity and you hop out of bed like it was nothing. You start beating yourself up immediately? Why?”

I suddenly stop and turn in his direction. My eyes widen at the disbelief painted on his face. “No reason to make what we did into anything it isn’t. I’m a woman of my word. I told you that you’d get to fuck me before I die, so…” Yeah, I was an asshole, but assholes don’t get hurt.

Nick stands up and puts on his pants in a fluid motion, never taking his eyes off of me. Leaving his chest bare, he walks over to where I stand and places a hand on each side of my arms. He softly kisses my forehead.

“You aren’t fooling anyone, Lyriope.”

Okay, so maybe I’m not an asshole… even though it would have been a lot easier if I were.

I pull away and take a couple of steps back. I tighten my grip on the white sheet covering my body. “I’m just stating the obvious.” I shrug my shoulders, trying to seem casual.

“Stop,” Nick softly orders.

I know I’m pushing him away. Spiraling out of control because I don’t know how to handle emotions. I know I am doing what I always do. It’s easier this way. Easier to keep up the wall and keep him at bay.

Soft kisses, whispers of love are dangerous and just not the way I do things. And for Christ’s sake, where the fuck is the Nick Hudson monster I’d grown to… love? I want the dickhead to return. I want him to make it easy to hate him. I want him to hurt me. I want him to frighten me. I want him to make me regret the day I first met him at the Morelli party.

“Our contract is up. We really both should go our own separate ways.” Is it what I want? No. But I don’t know what to say or to do.

“I said, stop.” Nick’s voice is stern, unyielding. Almost a true warning that could end with me… hating him.

Good. That’s exactly what I need.

He closes the distance between us and lifts my chin so I’m looking into his eyes. He has full control over me. He gives me no choice.

Very slowly and very gently, he kisses me. I close my eyes and allow myself to feel the kiss. I allow the familiar feelings his touch gives me, to chip away at my wall.

With my eyes still closed, and my lips still near his, I whisper, “What do you want from me now?”

Nick kisses me lightly again. “I want you to stop.”

I don’t know what that means. Stop what? Stop protecting myself? I have to. If I don’t, then no one else will. I learned that at a very young age. It’s all on me. Survival of the heart is all on me.

“Stop,” he repeats.

I don’t know how to feel. I have no idea what to make of the most stunning man before me. He’s so strong, so masculine, so terrifying, and yet so soft and sensual when he wants to be. Nick makes me want to open up… to be free. But as quickly as I want to be open, I realize that staying closed is safer.

Nothing can become of this. Nothing at all. We live in two different worlds. He represents everything powerful and rich, and I’m simply the imposter who accidentally fell into this world.

“Okay, I’ll stop,” I reply while putting on the classic fake smile that Nick Hudson knows so well.

The smile that I have yet to master like him.

A smile that can conceal all the real emotion.

A smile that can hide everything.

If I give a Cheshire grin big enough, maybe we can just drop this conversation all together.

Nick traces his finger along my lips. “No. Not with me, Lyriope. The only time I want to see this smile is when I see the smile in your eyes, too.”

The artificial smile melts away under his touch. “I’m letting you off the hook now. You don’t have to try to protect me.” I look at him to see if I can read his true thoughts, but he gives nothing away.

“Let me decide what the next step is,” he says. “For now, let’s focus on the now. Not tomorrow.”

My eyes look deep within his, and I whisper, “Okay.” I’m not sure I can do that, but I nod in agreement anyway. I’m too tired to overthink this anymore.

“Let’s eat,” he says. “I’m starving.”
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Chapter Twelve


Lyriope

Maybe I shouldn’t be walking the village alone. It’s dark, there isn’t a soul around, and I have no idea where I’m going.

Okay… there’s no maybe about it. I shouldn’t have left Nick asleep in the bed—again. It’s almost as if I’m trying to piss the man off. If he wakes up and finds me gone—yeah, pissed will be an understatement. But the walls were closing in on me. My mind swirled with good thoughts mixed with bad. I just had sex for the first time in my life and wanted to declare my happiness and love from the rooftops, and yet, this isn’t a love story I’m in.

I feel like I’m suffocating, but I also have never felt so alive.

This little town that Nick owns is the cutest, most charming place I’ve ever been. It’s odd to be walking by little shops and homes that are completely vacant. I can nearly smell the fragrances of a place that once thrived. I can almost hear the laughter of children running in the cobblestone streets and hear the hustle and bustle of the villagers.

I aimlessly walk until I come upon a little shop where the door is wide open. Upon closer examination, the door is actually off its hinges and appears to have been in that state of disarray for quite some time. Stone stairs lead down into a room that is half underground. Inside are tiny animatronic displays. Twenty or so, artistically crafted, landscapes, houses and figurines are arranged as if this shop was once a museum of sorts of tiny music boxes and dioramas. It’s dark in the room with only the moonlight shining through, so I rub my hand on the wall in search of some sort of light switch. When I find one, I turn it on and jump in surprise as all the animatronics come to life. Music plays, bright lights exude, tiny statuettes move in circles, and a magic is born. The sound of grinding gears reminds me of just how old these little music boxes are. I step closer and notice they are all scenes from Alice in Wonderland. One is Alice in front of the caterpillar. Another is the famous tea party. There is even one with the Queen of Hearts playing croquet. They are dusty, full of cobwebs, but still so very special.

“I used to collect these,” I hear from behind me. “They were made in the early fifties by an artisan in Switzerland. Many of the gears are the same used in Swiss watches today.”

I can hear Nick enter the room, but my eyes are still locked on all the moving scenes. “They’re so beautiful. Why did you just leave them here?”

He walks up to where I stand and stares down at the tea party scene with me and shrugs. “This town is special to me. These are special to me. Why not have them be together?” He runs his finger over a trail of dust. “I’ll have to remind Louisa that they’re here.”

“Why the fascination with Alice in Wonderland?” I ask.

“Why not?” He takes hold of my upper arm and spins me to face him. “I woke up and you were gone. Again.”

A spark seems to sizzle between us.

I can’t read him. There seems to be a passion swimming in the darkness of his eyes. I can’t tell if he’s mad, annoyed, or hungry for more of what we just had. The sounds going off in the room, the melodic chimes and the resonance of gears working overtime, as well as the bright lights of the room cast an almost carnival feel to our setting. It’s making me feel as if I slipped down the hole into Wonderland myself. I don’t feel as if I’m in the land of reality any longer.

“I woke up, had some more cheese and wine, and got antsy.” I try to shake off his hold on my arm, but he only tightens his grip.

“Why do you test me?” he asks, his voice reminding me of a growl of a panther. It’s low and foreboding.

“I went for a walk, Nick.” I roll my eyes. “Nothing more.”

“What did I warn you about by the river?”

“You can’t control my every move,” I say.

“I can. I will.”

I shake my head. “No. You won’t.”

This time, I’m able to break free from his hold. I make my way to the door, flip the switch to silence the cacophony of whimsy delight, and start to leave. Before I can reach the threshold, he takes me by the throat and pulls me against his chest.

Whispering into my ear, he hisses, “I have rules for a reason.”

“Who says I have to follow them?” I counter, swallowing hard as he clumps my hair into his fist and tugs. The sting shoots straight to my pussy, and I hate myself for how easy he can control my desire.

“I’ve tried to be nice,” he says as he nips my ear. “I’ve tried to be good.” His nip turns into a bite that has me gasp in pain. “Maybe it’s time you see the bad.”

“I’m not afraid of you,” I taunt as my pussy throbs at his threat.

“You should be.” He shoves me up against the cool, dank wall, my hands splaying on the stone. “It’s time you fear.”

Nick pushes my dress up, and as if my panties are made of delicate paper, he tears them off of me effortlessly. The cool air of the room caresses my bare ass, but the coldness is replaced by heat as his palm comes crashing down upon my flesh. He spanks me so hard that I cry out, my voice bouncing off the wall in front of me. Kicking my feet so they spread wider apart, he thrusts his fingers inside of my pussy without ease and without warning. I’m tender from earlier, so the aggressive thrust is biting, yet every nerve is still alive from his cock claiming me only hours before.

“I don’t like being disobeyed,” he says as he scissors his fingers inside of me.

“And I don’t like being told what to do.” I moan as the period of the statement, but I can’t help myself.

“It’s time you learn how.” He pulls out his fingers and spanks me with their wetness. “Spread your legs wider and stick your ass out.”

I contemplate refusing to do as he commands, but my body wants to follow his direction word for word even if my mind doesn’t. With my dress bunched at my waist, I do exactly as he asks and hear the sound of his zipper being lowered. His body positions between my ready stance, and he shoves his cock into my overly sensitive pussy in one forceful push.

He takes hold of my hair again, tugging back to expose my neck to his teeth. Like a demon of the night, he bites and sucks, marking me as his as he drives his cock deeper and deeper inside of me.

This isn’t making love. This isn’t sex. This is fucking. Primal, raw, dick-in-cunt fucking.

He puts his finger into my mouth, forcing me to taste my own essence. He swirls it around my tongue, pushes it in and out at the same rhythm his cock is moving in and out of my sore hole. Just as I get used to the finger in my mouth, he pulls it out and places it at my anus. His finger is slick with my saliva, but the friction is still there as he pushes inside of my ass. The double penetration of his cock and finger in both of my holes is enough to make me scream out as an orgasm rocks my body without any warning.

He continues to fuck me with no mercy. It’s hard, it hurts, it’s erotic in ways I should run from, but only want more. His cock is too big, and yet I don’t want him to ever stop. In and out, he punishes. Deeper and deeper he teaches me that he is not a man to taunt and tease. With Nick, consequences will be delivered always. But what he doesn’t know is that I like his abuse. His wicked and hot-as-hell abuse.

A second orgasm nears, and just as it does, Nick pushes all the way in and fills my pussy with his seed. I picture it coating every inch inside of me, and I’ve never felt so complete.

He then pulls his cock out, replaces it with his fingers and shoves them back inside of my pussy. He doesn’t keep them inside of me for long, but instead pulls them out and runs his fingertips along my lips, coating them in both his and my cum.

“I want you to taste the two of us combined,” he orders, his breath heavy, his voice low.

I lick my lips in compliance. I taste him. I taste me. I taste us.

“That’s how it’s supposed to be. Always. You and me. Never apart.” He licks his fingers as well, closing his eyes as he does. “Never fucking apart again. Are we clear?”

“Yes,” I say as he spins me around to face him. “Never apart again.”

He lowers my dress, puts his cock back into his pants, and smiles.

“Harrison and Martha have arrived. Let’s go greet them and help them settle in,” he says, his composure regained even though I can barely stand on wobbly knees. He leans in and licks my lips as if I missed some of our cum. “Never apart again.”
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Chapter Thirteen


Nick

“Hello. Hello!” I call out in greeting. “I hope you all slept well last night, and breakfast was good.”

Lyriope and I didn’t join everyone for breakfast as I wanted to spend some more time alone with her before we had to be thrust back into reality.

Harrison and Martha both return my smile, and I can’t help but be grateful they are here. Aside from Cora, they are all I have when it comes to family. I know I can count of them, and both would take a bullet to the heart for me, as I would them.

“We have a Wonderland to plan,” I say, tugging Lyriope’s hand and pulling her into the kitchen where Harrison and Martha are already sitting at the thick oak table prepared to work.

“Wonderland? You’re doing a Wonderland here?” Lyriope asks.

“Vatican City,” I say, pulling out her chair for her to sit. I then take my own seat at the head of the small table. “There needs to be a reason I’m in Italy.” I then look at Harrison. “What’s being said?”

Harrison lets out a deep breath. “Word is out that Lyriope escaped your house. Lucian showed up at Sasha’s and grilled her about her assisting Lyriope. From what I gather, Sasha told him she gave Lyriope cash to run, believes she went to South America to join her mother, and left you without a clue in the world.”

“Fuck,” I say, hating this information. “So I look like a fucking fool right now.”

Harrison nods. “Looks like Lyriope got one on you. Yes. But the good news is, no one believes she’s in Italy right now. At least not yet. They don’t believe you’re hiding her. But”—Harrison looks at Lyriope—“everyone is looking for her. And they believe you are going to be as well. So, they are interested in why you’re in Italy, and they’ll be watching your every move. Wonderland is a good guise for now, but it won’t last beyond the party. We’ve got some time, but not long.” He looks at me again. “We also don’t know how long Sasha will keep her mouth shut. I have to hand it to the girl, however. She’s one stubborn and fearless woman. And she is extremely loyal to Lyriope.”

I look at Lyriope who is smiling from ear to ear. It makes me happy that she’s hearing just how much someone cares about her. I don’t think she’s used to this type of devotion, and I’m making a mental note to somehow reward Sasha for her actions when I have the opportunity. Yes, the woman helped Lyriope escape me—which made me homicidal toward her at one point—but she did it for Lyriope. And even when faced with her family, and no doubt threats, she remained strong. Even Harrison couldn’t rattle her, and that man can make any man break.

Refocusing on the task at hand, I say, “I’ve secured the underground bomb shelter beneath the Vatican for the location of Wonderland. It’s huge, unused, and one of the most unique places we’ve used up until now.”

Martha—who only speaks when she has something of value to offer—says, “Unused unless there’s a bomb threat and the Pope needs to go underground.”

Harrison chuckles. “I think we’re good.”

“The ceilings are low, however,” I continue. “We won’t be able to have acrobats, and I’m not even sure we can have the large chandelier. So we need to come up with other forms of lighting to take us out of the bomb shelter feeling.”

“Candelabras? Maybe go gothic in feeling. The Catholic Church gives off that dark and haunted vibe to me,” Lyriope suggests.

I look at her smiling, really liking her idea, and liking even more that she’s actually contributing to the brainstorming meeting. “Perfect. Yes,” I agree. “Gothic.” I then turn to her and say, “We should do red roses as well.”

Lyriope bites her lip, looks off into the distance for a second, and then says, “Or… we could do white roses everywhere and then splash red paint on them. Give the appearance of blood dripping.”

I clap my hands, loving the way she thinks. “Yes.” I nod at Martha who is writing down everything in the notes. “Except no need to use paint. Real blood is just fine.”

I try not to laugh when I notice that Lyriope’s mouth gaps open and a flicker of fear flashes in her eyes.

“Since I plan on having Lyriope with me that night,” I continue. “I want the attire to be masks and cloaks. Be sure to put that on the invite. Also, be sure to invite Morellis, and just for fun, be sure to also invite some Constantines. Let’s keep them busy with their own family tension so they don’t focus too heavily on me or Lyriope. We plan to be there… just in the shadows.”

“What about the Sidorovs?” Harrison asks.

I sigh. “No. They’re just drunk assholes with no class.” I sigh again. “Business as usual. We normally invite Morellis and have on occasion invited a Constantine or two. Let’s not step out of our usual.”

“Maybe I shouldn’t go,” Lyriope suggests.

I narrow my eyes at her. “The last time I left you alone, you hopped on a plane and flew across the country.” I wait for her to look away but am impressed that she doesn’t break eye contact. “You’ll be going to Wonderland. You’ll be by my side at all times.” I then return my attention to Harrison and Martha. “Business as usual. Do what needs to be done. But the theme for Wonderland is painting the roses red.” I smile at Lyriope. “A genius idea.”

“Moving on to security,” Harrison says. “We’ve stationed men at the bottom of the hill by the gate. The only activity we’re getting is a few stray tourists who are simply exploring the Tuscan roads and thinking this is an operational winery. I think we’re pretty secluded.”

“I know our accommodations are a little more rustic,” I say.

Martha snorts. “You think?”

“But if we stay in the usual hotels, it’s just a matter of time until word is out that Lyriope is with us.” I look around the small kitchen. “Besides. I like the change of scenery.”

“One more thing,” Harrison adds as he looks down at his phone. “Lucian Morelli wants a call from you.”

I nod slowly, carefully considering what that means and why. “I’ll call tomorrow. I’m not going to rush to his beck and call.”

“We don’t want the Morellis as enemies,” Harrison reminds.

Ignoring the last statement, I say with a clap of my hands, “All right, if we have everything we need to get started, I plan on taking Lyriope to Florence for pizza.”

She looks at me, her eyes lighting up and face morphing to one belonging to a little girl excited on Christmas morning. “Florence? Really?”

I nod, ignoring the scowl that Harrison is giving me.

“People know you’re in Italy now,” Harrison reminds me.

“I know. But Florence is large enough and flooded with tourists. I think that Sasha Morelli and I will blend in just fine.”

“I disagree.” Harrison, always my voice of reason and extreme caution.

“Would you like us to follow you?” Martha asks. “From a distance of course.”

I stand from the table, pull out Lyriope’s chair and assist her to standing, and shake my head. “I think I can handle taking Lyriope to have the best pizza of her life in a favorite city of mine.” I give both of them a smile. “But I appreciate the concern, and I’m just a phone call away.”

“You don’t have to do this,” Lyriope says, although I can see how excited she is.

“Oh but I do. Trust me. Pizza in the shadow of the Duomo… a bucket list item.”
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Chapter Fourteen


Lyriope

It doesn’t seem real.

Nothing about Italy, driving with the top down in a sports car, and sitting beside one of the sexiest men alive can be real.

And as we enter Florence, and I look around at all the buildings that are from another time, and I inhale fragrances that I don’t recognize but are so floral, spicy, earthy, and nearly hypnotic. Everything is beautiful here. Even the crumbling buildings, or relics that seem to be scattered about. The history of this city makes me feel like I’ve stepped onto a movie set rather than driving along a real live street.

Nothing is real. This can’t be my reality. And yet it is.

Nick was wrong when he told Harrison we would blend in with the tourists. As we pull up in the parking lot near the train station, all eyes turned to us. We weren’t in any normal car. And then when we stepped out and began walking toward the Duomo, I could feel the stares burning my flesh.

“It’s a short walk,” he says. “You can’t drive into the city center.”

Nick is wearing his classic suit, though missing a tie. I’m wearing a red dress that was purchased for me from one of the El Boro staff. My heels click on the sidewalk right along with the tap of his cane. There isn’t anything about us that says tourist. We don’t have sneakers on, we aren’t wearing fanny packs, we aren’t taking pictures every other step, and we don’t have an ounce of casual attire about us. We look like celebrities, and the stares and side glares tell me that my feelings are correct.

Normally, I would hate the attention. I don’t like when all eyes are on me. But being by Nick’s side, my hand held securely in his, and his confidence raining down upon me, I’ve never felt more at ease. This city seems to be calling to me. It’s pulling me into the depths as we walk the few blocks to the magnificent Duomo. The minute I see the medieval church, I gasp.

“Oh my God,” I say to myself, pausing in our stride.

“Powerful, isn’t it?” Nick asks, allowing me to simply stand and take it all in.

“I’ve never been one to care about architecture, but this… people actually built that? It’s so intricate.”

“Come on, the restaurant is on the other side. It’s in its shadow.” He pulls me out of my stunned paralysis, and we make our way to his intended destination.

I can’t stop staring at the church, and if it weren’t for Nick holding my hand, I’d surely walk into someone or trip and fall. I’m in awe, and I don’t even try to hide that fact. I feel as if I just drank something that made me shrink in size. I’m so small and the world around me is so big. So massive. And yet… I feel more powerful than ever. I can feel Nick’s strength pouring through me as his fingers mesh with mine. I belong here. I feel the energy. I allow it to sink in. I’m intoxicated with Florence, the people, the everything.

As we take our seat at the outdoor table, I stare at the Duomo across the way from us. It’s so close that I can see every crack and detail of the walls. I’m not sure how I can be expected to eat when I’m hypnotized by the structure that is casting its shadow down upon us.

“Shadow of the Duomo. Bucket list,” Nick says again as he then orders us our food and drinks.

I faintly hear the order, but I’m now watching a woman with a violin setting up nearby to play for tips. If this day couldn’t be any more magical, it’s about to reach a completely new level. As she begins to play a haunting melody, shivers run up and down my spine. I feel tears well in my eyes at just how happy I’m feeling. Everything bad has vanished. Everything has melted away. It’s just me, Nick, and the most perfect setting imaginable.

When our pizza and Prosecco arrive, I stare down at our food a little confused. The thin crust pizza is missing an important ingredient. Cheese.

“Hear me out,” Nick says with a chuckle. “You have got to try their pizza this way. It’s just their tomato sauce, basil, garlic and whatever else their secret recipe calls for. You don’t need the cheese to hide all the flavors. You’re going to love this.”

Even though it appears to be the most basic of pizzas, the minute I bite into it, I actually close my eyes and moan. An explosion of tastes erupts in my mouth and if a food could bring you to orgasm, this pizza would be able to do so.

“I told you,” Nick says as he bites into his own pizza.

“I’ve never experienced anything like this. The city, the food, the ambiance…” I almost say “the man” but I don’t want to show all my cards. “Thank you for bringing me here.”

“We can’t hide in the countryside the entire time we’re here. I refuse to visit Italy and not come to this place. It’s like that gelato we had. Life changing.”

I smile at the memory of Loro Ciuffenna, feeling like it was a lifetime ago. Yes, everything about Nick Hudson is life changing.

I have started to let down my wall. As each day went by, I began to trust Nick enough to confess my wishes and my dreams little by little. I don’t know if it was the fresh Italian air, the food, the wine, or simply the company, but we spoke of art into the wee hours of the night. I confessed for the first time just how much I love it and wished it was part of my life. That I love color but have always lived in a world of gray. I admitted that I don’t have the luxury of dreaming because… well, I simply gave up dreams at a very young age.

I also confessed my hurt when it came to my mother. I didn’t go into all the details, as even speaking about them causes physical pain. But the fact that I spoke about her at all was something.

But my biggest confession is I admitted how I feel like an outsider always looking in. I don’t belong. I feel like I walk in a parallel universe not truly belonging to a real one.

I told him more about me than I’ve ever told anyone.

Nick listened, he advised, and he accepted. He never judged me for all the scams I was part of due to my mother. He never looked down at me because I was poor. He never made me feel like I was anything less than perfect. Nick had a way of making me feel safe and protected, even though my real life was anything but.

I liked being around him. I liked seeing his casual, Tuscan countryside charm. Yes, the man could work a suit and tie like no other, but to see him in jeans and a black t-shirt with his colorful tattoo-sleeved arms on full display… mouthwatering.

I don’t want our time together to end.

We eat in silence for a while, listening to the music, appreciating the food and excellent drink, but finally, Nick leans back in his chair, his glass in hand, and says, “You really are beautiful sitting there. Italy gives you a look of sophistication that only adds to your natural charm.”

I can’t help but blush. The heat on my cheeks, only amplified by the slight buzz I have from the Prosecco, must give away my unease with the compliment.

“And you should never be embarrassed by praise,” Nick says.

“I’m just not used to it,” I admit.

“Well, you should. Because every word I say is the truth. I never lie.”

That much is true. Nick has always been a man of his word. What he says, he means, which only makes the compliment he gave me all the more intense.

“Thank you,” I say, glancing around the restaurant for the first time and taking in the patrons.

“What is your biggest fear in life?” he asks me, pulling my attention back to him.

It’s an easy answer, and one that I don’t mind sharing with Nick. “To become like my mother.”

He smirks. “Doesn’t everyone feel that way about their parents?” He leans back. “We want to be better. Do better.”

“My fear is more than that. I don’t ever want to need a man. I want to always want a man. Does that make sense? My mother has always gone from one man to another. Either they have money like with Bryant Morelli, or they promise her ways of earning ungodly amounts of money like her current husband. She needs them. She’s never been able to go through life on her own. She’s never provided for her children on her own. She’s never been able to stand on her own two feet. She’s never been alone. Never. She hops from one man to the next.” I take a deep breath. “Which has always been my number one fear. I don’t want to be that kind of woman. I don’t want to be her.”

“Have you ever relied on a man?” Nick asks.

I shake my head. “I’ve never been in a serious relationship in my entire life. Hence me being a virgin.” I look down at the ground and try to focus on squashing the heat rising to the surface on my cheeks as it will only make it worse. “I refused to ever let anyone in. I haven’t ever needed anyone until…”

He leans forward and places his elbows on the table. “Until me,” he finishes the sentence for me.

I nod, not feeling the need to deny the fact. “Until you. Yes.”

“That fear has served you well,” he says. “You’re a very strong woman.”

I shake my head. “No. I pretend I’m a strong woman. If you could actually hear the thoughts that swirl in my chaotic mind, you’d realize just how wrong you are in thinking I’m anything but weak.”

“I disagree. We all put on our shields to protect the vulnerable parts of us. It’s what every warrior has had to do. You’re no different than the rest of us.” He leans back in his chair, crosses his leg and places his palm on the cane that’s resting against his chair. He gives one of his wicked smiles and says, “My smile is my shield. It gives me strength. It gives me control. It gives me the power to unsettle my opponent.”

“Your smile is terrifying,” I agree. “And yet… charming.”

He laughs. “Multifaceted.”

“I envy you,” I confess. “I watch how you conduct yourself. How you can make people like you but also fear you at the same time. You literally can do monstrous things and yet… people want to party with you. I find you fascinating.”

His smile fades from his face slowly and his eyes zero in on me. It’s when he looks at me like this that I know he’s studying me. He’s looking for something. He’s waiting… I don’t know, but I know I’m on display for his appraisal.

“What’s your biggest fear?” I ask, deciding to try to divert the attention off of me and move it to him.

He’s quiet for a moment and then answers, “The same as yours. I don’t ever want to become my father.”

“From what you’ve told me, it sounds like you have no risk of becoming like him.”

“Maybe.” He shrugs. “Not on the surface. True. I’ve built a life that I will never have to worry about money. I will never have to work a nine-to-five, living paycheck to paycheck. I’ll never be basic. But”—he takes a sip from his wine, inhaling as he does—“I still have to fight the dark shadows that plagued him. I have to chase them away so I don’t plunge myself off a cliff to silence them.” He looks at me, his eyes darkening, his jaw tightening. “That’s my biggest fear. That I won’t be able to fight off those same demons that haunted him.”

“How do you know it wasn’t an accident? Maybe your father didn’t mean to go off the cliff,” I suggest, wondering if he ever considered the possibility.

He smirks. “There were no brakes, no skidding, no last-minute turn of the wheel.” His face hardens. “But what I do know is that the last image I have of my father alive is the minute the car went over the edge. The minute that we were at a point of no return. He turned to look at my mother and said I’m sorry right before everything went black.”

Jesus. I can actually see the morbid scene in my head.

“Here’s the thing about suicide,” Nick continues. “It’s a selfish act. One of the most selfish things a person can do. Because the person committing suicide has now given all their problems to the living. Their issues now are passed on to their loved ones. But my father… he was different. He was trying to take us with him. He didn’t want my mother to have to try to continue alone. I suppose he thought he was doing what was best for the family.”

I’m speechless. I don’t even know how to respond to what Nick is saying. I’m feeling sick to my stomach at the very thought of his awful memories.

Nick is quiet for a moment but then asks, “So, your mother…” he begins, pausing as if searching for the right words to use. “She bounced from one scam to another, correct?”

“Yes.” I drink from my Prosecco, trying to not roll my eyes.

“Money was important, but I get the feeling you never had it.”

“Correct. We were always chasing the dream of money.”

“So, why did your mother not go after Bryant for child support? Why did you not?”

I inhale deeply. “My mother wanted nothing to do with Bryant. She didn’t want to talk about him often. She almost seemed afraid of him. Who knows? Maybe he already paid her off at one point and she blew the money. Maybe they had some sort of deal. She’d answer the questions I had about him, but with short answers not giving away much.” I shrug. “We just kept him off-limits for some reason. I never really questioned it. Dylan didn’t either. Bryant was always just a fairy tale off in the distance. Not obtainable, and not a place we wanted to go.” I refocus my attention on the violinist. “Maybe I was afraid of rejection. What if I went to him as a daughter would a father and was laughed at and turned away? I think it was better to just keep up that wall around my heart.”

Nick picks up his glass and raises it for a cheers. “Here’s to shitty parents and becoming stronger because of them.”

I tap my glass to his. “Cheers.”

We both had that fact in common.

“I’m ready to take you back to our villa.” He leans in so close that I wonder if he’s waiting for me to meet him halfway so we can kiss. “I want to take you back so I can fuck you so hard that you scream my name loud enough for everyone to hear.”

My face heats at his words, but I can’t help but wish we were already back in bed. I fear that Nick has unleashed a beast inside of me. At least now I can keep up with his monster.

“But first,” he cuts into my fantasies, “tattoos!”

Blinking, I ask, “Tattoos?”

“Absolutely. We’re in one of my most favorite cities in the world. I’m with a beautiful woman. We just shared shit I wouldn’t tell a single soul.” He smiles. “Yeah, we have to mark this day with ink.” He stands up from the table and extends his hand. “We can walk to the tattoo shop. It’s just a few blocks away.”


[image: ‡]
Chapter Fifteen


Lyriope

“We won’t need an appointment?” I ask as we walk into a small shop that is off one of the busier streets.

“We’re good,” Nick says, as he strides into the shop, cane in one hand, me in the other. His swagger as he enters gives me a strength and a confidence I never knew I could have. I almost feel the need to walk with a different cadence to my usual footsteps as well.

“Let me guess. You own the tattoo shop, too?” I ask.

He chuckles. “No, but not a bad idea.”

He begins speaking in Italian—which shouldn’t have surprised me in the least bit—to the girl behind the counter greeting us. They chat for several moments, and then she leaves.

“You didn’t tell me you could speak Italian,” I say.

“I haven’t told you a lot of things.”

A few moments later, a man walks out, covered in tattoos from head to toe, his ears gauged, piercings on every spot possible to pierce, and shakes Nick’s hand. “Nick! Long time no see.”

“Long overdue, my friend,” Nick says, moving to the side to introduce me. “This lovely lady and I would like some of your art on our bodies.”

My mouth opens in protest. “Me? I thought you wanted the tattoo.”

Nick smiles as if saying “you’re cute,” and then returns his attention to the tattoo artist. “Both of us.”

It’s not like this is the first time I’ve walked into a tattoo shop. I have a tattoo of flowers that run up my spine. The difference, however, is it took me months and months of agonizing decisions over a design. I didn’t act spontaneously, nor did I go into the choice after having drunk several glasses of Prosecco and being drunk on Italy in general.

The tattoo artist turns to the lady at the counter and says something in Italian. She nods and walks over to the scheduling book.

“You’re a busy man, I see,” Nick says. “I appreciate you taking the time for us and rescheduling all your clients.”

“Are you kidding? I owe my success to you. Ever since you allowed me to put the picture of the Jabberwocky I gave you on your back in the tattoo magazines, I can barely keep up.”

“Well, you deserve it, Mateo. It’s one of my favorite pieces. At least until today. Today’s tattoo will top them all.”

We all walk into a private room in the back. It looks like any other room in a tattoo shop. A large black leather chair, pictures of other tattoos all over, but there is one thing that is different. There are plants everywhere. And I mean every possible square inch one could be squeezed. It’s like walking into a forest. A forest with splashes of bright colors all around. I can almost smell the extra oxygen the plants are giving.

“So what do you have in mind for today?” Mateo asks.

Nick reaches for a pad of paper and a pen and begins writing something down. He hands it to Mateo and says, “I want you to ink these words on me. But don’t sign the name.”

Mateo nods. “Free hand?”

“I trust you,” Nick says.

Nick pulls out a chair for me as Mateo sets up. He then takes a seat in the leather chair and gives me a genuine smile. One with his eyes. He then removes his shirt and points to a small area on his upper bicep. “No scars here, which is why I want this tattoo in this spot.”

My chair isn’t close enough to see what Mateo is tattooing, and I consider getting up and hovering to see, but don’t want to make the man uneasy. Especially since he’s free handing. I’m also nervous for my own tattoo and have no idea what I want. I’m scanning the art on the wall to try to come up with some idea.

It doesn’t take Mateo long before he says, “Finished. No name?”

“Oh I want a name,” Nick says. “Give the gun to Lyriope. I want her to sign the name.”

My attention snaps back to Nick. “Wait… what?”

“I want you to tattoo the name,” Nick says casually but with firmness laced in the words.

“What name? Me?” None of this is making sense.

I get up to go see what the tattoo is and am not surprised to see a quote from Alice from his favorite fairy tale.

I can’t go back to yesterday because I was a different person then.

“I want you to sign it as Alice,” Nick says.

“I don’t know how to tattoo,” I say, taking a step backwards and shaking my head.

“Sign it,” he says as Mateo hands me the gun.

“I’ll walk you through it,” Mateo says with a smile. “No worries. It’s not like it will be on his skin forever.”

“Fucker,” Nick says playfully as he punches Mateo in the arm. “You aren’t helping.”

I take the tattoo gun, listen to Mateo’s instructions and bring the gun to Nick’s skin. “You want me to tattoo the word Alice, right?”

Nick nods. “You’re my Alice. Seems fitting that it’s you signing your name.”

Taking a deep breath, I begin, finding it isn’t as hard as I thought. It’s actually… exciting and fun. When a piece of my hair falls in front of my face and I try blowing it out of the way, Nick reaches with his free hand and gently swipes it away. I’m so focused on the tattoo that I try not to pay attention to how intense his stare is on me. Not the tattoo. On me.

Taking my time, I mark the man’s skin forever. It’s not perfect, but then again, nothing is. Once I finish, I step away and admire it. Nick is also looking down with pride.

“I love it,” Nick praises. “Mateo, you may have just lost a client.” He hops out of the chair and extends his hand to me. “Your turn.”

I take his hand and allow him to help me into the chair.

“Have you decided what you want?” Mateo asks me.

I arch an eyebrow at Nick. “Are you going to answer the man?”

Nick chuckles. “So I get to choose?”

“Wasn’t that the plan all along?” I ask, already knowing the answer. “Matching tattoos.” I’m starting to be able to read Nick a little bit better as I get to know him. He may not like the fact, but it’s the truth regardless.

Nick shrugs with mischief glimmering in his eyes as he reaches for the pen and paper again and begins writing. And just like before, Mateo begins tattooing the exact same spot on me as he did on Nick. The difference is Nick stands by my side the entire time. His hand is possessively on my thigh, as if another man touching me—even a tattoo artist—is hard for him to take.

When all the writing is complete, Mateo hands Nick the tattoo gun and says, “It’s ready for you to sign.”

Nick walks around the chair, takes the gun, looks at me in the eyes, and asks, “Ready?”

I nod. “It’s not like it’s on my skin forever.”

With a slight chuckle, he begins.

Trust. That is what today has all been about. Absolute and complete trust. Not only that, but we both will be on each other’s bodies forever. Forever.

When Nick is done, I look down at my tattoo on my arm and fight the tears threatening to fall. I had purposely not watched the entire time I was getting the tattoo. I wanted it to be a surprise. Never could I have imagined a more perfect tattoo.

I will sit with you in the dark. ~ Mad Hatter

Which goes with Nick’s tattoo:

I can’t go back to yesterday because I was a different person then. ~ Alice

And just like that, I fall in love. Hard, obsessive, suffocating love. A love that will never go away just as this tattoo will stay with me forever.

Two tattoos that speak volumes for who we are, what we are, and how we will be. He captured us perfectly. He marked us with our reality. He declared it so.

He will sit with me in the dark, and we can’t go back to yesterday.
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Chapter Sixteen


Lyriope

“I can’t believe we just did that,” I say as we return to our villa. I look down at my wrapped arm. “But they’re perfect. Absolutely perfect.”

“Just like you,” he says as he approaches and then lifts me off the ground.

I shriek as he tosses me onto the bed and then laughs as he leaps to join me. By the time I stop bouncing, his fingers have begun to trail their way down my body, tracing over my curves as if they are the most desirable things on the entire planet. My mind becomes consumed with desire. I’m dizzy with lust, and I can sense my brain switching off. I crave feeling the sensations he’s so very capable of causing rush through my body.

As the bolts of lust race right down to my throbbing pussy, I grab on to him in sex-crazed desperation, running my hands over those amazing abs of his. Ink covers every inch, and I still have the urge to attempt to lick it all off as if it’s candy. I never realized quite how touching the ripped perfection of a sculpted body can turn me on. It makes me wild and animalistic. It draws another side out of me. One I didn’t even realize existed until Nick came into my life.

All of a sudden, the silky material of my dress brushes my hypersensitive skin, causing a small moan to pass my lips as he bares my torso. Everything Nick does to me sends me to new levels. It’s almost like he can do no wrong, and the appreciative look he gives me when my bra falls away from my body has my heart thundering in my chest.

“You’re beautiful,” he murmurs as he tugs and teases my nipples between his fingers. “I would pay off a million men for you over and over again if this is my reward.”

“I want those days to be over,” I counter. “I just want this. You. Me. No one else to mess us up.”

His lips curl in a slow grin that ratchets my lust up to an entirely new level.

“It’s just us,” he says, pressing his thick erection, still constrained by his pants, against my leg, making me even more aroused by the reminder of how full his cock makes me feel.

I never knew it was possible to experience such an intense passion with someone. I never realized I could feel this way. It makes me feel like everyone I have ever liked before had been nothing more than a silly phase, a passing crush. No matter their experience, their prominent social status, their age, their income, every one of them had been boys, not men. Not a single one could measure up to Nick Hudson. Nick really is the only person to truly make me feel alive. To feel powerful. To feel strong. To feel needed. He makes me realize my worth. I don’t have to fake it anymore when I’m around him. He’s handed me the keys to true confidence.

Also a woman with needs and sinful desires.

He makes me feel no shame in being that woman.

“Tell me what you want,” he growls.

“You,” I whisper. “I want you to…” The memories of him pulling my hair, spanking my ass, and spreading my pussy so wide I could feel him the next day flood in. I want the bite of pain again. I want his burning touch.

“Tell me,” he commands deeply.

But can I? What if he’ll think I’m—

“No,” Nick says, taking my face in his hands. “Don’t allow self-consciousness in this room with us. There is only the two of us and nothing, absolutely nothing you want is wrong. So tell me, Lyriope. What do you want?”

“I want you to hurt me again. Punish me because I—”

Who’s this person I have become? I can’t believe these words are coming from my mouth. Will he think less of me for saying what I want? Will he question my sanity when he dips his hand inside my panties and feels how wet the mere thought of Nick being rough with my body makes me?

“Have you been a bad, bad girl? Do you need me to spank your ass and make your pussy sting again?” Nick whispers into my ear, which has my sex gushing even more.

This man gets me… understands the woman I am deep inside.

I nod coyly.

He wraps his arms tightly around me and lifts me from the bed, causing me to cry out in excitement. He picks me up and carries me as he has before, easily as if I literally weigh nothing. Crossing the room, he sets me on the dresser, pressing my hot back against the ice-cold mirror.

“Oh fuck,” I gasp loudly, actually enjoying the shocking combination of sensations.

Nick pulls me closer to his chest until he’s positioned between my legs. He kisses me harder and more passionately than I have breath in my body to handle. Gasping, I dig my nails into his strong, muscular shoulders as his hands move tantalizingly closer to where I’m aching desperately, pulsating, frantic for him. My wet, hot desire throbs in my soaked panties, and I’m not sure how much longer I can cope with him just standing there.

I need him now.

I want him to slam into me. To take me. I want it all. Hard, soft, hard, soft, but I have no doubt hard would overrule in the end.

Nick places his palms on my thighs, which send butterfly wings flapping all over my body, causing my stomach to twist up in knots of passion. The feelings I have for this man are like nothing else. I love every damn second of experiencing them. But he is too near me now. Too close to not be doing more and it causes my breath to come out ragged, almost painfully so.

My head lolls to one side as his mouth claims my neck and my collarbone. I’m so frustrated I can scream. But at the same time, I’m enjoying how he’s making me feel.

“Nick,” I groan loudly, unable to keep it all inside anymore.

The mention of his name is enough to have Nick sliding my panties to one side and pushing a finger inside my pussy. It stills inside me as he looks up to meet my eyes. He then bends forward to place a kiss on my belly before sliding his finger deeper, much to my relief and to my intense pleasure. He’s exploring my inner walls, really massaging me. I want to squirm and to thrust my hips forward at the same time.

Suddenly I stiffen and then squeal as unbelievable pleasure sweeps through me.

“Oh my God,” I breathe as he begins to stroke over a spot I’d always thought didn’t exist except between the pages of a romance novel.

I pant, allowing myself to become consumed by him as he finger-fucks my hole. He slips in another finger, and another, until I feel completely powerless to him.

Without asking, without easing his way, and without an ounce of softness, he pulls one of his fingers from my wet pussy and thrusts it inside my anus. The biting intrusion has me crying out and tensing in his arms.

“A bad, bad girl gets her ass fucked,” he says as he pushes his finger deeper inside. “Does it hurt?”

“Yes, and I… I like it,” I confess, clutching his back as he nibbles my neck, never letting up on his thrusting. He has fingers in my pussy, and a finger in my ass, and I can barely comprehend the sensations rushing through me. Pain and pleasure blends to a point of drugging my mind and body with the need for more.

“Good.”

The moment I settle into the pattern of what he’s doing to my body, he pulls away. He removes my underwear as he goes, leaving me cold and totally exposed for him. My first instinct is to yell at him, to get him back inside me in one way or another, but then another idea overcomes me. I want to give Nick some of the pleasure he gives me. As I bite down painfully on my lip, I know exactly what I want next.

I jump down, pushing him backward until he falls back onto the bed behind him. Ripping his shirt completely off, I have a ravenous desire to taste his body right this very moment.

“What are you doing?” he asks, and I realize he’s smiling while doing so. He isn’t angry that I’ve done something bold, something that switches the power dynamic between us. I know he likes being in control, but this time… even for a second… I’m taking hold.

“Tasting you,” I say.

The smile never leaves his lips or his eyes as I drop to my knees in front of him. I unbuckle his belt and then unbutton and unzip his pants. As I slide them down, his cock springs free to point straight at the ceiling.

With a smile, I lean forward and run the tip of my tongue across his cock.

He moans as his head falls back in sheer ecstasy.

I smile as I continue to tug his pants down his legs, taking a moment to remove his shoes and socks before pulling them completely off and tossing them aside.

“Now, where was I?” I tease, my fingertips lightly walking their way up his legs. His cock jerks, and I watch his grip tighten on the bedspread beneath him. There’s an intense tremble within him, one that makes me feel he’s completely under my control, and that sends a swirling passion through my veins.

I take my time, giving his skin the lightest of scratches as I continue my journey up his body, enjoying the way he squeezes his eyes shut in pleasure. Then, to let him really see where I’m going with my seduction, I run light kisses all over his cock, covering every square inch. The mere feeling of my breath and my mouth upon him, seems to drive him wild, so by the time I wrap my lips around him and take him back in my throat, while flicking my tongue all over him, I can sense he’s about to lose control. Pre-cum coats my tongue, and I purr against his hardened dick, enjoying the musky scent and taste of this man.

He tugs on my arms, and when I mewl, he ignores it and tugs harder. With a sigh, I let his delicious length pop from my lips and allow him to grab me and pull me onto his lap where we can start kissing once more. His mouth is all over mine, and his cock is teasing my entrance, causing me to grow hotter by the second.

I need him. I need him right now, and from the guttural groan that burst from his chest, it seems he needs me just as much.

“Now,” I cry out. “I need you now.”

He flips me onto my back, spreads my legs wide, and those wonderful, magical fingers find my core again.

“Nick!” I hiss, bowing up as they slap against my wet pussy.

“Naughty girls get their pussy spanked,” he says, each word punctuated with its own swat against very sensitive, very needy flesh.

Then he begins to truly drive me wild by nibbling along my inner thighs, giving a gentle kiss and a smack at the same time. It’s a combination of pain and pleasure I’m sure will drive me insane. He doesn’t demand me to beg… he doesn’t have to. All on my own, I begin to plead.

Once again, Nick Hudson is in control. The man is always in control.

“Please… please… please,” I chant my new mantra, my head thrashing, the muscles in my belly quivering, my core swelling and growing wetter with every moment he refuses my heartfelt plea. “You’re killing me!” I cry. Grabbing his hair, I say, “I swear to God, if you don’t fuck me now, I could die.”

“We can’t have that now, can we?”

Finally, after what feels like forever while he finds protection, and after handing the condom to me to do the honors, he makes his move. He thrusts hard into me, causing me to wrap my arms even tighter around his neck, clinging on for dear life.

As Nick moves inside me, hitting all of the right spots, I feel like I’m floating to cloud nine. My body trembles, flooding with desire, and I can already feel those intense waves starting to crash over me, sending me straight into the abyss of sexual heaven.

“I’m going to come!”

With that, Nick picks me up and throws me back farther onto the bed where he can thrust more powerfully within me. I grab on to him. His hands run everywhere all over me, and it isn’t long until I’m fully shuddering, bucking, screaming out as I release.

Almost at the same instant, Nick loses himself to the sensations as well. At that moment, as his face contorts with pleasure, I feel a rush of even more intense feelings emerge for this man.

As we lie next to one another on the bed, panting happily, our limbs intertwined, I’m tempted to ask him what this all means. What happens when we leave Tuscany?

Surely this will all have to end someday.

And then what? What does he want? What does he feel?

I know I’m falling for Nick, and falling hard.

I think that much is obvious, and there isn’t a damn thing I can do about it. And I don’t even want to. He’s incredible, truly amazing, and a big part of me is confident he’s the man I didn’t even know I have been looking for my entire life.

Instead of asking or overthinking, I turn over to look at him, to drink in everything about his presence, and he places a light kiss on my lips.

I’ll go down the dark hole of possible despair and pain on another day. Now… I just want to lie in Nick’s arms and stare out at the setting Tuscan sun.

“I love you,” I confess, allowing the pure joy of the words to wash over me.

His body stiffens as my heart skips a beat. “Don’t.”

Don’t what? Don’t love him? Don’t tell him how I feel? What does he mean by don’t?

I feel tears burn my eyes as I struggle to come up with the right words to say, or the right actions to do.

“Don’t love me,” he says, but kisses the top of my head, and squeezes me closer with a reassurance that I don’t have to pull away. At least not yet. “I’m not the kind of man to love. So don’t love me.”

Part of me wants to flee. I want to run away like I did before. But Nick holds me tight, and I’ve learned that love or not, Nick is not going to ever let that happen again. He’ll hunt me down. He’ll punish me. He’ll do it all over with a renewed vengeance.

He’s claimed me as his.

I know I am his.

That knowledge helps soothe the pain of him not saying he loves me in return.

I press my body next to him, grateful for his heat to offset the coldness of his words. I wish I could take my declaration of love back. That I never said the words. But at the same time, they are my truth, and I know that Nick would never judge me for that.

He tilts my chin, so I’m forced to look up at him as he places his lips to mine. The kiss helps erase the burn of his refusal to let me love him.

He added a new rule to our game.

I’m not allowed to love him.
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Chapter Seventeen


Lyriope

“Come on, I have something I want to show you,” Nick says as he grabs me by the hand.

We are taking a walk, side by side along the river below the village, enjoying the warm air. In many ways the last two weeks have been wonderful. Nick and I have spent every waking moment together, and I don’t want our time in Italy to ever end.

In my case, the forced proximity being a blessing rather than a curse.

We talk, we laugh, and we briefly kiss if I initiate it. But we haven’t had sex since after the tattoos, and I’m starting to wonder if it’s because I confessed my love only to have it rejected. It feels as if he’s been distancing himself with work—the planning of the next Wonderland. But he hasn’t been shutting me out either. It’s like we’re walking on the edge of a cliff, and I’m just waiting for us to fall.

I’m trying my best to not overthink. To not feel inadequate. To not start believing he’s had a taste of me and now is bored. I’m trying hard not to spiral and just “stop” as he had ordered the last time I did.

I’m trying to follow the rules of his game, because I desperately want to keep playing it.

Each minute of each day, I’m falling deeper and harder for this man, and trying my best to simply live in the moment and not overthink.

I wouldn’t dare confess that to Nick again. We haven’t discussed love, but we haven’t brought up the fact that this is temporary either.

It’s messy, complicated, and most likely unsustainable.

I think we both know that, but we don’t want to face it. Or at least that’s how I’m seeing it. A Tuscan getaway to live a fantasy life, and then back to reality. What harm can hiding my head in the sand a little longer do?

But eventually the dark shadows will come knocking.

I know this.

The white rabbit who carries the clock warning that time is up will appear.

“Where are you taking me?”

“Over there.” Nick points to a villa on the top of a vineyard-covered hill. “That’s our new place. It’s finally completed.”

“Our new villa?”

He nods with a smile of pride on his face. “I told you I’d find us better accommodations. I like the security and the reclusiveness of this town. It’s centrally located, and it also acts as our own personal fortress. So staying here is wise, but I did want something a little less… rustic for us.”

I lean in and kiss him with excitement. “You never cease to amaze me. Can you show me the inside now?”

We walk hand in hand to the villa like a couple in love. I know that he did this for me. Yes, the man likes his fancy shit, but I feel it in my core that this was more for me than him. I’m not used to receiving gifts, but I have never found Nick as attractive and sexy as I do as we approach the door.

As we walk in, my breath is suffocated from the magnificent view I see first thing. The entire east-facing side of the house is floor-to-ceiling windows that overlook the rolling hills. It’s breathtaking, it’s so Nick Hudson. The stone walls are still rustic but clearly have been cleaned and repaired. The floor is made up of a decorative pattern of Italian tile that is an art piece within itself. I’m shocked to see there’s no furniture, however.

“It’s empty.”

Nick smiles. “I want us to go into Rome and shop for it. I want you to buy whatever you want.”

I blush, almost feeling giddy with the news that he wants to take me to Rome. Rome! And to shop!

Nick’s smile grows bigger, and he wraps his arms around me. “Money is no object. And I’ll stay out of it. Whatever design you want.”

He kisses my forehead, my cheek, the tip of my nose and then my lips. I press my body into his, moving my tongue past his lips to touch, to combine. Everything about this man makes my body sizzle. His soft, genuine show of affection is like a shot of adrenaline to my libido. He isn’t cocky or arrogant, but sweet and sincere.

Is it Italy? Does this place bring out a different side out of him?

Sure, he can still be bossy as hell. He speaks his mind and expects to be heard and obeyed. I still know that when it comes to Nick, I have to be careful. His dominance cannot be broken. And frankly… I’m okay with all that. But the truth of the matter is Nick is a great guy, and I have never been turned on more.

I try to press Nick back up against the wall. I want to take him right then and there. His hard, muscled body won’t budge an inch, however.

“Fuck me,” I purr against his lips.

He doesn’t respond, but he doesn’t return the kiss. His body is as hard as stone.

“Nick…”

Nick shakes his head. “Fucking keeps the relationship… uncomplicated. What we’ve done… crosses over to complicated. We don’t just fuck anymore. And we don’t want to explore what that means.”

“Really?” I smile seductively up at him. “Maybe I like complicated. Maybe I want to explore what comes next.”

“Lyriope…” he warns.

“Nick…” I counter, feeling the air sizzle between us.

“You thought I was a possessive psychopath before? If we go beyond complicated… you’ll see a side of me that I’m not sure you can handle.”

“Try me,” I provoke.

He doesn’t act on my provocation, and I roll my eyes. “I won’t love you, if that’s your concern. I just want to feel you inside of me again.” I lean forward to kiss him, forcing my hunger on him. “I know the rules of the game.”

His breath hitches. “I’m not sure either one of us does,” he says as he finally succumbs to my kiss and dances his tongue with mine.

He takes hold of me and pushes me hard up against the wall. He grabs my hands and presses them above my head and holds them firm with one hand, while his other begins to rip off my clothing. He yanks, he tugs, and he has me naked before I can even take my next breath. His lips press against mine with such force, such fierce passion.

Nick moves his lips to my neck and begins to kiss, suck, and bite. With my arms still pinned above my head by his massive hand, I have no choice but to allow Nick to do as he wishes.

I feel the sting of his teeth on my neck and gasp.

He stands before me and takes off all of his clothes in the same rush and fury that has landed me up against the wall. His ripped, tight, tattooed body towers before me as he seductively smiles.

“I like the word mine as well,” he says. “And that’s exactly what you are about to become.”

Nick kisses one breast and then the other. He sucks each nipple, slightly nipping with his teeth. I gasp, I moan, but he ignores my sounds and continues his descent down my abdomen with licks, swirls of his tongue, and bites. He reaches his final destination, kissing every ounce of flesh, licking my entire mound until I’m hungry with desire. I’m dying to feel his tongue delve into me. I want to feel the invasion, the penetration.

I’m practically climbing the wall of lunacy.

My body frantically searches for release from the madness.

Finally, he lowers me to the ground, moves his body on top of mine, and captures my gaze, and never releases it. He stares deep into my eyes, joining our souls, linking our energy.

Nick presses his cock deep within and stops moving. Taking that moment did something to me. I feel a connection and closeness I have never felt before with him. I look into his eyes and just watch. I watch the man—a man I’m starting to understand more than anyone—as we become one.

“I’m yours, Nick,” I softly admit.

“Yes, you are.”

I move my lips to his and kiss him until I feel that our mouths have melded together.

His breath is mine; my breath is his.

I feel his tongue lightly move along mine, his hands caress, we embrace.

Nick moves his body in and out of mine in a slow, sensual pace. He caresses my hair and smiles softly while looking into my eyes.

Without saying a single word, he licks one breast, then the other. He sucks one nipple and quickly moves to the next. He kisses, and he licks every part of my stomach. I can’t get enough. I can’t get enough of his touch. I need more. I need Nick like I have never needed anyone in my life.

I literally need him, and I’m okay with what that truly means.

He positions his body so that he can thrust his cock inside of me once more, driving his sex deep within me. He pulls out quickly, only to drive back in with a force of pure lust.

“Look into my eyes,” he demands.

Nick’s gaze penetrates my soul, commanding for me to stare into his eyes, never looking away.

I reach for his face and slowly trace the edge of his jaw with my fingertips as he brings my orgasm closer and closer.

Nick presses harder into me once again and begins to kiss a trail of soft kisses along my neck. “Mine. Mine.”

The animalistic fire burns deep within my core. I whisper into his ear, “Yours.”

He flips over, allowing me to straddle him. My thighs on each side of his body make me anxious for more. My hair cascading around my face makes me feel sexy and seductive. I feel perfect in his eyes. In his eyes, my breasts are firm, my stomach flat, and I can see in his eyes the desire he feels.

I’m not an imposter in his eyes.

I’m not the color gray.

I’m bright. I’m bold. I’m everything he wants.

Never have I felt so beautiful.

I close my eyes and begin to rock my body in a rhythmic motion. My hips sensually pulsate to the music created by the heavy breathing of two lovers. We rock, we turn, and we move with each gasp, with each moan, with each passionate word.

The fire works its way throughout my entire body. I feel the inferno build, hotter with each driving force, hotter than I could ever have imagined. The heat causes each moan to get louder, each gasp to grow more ragged. I fling my head back and reach for his hands. I place them on my breasts as I begin to ride with wild abandon. I go down as he comes up. I move my body faster, stoking the fire until I finally scream out his name.

We rock our hips together until every last bit of completion is removed from our bodies. I collapse onto Nick’s chest and can barely breathe. Nick rubs my back as our heartbeats struggle to regain a normal cadence as the Tuscan beauty shines upon us from the floor-to-ceiling windows.
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Chapter Eighteen


Nick

“I’m losing my fucking patience,” Harrison says as he intercepts me on my way to Lyriope. “I get it. You’re a man falling in fucking love. Hearts shooting out your asshole. But when you aren’t listening to me, or listening to Martha, and you are making decisions that could get us all killed, I’m going to step in and make you see reason. Even if I have to beat it into you.”

I stop mid stride and stare at him. Good ol’ Harrison. The only man who can speak to me like that without losing his tongue. “Have you forgotten who works for who?” I ask, my voice even and steady.

“Oh fuck that,” Harrison spats. “You know damn well that our relationship has changed years ago. You’re like a fucking brother to me, and I know I am to you. Which is why I’m here telling you that enough is enough. I need you to stop. I need you to listen. And then I’m going to need you to fucking act.”

“Fine. I’m listening.” I cross my arms against my chest, narrowing my eyes, but giving the man all my attention.

“Lucian has been calling and he’s livid you aren’t taking his calls.”

I shrug. “I said I would. On my terms. When I’m ready.”

“Well, it’s time you become ready!” Harrison shouts. “He was a friend of yours, so you at least owe him your goddamn attention.”

“Fine,” I agree. “You have a point. I’ll call him before Wonderland tonight.”

“Too late,” Harrison says. “The Morellis are coming to Wonderland. Bryant is coming tonight, and he’s demanding a tea party. They know why you’re in Italy, and they know Lyriope is with you.”

My heart stops, and Harrison’s information is like a bucket of cold water on the warm bliss I’ve been living in. “How the fuck did that happen?”

Harrison rolls his eyes. “Oh I don’t know. Maybe because you’re running around Italy like you are on your fucking honeymoon. Maybe you’ve been watched like a hawk like Martha and I warned you that you would be. You let your dick and your puppy-love heart rule over all your reason.”

Running my hand through my hair, I sigh deeply. “Fuck. I thought we’d have more time.”

“Ticktock, says the rabbit.” Harrison crosses his arms and repositions his weight, waiting for me to fully allow the reality to sink in.

A change of plans needs to happen. I see this. I know this. Harrison is right. He’s always fucking right, which is why he is like a brother to me. He was right in stating the obvious in that too.

“Cora should be here any minute. I was going to have her go to Wonderland with us, but I’ll have her stay back with Lyriope. You and I will go to Wonderland, we’ll meet with Bryant, and then we’ll take it from there.”

“And then what?” Harrison asks. “Are you prepared to hand Lyriope over to Bryant?”

“Fuck no. That is not an option.” When Harrison opens his mouth to speak, I cut him off with, “I would rather die. No. Fucking. Way.”

“It’s time to face reality. It’s not just the Morellis. Not just the Constantines. The Sidorovs are now interested. I figured they would be once they saw the interest in this chick.”

“She’s not just some chick. And fuck the Sidorovs. I’m not worried about them.”

“That’s the problem. You need to be.” He lets out a heavy breath. “And why in the fuck would you tell Cora where you are and have her come out here? The entire purpose of this rustic shithole you have us staying in was to keep our location top secret. We are in hiding. Remember?”

I shake off his words. “It’s Cora. You and I both know that her knowing where we are is fine.”

“No, man. You may think that. I don’t. We had a plan, and you aren’t sticking to it.” He pauses his tirade and looks down at his boots kicking a rock in the dirt. “I’d fucking take a bullet for you. You know this. But I don’t want us to look like damn fools before we face our maker. So for the love of fucking God, can you start acting like the Nick Hudson who I know, respect, and even fear?”

“I hear you, I do,” I say, knowing Harrison wouldn’t be confronting me like this unless he had given this a lot of thought. He’s right. He’s able to see all of this with clear eyes. Mine are blurry.

“I’m not sure you do,” Harrison says. “When we first met, you hired me to be your right-hand man. You needed someone who you could trust, and who could tell it to you like it is. Before you, I didn’t care about a fucking soul. No one. No ties. No connections. You hired me because of that. You wanted someone who was just like you. Two loners who were fucked up. Well… things have changed whether we want to admit it or not. I care about you. I do. And I like seeing how this girl, Lyriope, makes you happy. I can see it. Not just because your dick is being sucked, but because she genuinely brings you a light I’ve never seen before. Anyone can see how happy you are. What she does to you. But I’m going to be frank. This little bubble you are in is about to be popped. It can’t keep on as is. I wish it could for your sake, but I have to be honest with you. It’s not going to end the way you want it to.”

I don’t want to allow my thoughts to process what he’s saying. I’m not willing to consider Lyriope in my life. But I’m also willing to take it one step at a time. I need to focus on tonight. Wonderland.

“We’ll go to Wonderland tonight. We’ll see what happens at the tea party. And then you and I—both of us—will decide what the next step is. I give you my word. No more thinking with my dick.”

Harrison tilts his head and studies me for a few moments before saying, “Good. We hear Bryant out. We consider all options. All options. Agreed?”

“Agreed.”
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Chapter Nineteen


Lyriope

I knew this day would come. Reality. No more fairy tale.

“Your rules, remember? Never apart again,” I remind, hating what he’s telling me.

Life has been so perfect. Pure bliss. I don’t want it to end. It shouldn’t end. Why does it have to end?

Nick has just come inside from meeting with Harrison. I watched them near the church talking, and I could tell whatever was being discussed was not good. My heart had sunk to my gut, and I considered running and hiding just so I wouldn’t have to hear what would come next when Nick approached me.

“I know that’s what I said,” he says calmly, his hand reaching out for mine. “But Harrison is right. If you come with me tonight, we risk your safety as well as everyone else. It could make things volatile. It could add emotion to what needs to be a calculated meeting.”

“I don’t understand why I can’t go to Wonderland with you. Don’t you think I’ll be safer by your side?” I ask, trying to not sound whiney and pouty, but once again, this feels like another rejection.

He doesn’t want me to love him.

Maybe he doesn’t want me period.

“Because the Morellis are attending,” he says.

“So? That didn’t stop you on the last one.”

“This time is different. I just got word that Bryant is coming. And not only is he attending, but he’s also asked for a tea party.” Nick sighs. “I don’t normally let someone else dictate when or if I hold a tea party, but since he’s being… respectful… I’ve decided to grant him this wish.”

“Okay, that still doesn’t explain why I can’t be there.”

Nick raises an eyebrow at me. “Do you want to see your father? Do you want to meet him this way?”

My heart falls to my stomach at the thought. “No. I don’t.”

“I didn’t think so. And besides, there are too many unknowns out there.” He leans forward and kisses me. “I’ll make it up to you.”

“But am I really safe here while you’re in Rome? All by myself?”

“It’s only two hours away. I won’t be too far. And you won’t be alone.” He looks over my shoulder then and smiles. “Ah, right on cue!”

He moves past me to greet an unexpected guest. Well… an unexpected guest to me.

“Thank you for coming,” Nick says to Cora Pillar, kissing her on both cheeks. “Perfect timing.”

“You said you needed me,” Cora says with a warm smile. “When you beckon, I come. Even if it means flying across the world to do it.” She gives a twinkle of a laugh and pats him on the back. “I brought my security you asked for. Some of my finest men.”

“I know I promised you Wonderland at the Vatican,” he begins.

Cora arches an eyebrow. “But?”

“I don’t want to leave Lyriope alone, but I need to make an appearance at Wonderland. Especially since Bryant Morelli is asking for a tea party to discuss his lovely daughter.”

“Bryant’s in Italy?”

“He is,” Nick says. “Which means Lyriope is safer here. With you and your security detail, if you don’t mind? I need to bring the men that I have with me to Wonderland considering our current guest list, so your manpower would be greatly appreciated.”

Nick then comes to me and kisses me on the cheek. I cross my arms, pouting that I don’t get to go to Wonderland. Even though he says it’s for my safety, I can’t help but feel it’s because he truly doesn’t want me with him.

“I don’t see why I can’t go,” I say, attempting one more time since I really don’t want to be left behind with Cora. I know the woman doesn’t like me. “I can stay hidden. Besides, everyone will think I’m Sasha.” It’s a weak statement, but I’m desperate.

Nick reaches for my hand and brings it to his lips. “That plan would work except that your father will be attending. I’m sorry, my dear, but no one is going to be fooled that you’re Sasha Morelli.” He shakes his head. “You aren’t coming. The arena for Wonderland is more confined and with far less places to keep you stashed away. I’m not going to risk you being stolen from me while I’m distracted with business.” He points at Cora. “But my dear friend Cora and her men will be here to keep you company while I’m away.”

“We could all go to Wonderland,” Cora suggests. “My men and I can keep an eye on Lyriope there.”

“It’s too risky,” Nick says, leading us both out to the veranda. “An unnecessary risk when you can be safer here.”

He pulls out two chairs and helps us both sit down. There’s a bottle of wine and two glasses waiting for us.

“I have an excellent vintage Chianti for you both to share while I’m away. I won’t be long.” He then leans down and gives us both kisses on our foreheads. “My two most special women. It’s time you get to know each other more anyway.”

He leaves us as the starry night sky and the sounds of nature engulf the awkwardness between us.

Cora is the first to make a move. She pours us each a glass of wine, and then lights a cigarette. “Is this your first time in Italy?” she asks. She picks up her phone, texts something for a minute, lays the phone facedown on the table, and then returns her attention back at me with a smile.

I take the wine and sip from it. “Yes. I hope it won’t be my last. I love it here.”

She glances at the villa. “You’ve both been staying here the entire time?”

“Yes,” I say, deciding to leave out the part about Sasha and her vacation home.

She watches me as she drinks and then smokes. I feel like she’s examining every inch of my body and her stare nearly burns me as she does.

“I’m not sure that I like you,” Cora says as she takes a long inhale from her cigarette.

Yeah, I already know that. She’s made that quite clear.

“I understand that,” I say, focusing on keeping my voice calm and in control.

Her eyebrows rise. “Really? It doesn’t bother you to have a woman sitting across from you expressing her distaste for you?”

I casually shrug and stare out upon the scenery. “I’ve put Nick in a dangerous situation. I can understand how someone who cares about him wouldn’t be happy about that fact.”

She’s quiet. All I can hear is the exhale of her smoke.

I turn to look at her. “Whether you believe me or not, this wasn’t planned. This isn’t some scam, some manipulation, or anything sordid that I’m sure has run through your mind.”

“Then what is it? I still don’t even know who you are.”

“I’m someone who loves Nick,” I confess. Saying the words feels foreign and yet feels… freeing. “I love him and would die before I’d stand by and let him take a bullet for me.”

Her eyes narrow. “He may very well take that bullet regardless of what you want. You did this. You made this mess.” She extends a finger to point at me, a swirl of smoke wrapping around her painted nail. “It’s your job to clean it up. Not his.”

I look out toward the view again and nod. She’s right. It is my mess to clean up. I just don’t know how to do it.

“I left Bishop’s Landing thinking that was the best thing to do. I tried to leave Nick so he wouldn’t have to deal with all this,” I say. “But as you can see, he found me.”

“And do you believe it’s because Nick loves you?” she asks.

“No,” I admit. “I would never assume Nick loves me. I’m just a contract to him. A pawn in his game.”

“But you love him?”

I shrug, shaking off the pain of the reality the best I can. I love a man who does not love me in return. Just as my mother did my entire life. But I refuse to allow Cora to see this pain if I can help it.

“I don’t think Nick is capable of love,” she says. “Admiration for others, friendship, loyalty for sure. But that man broke into a million pieces the day he was driven off that cliff. Bones repaired but nothing more.” She inhales. “Has he told you about the accident?”

I nod. “It’s awful.”

“His mother worked for me as an assistant. When everything happened, it came to light that he had no other family. He had no one left in the world. The last thing I needed was a child in my life, but at the same time, it’s not like I could stand by and watch him fall into the system. There was something about him I liked. He was a fighter. A survivor. Nothing could kill him. Not even doing a nose dive off a cliff into a rocky sea below. I knew the minute I watched him take his first step in full body cast that this boy would be special. I knew that if I gave him enough tools in life to succeed, that he’d rule empires. And he has. He went from pauper to king. And not because of me. But because of him.”

“I’ve never met a stronger person,” I agree.

“I made it my mission to break the cycle. I would never allow that broken boy to become his father. I would never allow him to heal but only to be weaker than before. It was my job to teach him how to be ruthless, cunning, intelligent, and how to succeed in life. Real life. Nick had the potential to be extraordinary, and I was determined for him to live up to that potential.”

I don’t know what Cora Pillar does for a living, but it’s pretty clear that Nick got into his life of crime due to her. If I wasn’t already intimidated by this woman, I am even more now. Clearly Nick learned everything that makes him terrifying from this woman.

She stamps out the cigarette into an ashtray and leans back in the chair. “There’re stories of women destroying kingdoms because of the power between their legs.” She runs her gaze up and down my body before locking eyes with mine. “I won’t let you destroy what he’s worked so hard to build.”

“I don’t want to destroy it. I promise you that.”

“Maybe you don’t want to. But maybe you can’t help yourself.”

I swallow the forming lump in the back of my throat, wishing to God that Nick hadn’t left us alone together. How long will he be gone, and will it be terribly rude for me to just hide out in our room until he returns?

“I don’t know what you want me to say,” I finally get the courage to reply.

“I don’t expect you to say anything,” she answers as she looks over my head and nods. “But I do expect you to leave with these men without putting up a fuss.”

I look over my shoulder and see two men that I recognize from Wonderland.

The Sidorovs.

I look back at Cora, hoping to God there is some mistake. She wouldn’t set me up like this. She wouldn’t betray Nick. Or would she?

The men take hold of me and begin wrapping a gag around my mouth.

Cora raises her hand. “There will be no need for that.” She looks at me with an arched eyebrow. “Correct, Lyriope? You have no intention of screaming.”

My ears ring, and if it weren’t for the men flanking me on each side, I think I’d collapse to the ground.

“Cora,” I somehow say on exhale. “What are you doing?”

“These men have been looking for you.” She laughs as she lights up another cigarette. “A lot of people have been looking for you.” She inhales, watches the smoke leave her mouth in small circles, and adds, “When Nick told me where you were, well…” She shrugs. “You can see that I’m awful at keeping secrets.”

I have no idea what the Sidorovs are planning to do with me, but I know if I leave this villa with them, it won’t end well. I can’t. I have to fight. I have to get away, and yet, I’m not stupid enough to think I can match up to the large men holding each of my arms.

“Please don’t do this,” I say, trying to not burst into tears and beg. I need to stay strong. I need to pull the inner Nick Hudson out of me. “I’ll leave Italy if that’s what you want.”

She shakes her head. “No you won’t. You won’t leave Nick on your own.”

“I will if that’s what it takes for you to call this off.”

“You just admitted to me you love Nick. That’s all I had to hear to know that I’ve made the right decision. I need to protect him from you. I need to protect his heart.”

“Cora—”

“Now, be a good girl, and go with them with grace,” she says as she motions for me to shoo away. “They won’t hurt you unless you give them reason to. You are simply an asset to be used for an ultimate goal. Stay quiet. Stay obedient. Don’t resist.” As the Sidorovs begin to pull me away, she adds, “Just know I’m doing this for Nick.”

“He’ll never forgive you,” I spit. “When he finds out you led the Sidorovs here…”

“Oh he’ll be furious. He’ll maybe even want me dead. But there’s something you’ll never understand about this world, Lyriope. We all march to our own drummers. We all do what we have to do to survive. We don’t care what people think about us. We don’t aim to please. But there is no doubt in my mind that though Nick will never like what I did, he’ll ultimately understand why I did it.”

“You’re fucking crazy if you think he won’t kill you for this.”

She laughs. “Oh yes. I’m crazy. I’m absolutely mad. But that’s what makes me so fucking interesting.” She laughs again and motions for the men to take me away.
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Chapter Twenty


Nick

Pinstripe red and black Valentino is the attire for the night. I represent gothic power as I march my way to the event of the year. I feel devilish prestige flow through my veins as I soak in the pureness of the Vatican before walking down the secret chamber toward the bomb shelter. My sinful world is merging with the ancient heavens, and I know right then and there that I may never be able to top this Wonderland ever again.

Everything about Wonderland has been executed to perfection. White roses everywhere with droplets of blood splattered about. It’s not gory or even morbid, but rather quite beautiful. Almost whimsical in appearance. Glitter falls from the extra lighting we had installed to give off a more magical vibe. We have the aroma of a blend of ivy, violet leaf, rose, pink pepper, and ambrette pumped into the room to hide the smell of musk and dank.

It smells like Italy.

It reeks of entitled wealth.

It oozes of absolute decadence, and I fucking love it.

There’s something that screams wealth and prestige about partying in a structure that sits beneath the Pope. Guests have to walk through columns of Roman statues and Catholic antiquities to enter the bomb shelter that literally raises the hairs on my arms as I make my way to the room.

DJ Mikal flew in from Hungary to play the soundtrack for the evening, and people from around the world have entered Wonderland to take part in this wondrous event. I have to say, it may be my biggest masterpiece so far, and I’m saddened that Lyriope isn’t here to see it.

Especially since some of it was her idea.

But tonight isn’t about festivities, and I’m reminded of that fact when Harrison approaches me and tells me that the Morellis are down a hallway in a private chamber. I don’t waste any time, and I have no desire to upset the men by making them wait. My time is not more valuable than theirs, and I’m respectful of that fact.

As I enter the room, I paint my classic smile on my face. “Gentlemen, gentlemen,” I say with as much enthusiasm and boisterous energy as I can muster. “Welcome to Wonderland.”

Bryant and Lucian watch my every move as I enter. Not a single man is offering even the slightest emotion. Blank canvases with black hair stare back at me. I should know better than to expect them to show their cards.

“Let’s get straight to the matter at hand,” Bryant says the minute I sit down at the head of the table. “I have business to attend to in Bishop’s Landing and the last place I want to be is at some nightclub.”

“I would say being in the Pope’s bomb shelter is far from just being in a nightclub,” I say, pouring myself some whiskey and then passing the bottle to Lucian who takes it and follows suit. “But yes, let’s get to the reason you called this little meeting.”

“You have forty-eight hours to return Lyriope to me,” Bryant says in an even tone, allowing Lucian to pour him some whiskey with a nod of his head. “Out of respect to our past friendship, we won’t hold this against you, but one minute beyond the forty-eight hours, and my family will no longer be so generous.”

“We’ll let bygones be bygones,” Lucian interjects.

I nod slowly, twisting my lips into a devious smile. “Yes, just as I’ll let the bombing of my boat fall into the category of bygones.”

“Clearly you got the message,” Bryant says, not the least bit apologetic or offering an ounce of denial.

“And why would you believe that Lyriope is with me? Everyone knows she escaped my house. She left during that little act of arson, in fact.”

Lucian narrows his eyes on me. “Let’s not fuck around. You know where she is. I know you. I know your determination. There is no way you simply came to Italy to lick your wounds and move on from her. You forget, my friend. We know you.”

“Yes, my friend. If you know me so well, then you also know that I wouldn’t just hand her over on a silver platter simply because you ask.”

“We aren’t asking,” Bryant states with darkness in his eyes. “Where in this conversation did you get that we are asking? She’s ours. We’re taking her.”

I steeple my fingers in front of my mouth and study each man individually before asking, “And why do you want this woman so badly? You’ve never cared about your bastards before. So why do you even care what happens to Lyriope?”

“I don’t have to explain myself to you,” Bryant snaps.

I smirk, because he does actually have to explain himself. “You’ve known of her existence from the beginning. So why now?”

It’s his son who answers. “We’ve heard the Sidorovs want her,” Lucian says. “She’s leverage over us, and we aren’t going to allow anyone to have that power over the Morelli family. We’re removing one of the game pieces from play. Simple as that. We win, they lose, and we all get to move on.”

“Bullshit. You’ve had years to give a shit. And you certainly weren’t around when the Siderov’s first started threatening her. Give me something better than that.”

Bryant stands up. Places his palms on the table and leans toward me. “It was a mistake not to acknowledge her. I don’t make mistakes often, but this… well, it was pride. Among other things. I’m trying to make amends. Doesn’t she want that?”

Fuck. I’m afraid she does want that. She might protest that she doesn’t give a fuck about the Morellis, but she protests too much. It’s clear she wants to be in the family fold. Anyone would want that. Any bastard would want to be acknowledged.

Bryant raises a black eyebrow, and I see in his dark gaze a phantom of Lyriope’s own seriousness. “Forty-eight hours. That’s all my patience can stand. Don’t push on this, Nick. You won’t like the outcome.”

“I don’t do well with threats, Bryant. You should know this by now.”

I can feel my phone vibrating in my pocket. I’m choosing to ignore it, but I also notice that the men at the table who are now getting up to leave are also picking up their phones and looking at them. I notice Harrison is reading his phone and frowning. Martha rushes into the room and whispers something into Harrison’s ear as he raises his eyes to meet mine. I see all I need to see.

Something is wrong. Something is seriously wrong.

“What the fuck is this?” Bryant booms as he holds up his phone to me as if I can read what’s on the screen.

I’ve yet to look at my phone, but Harrison rushes by my side and whispers in my ear, “Lyriope was taken from El Boro. The Sidorovs walked in and kidnapped her. They’ve just sent out the texts to all parties that have shown interest in her that there will be an auction tomorrow night for her, highest bidder wins.”

“You better start explaining,” Bryant shouts. “What the fuck is going on?”

“How the hell should I know?” I answer, feeling my head spin as I swallow back the bile in the back of my throat. “Those fuckers entered my property… motherfuckers…”

My ears are ringing as I look at my phone so I can actually read the words sent out by the Sidorovs myself. I see missed calls from Cora and 911 texts as well.

“Cora?” I ask Harrison, ignoring how the Morellis are glaring at me for answers.

“Calling her now,” Harrison says as he moves to a far corner of the room to give himself some privacy.

Lucian is on the phone with someone, and Bryant is staring at me. “This won’t be forgotten, asshole. When we get Lyriope back, which we will do, you are to stay the fuck away from her. I don’t ever want to see your face again. Are we clear on that?”

I can’t focus on anything until I see Harrison nod at me and give me the thumbs-up as he speaks into the phone. Cora is okay… Jesus fuck… I need to hear that to be able to take my next breath.

“We’re leaving now,” Bryant says as his son follows. He looks over his shoulder at me. “I mean what I say. I’m done playing nice. We aren’t in Wonderland anymore. You are in my world. Mine.”
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Chapter Twenty-One


Lyriope

I walk hesitantly up the long walkway toward a winery about an hour or maybe two from El Boro. It takes all my might not to run toward the rolling hills and vineyards in hopes of escape, but I also know that if I were to get caught, it would only make things worse. The sun is rising, and I wonder if Nick has returned from Wonderland yet and noticed me gone. Would Cora call him and tell him the truth? Would she lie and say I ran away?

It breaks my heart thinking of how hurt he’ll be if he believes I ran off again, leaving him. I hope to God Cora doesn’t tell him I just ran. Anything but that.

“Why isn’t she tied and gagged?” a man, who I can only assume is the leader of the Sidorovs, asks as we enter the room.

“Cora told us it wasn’t necessary, sir,” the Sidorov holding my right arm answers.

The boss raises an eyebrow. “And since when do you take orders from Cora Pillar?”

I can feel the men who are flanking each side of me tense.

“Sorry, sir. We’ll tie her up,” the man on my left says. I can smell his nervous sweat.

“Leave,” he commands the men holding me. “I’ll handle the Morelli bastard myself.”

No sooner has the last man walked out the door than the boss takes hold of my collar, bunching the fabric with his clenched fist. His other hand holds my arm behind my back painfully. Struggling with me, the man forces me down the hallway and into the front room that serves as an office.

“You owed me quite the debt,” the man says, slamming me in a chair and binding my wrists with a cord.

“Which was paid in full,” I counter, trying to control the pitch of my voice so I don’t show the panic I feel.

“But did you pay it?”

“Does it matter?” My voice quivers and I hate that it does.

“It seems you’ve become quite the desired asset. You’re not just the scammer scum like your mother that I believed you to be. I thought you were just a hustling whore. When in fact, there is a hidden gem inside of you.”

I hold strong against him, showing no signs of weakness or surrender, yet I struggle to maintain my temper as well as my composure. I can’t fight him physically, so all I have right now is to figure out how to go to battle with him mentally.

“I have,” I answer him. “And you just made a huge mistake. You just pissed off some powerful men who consider me their desired asset.”

I’m going to use not only Nick Hudson as my threat, but I’m finally going to use my Morelli name to my advantage as Sasha has lectured me time and time again to do.

The man studies me, looking me over from head to toe. “Why has Nick Hudson been helping you so much? The man collects favors, and I find it hard to believe that you have anything worth offering him in return.”

“Your guess is as good as mine,” I reply, feigning ignorance. “But I seriously doubt he’s going to be happy to come back to his villa to find me kidnapped. You just made yourself an enemy. And how do you think Bryant Morelli is going to feel about you kidnapping me?” I muster up a smile reminiscent of the one Nick always gives when he’s trying to conceal his true emotions. “The Sidorov family fucked up.”

I can see the man’s anger is starting to grow, and reaching out, he strikes me hard across the cheek. “I don’t care who your daddy is, or whose whore you are. You better mind the way you speak to me.”

I shake my head slowly, keeping the fake smile painted on my face, not revealing that his slap stung like a bitch. “You should care.”

I don’t know where I’m getting all this courage. But I know that if I have any chance of surviving, I have to present myself as one of them. I have to dance in their shadows right along with them to earn this man’s respect. If I cry and grovel, I know he’ll not go easier on me. In fact, I know my tears will make his dick hard, and he’ll fuck me rather than grill me for information. If I’ve learned anything at all from Nick, it’s how to put on that fake smile and exude power even if it’s as far away as possible from what I’m actually feeling.

Reaching for a small knife in his belt, the man cuts a line through my shirt and into my chest, a thin line of blood staining the lacy material of my bra. The cut isn’t deep, but I know meant to scare. He stares at me directly in the eyes, assessing, waiting for me to cry out in pain, to beg for him to stop his torture and have mercy on me.

I refuse to give him the satisfaction, remaining silent, barely flinching as the blade cuts into my skin even though the fire sizzles along my flesh.

“Did Nick cut you too?” the man asks close to my ear, the blade still threatening, this time at my throat. “I’ve heard rumors that Nick likes his sex dark.”

When I don’t answer, the man slices my chest yet again, deeper this time.

“Did he like knife play? Does he use that blade of his on the cane?” the man demands, his anger bubbling over at my minimal reactions.

“When he sees these marks on me,” I finally say, “he’s going to cut your fucking fingers off. And then”—I swallow against the searing pain—“he’s going to shove them down your throat before he kills you.”

The man strikes me across the face again, blood spilling from my lip. “Why does he seem to care about you? Why was he trying to protect you? Why would he risk pissing off the Morellis and the Constantines?” He slices the knife across my chest again, drawing a bloody line from one nipple to the other. “Are you in the Morelli will? Are you going to inherit an ungodly amount of money?”

I endure, remaining nonreactive, though blood now freely trickles down my chest. The man is grasping at straws, and I like that he can’t read me or read my situation.

“This isn’t the Nick Hudson I know. This is not the ‘life of the party’ man who’d rather be in Wonderland than the dark streets of our world.” The man’s eyes again narrow, his fist rises, ready to strike again. “What does he know that we don’t?”

“Ask him yourself, asshole,” is my only reply. “Or at least try before he kills you.”

With that, the man’s clenched fist lowers, and walking behind me, he uses the bloody blade of the knife to cut the binds loose from my wrists.

“I don’t need to. I saw at Wonderland just how much the men around the table were willing to pay for you,” the man says as he walks toward the door. Looking over his shoulder, he adds, “We’re going to auction you off to the highest bidder tonight. I think you’re going to be a great payday for us.” He laughs. “Let’s see who wants you more. Daddy? The Constantines? Nick Hudson?”

I chuckle to myself and shake my head.

“What’s so funny?” he asks.

“You picked the wrong Morelli. This isn’t going to be the payday you expect.”

He takes a step away from me and crosses his arms against his body. “Oh we’ll see about that. I have a price in mind. A very, very lucrative price in mind. And my guess is that by the time the auction is over, I’ll have it.”

I remain silent, wondering what the price is and if anyone—including Nick—would actually pay it.

He looks down at the cut and bloody lines he left on me. “I’ll send someone in to clean you up and give you something fresh to wear. We want you presentable for tonight.”

With that, he leaves the room leaving me sitting in the chair, tortured and bleeding. I too wonder who will want me the most, and what that exactly will mean. But he’s right. He reminds me that this isn’t like Nick. Why would he become enemies with the Morellis and the Constantines? Why would he risk everything for me? There is no inheritance. I’m not a part of the Morelli empire. I’m nothing but the bastard who is forgotten about. So why?

A stabbing pain in my heart dominates all the other pain in my body. I can’t feel my face, I can’t feel the cuts. I only feel the pain deep within my soul. It reminds me of why I first left Bishop’s Landing for Italy.

To protect Nick.

He doesn’t deserve this disaster I’m in. He shouldn’t have enemies because of me. He shouldn’t have to clean up my messes. And like Sidorov asked, why? Why would he do this?

But more importantly… why would I allow him to?

The words of Cora flood in. Though I now detest the woman, she has a point. Nick will take a bullet for me. He’ll die on my behalf if he has to. He’s in my mess, and there is no way out unless I do something about it. Me. It has to be me.
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Chapter Twenty-Two


Nick

I want to see her before this all begins. I need time alone with her.

I need to know she’s okay.

Harrison walks into the room and gives me a slight nod. “They’ve agreed to let you see her for a short time in the office. I gave them my word that you wouldn’t try anything.”

“I’ll do whatever the fuck I want,” I say, but knowing that I’d honor Harrison’s word, and it’s not like I can enter their winery with guns blazing anyway. Not if I don’t want to risk any harm toward Lyriope.

Harrison clearly knows that, because he doesn’t say anything more before he leads me into the office where Lyriope is waiting.

She is more gorgeous than anyone on this planet, holding herself with a sophistication that far surpasses any other woman I’ve ever known. She still doesn’t know the power she has, and the power she exudes, but the woman is captivating in the most perfect way. My heart aches to hold her to me again, but I worry if I do, I’ll never let her go again.

This last thought is like a punch to the gut.

I might have to let her go.

I might not win this auction.

I may not be the victor in this war.

Deep pockets and power may outbid me. I don’t want it to happen, but it’s a possibility.

Desperately wanting to be near her, I slowly approach, needing to rest my eyes on Lyriope’s again. As I near her, though, I observe certain differences from the woman I had left with Cora. The woman I have become obsessed with has a strength about her, one visible in the pride she holds herself with as she sits in a chair waiting. This woman isn’t a broken bird, in need of rescuing. She appears confident. In control. Simply waiting for what’s to come next. She is far from the damsel in distress I had been expecting to walk in on. No tears, no quivering ball of goo I have to pick off of the floor and promise she’ll always be safe.

No, Lyriope is composed.

I smile as I see this. Good for her. Hold those shoulders up and never reveal your fear. My motherfucking queen is finally starting to get it.

But as I get closer, and as our eyes lock, I instantly see the truth and notice Lyriope’s deep brown eyes—so dark and hollow. Her eyes—the sadness in them like a quicksand sucking me into her despair. Her pale skin seeming paler than I remember it to be. The pouty pinkness of her lips causing an almost painful ache for the mere taste of her again. And I would have in that instant if she didn’t shake her head.

“I wish you hadn’t come,” she stammers, tears welling in her eyes. “I’m constantly getting you in this disaster of my life.”

The composed woman I observed mere seconds ago is revealing her true feelings.

To me.

Only to me, but a part of me doesn’t want me to see this pain.

She’s scared. And why shouldn’t she be? I’m fucking scared. She’s just mastered the ability to hide it like I can. But now it is just us. Just the two of us. We can let down our shields and that’s exactly what she’s doing.

“Of course, I’m going to come.” I take another step closer. “I should have never left you with Cora.”

She opens her mouth as if she’s going to say something. Closes it and then stands from her chair.

“Cora said the Sidorovs stormed into the house and took you,” I say. “I didn’t leave you with enough security. I’m sorry. I thought you’d be safe with her and where you were. I let down my guard.”

“Where’s Cora now?” she asks.

“Still at the villa. She’s worried about you.”

Lyriope gives me a soft grin, but I know her well enough to see right through it. She’s holding something back. “Is that so?”

Closing the distance, my hand comes up cautiously to her face, my fingers brushing against a faint bruise on her cheek, and I find myself wondering where the woman I had known—the woman I would risk everything for—has gone.

She seems distant. No… she is distant.

Lyriope pulls her elbow from my now loosening hold, her eyes staying averted from mine as she steps back away from me.

“I’m happy that Cora is safe,” she says. “It would have been a shame for her to have been hurt in the crossfire of my kidnapping.”

I hear snark in her voice but can’t figure out why.

Her eyes flutter closed for a brief moment as she takes a deep breath. “This entire situation has gotten out of hand. I don’t know how we got here.”

I reach for her again, my fingers firmly gripping her forearm pulling her back to me. “It ends tonight,” I softly say. “I don’t care how, but the games end now.”

“Why did the Sidorovs let you in here?” she asks.

“I had to see you. I had to hear your voice, touch you, be near. I need you to know I’m here, and I’m going to fix this.”

Lyriope pulls free from my hold fully. Lifting her hand to her face, she brushes some loose strands of hair from her eyes. I don’t like the bruises and dark welts on her arms that are revealed by her slightly raised sleeve.

“What the hell happened to you?” I gasp, trying to reach for her. “Why are there bruises on your wrists? Your face?” I know the answer but can’t help asking. Maybe it is because I am clinging to the hope that the Sidorovs wouldn’t have truly hurt her. Especially while we are in negotiations.

Lyriope avoids me by taking a step back, tentatively pulling her sleeve back down to cover her discolored skin. “I’m sorry, Nick, but I think I need you to go. I don’t think I should be staying with you any longer, and I don’t think you should involve yourself in this Morelli–Constantine battle. One less player in this sick game, the better.”

My eyes narrow on her, fearing what she’s keeping inside. “What are you not telling me? Something is off, and I know it.”

Lyriope stays silent, her stare shifting away from mine, tears obviously welling in her eyes again.

“Did the Sidorovs threaten you? Did they beat you to make you push me out of the way?” I ask, dreading to hear her answer but knowing I must. “Has that bastard given you all these bruises and marks?”

Finally Lyriope looks back to me, tears falling down her cheeks, her lips trembling. “This all needs to end. I’m tired. So fucking tired.”

Lyriope turns away from me then, walking to the other side of the room, leaving me in a myriad of emotion. I can’t leave her even though I know my time is running out. Not without saying something, doing something, yet I feel so out of control with my emotions. Allowing my feet to take over my mind, I follow.

Closing the distance between us again, I hold her gently by the wrists against the window she stares out, my body molding into hers as my lips passionately claim what was mine for only a short time in this Italian paradise, my tongue gently brushing against her lips begging for a taste of her again.

Being so close to her, her sweet smell of some exotic flower taunting me, rocks me senseless. Though I know it is dangerous, reckless and just plain foolish, I can’t stop myself from pulling her to me tightly, never wanting to let her go. They’ll have to kill me before I will release her.

Craving the feel of her naked skin against my own, I trail my caressing lips down her neck, my fingers leaving her wrist, moving down and pulling her dress from her shoulder, revealing bloody cuts covering her milky skin.

I step back away from her, my grip loosening, my gaze holding hers, beginning to understand why she has changed so much. I know Sidorov is not a gentle man, nor does he possess any ounce of kindness or mercy, but I didn’t think he could harm an innocent woman who is merely a pawn in this game.

“I’m going to fucking kill him,” I state feeling as if the red rage is blinding me, crippling me, nearly killing me.

No longer being able to keep her tears at bay, Lyriope pulls the shoulder of her dress back into place. “They’re superficial. He was just trying to scare me.”

My eyes narrow, studying her, confused why any man would want to cause such a beautiful woman so much pain. Hesitantly reaching forward, I carefully remove the dress again, and slide the fabric down, revealing both of her naked shoulders to my inspecting eye. The cuts that cover her chest are far worse than just a little knife play to scare. This motherfucker hurt her, and I’ll make him pay for this by cutting back.

But when I cut… he’ll be screaming his way to his grave.

“Are there more like these, Lyriope?” I ask hesitantly. “Did he cut you elsewhere?”

Lyriope shakes her head, tears streaming down her cheeks.

I pull her to me, holding her, comforting her, needing to know that at least for this minute she is safe back in my arms. But it isn’t long before Lyriope is pushing me away from her.

“You still need to go,” she asserts. “It’s time for this to end, and it can’t while you are still in the mix.”

I hold her to me, not willing to let her leave me. “I need to get you out of here,” I declare. “Away from the Sidorovs, away from Italy, and away from this hell. I won’t let him or anyone else do this to you again.”

Even though I say the words, I’m not sure I can make good on that promise, but I will damn well try. I hate myself right now. Downright detest the man I have become. She had begged me to go to Wonderland. And I had just handed this helpless woman to a sentence of abuse. I made it easy for them. I practically handed her over on a silver platter. Who could do something so vile? Who could deliver a precious gift to a fucking monster? A goddamn party in Italy was more important than staying by her side. I had to grandstand. Show off. Be the Nick Hudson everyone wanted to party with. Why the fuck did I leave her?

Lyriope shakes her head, finally pulling away from me and straightening her dress. “You can’t save me, Nick. I can’t stay hidden in your private Italian town forever. I have to face my reality. I have to stop looking in from the outside, but actually enter the looking glass. It’s time. It’s long past time.” Lyriope turns away from me and begins walking toward the door.

“You can’t leave me again,” I yell out to her, desperate to make her return to me. “You lay in my arms, your skin against mine, and we connected in a way that can’t be broken.” I walk slowly toward where she has come to a stop. “I won’t let you go. I won’t let us go. Never apart again. Remember?”

Lyriope slowly turns, wiping the tears from her cheek. “You have no choice. We have no choice.”

Her words pain me.

“I can’t just watch you leave me, knowing it’s not what you really want,” I say. “It’s time you do what you want. Stop allowing others to control you.”

“That’s what I’m doing. You’ve had control over me too, Nick. Don’t you see that?” Lyriope asks coldly.

When I don’t answer her, Lyriope continues. “I’m a Morelli. I’ve not faced what that truly means my entire life, but it’s time to. It’s time I meet Bryant. It’s time I step into that family and try to embrace my lineage. It’s time I take control of me and who I am. And that doesn’t involve you right now. I’m sorry.”

I can’t look at her, sighing heavily. “I’m not going to stand in the way of you becoming a Morelli.”

“Then you need to leave,” Lyriope continues. “Because you being here… is getting in the way of that.”

“I’ll walk out that door if that is truly what you want,” I say. “But I know you’re lying. You don’t want me to leave. You want to be in my arms just as much as I want you in them.”

Lyriope doesn’t budge at my words.

“So you can win me as the highest bidder? You just don’t want to lose to those men. Is this really about me, or is this about your pride?” Her jaw tightens and her eyes glare. “You got your fuck from me. Our contract is null and void. So is this about… more games? Possession? Or is this about ego?”

“I wasn’t a good man,” I say as I reluctantly lift my gaze back to Lyriope. “Hell, I’m not far from the devil himself. But that doesn’t mean I don’t want to protect you. It doesn’t take away that my heart fucking belongs to you whether I want it to or not. Do I have a huge ego? Fuck yes, I do. But that doesn’t change the fact that I care about you. That I don’t want to see you go. I declared you as mine, and I don’t take that lightly.”

Lyriope bites her lip.

“I have never felt this way about anyone before,” I say softly. “I have never allowed anything but greed and aggression inside me. I danced with the psychotic and dined with the demented. I loved every second of the raving lunatic until I met you. Your sanity soothed the madman, and for that… I am a changed man. I am a man who now thinks of someone but himself. I am a man who can see things so clearly. There is no more fog of madness when it comes to you. It’s just you. Me. Us.”

Silence falls between us, until I get the balls to ask, “Do you love me? You said the words once, but do you still mean them?”

Lyriope approaches me, her steps measured. Stopping before me, her hand comes to my face, cupping my stubbled cheek. “It doesn’t matter if I do or not. It doesn’t change the way things are. You said it yourself. You are not a man to love. And I have a past to face, and a future to find. Right now. This very minute, you’re clouding the view of both.”

“Bullshit!” I snap. “You’re scared. I see it. I smell it. I feel it.”

“Yes, I’m scared,” she finally admits. “I’m terrified. I don’t want anything to happen to you because of me. This has become dangerous. I don’t want you to fall in the crossfires.”

I look up at her, our gazes joined. “But I will die trying if I have to if it means us.”

Lyriope shakes her head. “Don’t do this, Nick,” she begs me. “I can’t stand by and watch this battle any longer. Admit defeat.”

My hand goes to the back of her head, my fingers lacing in her hair. “Whatever happened between us is worth fighting for,” I remind her. “It’s a battle I want to fight. You are worth everything.”

Lyriope doesn’t say a word.

Leaning into her, my lips lightly caress. Breaking our embrace, my face mere inches from hers, our foreheads rested against each other, my stare joined to hers. I watch as the tears continue to fall down her cheeks, and my heart once made of hard steel, crumbles.

Tenderly, I lick the salty tears away from her cheek, enjoying the taste of her skin beneath.

“I want you again,” I all but growl. “I want to make you mine. I want to live the rest of my life giving you pleasure, protecting you, and giving you everything you’ve ever wanted.”

Lyriope exhales a heavy breath. “Nick…” She struggles through her tears.

“Tell me you feel the same. Say the words.”

She shakes her head. “We can’t.”

I kiss her lightly again, my lips savoring the taste of hers. “Tell me, Lyriope…” I demand.

“You told me not to love you. Those were your rules, remember?”

“I want to hear them.”

“You know how I feel, but I won’t say them again and not have them returned.”

The words are barely more than a whisper, but more powerful than if she had screamed them.

Holding her stare, I study her, searching for the courage to confess my true feelings. But I need her help to find them. “Tell me again.”

Lyriope shakes her head. “Don’t do this… please… I want to do what’s right.”

I kiss her again, demanding her submission.

Lyriope tries to withstand my affections, her hands on my shoulders trying to push me away from her. I don’t weaken, and soon she is returning my kiss with an unrestrained passion.

Suddenly from the other side of the door a man’s voice echoes through the office. “Wrap it up in there.”

It is like a dash of cold water on our sexual heat. Pushing away from me, Lyriope frantically adjusts her dress, running her fingers through her hair.

“You have to go.”

“You aren’t going anywhere tonight with anyone but me,” I declare, my breathing still ragged from our heated and hungry kiss.

“I have no choice.”

“I will win the fucking auction and end this,” I insist, reaching out to her. “This ends tonight.”

Lyriope shakes her head, frantically wiping at her tears. “I won’t risk your life.”

“Fuck that,” I curse at her. “You let me worry about that.”

Lyriope wipes away the last of her tears. “This is the way it is. This is reality. Not a fairy tale where we can rush off into the sunset.”

There’s another knock on the door and a voice demanding I leave.

With that, Lyriope quickly flees from my arms and opens the door of the office.

“It ends tonight,” I reassure. “Trust me on that. It’ll end.”

She nods softly. “It’ll end tonight.”
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Chapter Twenty-Three


Nick

We all walk in the waiting room with our men flanking each side. The show of force is almost comical to me. Ironic that we all have security to keep us safe, and yet there is nothing safe about this scene. If we all started firing, there’s not a single one of us that would survive. A bloodbath all over a woman. If you would have asked me if I’d be standing here a few months ago, I would have laughed in your face.

And yet… here I am. Ready to lose it all for Lyriope.

The Sidorovs are in their office, waiting for us to negotiate. They sent word that this would be a civil auction. The girl goes to the highest bidder. We are to enter their office, offer our amount, and they will hand over the girl to the lucky winner. The rules are simple, the stakes are high, but only one winner in this card game.

Gio Ralston is called into the office first to represent the Constantines. The fact that an actual Constantine isn’t here bodes well for either myself or Bryant. We are showing the Sidorovs the respect by not sending some lackey to do our dirty work.

Gio exits, and the Sidorov security motion for me to enter next. I walk straight inside, not caring if I’m walking into a trap or not. It feels as if this entire meeting is a gentlemen’s agreement, and for that, I’m known to always hold up my end of a bargain. We’ve all agreed to a set of terms, and I have to have faith that the Sidorovs, Morellis, and Constantines are gentlemen just like me.

“Whatever Morelli or Constantine offers, I’ll not only match, I’ll double,” I say to the Sidorovs as I approach. They sit at the table, silent, dark eyes narrowing.

“This all ends tonight. You get your money, I go back to the way it was, and Morelli and Constantine can both go back to the States and fuck themselves.”

The eldest Sidorov raises an eyebrow. “Is that it?”

His comment throws me off a bit, but I refuse to show it. “Black and white, gentlemen. Name the price, and I’ll pay it.”

They all nod and then motion for their security to escort me out. “Bring Bryant Morelli in next,” they say as I walk out feeling as if something isn’t quite right.

I pass Bryant as I leave, and it takes all my might not to punch him in the goddamn face. I don’t even know why he cares. He’s not here for Lyriope—his daughter. He’s here so that no one else can have her and have a bargaining chip over him. The fact that he hasn’t bombed this building to teach the Sidorovs a lesson to never mess with a Morelli is shocking to me. I would do the honors myself if it weren’t for the fact that I don’t want to put Lyriope’s life in danger. I know Bryant, however, can give a fuck less about her and whether she lives or not.

Gio Ralston is in the front room, pissing me off even breathing the same air as me. I should kill the man right here and now, but Harrison is giving me silent looks to chill the fuck out.

“How did it go?” Harrison asks in a low voice as we walk over to the furthest corner of the room.

“Those fucks are going to pay for this,” I say, hating that they are in the back office meeting with Bryant over Lyriope’s fate and there isn’t anything I can do about it.

“What did you offer?” Harrison asks.

“Everything,” I say.

Harrison lets out a deep breath. “She’s worth losing it all, huh?”

“I can rebuild.” I begin pacing back and forth, my cane hitting loudly on the floor. I focus on not looking at Gio because if I do, I may take the ruby off my cane and shove the blade right through his eye. “I don’t want to hear another goddamn word,” I warn Harrison. “Not another fucking word.”

Morelli eventually exits the office, a smug look on his face. He gives me a wink and then makes his way over to his men. Rage like I’ve never felt sizzles through me.

The Sidorovs all exit the office and line up before us. They have Lyriope standing next to them, and my heart nearly stops. She looks directly at me and mouths that she’s okay. She gives me a reassuring nod, but it doesn’t soothe the chaos of madness swirling inside of me.

“It’s been a pleasure doing business with all of you,” the eldest Sidorov begins.

My eyes scan Lyriope’s body, making sure she hasn’t been harmed in any way since I last left her.

“Let’s make this quick,” Bryant says.

He shoves Lyriope toward Bryant, giving me a smirk as he does. “Mr. Morelli, I’m looking forward to working with you in the future. You are the winner of tonight’s auction.”

I move toward Lyriope but the sounds of clicks of triggers being pulled, and red laser dots painting me has me stopping mid stride.

Motherfuckers.

Lyriope’s eyes dart to the red laser dot on my chest. “Please don’t.” I can hear the panic in her voice.

I lift my arms up to show I have no intention of doing anything that warrants me being shot. “I’ll stop this,” I say low enough that only she can hear.

“I don’t want you to,” she counters. She glances around the room. “This isn’t worth dying over. Please. I could never live with myself if something happens to you.”

“You don’t have to go with him,” I say.

She nods. “It’s time. It’s time I stop running, stop hiding, and stop denying who I am.” She looks over her shoulder at Bryant who is clearly getting impatient. “I’m ready.”

“Don’t you dare for one second allow that man or any of the Morellis to make you feel lesser than the queen you are,” I say, realizing that I’m about to lose this woman.

“The girl you met at the Morelli party would not have been ready to do this. But the woman I am now—because of you—is.”

“You are ready,” I agree. “But this is going to be on your terms. I’m not going to stand here and allow you to walk out of this room with him unless it’s your choice. You get to decide your fate. No one else in this room.” I raise my voice so all can hear. “No one fucking owns you.”

“This is my choice,” she says softly. She smiles. “We can’t stay in Tuscany drinking wine and eating pasta every day for the rest of our lives.”

“Why the fuck not?” I give a smile even though my heart is splintering into a million pieces.

“Thank you, Nick. I mean it. If it weren’t for you—” She swallows hard, tears filling her eyes. “I’ll forever be in your debt.”

“Shh,” I interrupt. I consider leaning forward and kissing her, but the last thing I want to do is give these assholes a show. I don’t want to reveal all my cards, and I don’t want to expose just how much my heart is breaking. “You paid your debt in full.”

Blinking back her tears, she turns and walks toward Bryant. She doesn’t look back at me, and it’s a good thing. I’m teetering on rushing toward her and declaring war on every fucking man in this room. I feel helpless, trapped by the circumstances, and more homicidal than a damn serial killer. I can’t let her go, and yet… I’m standing here watching her go.

Bryant places his hand on her back and leads her out of the room. He then turns to me and says, “You stay the fuck away from her. Do you hear me? Our past friendship is the only reason you’re still alive. But that relationship is done. Do you understand? I see you even step foot on my property, and you’re a dead man.”

Knowing I have to regain my composure, I lean against my cane, raise my lip in a half smile and a half snarl. With as much swagger as I can give, I say, “No need for unpleasantries, kind sir.” I pick up my cane and walk toward my men, knowing every eye in the room—other than Lyriope who won’t look back at me—is watching. “Don’t worry, Bryant. No hard feelings. I’ll still extend an invite to Wonderland to you.”

I inhale deeply, refusing to unleash the beast that is dangerously close to the bars of the cage. I wait for Bryant’s entourage to leave before I turn to face the Sidorovs.

“What the fuck? So my money isn’t good enough for you,” I seethe between clenched teeth. “I’m not a Morelli or a Constantine, so—”

“You arrogant fuck,” the older Sidorov brother says, his Russian accent making me want to shred the tongue in his mouth. “This isn’t about money. We have our own fucking money.”

He watches Lyriope and Bryant leave the room, smirks, then turns without another word and leaves with his men.

Harrison approaches me which is the equivalent of standing before a firing squad.

I turn all my fury on him and shove him hard. “What the fuck happened? I told you I outbid everyone. I told you that money was no object. I told you to fucking make it happen! I pay you to make things happen!”

Harrison’s jaw tightens, but he keeps his cool even though I shoved him hard enough to lose his balance and cause him to stagger backwards.

“I just spoke to one of the younger Sidorov brothers as you were talking to Lyriope,” he says evenly. “And what you just heard is true. It’s not about the money. Never was in this case.”

“Then what? Are the Sidorovs afraid of Bryant?”

Harrison shakes his head. “They asked Lyriope’s father for her hand in marriage.”

“Marriage? They want to marry Lyriope?” The absurdity of this information isn’t fully setting in. The Sidorovs are all old enough to be her own father.

“They have a nephew who is growing in the ranks,” Harrison says. “They want a union with the Morelli family.”

“They want to sit at the big boy’s table,” I murmur. “Tired of just being loan sharks and thugs.”

“Joining the families by marriage does that,” Harrison says.

“And what does Bryant get out of the union with the Sidorovs?” I ask, knowing there has to be more to Bryant’s plan.

Harrison shrugs, pauses as he tries to come up with an answer. “Man power? The Sidorovs have an army of ruthless killers at their disposal. Maybe he has a bigger plan in using them to his advantage. But I agree with you. There has to be something Bryant feels he’s getting out of this that will benefit him in the future. He seems to care too much about Lyriope and where she ends up. It’s not fatherly love. And him agreeing to the marriage…”

The idea of Lyriope marrying anyone but… me… makes me sick. I’d destroy the world before I’d see that day. Guns blazing, daggers being thrown, battle cry on the way to war, this day will not see light!

“Fuck that,” I boom. “No fucking way am I going to let that happen.” I storm out of the room with Harrison by my side. “We leave for Bishop’s Landing tonight.”

“You can’t just muscle your way in and stop this,” Harrison warns. “You know this. You can’t go to war with the Morellis and the Sidorovs. You’ll get yourself killed.”

“I know one thing. One thing only. Lyriope belongs with me. Me and only me.”

*     *     *
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