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      To my Diva Crew.

      You helped get me through lockdown. You put a smile on my face when I was down.

      Thank you. <3

      And to the unredeemable… even you have soul mates.

      #staysafestaysane #washyourwillies #getyourtitsout #getstabby #DareCrew #NookiePatrol #FilthyFeckersFannies #PsychopathicDivasDoItBetter #DiabeticDivasDoItBest #MeineMuschiRiechtKomisch
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        Meg’s love life was missing a spark until she discovered her need to be dominated. When her fiancé shared the same kink, she thought all her birthdays had come at once, and then she came to learn their relationship was one big fat lie.

      

        

      
        Gabe has loved Meg for years, watching her from afar, and always wishing he’d been the one to date her first and not his brother. When he has the chance to have Meg in his bed—even better, tied to it—it’s an opportunity he can’t refuse.

      

        

      
        With disastrous consequences.

      

        

      
        Can Gabe make Meg realize she’s the one woman he’s always wanted? But once secrets and lies have wormed their way into a relationship, is it impossible to establish the firm base of trust needed between lovers, and more importantly, between sub and Sir…?

      

        

      
        This story features orgasm control in a BDSM setting.
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      Dear Reader,

      Now, I want to preface this by saying I wasn’t going to drop a trigger warning on this novel… then someone read it, asked if I was as crazy as Andrea :D and, well, the rest is history.

      This book contains elements that will upset sensitive readers,  so please be aware of that and approach with caution if that’s you.

      This book is not for everyone. I’m well aware it might offend some of you, so please, head into this novel knowing two things:

      ONE: Savio is a priest.

      TWO: He will break his vows.

      If that doesn’t sound like your cup of tea, then this isn’t the read for you.

      Much love to you all,

      Serena

      xoxo
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      I took some artistic liberty with the timeline in this novel.

      The Algerian Civil War took place between 26 December 1991 and 8 February 2002. The beginning of this novel takes place a lot later than that.

      The ISF existed, and the tale about the monks of the Tibhirine is true—the story was captured in an award-winning movie Of Gods and Men—however the Algerian Christian Revolutionaries are a fictitious group… Thank God.

      My condolences to those who lost their lives during this terrible time.

      <3
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      “Speak ill of me, or speak well of me, but speak of me...”
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      “There’s always someone worse off than yourself,” the old lady at my side mutters.

      I cut her a look, wonder what she’s talking about, and then see she’s watching TV. It’s been playing ever since I arrived, but I barely noticed it, more interested in my phone than the news that’s on repeat.

      “Savio Martin, a Catholic priest serving as a missionary in Algeria, has been abducted by the so-called Algerian Christian Revolutionaries. Unlike the Trappist monks of the Tibhirine, who were beheaded by the Islamic Salvation Front to oppose the presence of foreign ministries in the country, the group’s intent behind the abduction is unclear.

      “In a nation being torn apart by civil unrest—”

      I flinch at the sight of the country that flickers on the screen, showing images that belong in a nightmare. Rubble from destroyed buildings is strewn like Lego blocks on the roads, women and children are crying, huddled in one another’s arms in search of succor and escape, and men are bruised, bloodied, and dazed from fighting.

      Then, the priest himself, Father Savio Martin, comes into the shot. It’s a small photo of him, and for some weird reason, it’s black and white, but man, he’s cute.

      I mean, he’s so cute that it’s a tragedy he’s a priest.

      I blink at the TV screen, speculating if it’s wrong to drool over a holy man, and then I kick myself because of course, it is.

      It shouldn’t take fourteen years of Sunday school to teach me that.

      At my side, the older lady who smells faintly of minty Altoids, tuts and mumbles, “Such a shame.”

      Her remark has me asking, “They won’t hurt him, will they?”

      She glances at me. “Who knows? Heathens. The lot of them.”

      I frown at her. “That isn’t very Christian.” Especially when she’s condemning people as ‘heathens’ who call themselves the ‘Algerian Christian Revolutionaries.’

      She just sniffs, and that right there is why I refuse to practice anymore.

      I used to be Catholic. I mean, technically I still am. My parents make us go to church every Sunday, and I still run chores for Father Gonzalez because Mom insists I do them, but the second I’m away at college?

      Nope. Not going to happen. I doubt I’ll ever set foot in a church ever again.

      Why?

      Because it’s a load of bullshit.

      Here I sit, in a Catholic hospital, beside a woman who wears a crucifix she keeps fingering to give her strength as she chomps merrily away on boiled candies, and she just slandered an entire people over the actions of a few.

      I find that a lot. Prejudice is more prevalent than dog crap—it’s everywhere. Even worse? Hypocrisy. That’s like gum on the streets, and once it’s stuck to you, it’s impossible to get off the bottom of your sneakers.

      Me?

      I don’t care if you’re black or brown, Catholic or Muslim, I’m never going to judge you.

      That’s what free will is about, right?

      See, I came to the conclusion a while back that I was a theist. I believe in God, but I just wasn’t supposed to be Catholic.

      And the lady at my side has just rammed that home neatly.

      Sniffing back at her, I focus on the screen where the cute priest is still taking up airtime. The newscaster is discussing what’s going down in the nation, why the civil war started—man, I feel bad for not knowing there was a civil war happening in Algeria—but all I can think about is the priest.

      He has a kind smile.

      His eyes are beautiful.

      He’s beautiful. It’s like his soul is shining back at me.

      “Do you think there’s any hope of his release being negotiated by the French government?”

      He’s French?

      Ugh, so he’s all kinds of pretty and he has an accent.

      God, such a crying shame he’s a priest. Even more of a shame that he’s been frickin’ kidnapped.

      Double ugh.

      The door to the waiting room opens, and I’m glad the nurse wanders over to the woman at my side. Sure, that means I’m stuck here for a little while longer, but if she takes the bigot away, I’ll be happy.

      Heathens, my ass.

      Where’s the tolerance? Aren’t we supposed to love everyone?

      See?

      All bullshit.

      But me, someone who says she isn’t a Catholic, is sitting in this waiting room for a stranger.

      A stranger I helped save.

      At least, I hope the kid is ‘saved.’

      I tug on my bottom lip as I stare at the priest on the TV, then shift over to look at the door. The woman at my side has scurried away with the nurse, taking her Altoids with her, but even though I’ve been here longer than her, no doctor has come to explain to me how the boy’s doing.

      And that’s exactly what he is.

      A boy.

      I suck in my bottom lip as I think about this morning. All I had planned was just a regular day at school. Then, on my walk in, I’d seen a foot.

      Nothing more, nothing less.

      A foot.

      But the way it had been tilted was weird enough to make me investigate.

      Of course, I shouldn’t have. Even though we’re supposed to help the vulnerable—cue eye roll, because it seems like charity doesn’t matter anymore—I should have walked away. Even the receptionist here gave me an ‘are you for real?’ look, but if I can help someone, I will. I’m not going to turn a blind eye.

      So, anyhoo, I was walking along, minding my own business, then I saw the foot. When I saw the kid the foot was attached to, I knew something was wrong.

      He wasn’t dead. Not yet. His skin was this weird blue color, which made me think he wasn’t getting enough oxygen to his system, and from his barely moving chest, I figured that confirmed my supposition.

      I’d have moved him, put him onto his side as I waited on the ambulance to get to him, but he had a needle stuck in his arm, quivering there obscenely.

      My lips turn down at just the memory, because it looked uncomfortable. Yet the boy hadn’t cared. I know whenever I get my shots, I’m always grateful when the damn needle is out of my skin, but he’d been too out of it to even notice if it was causing him any pain.

      Drugs... they always talk about them in school. The egg in the frying pan? ‘This is your brain on drugs,’ yadda, yadda, yadda? They always speak about gateway drugs and peer pressure and how we need to say no. But as I stared at the kid, waiting on an ambulance I wasn’t sure would come because I highly doubted the boy had insurance, I wondered what on Earth would lead anyone to crave this.

      Was it worth it?

      I don’t think I’ll ever get an answer unless I take drugs myself, but seeing the kid rammed something home for me this morning—the next time Judith Foster tries to get me to smoke weed at one of her dumb parties? I’m going to tell her to go fuck herself.

      And after four hours of being stuck in this waiting room, that belief has only grown more powerful.

      I’d been tempted last week. So tempted. All my friends had been doing it, and they’d all started being mean to me when I said no. But I just knew I’d like it, that I’d like the escape, and that made me distrust it.

      And what I distrusted, I avoided.

      Which is one of the reasons I never speak to Kieran Laugherty. Sure, he might be beautiful, sure, he might be the quarterback of the varsity team, but his eyes?

      Shifty for sure.

      The priest’s eyes? Definitely not shifty. He looked like he’d turn the other cheek, he looked like he’d approve of my huffing at the woman who’d been sitting beside me. I’d just bet he wouldn’t have teased me for saying no to the pot Judith had waggled under my nose last week.

      Feeling a little self-righteous, I fold my arms under my boobs, and grumble to myself about weed and Judith and quarterbacks who have grabby hands. But then images flash of the war-torn country once more, and my heart starts to ache.

      It takes me a few moments to realize a doctor has entered the waiting room, and though his scrubs are clean, they’re wrinkled, and his eyes are tired and his face is a little worn. He has a blue cap on his head, made out of the scrub material, and it’s wonky, like he rubbed his hand over it, and it had resettled at the wrong angle. He’s at my side, where the old witch had been sitting, and his elbows are on his knees as he stares at the screen.

      It’s such an informal move that my heart starts to pound with unease.

      Because he doesn’t say anything, my nerves have me trying to think of something to utter to break the ice. “Tragic, isn’t it?” I whisper, staring at the TV screen.

      “Yes. It is.”

      For a second, I just let the images flicker through my mind, then, I build up the courage to ask something his position alone told me, “He didn’t make it, did he?”

      “No.” He releases a heavy sigh. “He didn’t. His body was too weak, and the strain on his heart was just too much.”

      Tears prick my eyes and I gulp. “That sucks.”

      “Yeah. It does.” He cuts me a look. “Do you know the boy?”

      I shake my head. “No. I promise. If I knew, I’d say. The receptionist didn’t believe me—”

      He raises a hand. “It’s okay.”

      My brow puckers. “No, it isn’t. I’m not a liar. I just found him on the street.”

      “The police will want to talk to you about him.”

      I shrug. “They can. I don’t know anything. I’m sorry he’s gone though,” I whisper a little mournfully. What was the point in my finding him if there was nothing that could be done to save him?

      I want to believe we are set on the right path for a reason. I want, so badly, to hold that as the key tenet in my life, but I can’t in this instance.

      Why had I found the kid if I wasn’t supposed to save him?

      My throat clutches at the thought, then this talk of the cops? Nervously, I whisper, “A-Are they going to arrest me?”

      The doctor tenses. “No, of course not. They just want to understand where you found the boy. He was very young. Too young to—” He blows out a breath. “Too young to die like that.”

      I bite my lip and dip my head between hunched shoulders. “I thought he was my age.”

      “How old are you?”

      “Seventeen.”

      The doctor’s chin tips up. “The police can’t speak to you without a guardian present anyway. If you leave your address with the receptionist, they’ll be in touch.”

      I blink at him. “Am I in trouble?” I didn’t believe him before.

      “No,” he says impatiently. “You’re not.”

      Nerves make my stomach churn. “I-I just wanted to help—”

      “You did your best. In fact, you did more than most would have.”

      “I know you did your best too.”

      His smile’s tired. “I hope I did him justice, but sometimes, it’s never enough.” He heaves a sigh as he gets to his feet, and his hand comes down to rest on my shoulder. He squeezes tightly, then mutters, “You’re a good kid. Not many would stick around, not many would have called an ambulance... you’ve got a good heart on you.”

      Before I can say anything else, he wanders off, and I’m left staring at nothing.

      Then the Father’s face flashes on the TV screen once more, and I suddenly know what I want.

      Leaping to my feet, I skirt around the uncomfortable chairs I’ve been sitting on all day, and head for the receptionist. I write down the details she asks for, give her my home number, and tell her my address.

      Once that’s done, I leave the ER and find the main entrance of the hospital. I just know there’ll be a chapel in here somewhere, so I seek it out, suddenly needing to be in there. To feel the peace and tranquility after four hours of being forced to sit in an ER department that’s teaming with humanity.

      When I finally find it, I sigh with relief when I realize it’s empty. Only, when I make my way to the back pew so I can stare out of the stained glass window, which shows Jesus on the cross, I hear a giggle.

      My brow puckers at the sound, and I twist around, trying to find it.

      You’re not supposed to giggle in church.

      I mean, I guess it isn’t a law or anything, but it’s definitely not allowed, right?

      Just like not perving on a priest is a rule too.

      The giggle is followed by a moan, and now I wonder if someone’s in pain or something.

      Sheesh.

      But when I look around the dimly lit chapel, I see nothing. No one.

      A squeaking sound comes next, and a low grunt.

      I’ve heard my parents doing it a few times, so it’s easy to figure out what’s going on. And the last time Judith had a party, Lizzie Boudreaux and Kingsley Lincoln had sex in her bathroom. I know what sex sounds like.

      But to have sex in a church?

      In a confessional booth?

      In a Catholic hospital?

      I’m not sure which is worse.

      In fact, to my mind, it’s all very wrong.

      When the confessional booth starts moving?

      I roll my eyes.

      Is this a joke?

      And then, when it carries on, I start to get mad.

      My temper’s slow burn. Really slow burn. As in, it’s barely there until it is and boom, it’s like a blast.

      But this blatant disregard of decency has pissed me off. Throw in the kid dying, and the stupid prejudiced witch from the waiting room? Yeah, I’m mad.

      Super mad.

      Maybe I’m not thinking straight, maybe I’ve been invaded by the crazy bug, but hell, I have to act.

      And I can’t just cough and demand they stop it. I can’t just let them giggle and get excited over being caught.

      Nope.

      They need to be punished.

      I narrow my eyes at the confessional booth, which is still moving around like it’s got an earthquake going down under it, and I know exactly what I’m going to do.

      A short, sharp shock.

      That’s what they need.

      So, I grab my bag, hitch it on my shoulder, and prepare to leave, my intent to find the security guard who mans the doors and get him to do something.

      Only... when I leave my pew, I see it.

      It might as well scream at me, “Push here.”

      It’s stupid. I know it is. And, God, I might get into massive trouble considering it’s, ya know, illegal, but my slow-to-rattle temper always did make me an idiot.

      So, I punch the glass of the fire alarm, and when it blares out a warning, and the sprinkler system pops on a few seconds later?

      My heart leaps into my throat as I think about how fucking crazy that was—

      Then, she screams.

      And not in a ‘I just hit the big O’ kind of way, and I stop wondering if I’m crazy.

      I just smile.

      Job done.
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        * * *

      

      Savio

      

      The second the trucks roll in, my stomach turns.

      The men are covered in blood and they’re sporting large grins, as if raping villages with Muslim women and girls is something to celebrate.

      As if it was God’s will.

      Bile burns in my stomach, longing to be torn from my being, but the truth is, I can’t deal with anymore stenches in my prison.

      It’s easy to swallow down my horror at my current surroundings, easier to handle a rumbling stomach than to deal with another overpowering odor.

      The largest of which is me.

      I reek.

      I beyond reek.

      I’ve never gone without showering for this length of time. My cassock is filthy, tattered at the hem, and so dusty it’s more gray-brown than black now.

      When I scrub a hand over my face to wipe away the sweat, it comes back covered in grime, and the prickles of my stubble make me feel even itchier. I’ve been clean-shaven since seminary school, and the beard I’m growing feels worse for how filthy my face is.

      My shoulders hunch as the buzzing of the flies competes with the raucous cheers from the rebels as they stroll in like conquerors.

      They’ve conquered nothing.

      This is a battle they’ll never win.

      The Catholic church has been trying for over a century to convert Algeria to our creed, and while these men here are a few of the ‘devout’—yes, I’m rolling my eyes at that—and they wish to spread the word, they cannot.

      There will be more death before this is over. More destruction and devastation.

      The bowl they gave me to use for my personal needs is practically vibrating with insect life, but it’s better to stare at that, to wonder how I reached this point, than to look at the victors returning home.

      It all started with a girl.

      Sawa Oshiyan. My mission here was to tend to the poor, to heal the sick, and to bring medical aid in a war-torn country.

      I did that.

      I did my best. I was no doctor, even if I’m inclined toward healing, but I could swab and clean with the best of them, and I had more skills than most thanks to two years in medical school that I tossed down the drain when I realized that wasn’t my calling.

      The priesthood was.

      She came, I helped her. Then, when the IFS tore Oran apart? Her brother, Ishmael, came to me, and took me away.

      I thought he came to help me.

      But he didn’t.

      He wants to use me.

      The men, the acts they do, the crimes they commit—he wants me to absolve them.

      And I can’t.

      I just can’t.

      I don’t care if I die within these cramped, foul-smelling quarters. I will never condone what they do.

      I close my eyes, praying to God for guidance, but he isn’t listening.

      No one in this country is.

      For the first time in my life, I truly feel like I know what ‘Godforsaken’ means.

      I understand it.

      It resonates within this miserable cell, within this compound, within this city.

      God has forsaken us.

      He’s forsaken me.

      The cell’s forged of bare, crude bricks that have been piled together haphazardly. It has a rickety roof, which lets in the little rain that’s fallen since my capture, and with my butt on the floor, I could feel everything. From the stomping boots to the trucks that drive down the makeshift road.

      Because of the haphazard building, little drafts come in through the gaps in the bricks, and I can see my captors’ movements.

      Even if I don’t want to.

      My behind is the first to recognize the presence of one of the rebels, and the vibrations beneath me are enough to make my queasy stomach even queasier.

      When the door’s tugged open, I squint at the face, which is just as dirty as mine, but there are streaks of blood on Ishmael that tell a tale of their own.

      My eyes smart from the bright light haloing around him as I hurl, “I will not.” I know what he wants.

      What he’s wanted from the start.

      He sneers, and for a second, I think he’s going to leave me alone in this rat-infested hovel. But he doesn’t. He walks into the cell, grabs me by my collar, and kicks me forward. He doesn’t stop using me like a football until I’m out in the open.

      I could have fought, and in another life, I would have—I even trained in some mixed martial arts before I became a priest—but that was one of the reasons I changed vocations.

      That was what had led me to this point.

      Violence is no longer my way.

      And the strangest thing of all?

      That the pain feels good. Instead of just moldering in there, I’d prefer to die.

      I’d prefer to be free from this hellhole that my world has become because the writing is on the wall.

      They will no longer take my rejections.

      They will kill me soon, and I embrace death. I welcome it.

      Only, when I’m in the center of the compound, just a few feet away from the trucks whose fenders still have tiny funnels of heat unfurling from the metal, do I realize that there is something they can do that does not involve my death.

      I was short-sighted.

      In fact, stupid.

      I am. Stupid, I mean.

      Why would they kill me when they need me?

      There are ways of making me behave, and those ways are not something I can endure.

      She’s small.

      Young. I don’t want to think about how young, but old enough to be covered. She’s crying, dirty track marks running over her cheeks. Her nose is bleeding, and one eye is swollen shut.

      My mouth tightens at the sight of her, knowing the presence of a Muslim girl on a Christian compound does not bode well. Especially not a compound such as this.

      I swallow and start praying.

      They could torture me, they could hurt me, and I’d never cave.

      And somehow, they saw that.

      They know pain is not my weakness.

      But the girl?

      She is.

      I want to turn away from her, want to run and hide because I know what’s about to happen.

      The only way to stop it is to do something just as heinous.

      To a nonbeliever, absolution, penitence, and atonement are just words. But to a devout Catholic? They’re the cornerstones of the faith.

      To do something wrong, to ask for forgiveness, that is what we do. What we’re taught to do.

      But to be forgiven for rape? For murder?

      To be given absolution to the point where the slate’s wiped clean?

      No.

      Just, no.

      And then, in French, Ishmael rasps, “You will take our confessions.”

      My throat feels choked. “No! I won’t.”

      The girl cries and my gaze cuts to her. My body aches, my stomach and torso bear the imprint of each kick, and my mouth is full of dust from the ground. Overhead, the sun glares down relentlessly, making my skin feel hot and itchy, but I’d stare into the sun a thousand times over before I will do as they demand—

      She cries out again.

      Her veil’s torn from her, revealing an abundance of beautiful hair.

      I look away, close my eyes, and then she screams and I surge to my feet. My training doesn’t allow me to stay passive, to sit idly by while these monsters abuse her.

      I take them by surprise. One second I’m on the ground, a victim, and the next I’m on my feet, an aggressor.

      The guy holding the girl, wearing a filthy makeshift turban on his head to protect him from the sun, his clothes bloodstained, his boots dusty, doesn’t know what hits him when I ram my fist into his throat.

      He gasps, horrified, and lets the girl go to clutch at his neck.

      I broke his windpipe.

      There’s no saving him.

      But men surge around me, and one grabs the girl just as four detain me.

      “For that, we’ll kill her and—”

      I tune out Ishmael’s taunt, and to the sounds of the dying man’s choked rattle, and the screams from the girl, I lose myself.

      My sanity shatters like a stone tossed into a window, the glass rupturing into a thousand pieces that are impossible to fix.

      This girl is the first, but she will not be the last.

      They will use the innocent to get to me. To make me bow to their demands.

      They will carry on until they are stopped, and this time, I pray to Allah, because my God isn’t hearing me, and plead with him to let the Islamic Salvation Front best these monsters.

      “You will rot in hell,” I snarl, as the girl’s screams seem to reverberate around the compound. “The Devil will fuck you in the ass, he will stick his cock in every orifice and make you weep blood. You will rue the day you did this, you will rue the day you allowed this abomination to happen. He will fuck you, make you his sluts, and—”

      The fist to my face comes as a welcome relief.

      But even then, I can’t stop myself.

      I headbutt the man opposite me, relishing the gush of blood as his nose breaks.

      And when another approaches? I knee him in the balls, hoping to fuck that I do him some damage.

      When Ishmael takes his gun and pistol-whips me, I embrace the darkness that overtakes me.

      But with the force of the move, he destroys the shattered web of my sanity forever.

      The Savio Martin of before is no more.

      The creature standing in his place?

      I know not his name.

      Nor do I wish to.

      And if you were smart, you wouldn’t ask it either.
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Two years later

        

      

    

    
      “I think you should move in with me.”

      I give Diana a look, just to monitor her.

      As expected, she flinches.

      “I couldn’t afford the rent,” she tells me softly, which is like everything else about her.

      Soft.

      Not in a bad way, but just, I don’t know, a way that makes me want to protect her.

      I happened upon her by chance outside of my creative writing class one day. She was on the phone, standing with her shoulders hunched, head bowed, and her attention on the person she was talking to.

      I wasn’t sure if she realized it then, or if she knows it now, but she was trembling.

      Like a leaf.

      Her terror was palpable.

      Well, at least, it had been to me.

      Everyone else in the vicinity?

      Nope.

      Just, nope.

      They walked around her like she wasn’t there. But to me? She was all I could see. All I could think of.

      It was like tunnel vision, but on a different scale. I know, during a panic attack, that the field of sight can narrow as oxygen levels deplete in the bloodstream, but I wasn’t having trouble breathing.

      I was fine.

      Absolutely zip-a-dee-doo-dah fine.

      Now—the same as back then on that fateful day I found her on the campus—I love college, and it loves me. I’m popular, have a gazillion friends, and the classes are a breeze.

      For Diana?

      Not so much.

      She’s like the exact opposite of popular. Not nerdy, not even weird. Just nobody likes her, and I don’t get it. When we’re together, we get looks because that’s how disliked she is.

      I mean, you’d think she had halitosis or something for the way everyone avoids her.

      Of course, that was until I met her father, and when I did, suddenly everything began to make sense. But that moment, when I’d seen her being ignored, her evident distress just tossed aside like she was trash?

      I had no choice but to take her under my wing.

      She’s been there ever since. Three months later.

      “You should,” I repeat. “The rent is cheap, and you can always come and work at the coffee store with me.” I mean, technically, there were no openings, but Rachel, the owner, is just as much of a sucker for a sob story as I am.

      Not that Diana has a sob story. Well, she has one, but she’s never mentioned it to me.

      Not once.

      I get it though, I really do. She’s terrified of her dad. He’s a massive bastard, and to make it worse, the small college town is pretty much his. He’s the mayor, and he’s a prick. So far, I haven’t gotten on his bad side, but he doesn’t like me.

      I don’t think he likes anyone who could help give Diana a backbone.

      Whatever he’s doing to her, I don’t know, but it’s there. Wriggling beneath the surface. I feel like I’m going fly-fishing for the first time and I’m trying to pluck that story out of the water.

      I’ve always sucked at fishing, so I guess that’s a shitty example.

      Shoving some of my takeout her way, I bribe her with Kung Pao chicken, and murmur, “Please? I get a little lonely—”

      Her eyes widen at that, and she stops staring at her salad.

      Yeah, she’s eating salad.

      While I’m having takeout.

      Not because she doesn’t have the money. Nope, she ordered this.

      Because her dad calls her fat.

      I mean, I guess she’s big boned, but she’s gorgeous. Like her bright red hair is pretty much ‘STOP’ sign worthy. If I was gay, I’d gape at her for her hair alone. Then, she has big boobs, a curvy butt, and she has the taste to pull it off—even if she always shrouds at least one part of her body in something massive to cover it up.

      She should have all the guys around here panting after her like the dogs they are.

      Instead, it’s like she’s Typhoid Mary.

      Sheesh.

      I have to help the girl, or she’ll be a virgin until she dies.

      Nudging her in the side, I mutter, “Go on, have some. There’s too much for me.”

      There isn’t.

      That’s a whopper of a lie, but I don’t think I can be condemned for it.

      She needs me.

      She probably needs me more than anyone else I’ve ever come across—well, except for the boy I tried to save when I was seventeen.

      I only found out in the obituaries that his name was David McKenna.

      To me, he’ll always be ‘the boy I failed.’

      I refuse to fail with Diana. Whatever her dad is doing to her, whether it’s just undermining her confidence—because, yeah, that’s a ‘just’ in this scenario—or if he’s hurting her physically, mentally, or sexually, I have to figure it out.

      Have to break the seal on what’s happening to her.

      “You’re never alone. You have so many friends... how can you be lonely?”

      She speaks so softly that she might as well whisper. I swear, I need an ear horn just to hear most of the stuff she says.

      “Never seen Lost In Translation?” I waggle my chopsticks at her, already mourning the Kung Pao I offered her, which she tentatively bites in case I Rohypnoled it or something. “That was like, proof on how you can be in a city full of people but feel totally alone.”

      She blinks at me, then her disbelief starts to shine through. “You’re too sanguine to be lonely.”

      I pshaw at that. “It’s a crime to be egregious? Ebullient? Friendly?”

      Her lips twitch. “Not a crime, no, but still, you like your own space. I know you do. There are a bunch of people you could choose from for a roommate.”

      I shrug. “I don’t want them. They might stink. Or fart every time they eat ice cream.” My brow puckers. “I don’t think I could deal with that.”

      “You mean you want a roommate who isn’t lactose intolerant and you’re willing to specify that during the interview?”

      Her lips have started twitching, and I feel like I’ve seen the light of day at last. Every time we get together, it takes me a good ninety minutes to break her out of her shell.

      I hate having to do that. Hate it with a passion. Not because it’s boring or tiring—which it is. It’s really draining—but because whatever he does to her? It makes her turn into a tortoise.

      “You don’t fart when we eat ice cream,” I tease.

      “And that’s why I’d be the perfect roommate?” She grins at me, revealing the most perfect teeth I’ve ever seen. I know she isn’t lying when she says she didn’t have braces, but fuck, this girl was blessed with a banging bod, teeth that belong on an advertisement for toothpaste, hair that should be on a shampoo commercial... in fact, she should be a model. Period.

      Yet it’s like she has an arrow overhead telling guys she has Chlamydia.

      What the ever-loving eff?

      Huffing inwardly at the thought, I chivvy, “You know you love the spare room here.”

      I found a great place off campus, and because my grandparents are fucking awesome and are paying my rent, I don’t actually need a roommate, but I like the idea of being able to send some money back to them.

      Mostly, they just don’t want me to be influenced by the wrong sort.

      They don’t know, of course, that I attract all kinds of people—good influences and bad—but they never affect me.

      I affect them.

      But my personal space is important to me. Really important. It’s the only place I can be myself, where I don’t have to...

      Well, do this.

      But that she knows me well enough to recognize how important my personal space is tells me that she understands me. Few people would guess I’m actually an introvert, but she picks up on that, and we can actually sit in my living room and read together without uttering a word.

      I love that about her. About our friendship.

      The truth is, this helping people shit?

      It’s...

      Tiring.

      A breath of air almost gusts from my lips at just how tiring it is, and it only doesn’t because it would make her look at me and prompt her to wonder what’s wrong.

      She isn’t the first person I’ve helped, no, that honor goes to ‘the boy I failed,’ but she isn’t the second either.

      Along the way, since David’s death two years ago, I’ve helped a few other people, and I got the feeling that was my calling in life.

      To see the real person behind the mask they choose to wear. To see what’s being hidden.

      I’ve started calling myself a watcher, and it’s why I’m determined to become a writer. I love people watching, and I know I have enough stories in me to create a thousand tales.

      Each person who comes across my path, I know, will someday appear in a book.

      I just haven’t figured out the story yet.

      Diana bites her lip. “I-I don’t think I could—”

      Because she looks so miserable, I have no choice but to reach for her. Only, the movement’s abrupt. Sharp. Inadvertently unexpected. And she flinches.

      She fucking flinches.

      And I know. I know exactly what he does.

      He hurts her.

      He beats her.

      She catches my eye, and like that, the truth arcs between us as if it’s lightning spearing from one end of the sky to the other. Tears appear. And they’re not all hers either.

      “Oh, sweetheart,” I whisper, and I move forward, shuffling down the length of my sofa to where she’s sitting on the floor, her back to it, her salad and my Kung Pao on the coffee table in front. I shove the table out of the way, plop my butt on the ground, and curve my arm around her, not stopping until she’s in a hug that we both need.

      “You don’t have to deal with his shit anymore,” I rasp, squeezing her tightly, needing her to know she isn’t alone.

      Not anymore.

      She shivers in my arms. “It’s not as easy as that—” Her gulp is audible. “You know who he is.”

      “Yes. It is easy. We can get you out of there, and we make it so that he’s too scared to touch you ever again.” More like petrified.

      Diana twists slightly, her gaze catching mine once more. “How do we do that?”

      “We threaten him.”

      She sucks her bottom lip between her teeth before she repeats, “How do we do that?”

      “We say we’ll tell everyone what he does to you.”

      “He’s a powerful man,” she whispers miserably, shame shadowing her expression as she bows her head.

      Like she’s to blame.

      “So? All powerful men can be toppled from their pedestals. Don’t worry about that. Whether he’s powerful or not, he won’t like the truth being revealed, will he? He wants everything under his thumb—”

      “He’ll never let me leave.”

      My throat tightens. “Diana?”

      “Yes?”

      “I know he touches you—”

      Her eyes clench closed like she knows the full extent of my question. “Yeah,” she whispers huskily, “in all ways.”

      I squeeze her, and hope that I imbue some of my ferocity in her. “Never again,” I vow. “Never, ever, again. You don’t have to go back there. I’ll go to your place and get your stuff.” With the fucking police if I have to.

      She blinks at me, her big green eyes batting behind her overlarge specs. They’re nerd-chic, and they suit her something fierce. She looks like a sassy secretary some guy would just love to have on his payroll.

      Of course, the way she hides herself away now makes sense. The bastard is jealous. Jealous where his daughter is concerned. He wants her to conceal herself. Wants her to label herself as fat and ugly so she’ll never let someone into her life who’ll expose his secret.

      My jaw aches from clenching down, and though it isn’t enough just to get her to leave his house, at the moment, that’s all I know she’s capable of doing.

      Maybe, in time, she’ll press charges. Maybe she’ll tell the small town of Illsboro, Michigan, that her daddy is a child molester, but that’s up to her.

      First things first, we need to get her out of that house, out from under his roof.

      “Is your mom safe?” I ask, my brow puckering at the thought.

      “Yes.”

      More misery.

      Do I even want to know that story? A story I can’t fix?

      I mean, I can figure it out.

      Does she turn a blind eye to his abuse?

      Diana’s a year younger than me, just turned nineteen where I’ve just turned twenty.

      Nineteen years of only God knows what, and all condoned by her mom?

      Rage floods me, and I know I won’t be able to settle until Diana publicizes the truth of her ordeal, makes them pay for their sins.

      But she’ll never, and I mean ever, have to deal with them on her own again.

      We sit in silence, both of us processing how this conversation has come about. I’ve been building up the nerve to ask her to move in, to be my roommate, but this has blossomed from out of nowhere. I thought it would take a few more weeks, maybe a month. Instead, it’s going down tonight, and I’m glad for it.

      She’ll never spend another night under his roof again.

      I press my head against hers, tightening my hold on her so she knows she’s safe, then we focus on the TV we’ve had on in the background throughout this entire conversation because, at that moment, the pair of us are beyond words.

      When a ragged face pops up on the screen, I feel myself tense.

      “What is it?” she whispers, surprised at how I’ve frozen up on her.

      “Those eyes—” I break off and stop hugging her for a second so I can lean over and grab the remote from the coffee table and turn up the TV. “He’s a priest. I’m sure of it.”

      She snorts. “He doesn’t look like a priest to me.”

      No, he doesn’t.

      And somehow, though he’s different, harder, he’s definitely something.

      Sheesh.

      How is he even more handsome than he’d been the last time I’d seen him?

      And, God, is it fate that I see him today? Just as I saw him back at the hospital with ‘the boy I failed?’ Yes, I’ve helped other people—like getting Judith Foster to admit she was addicted to weed—but the way I’m going to help Diana? No. She’s a first.

      I bite the inside of my cheek as I process the news report, and a swirling kind of pain fills me at the revelations.

      In the aftermath of the hospital incident, I lived on my nerves for a while, fully expecting to get blamed for the fire alarm—rightly so—but it had never come to pass.

      That didn’t mean I wasn’t terrified it would though.

      And, with the blur of rage over what had happened, then a strange misery that had befallen me after the kid’s passing, I’d just forgotten about Savio Martin—the priest who’d been kidnapped by rebels in Algeria.

      Free at last, the TV declares, and I have to shake my head at the news.

      He’d been a captive for two years?

      For two years, he’d been locked away? Made to... what? What did rebels need with a priest?

      “Are you okay?” Diana questions me softly, and I know she’s probably freaking out.

      No one ever sees my serious side. I guess I play a role sometimes. Everyone gets to see the playful Andrea, the cheerful girl who makes friends like flowers that have bees dancing around them. No one sees the depths of me, the heart of me that I know is a little twisted.

      A lot unusual.

      She sees me being quiet when I’m reading or studying, but somber?

      No, that’s for those moments when I’m alone.

      “I just remember when he was first taken,” I murmur, shaken at the amount of time that’s passed, time he’s spent in captivity. “He’s been held captive a long time.”

      “I can’t imagine what he’s been through.”

      Her words strike me as odd.

      Hasn’t she been a captive, in essence? Her father the jailor?

      I don’t say that. Don’t say a word. If anything, I just tuck myself tighter against her, only this time the comfort is all for me and not aimed at soothing her.

      Savio Martin.

      Inside, I whisper his name.

      Savor it, really.

      What has he been through? What has he seen and endured to come out on the other side looking so much harder?

      Three years have passed, but it might as well have been a decade.

      His eyes, no longer windows to his soul, are harsh and shielded. His face is lined, and there are several scars along his cheeks and about his eyes. His nose is broken in two places—nasty breaks, too, by the looks of it.

      He has a scruffy beard and, to be honest, he looks like he’s escaped from jail.

      My stomach turns, and I feel horrible, but I reach over and switch off the TV. I can’t deal with that. Can’t deal with learning what forged that man into this one.

      I can only save so many people at once, and this is Diana’s turn.

      She needs me.

      And, like she knows I need her at that moment, she hugs me harder and whispers, “Did you know him? Was he your priest or something?”

      I guess, from my reaction, that’s a sensible question.

      Yet my answer is anything but sensible.

      “Yeah, I did. Once upon a time.”
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      Savio

      

      “I didn’t mean to kill him.”

      The grate in the confessional separates me from the man whom I’m coming to loathe.

      He comes every day, wailing about his sins. Begging for forgiveness.

      I give it to him.

      But I make him pay for it.

      Everyone knows not to expect leniency from me. They forgive me for it, ironically enough, but I know there have been complaints to the archdiocese.

      Still, what could they say?

      That I gave them too many Hail Marys? When each punishment is justified?

      Just because they’ve had weak-kneed priests in the past doesn’t mean I’m doing my job wrong.

      But this one?

      There’s just something about this parishioner that gets to me. And he’s proved me right.

      He’s gay—he admitted that to me a long time ago. Only, I don’t care who he screws. Don’t give a damn. Maybe the bishop would care, but I don’t. What occurs within this box is between me, Dirk Benson, and God.

      But today, things are different.

      Dirk isn’t here with a tale of woe about how hard it is trying to follow the Christian path, trying to stay straight, while intermittently admitting to me that he pays male prostitutes to ease himself.

      No, today, he’s here with blood on his hands.

      After my experiences, I know that I hate weakness. Not when someone is too frail to protect themselves—be it in spirit or in body—I mean people who are too fucking weak to admit to what they are.

      There’s strength in owning what makes you you.

      And everything about Dirk is weak. To the bone.

      I’ve known for a while it would come to this. He’s admitted to beating the guys he’s paid to service him in the past, and though it’s irked me, I’ve listened to him.

      But I’ve been waiting.

      Judging him.

      Seeing where he’d go, which path he’d take whenever he hit a crossroad.

      At first, it was whether or not he’d come out as gay.

      He did, after a year of confession.

      I forgave him for that, especially because this small town in Gronigen is particularly devout. Someone who is gay definitely doesn’t stick around long. They head to Amsterdam or one of the bigger cities to live their lives in freedom.

      Dirk, however, owns the local hardware store. His family has run the same place for four generations, and he’s proud of his roots.

      He has a wife and two sons.

      He’s ashamed of who he is.

      But his admission of being gay came as no surprise. The man is repressed beyond belief, and while I’ve often seen marriages with no chemistry, the interactions between the family are awkward. Almost like he has no place with them.

      His confession pleased me. I hoped we’d turned a corner.

      Then came his next confession—he’d gone to Amsterdam on business, and he paid for sex.

      I absolved him, because we all make mistakes.

      But three times more, he’s paid, making special, unnecessary trips to the city to fulfill his needs.

      I didn’t absolve him the last two times, because if he was truly repentant, why would he have returned for more?

      His visits to church waned, and I was glad. Grateful. Dealing with him was tiring.

      Then he returned.

      His knuckles were bruised. Bloodied.

      News had spread around town about his trip to the city where he’d been mugged and had defended himself.

      I’d known what it was—bullshit.

      He’d come to me and admitted to beating up his prostitute when he’d taken a photo of them in bed together.

      I hadn’t absolved him.

      Today?

      He’s told me he killed the prostitute.

      Why?

      Blackmail. Because his prostitute was underage. Because the kid was fighting back, and demanding money.

      Sins on top of sins on top of sins.

      I can’t say anything to the police. The seal of confession is absolute. I’m supposed to use my lack of absolution as a means of leveraging him to admit to the truth to the authorities, but Dirk won’t do that.

      He’s just going to do it again.

      Maybe not the murder, unless he gets blackmailed again. But screwing around on his wife? Yes. And the violence is in him. I can feel it.

      Seething inside.

      I’m a violent man myself. I can control it. I learned to do so a long time ago, but Dirk?

      He’s weak.

      And so it comes full circle.

      “F-Father?”

      His rasping words make me clench my jaw. “What do you wish me to say, my son?” He isn’t my son. “I stopped absolving you of your sins because you refused to adjust your behavior. Yet here you are now, with more sins on your soul... how can I guide you down the path of atonement if you’re not penitent?”

      “But I am, Father. I’m penitent. I regret—”

      Fury swarms me like a tornado that’s reached its peak. “You regret nothing,” I hiss. “You wandered down this road yourself. You could have abstained, you could have avoided this fate, instead, you walked straight into it. You could have been candid with your wife, led your life with the free will God granted you, but instead, you hid behind your image, behind your name and position in the town, and chose to lie with a prostitute—” Anger has me breaking off, and I shake my head, even though he can’t see me, before I press it back into the wall behind me.

      Sometimes, this booth feels like the cell back in Oran.

      I’m not sure whether that’s reassuring or hell itself.

      Mouth dry, I reach for the water bottle I have for these moments when my past threatens to overwhelm me. But because I’m not weak, I don’t lace it with whisky like I want.

      Once my mouth is wet, I drop the bottle on the ground and my fists turn into hard balls that I dig into my lap.

      I know what’s wrong with me, so does the Church. It’s why I’m here, in this tiny town in the middle of nowhere—because I’m a charity case.

      They wanted to retire me, but I couldn’t. How could I? Retire? At thirty-two? Impossible.

      So, when I wish to drown myself in alcohol, I make myself take a sip of water.

      And I pretend.

      I pretend and I abstain, because unlike Dirk, I’m strong.

      Incredibly strong.

      Strong enough to live. Strong enough not to take the razor blades to my wrists when the urge to escape hits me.

      When I hear Dirk blubbering beside me, I wonder how he has the audacity to come to me, to force me to listen to his nonsense.

      They all know who I am.

      They all know what I’ve been through.

      And they’re all slightly scared of me, as well as faintly in awe.

      They know I’m a survivor. They know what I’ve done for my faith, even though I’m not entirely sure I believe in what originally took me to the priesthood in the first place.

      But what else can I do?

      This is me.

      I just...

      Listening to these sinners, men who are diluted versions of the bastards who held me captive for years, sickens me.

      I want to punish them as they deserve to be punished—make them pay.

      An idea clicks into my head, and I shudder with it.

      It’s wrong.

      So wrong.

      I’m a man of God.

      But...

      The church isn’t enough.

      If anything, it’s soft soap to the sins on people’s souls—cleaning them instead of cleansing them.

      Dirk will not learn.

      He won’t.

      I know his type.

      He’s a hypocrite. He’s staunch in the fact that he’s a respected man about town, his family solid with ties to this place that are cemented for decades to come.

      He’ll carry on sneaking off, paying men to service him behind his wife’s back, and he’ll hurt those men if he doesn’t learn his lesson and they take advantage of his weakness to blackmail him.

      Another priest might care about him being gay. I don’t give a damn. I care about his sins.

      So many of them.

      Like shadows on his soul.

      And the other shadow on my soul?

      The poor kid who Dirk just murdered.

      I foresaw this happening. Like night follows day, I saw it, and I did nothing to stop it.

      That’s on me. His death, his blood are on my hands, making them my sins.

      I have enough of those to pay for, enough that I know I’ll never be walking through heaven’s gates. I don’t need this bastard’s misdeeds weighing me down when the Devil embraces me as he welcomes me to eternal suffering.

      And if he will, if Lucifer himself welcomes me into that fiery kingdom, I want the right kind of sins blackening my soul.

      The kind that makes restitution for the sins of others.

      Dirk knows what my silence means. I hear the latch of the door and know he’s about to slink out like the serpent he is. But unlike every other time I refuse to give into his wailing, I murmur, “You see the wrong you’ve done, my child?”

      He pauses, and the door latch clicks as it closes. “Y-Yes, Father. I see it. I know I did wrong. I’m so sorry.”

      My nostrils flare at the blatant lie.

      He’d do it again in a flash.

      So I absolve him.

      I tell him to pray and seek penance, and when I leave the confessional a half hour later after tending to two more of my flock, I see him still there, on his knees, doing as I wished.

      It’s a small church. I man it myself, and I stay back, hidden in the shadows as the afternoon starts to fade away.

      When he rises, I can see he feels like he’s had a load lightened, and somehow, that makes the one on my heart even heavier.

      As he trudges out of the church, I follow. I know where he’s going, because he practically lives at his shop. So I go there, and when he enters, shortly after, his wife leaves to pick up their children.

      The town is small, barely four thousand people live here, and the single high street is served by their hardware store, a bakery, a small chain grocery, and a few other storefronts. A little cafe, a bar. Nothing much, but enough.

      I move around the back of the building, knowing my way about the redbrick street, and I find the back door open.

      Not surprising.

      It’s that kind of place. Trust... there’s trust woven into the bricks lining the streets, even if it’s misplaced.

      So I move into the backroom and head into his office.

      Is it wrong of me to do what I have planned?

      Yes.

      Do I care?

      No.

      I wait in the office until he starts to shuffle around, and when the door opens, I prepare to do what I must.

      Within seconds of him stepping inside the room, my arm is at his throat, and I raise his to make sure he passes out.

      With barely any struggle, he’s flailing around like the useless sack of skin he is until he’s deadweight.

      In more ways than one.

      It’s time for me to get to work.

      I unfasten his belt from around his waist, and I buckle it around his neck. With him lying flat on the floor, quiet for the moment, I peer around the small study, and find a box of tissues on the desk. Grabbing one, I unfasten his fly and grab his dick.

      When I do, I almost gag.

      He definitely has an STD of some kind.

      Just holding it through the tissue makes me want to vomit and bleach my fingers, but I focus.

      Trying not to think about how he might have touched his wife since he got the STD, and that he slept with whores without using protection and didn’t think to protect her or maybe even them—

      God help her. God help them.

      With rage in my heart, making my soul vibrate with its strength, I tie the loose end of his belt around the door handle. It’s a canvas style belt, so I can work with it. If it was leather, I’d need to come up with another plan.

      Of course, I’m in a hardware store—there’s nothing but equipment for killing in here.

      But I carry on with my plan, appreciating how organically it comes together.

      For a second, I get lost in the quagmire of this man’s sins as I maneuver his still form, but when the bell chimes from the church tower, I know I have to hurry.

      Vespers will be soon.

      With his hand on his dick, I prop him up then let him go.

      A rattling gasp escapes him, like his unconscious body knows it can’t breathe, and I watch as the air drains from his lungs and he chokes.

      It’s slow.

      But I know it will be identified as an accidental death thanks to misadventure.

      My lips twitch at that.

      The coroner has no idea just how much misadventure this prick has gone through.

      As his life drains from him, I observe, and that burden on my soul?

      It lightens some.

      And twenty minutes later, when I climb out of the back window, my only regret is that his wife will find him like this.

      She doesn’t deserve that, but neither does she deserve to be married to that piece of scum.

      No one sees me because no one is around at this time.

      Most people are at home, having dinner since the kids are out of school. But I know Dirk’s schedule because I’d been watching him.

      I’ll admit to that.

      I’ve been watching and waiting for him to fall from grace, and now that he has?

      I just delivered him to the Devil, because God, no matter how benevolent he is, won’t accept the absolution I gave him, not when there’s no regret in his heart.

      Just like there’s none in mine now.

      I’m a man of God to the eyes of the world, but between me and my Maker?

      We both know that’s a lie.
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Seven years later

        

      

    

    
      The second I told her I had wings, everything seemed to derail.

      Linda lost faith in me, and for a time, I lost faith in myself.

      I didn’t understand why she didn’t believe me.

      After all, they were there.

      I could feel them.

      They were large.

      Huge, golden feathers dragged down my shoulders, making me work hard at the gym to combat their weight. My shoulders were strong now, my upper back broad enough to take their weight, to hold them high with pride.

      I’d shown them to her, and all of a sudden, she stared at me with distrust and fear.

      She feared me.

      Me—who was trying to help her.

      Me—who was trying to get her away from her abusive husband.

      The night I told her the truth was the night everything started to go wrong, because I knew she couldn’t see them.

      Which meant either I was delusional, or she was.

      And while her husband had beaten her, broken her body like she was a ragdoll, she was a smart woman.

      A healthy woman.

      I managed to get Linda out from under his roof, managed to get her to stay with me.

      Just like with Diana and all the other people I helped over the years, I managed to get them into a safe haven—my home—and from then on out, they could use that place as a steppingstone as they considered their options and their next move.

      Diana has two kids now and is living in Madrid with her husband—they moved three years ago.

      She’s happy.

      She’s strong.

      Then there’s Charles, whose wife had manipulated his family into believing that he was gaslighting her so that, when she got a divorce, she’d get custody of the kids.

      Marie, James, Tina, Li?

      More people I helped along the years.

      All of them had flourished.

      But Linda?

      Since ‘the boy I failed,’ she was the first I’d let down, and not unlike the last time, it resulted in death.

      Her death.

      She left my safe haven where I protected her and had gone out into the streets where her husband had been waiting for her.

      He picked her up, took her home, and he killed her. Strangled her.

      And it was all my fault.

      At least, I thought it was.

      My wings... were they real, or weren’t they?

      It’s why I’m here today.

      I told my doctor I was feeling unwell, and when I shared the truth with her? All of a sudden, I was going in for appointments with specialists, and being made to endure CAT scans and all kinds of horrible torture devices to find out what was wrong with me.

      Because, yes, my wings were ‘something that was wrong with me.’

      Just thinking that has me nibbling on my bottom lip.

      I don’t think I’m sick, but something about what I told Linda caused her death, so I have to act, don’t I? I have to find out if I’m wrong.

      I stare outside the window, my hand in my mom’s, my dad at my back.

      They flew from California where Dad’s stationed now just for this meeting.

      It’s an important one.

      Words like ‘arachnoid cyst on the left temporal lobe’ flutter over my awareness.

      I know what the neurologist is saying, even if it doesn’t make sense to me.

      Just to everyone else.

      I know I’m a Watcher, a type of angel born to view the misdeeds of humanity and to guide them along the right path.

      I realized it a few years after I helped Diana.

      There was a reason I saw her when no one else did. Why I saw others, why I had to act, why I needed to help them.

      It’s a part of my nature. A part of my soul. It calls out to me to act, and I have no choice but to heed its call.

      So I flutter through life, moving around like the nomad I’m born to be. As an army brat, it fits with my past. I’m used to being on the move, and my years in college are actually the longest time I’ve spent anywhere, but it means I come across a lot of people from all walks of life.

      A few years ago, I’d written a book and had managed to find an agent to represent me. A year later, I was a bestseller, and my last two books had been bestsellers too. My publishers loved me.

      But that enabled my nomadic lifestyle as well.

      All that time, I was away from family who know me best. Who might have seen the signs before anyone else did.

      Signs that I’m apparently sick.

      My brow crinkles as my cell buzzes. I reach down and stare at the screen, seeing Diana has sent me a message.

      I’m still friends with all the people I’ve helped. Diana more than most though. We usually speak every day, but because of the distance between us, and the things we talk about, I don’t think she ever realized how much I’ve changed.

      I don’t have to understand what’s being said to know the doctor’s telling my parents I have some kind of tumor.

      A brain tumor.

      Yeah, that doesn’t bode well, does it?

      Diana: How’s it going? You out of the appointment yet?

      What should I tell her?

      The truth?

      That I believe I’m an angel?

      Or that my wings are the only reason I decided I needed to start this piggyback ride through the healthcare system, as I was referred to doctor after doctor who investigated my case?

      None of them saw my wings.

      Not a single one.

      And they’re so beautiful too.

      I gnaw on my bottom lip as I stare at her message. I know she knows I’ve read it, so I can’t not answer. She’ll just carry on pinging until I reply, and my dad will end up telling me off. He still thinks I’m eight, and ever since they figured out something wasn’t right with me, and I told them, he’s been even worse.

      Treating me like a child.

      I’m not a child.

      I’m a grown woman.

      I just...

      Well, I have wings.

      Me: They think I have a cyst in my brain.

      Diana: What’s a cyst?

      I don’t take her lack of reaction in a bad way. I know her. I know she’s freaking out in person, but she would try to be calm via message for my sake.

      Me: I don’t know. I guess I should listen to the doctor, but I just can’t seem to focus.

      Diana: You haven’t been able to focus for a while. Weren’t you telling me a few weeks ago that’s why London’s Burning is taking you so long to write?

      I blink at that—why does she remember everything? Or is it me who’s forgetting everything?

      The thought makes me huff.

      Me: Must you remember everything?

      Diana: Lol. I don’t. I have mom brain, you know that. You’re just forgetful.

      Another symptom, maybe?

      I reach up and rub my temple where an ache’s starting to grow.

      It’s strange to think of this ‘thing’ growing in my head. Do I feel it?

      I mean, some days, like today, I have headaches.

      But doesn’t everyone?

      And Diana’s right. I’m a pretty fast writer, but London’s Burning, though I’m loving the story, is taking me ages to finish.

      My agent has already been pestering me over it for at least four months now.

      I’d just blamed it on my intense need to help Linda.

      A need that backfired.

      Why had I shared the truth with her?

      Why?

      Why had I shown her my wings?

      I want to kick myself, because if I’d just stayed quiet, she’d still be alive, and her death wouldn’t be on my conscience.

      More than anything, it’s that which pains me.

      I’d gone to such efforts to get her to trust me. We’d become fast friends—that was the only reason I’d brought her into my confidence about my wings.

      But it had done the opposite of bringing us closer, and as a result, she’s now in a cemetery, returning to the earth, and I might be following her.

      “Will I die?”

      I blurt out the question, not caring that I’m being rude. I know my parents are absorbing all this, know they’re going to be researching it all later, but I don’t care about that.

      I want to know the truth.

      I hate bullshitting around.

      “The surgery is intense and—”

      I don’t let her finish. “Will I die?”

      The neurologist, a woman in her mid-fifties with a constant scowl, stares at me long enough for her eyes to soften. She wears green scrubs beneath a white doctor’s jacket, and her stethoscope has some kind of plastic thing on it that makes it look like a daisy.

      I guess that means she has kids walking through these doors.

      Jesus. How terrifying.

      “You might.”

      The admission has my mom releasing a soft sob, and I turn to look at her in surprise. I love her, and she loves me, but she’s a doctor herself. An oncologist. She’s pretty hardened when it comes to illnesses. Whenever I had anything wrong with me as a kid, she’d say, “It’s only a bruised knee. Let’s be grateful you didn’t break your patella.”

      I grew up knowing what the anatomical names of body parts were because she compared every injury to the worst-case scenario.

      “You have an earache? At least, you’re not going deaf in that ear, Andrea.”

      For her to cry now? And yeah, she has big fat blobs of tears in her eyes... I know it isn’t good.

      Huh.

      I’m dying.

      So why don’t I feel like I am? Why does this feel like the first day of the rest of my life?

      Diana: Did you see this?

      The buzz of my phone has me staring down at the screen. She’s sent a few messages, all of them demanding more information. Knowing her intent is to distract me, I ignore them to ask:

      Me: Did I see what?

      A link appears, and when I open it, uncaring about the conversation now, I see him again.

      What is it about this priest?

      Savio Martin.

      I bite my bottom lip, surprised how the sight of him makes something inside me squirm.

      I’ve never been a sexual creature. I figure that was why, at twenty-eight, I’m still a virgin. Everyone else got down and dirty, and I just like watching. And no, not in a voyeur kind of way, just in a ‘life’ kind of way.

      But Father Savio? With eyes like velvet and a face that would make a saint weep?

      He makes me melt.

      I scan the article—it’s an exposé about his life since he’d been freed from his captors.

      Was that really ten years ago?

      God, how time passes.

      I’d kept an eye on his situation, his story, every now and then, but when it dried up, I couldn’t follow the trail.

      I let it go.

      Let him go.

      And now, I realize how wrong that was.

      There’s pain in his eyes.

      In his soul.

      It calls out to me. Demanding action.

      I stand up, then flinch when my dad grabs my shoulder. “Andrea? Where are you going?”

      I blink at him. “I need to leave.”

      “Leave for where?” He frowns at me like I’m crazy, and then something shifts on his face like now he sees me as sick. Like maybe all the weird stuff I do is because of this ‘arachnoid cyst on the left temporal lobe.’

      Anger whispers through me, but the doctor murmurs, “Ms. Jura, it’s important that you focus. We’re going to have to act very fast. Though benign, it’s actually quite aggressive. We need to—”

      Surgery.

      I could die under the surgeon’s knife.

      Without ever seeing Savio in the flesh.

      He needs me.

      I need to go to him.

      And that means the surgery has to work.

      When someone needs me, I never let them go.

      Ever.

      And his soul?

      It’s crying out for mine.

      The wings, the path, the choices I made—all of a sudden, it all makes sense.

      He’s been there, on every step of my journey, and now? I need to be there for him.
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        * * *

      

      Savio

      

      The second I touch down in Italy, it’s like I can breathe again.

      It’s intense. Overwhelming.

      Behind me, the impatient folk traveling to the Eternal City are jostling, trying to shove me out of the way, but I don’t stop them. I just stand on the top step of the airplane, waiting to descend toward the buses, sucking in the scent of jet fuel as I absorb where I am.

      The church doesn’t know what to do with me, so they’re bringing me back to the Capital.

      I’m not about to complain.

      I haven’t been brought here because someone has discovered my habit of punishing sinners the way they deserve, but because the bloodstains on my cassock had become noticeable.

      I understood why a small town a few hours away from Geneva would be disconcerted at the sight of blood oozing through their priest’s cassock, but self-flagellation isn’t something the church technically approves of anymore either.

      Neither is killing parishioners who aren’t adequately penitent...

      Doesn’t put a stop to my behavior.

      It’s not like I do it every damn day of the week. Just here and there to those who truly deserve being delivered into the Devil’s embrace.

      They commit the gravest sin imaginable— taking a life. So I take theirs as payment. Put their soul into Satan’s hands. And each time?

      Mine feels lighter.

      Not light enough to whitewash the past—I wish—but enough to keep me going, to stop me from doing something stupid.

      The pain of my past is something I live with every day. Night terrors, flashbacks. They call it PTSD, but I call it an endless nightmare.

      They say I’m borderline suicidal, I say I’m past the border, but only my cause keeps me going.

      Only knowing that I make a difference, a true difference, keeps me away from the point of no return.

      I still hope, foolish though it may seem, that God will embrace me in his open arms upon my ascent to heaven. I work in his name, to honor him, but I’m well aware that, to Ishmael and his men, they, too, had been working under that guise.

      That I’m as evil as them disturbs me. I would never do what they did, but still, I’ve committed grievous sins, and some day, I’ll have to pay for them. Judgment will come, and I know that, no matter how hard I work to atone in other ways, my fate is with the Devil too.

      Finally, the jostling from behind me grows to be too much and an attendant shoves her way forward. “Father? Is everything okay?” she inquires politely, even though I see the strain on her face as the grumbling passengers at her back begin to grow restless.

      I shoot her a kind smile, and apologize, “Forgive me, my child.”

      I don’t wait for a reply, and instead, begin my descent.

      As I step onto Italian soil, something fizzles inside me. Like this is where I’m supposed to be.

      I hold no vain hopes that Rome is going to cure me. That being this close to the Vatican is going to ease my issues, but there’s the vague anticipation that here, things will be different.

      I will be among my own kind.

      Crossing the tarmac, I head for the bus that will take us to the terminal, and I seat myself and wait for it to fill. When a woman hobbles on, her hand shaking as she maneuvers a walking cane, I climb to my feet and let her take my place. She smiles at me, her eyes tired, and murmurs, “Grazi, Padre.”

      I hear the American accent and smile back at her. “You’re more than welcome.”

      Her eyes flash. “You’re American?”

      I shake my head. “No. I’m French.”

      “Your accent—”

      “I spent a few years in the States.” My smile grows tight. I’ve been all over the world as the Church tries to find a place to fit me in—thus far, I’m surprised they’ve tried so hard.

      But I know they’re attempting to save face. If they force me out, then I could only imagine the press.

      For some reason, the media is interested in me and my past. I’ve had several articles written about me, and someone is even writing a book on the subject. I’ve had film offers, for goodness sake! It boggles my mind.

      So, yes, the Church trying to shuffle me out wouldn’t look good, and call me a cynic, but I know their patience has more to do with that than anything else.

      I turn my focus onto the runway where planes are taxiing to park, and even though it’s the antithesis of holy, I feel good being back here.

      Italy and I have a connection. My father is Italian, my mother is French, and we visited the place often throughout my childhood. I see neither of them that much anymore because they were against my becoming a priest, but the fond memories put a smile on my face when I walk into the terminal. Then, as I collect my baggage, I head for the termini, walking down the various moving sidewalks to get to the train station that’s annexed to the airport.

      For each path I take, there’s a TV screen above, and while I don’t take much notice of TV, not since I’d become a bizarre celebrity thanks to my ordeal, the face splashed onto the screen catches my attention.

      There’s no sound, but I don’t have to understand what’s being said to read it. I speak fluently in both Italian and French, English too, so the headlines are no issue.

      ‘Famous author makes it through perilous brain surgery. Family thanks anxious fans for outpouring of concern and asks for prayers.’

      The woman is beautiful in a way that takes me aback, because her face is so...

      What?

      Open?

      That’s the only way I can describe it. She has wide eyes, and the pale green orbs are candid, like she’s looking straight at me and seeing all my flaws.

      Her nose has freckles on it, her cheeks too, and they’re high, tapering into a soft, pillowy mouth that makes me think things no priest should consider. She has no lipstick on, no makeup either. She’s free from artifice in all things. Her button nose is cute, and her wide brow makes her look, of all things, curious. Like she wants to understand everything. And the sandy blonde hair that dances around her shoulders in bouncy waves makes me feel like she’s moving. Running toward me even though she’s still.

      Just like in Spain, where I’d spent a year two years ago, the Italians have a ton of daily panel shows. I could see them discussing the woman’s rise and fall.

      Apparently, though I’d never heard of her, she’s a massive author. Her books flash on screen, and I could see the covers, even recognized some of the titles. My brows rise as I see clips from movies that have been produced from her stories.

      Then, there are more flashes on the screen, like cards with a pen that scrolls exactly what she’s enduring. A cyst. In her brain.

      My stomach tightens at the thought of that beautiful head, a brain so filled with tales and stories that caught the hearts of millions of people around the world, being cut open.

      The panel seems to be dissecting her as much as the surgeons are—wondering if, after the surgery, she’ll be the same.

      I find myself sending up a quick prayer to God, hoping that she will.

      Andrea Jura.

      I savor her name for a second before I’m spat off the moving sidewalk and have to shuffle onto the next one.

      Each one has a TV overhead, and for what feels like miles, I follow her path, her journey.

      And each time, they flash her image between segments. Her at an award ceremony, her on the red carpet. Shots of her in a city as she goes about her business.

      On every occasion, she’s alone.

      And, God help me, that pleases me.

      I bite my lip as I make it to the termini at long last, and it’s strange, because, there, where I purchase my ticket, I see a sandwich shop and a newspaper stand.

      Her face is on the cover too.

      How is she so famous? She’s young. Incredibly young. But her stories have fed the world. Nourished it.

      I find myself collecting a paper to read on the hour-long trip into the city from the airport, and as I travel, I read more about her.

      Until the point where I feel like I know her.

      Even though that’s impossible.

      When I finish the paper, I could have tossed it away. But I don’t.

      I keep a hold of it and don’t throw it away until, weeks later, I hear on the news she’s in recovery.

      And I’m glad.

      I hope for her sake that she’s truly recovered, and more than just on the ‘outside.’

      Because it’s destructive to look fine, to be normal to the rest of the world, but to feel like you are being torn apart with every breath you take.

      I know how that feels, and I wish it on no one.

      Not even Ishmael.

      For him? I wish fire and brimstone to tear him apart for centuries to come.

      For the woman with the bright green eyes and the imagination that has made the world happy?

      I pray for peace. For good health. And, more importantly, happiness.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Part Two

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Four

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

          

      

    

    







            Andrea

          

          

      

    

    






Today

        

      

    

    
      Rome smells good.

      Yeah, that’s a strange thing to say, but ever since the surgery, I have weird perceptions.

      Weird, as in I couldn’t tell anyone because if I do, they’d probably lock me up in an asylum for the rest of my life.

      That’s not going to happen.

      Nope.

      I refuse to spend another goddamn day in a hospital. Eleven months I’d been inside the clinic. Eleven. Frickin’. Months.

      For someone who moves around like a butterfly, just staying put for that length of time has been a killer.

      While I healed, physically, I knew psychologically they’d never understand me, so I lied.

      And that’s the only reason I’m out.

      Why I’m free.

      I lied to everyone.

      My parents, Diana, the doctors.

      Because no one would understand.

      Sure, that makes me sad, but nobody has ever gotten me anyway. Now they could use the cyst to explain that away, my peculiarities, the things they classed as cute before but now rub their heads over. With the cyst gone, that part of me ripped out, they have nothing to blame except the surgery.

      And if they blamed the surgery, they’ll question if I’m still sick, which means I’d have to stay longer in the clinic.

      So, I’d come to the decision to remove myself from my well-meaning family and friends and travel overseas.

      Rome.

      It isn’t by chance.

      Eleven months in the hospital and you thought I’d forgotten?

      Never again.

      Savio Martin.

      During my recuperation, the only thing that has kept me going is learning about him. Sure, I’m kind of stalking him, but it’s for his own good!

      He needs me.

      And, God, I need him.

      He’ll understand me.

      I just know it.

      He knows what it means to have a vocation, to have a calling. Just like me.

      The weight of the wings aren’t there anymore, but that doesn’t mean I don’t feel them.

      I haven’t lost my calling, and I just need to...

      Fuck, I need him.

      I know it’s stupid and crazy and weird, but he’s been with me from the start. I know I need him for the end.

      So, I tracked him. Traced him through his articles, studied the trajectory of his career as much as I could, and have even called the archdioceses of his last parishes—ones that were listed in articles online—and found out where his current church is.

      Rome.

      The Catholic capital.

      And I’d never been there.

      Ever.

      So, it’s fate that’s my destination. At least, that’s how I figure it.

      The taxi takes me straight to the street behind my Airbnb. I’m in a part of Rome that’s called Borgo, and the street is called Borgo Pio. It’s ancient with an old wall surrounding it like a barricade, and the history lines these streets as well as the pizzerias and trattorias do.

      Just at the bottom of the cobbled road, there’s a McDonalds that’s humming with life, and I passed the Vatican to get here.

      Yep, the Vatican is actually a neighbor. It’s a minute’s walk away, just off McDonalds.

      With a rucksack on my back, I stand in the center of the chaos as people walk past me. Some of them are heading for the Vatican, and others heading away from it. I know which is which because, the damn nerve, they toss their tickets on the ground as they shuffle away.

      I can’t stop myself from picking up one of the tickets, chasing down the litterer, and shoving it at their chest. They blurt something at me in Russian, I think, but I just glare and say, “Your trash.”

      They’re probably swearing at me, but I don’t care. I stare the bastard down, ignoring how his bulging cheeks turn red and his squinty eyes narrow even more. He takes the ticket, huffs, then moves a few feet away to shove it in the bin.

      “There. That wasn’t so damn hard, was it?” I snap at him, then, nose in the air, storm off.

      A second later, my irritation has fluttered away. Life teems here, and I wander down the street, passing doorways to buildings as well as shops that sell religious artifacts, and other little restaurants and delis that will become my locales. There are groups of tourists, old and young, some with heavy duty cameras around their necks, others with their cell phones out, posing for selfies, then there are families with bored kids, and waiters touting their wares to all and sundry without prejudice. What there isn’t?

      Many Italians around.

      Which makes the person I’m looking for easy to spot. She’s standing in a doorway, a briefcase in her hand, entirely out of place for this heavily touristic spot.

      So, wandering over to her, and peering at the street which, seriously, has no numbers above the door, at least, not as far as I can see, I ask, “Excuse me?”

      She pushes shiny black hair over her ear as she peers over her phone at me. Disdain lines her features until she manages to hide it—barely—saying, “Si?”

      I actually speak decent Italian thanks to my mother’s belief that we’d be transferred overseas for one of my father’s deployments, so I reply, “I’m Andrea Jura? Are you Anna from Your Vacation in Roma?”

      Anna casts another glance at me, and though she’d just lumped me in with all the other backpackers, the second she hears my name, her eyes light up. She grabs my arm, and as she does, the scent of vanilla and chocolate wafts my way.

      Super smell has been a weird addition to my abilities in the aftermath of the surgery.

      I couldn’t run anymore, not without my legs feeling like jelly, and my strength has depleted to the point where I need to find a gym to work out at while I’m here to rebuild some strength, but I gained the ability to sniff the grossest stuff all while I maintained the ability to see things no one else does.

      I’m still a Watcher.

      I know it, even if I never told anyone.

      I’d never share that again, not even with Savio. He’d think I’m insane.

      I’m not.

      Truly.

      I want to pull back the second her perfume floats over me, but I’m not rude, so I tense as I smile, trying not to heave at the abundantly musky scent, and murmur, “Ciao.”

      She grins at me. “I loved Thunderstorm.”

      I’m getting used to that for a greeting—it was my biggest release to date, and unfortunately for me, the release of the movie pretty much synced up with my being taken into the hospital. “Thanks,” I tell her.

      She ignores my wooden tone. “Are you going to be writing while you’re here?” Her gaze drifts over my head, which is no longer showing any signs of surgery. The hair has grown out, and though I can’t wear it in a shoulder-length bob anymore, it’s a decent pixie cut that hides everything. Well, mostly everything if I sweep the strands over it and use gel to keep it down.

      I’d been famous before, but now that I’ve had brain surgery, I’ve apparently caught the interest of the world.

      Before, my books were what interested folk. Now? People are curious about me.

      Call me horrible, but I get the feeling they’re just waiting to see me crumble.

      I don’t think they’re trying to be spiteful, but their avaricious curiosity comes across that way.

      “Yeah, I’ll be writing while I’m here.” London’s Burning, my current WIP, hasn’t had a single word added to it in months.

      So, writing? Sure. I’ll be trying to.

      It’s something else I’ve lost along the way, but I’m trying to get it back. Only, no gym will help me regain my writing skills.

      I’m having to face the fact that I might have tapped out my abilities with the loss of the cyst, which prompts me to question its presence in my brain.

      The doctors said it needed to be cut out.

      But that cyst was as much a part of me as my green eyes... they’d even told me it had been in my head for over two decades, gradually getting bigger and bigger until it started affecting me around the age of seventeen.

      I don’t think it’s a coincidence that I’d come across ‘the boy I failed’ at that age either.

      When Anna looks like she wants to discuss my treatment on the doorstep of my building, I take advantage of a huddle of tourists who brush past me, and shove myself at her. She makes a huffing sound, which has me hiding a smile, as she quickly pushes the door open at her back.

      It’s massive.

      Over sixteen feet tall, all wood, and with gold finishing, it’s seriously impressive. And the hall? All lined with black and white checkered marble floors.

      It’s also freezing, but I kind of like that. Outside, it’s a little sweaty, and that’s down to all the people hovering around too, so the crisp, interior air feels good.

      I refuse to admit that the bag on my back is making me tired, and that I seriously need to take a nap.

      Maybe because of the jet lag—although I slept like a log on the plane—but I don’t think so.

      I might be lying to the rest of the world, but to myself? There’s no point.

      Weakness is pervasive, and I don’t want it to affect my confidence. I need to stay strong, because if I don’t, I’ll just end up back in the hospital.

      What I’d gone through, according to my doctors, and the depth of development of the cyst? I should still be in a bed with an IV attached to my arm.

      But I’m not.

      I’m here.

      I have plans, and I’m not about to waste a second on being sick.

      So, even though I’m exhausted, I follow Anna as she walks up a set of stairs. Naturally, there’s no elevator, and I’m grateful she’s busy talking, not necessarily needing an answer from me as we climb two floors.

      When she opens the door, a large green one that’s double my height, I smile when I walk in after her.

      It’s light, airy, and the windows are open, letting in a breeze from the street outside. The scent from out there floats in on the wind—oregano and pizza, humanity and traffic. An odd combination to be sure, but fragrant nonetheless.

      Give it to me a thousand times over whatever the hell she’s wearing.

      I ignore everything else to stride to the windows, and as I do, peering over the ornate Juliet balcony, I see the crest of the Vatican on one side, and the angels that guard the perimeter of Castel De Sant’Angelo on the other.

      It’s hard to believe I’m here, hard, but good.

      I need this.

      I feel free for the first time in too long. No one is watching over me, monitoring me, or checking to see if I’m okay.

      Mom has raised me to be independent, and the truth is, being fussed over for so long?

      Nightmare.

      When I peer up at the sky, I smile again because it’s just starting to turn pink. A beautiful rosy color that seems sharper to me than ever.

      Maybe it is.

      I’m still coming to terms with the new me, and I know I’m experiencing things differently compared to how I did before. Maybe a sharper color palette is as new a skill as the ability to break down the different tones to her perfume?

      Anna clears her throat, spoiling my moment, but I turn around and see she’s placed her briefcase on the table in the corner.

      A quick glance around gives me a clue that I’ll be happy here. There’s a large cream sofa padded with cushions, and a long, walnut table that’s gleaming thanks to some good polish, where she’s plopped a notepad. The sofa looks out onto the windows, but in between the French doors, where a painting would probably have gone before, there’s a TV.

      I like the idea of being able to look out onto Rome if I decide to watch some Netflix.

      Behind the sofa, there’s a set of bookcases that are loaded down with books, as well as some little vases and ornaments that are kind of kitsch but sweet with it.

      I like how clean it is, how airy, and that there’s a ton of space for me to move around in.

      Maybe I wouldn’t have to join a gym. I could just do some workouts here. Which, to be honest, would be perfect. I’m dealing with fame at the worse time—even here in Italy they recognize me—so working out in a gym where people could give me the side-eye as they wait on me to drop a free weight?

      Not fun.

      There are six doors that lead off the living room, and I’m dying to have a peek around, but Anna evidently wants me over by the table, so I dump my rucksack on the sofa and head over to her.

      If I falter in my step, I push past it.

      I won’t show weakness in front of anyone.

      A shaky breath escapes me as I take a seat, though, and I stare at her in question.

      “We have a tourist tax you’ll need to pay,” she explains, as she passes me a contract. I sign, give her some cash to cover the tax, and she carries on explaining about the local amenities even though she has to sense I’m ready to drop.

      By the time she leaves, I’m more than grateful she’s gone, and I explore the rest of the apartment on the hunt for my bed.

      There are two bedrooms, but I like the back room because there’s a window that looks straight onto the Vatican. It’s high up, oddly high in fact, but when I’m in bed, I just know I’ll see the roof, plus, there’s a thick curtain that would cut out the light.

      Sometimes, I get bad headaches, so the front bedroom, which is pretty bright, would be a nightmare for me.

      This one has a bed with an antique headboard made of thick walnut, which matches the table, and has me wondering if they are heirloom pieces.

      Crisp white linens cover the mattress, and a duvet that looks like a cloud tempts me to plunk myself onto it and just nap.

      But I’m icky.

      So, I trudge through to the interconnecting room and find a shower with a few plush soaps and stuff in it.

      Because I know I’ll crash soon, I quickly wash up, wiping away the grime from the long flight.

      When I’m covered in a towel, leaving my dirty clothes on the floor, I do as I’d wanted earlier.

      Flop onto the bed.

      As I stare up at the ceiling where light dances in from the open windows in the lounge, I smile.

      The buzz of a thousand different people talking from dozens of languages—most I don’t understand—and the chiming of the bells that suddenly strike at the top of the hour? All of it energizes me.

      Not in a way that means I could get up, empty my rucksack, and actually change into pajamas and dump the wet towel, but in a way that’s good for my spirit.

      I’m where I’m supposed to be.

      I’m where I’m needed.

      He’s here.

      I can feel him.

      Now I just have to find him.

      But knowing that I’m in the same city as him, that we’re breathing the same air, speaking the same language?

      It makes my skin feel hypersensitive. As I stare up at the light flickering over the ceiling, dancing as shadows rise and fall, I have no choice but to think of him as I let my fingers drift to the part where the edges of the towel meet.

      Shoving the fabric aside, I bare my flesh to the room. It feels wicked, wanton, even, to lie here with my pussy on display as I let my fingers move between my legs. But that’s what I am sometimes.

      Wicked.

      Watchers are fallen angels. They fell into human temptations and were lost to the cause. At that moment, I embrace that half of me, and I touch my clit.

      “Savio,” I whisper softly, to no one in particular, to the air, to fate, to my destiny and his which are on the brink of crossing. “I need you.”

      And I let my fingers do the talking, let them take me higher as I rub my clit until I clap my hand to my face and moan into the ball of my fist as I come.

      Sweet relief fills me then. A wonderful lethargy that I know will help me drift off to sleep, and with thoughts of him, as always, whispering through my psyche, I finally let the jet lag take hold of me.
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        * * *

      

      Savio

      

      “Now, my children, don’t forget about the food bank. We’re running low on stock, so any donations you can give will be most appreciated.” As expected, I lose their interest at that, but I persevere. “We’re helping a side of our community which is suffering greatly now thanks to the drop in tourism—”

      Of course, that makes them worry about themselves.

      Agitated, but knowing I tried, and also knowing that a lot of my flock in this parish are below the breadline themselves, I simply sigh as I retreat from the pulpit and wander over to the first pew.

      I smile as Lara Ricci grabs my hands as I reach for hers. She squeezes, and murmurs, “You look brighter today, Father.”

      “I feel brighter.” I peer at her though. See the bruises under her eyes, the bright yellow of her skin, and know that today is not a good day for her. “How about you?”

      “I’m good enough to attend service.”

      I snort a little. “You’re always good enough to attend service.”

      She grins at me, her wizened face puckering into a semi-toothless smile that always makes me wonder why she doesn’t have false teeth. Unlike a lot of my parishioners, she’s wealthy. A chauffeur drops her off at church, and as she already said, she never misses a service.

      Her fingers are frail in mine, and every day, they seem to grow more brittle.

      We both know she doesn’t have long left for this Earth, but neither of us mention it.

      Just as she’s dying, her soul is going to be liberated, and I know she takes comfort in that.

      I’m glad she has her faith. Glad she has the security of it.

      In truth, being around people like her, good people, has re-instilled some of my own beliefs.

      Rome, this past year, has been good to me. Good for me. I never thought it would be much different. Same shit, different day, and all that. Once you’d seen one church, you’d seen them all—and yes, I know that isn’t a very priestly thought for me to have, but most days, I don’t feel like a priest.

      I go through the motions. I do my job. All while I wonder what I’m doing.

      The only time it makes sense to me?

      When a service ends.

      When I walk down the aisle of pews and greet the worshippers.

      It amuses me that, during my time here, numbers have increased.

      The church doesn’t know what to make of that, and neither do I, in all honesty.

      Every other parish I’d been assigned to has been a disaster. No one has particularly liked me, and I haven’t particularly liked anyone there.

      Here?

      I fit in.

      I guess, in a strange way, I’m home.

      Not because this is the capital of my faith. The center of the Catholic world. But because this is my father’s country.

      This is where I have roots—I’d just never been here long enough to let them take to the soil before.

      I give Lara’s hands one last squeeze, and murmur, “I’ll send your chauffeur down for you.”

      Her eyes twinkle. “Thank you.” She refuses to walk down the aisle with her stroller, so she uses her driver as a cane instead.

      Her stubbornness amuses me, especially when she has to walk to the front pew where her family’s name is engraved.

      The Iglezia di Santa Cecilia is in her blood in a way that it isn’t in mine, yet I’ve found a home here.

      A place.

      As I carry on with my walk, I stop beside Carlo DiRittano. He looks sheepish, and he’s fidgeting under his dad’s firm hold on his shoulder.

      “What did you do, Carlo?” I chide, knowing he’s here, midweek, for a reason.

      The DiRittanos come every Sunday, without fail, but during the week? Never. Carlo has ADHD, and he keeps doing stuff that shocks the family, so when they’re here on a Wednesday? I know he’s ‘misbehaved.’

      I find it hard to keep a straight face, in all honesty, when I take his confession. The family is aghast at the stuff he does, but to me, they’re just sticklers. Well-meaning, but stifling.

      “Nothing, Padre,” he mutters glumly, before he stares down at his feet.

      His sneakers squeak over the ancient stones, and his toe digs into them, kicking a loose piece of gravel that someone has traipsed in at some point after the cleaners came.

      “He’ll be waiting to give confession,” his father promises, and I cut him a look, wanting to shake my head but staying still. It isn’t my place to parent the boy, nor to parent the parents, but I truly do think they are too hard on him.

      Coming from me? Well, that says a lot, doesn’t it?

      What would you expect from a kid when the doctors prescribe him medications and they refuse to give them to him, though?

      Though the tut is silent, I move on, greeting worshippers whose faces I’ve come to know, whose names trip off my tongue like they’re old friends, and when I’ve walked to the last pew, my intent to grab Lara’s driver who never comes in, just hovers outside, I see her.

      Sitting in the back corner.

      She didn’t come for communion, because she wasn’t there, waiting to accept the sacrament.

      I’m not sure when she arrived.

      The church is small in size, but the back end of the nave is pretty dark, and the altar is bright thanks to its south-facing position.

      If I’m in a pool of light, I can’t see the back of the church without difficulty.

      So, she’d either watched the service, or she sneaked in.

      And yes, I use that word on purpose.

      Sneaked.

      She doesn’t belong here.

      Every instinct in my body screams at me that she doesn’t. Even as I recognize her.

      How couldn’t I?

      She’s the woman.

      Andrea Jura.

      What’s she doing in my church?

      I thought she was still ill. Had thought she was being treated—apparently not.

      Here she is.

      In. My. Church.

      And she’s watching me.

      Looking at me with those eyes that had struck my soul over a year ago through a TV screen.

      I freeze as her gaze drifts over me.

      I want to ignore her, want to completely cut her off, but somehow, I can’t.

      I just can’t.

      And it’s weird. So strange. I’ve never felt that before, had never thought I would.

      I’ve sinned many times in my life, but since I’d taken the vows that turned me from a simple man into a priest, I’d never looked at women.

      It’s one vow I haven’t broken.

      One that actually means something to me.

      Sure, I know that might come across as ridiculous. How could I have killed in the past? How could I handle sinners and punish them with ease when that broke the most cardinal rule of all—thou shalt not kill—but I never thought about sex?

      Well, I know why.

      Two years in a rebel camp has turned me off of anything sex related.

      Two years of being forced to listen to women being raped has done that to me.

      Even if I have any urges—and all priests have them, but it’s our duty to fight them—they’d long since been buried in my past.

      Yet, Andrea Jura?

      I feel something.

      I’m not sure what either.

      Arousal? Lust?

      Hatred?

      Fear?

      Repugnance?

      She doesn’t look like she did back on the TV. Her hair is short, and considering she had brain surgery, I guess that fits. And while her hair is still that beautiful shade of sandy blonde, it’s somehow darker thanks to the short cut.

      A part of me wants to scrub my hand over her head, to feel the curls against my palm, but another part of me wants to avoid her like she has the plague.

      “Father?”

      I jerk in surprise at the soft voice, and twist to see Junia Lorenzo staring up at me with concern.

      I’m always kind to her because she has an asshole for a husband. He’s someone I’m watching.

      Someone I’m keeping my eye on.

      He’s dancing on the knife’s edge and he doesn’t even know it.

      Neither does she.

      Her eyes are soft, limpid, as she stares at me in concern. She’s a gentle woman, too good for that bastard of a spouse, so I reach over and pat her shoulder. “All is well, my child.”

      I move on, lest I cause any more curiosity, and even though I want to watch Andrea, to see if she’s watching me, I continue, not stopping until I’m at the doorway.

      The intense cold from inside the church is brisk, bracing. Outside, though, it’s still technically winter, but the sun has been hot, so I know Lara’s driver must be melting in his formal suit and cap.

      The second he sees me, he dips his chin, his eyes darting over the small crowd as he makes his way inside and aims his way toward his mistress.

      Standing at the door, I wait on the attendees to leave, giving them my thanks for their presence and wishing them well until the next time I see them.

      Six stay behind for confession.

      My gaze darts over the pews, spotting those who are waiting, and while Junia is one of those who left, her husband remains.

      I sigh inwardly, because I hate my time with him.

      And she’s still there.

      Sitting relatively close to the confessional too.

      But she’s American, and they never speak other languages, do they?

      The booth is far away enough for me to have no fears over privacy, but I’m curious as to why she’s here.

      What she’s doing in my church.

      As far as I can tell, she seems to be doing nothing.

      Just sitting.

      Her eyes are almost closed, and if I’m not mistaken, I’d actually say she’s napping.

      Is that because of her illness?

      For a second, I actually wonder if I should go over and help her, but I’m hesitant to do so.

      If anything, I’m wary of it. Wary of her.

      I don’t want to approach her.

      I really, truly don’t.

      And I know that’s the exact opposite of being Christian, but getting close to her?

      It’s just not something I can do.

      So, I turn my head away from her, refuse to look at her, and almost like a child, pretend she isn’t there.

      Something about her...

      Lord help me, it’s magnetic.

      I can feel her as I pass her, even though I do my best to ignore her—and trust me, I’ve become pretty adept at ignoring things, people, as well as situations that make me uncomfortable.

      But Andrea Jura?

      She’s impossible to erase.

      I hide in the confessional—I admit it.

      I find comfort within the booth that’s as much of a prison to me as the cage back in Oran, its shadows providing a sense of security as I go about my chore for the afternoon.

      It’s here where I find the sinners, and it’s here where I loathe the calling I’ve taken.

      I don’t want to hurt anyone, but I must.

      If they prey on an innocent, I can no longer sit idly by and wait for them to escalate.

      I made a vow to myself when Dirk Benson was discovered—not by his wife, but by a customer—and I’d taken that as a sign. A sign that I’d done right. But when the news had fallen of his passing, I promised myself that I’d let no innocents be harmed in my flock, or any other.

      Not if I could change the present.

      Not if I could do something about it.

      I’d sat back and watched Dirk progress over the months. I’d been instrumental in the murder he committed.

      I’d accept no more blood on my soul. Not unless I’m the one shedding it.

      A tap sounds at the door, and I tense up, expecting to hear her voice after I mutter, “Enter.”

      “Thank you, Father.”

      The voice is sweet. Young. Innocent.

      Well, his parents would disagree, but I don’t.

      My lips curve of their own volition as I greet Carlo and start the confession.

      “I didn’t mean to.”

      His morose reply has me grinning, and I take a second, close my eyes, and force my voice to behave—even if I find his antics hilarious, his parents definitely don’t. “Let me decide if what you did is a sin.”

      “Mama said it is. That’s why I’m here.”

      Carlo, not unsurprisingly, doesn’t appreciate being dragged to church every time he misbehaves.

      He’s only twelve, and his parents are older. He was a late baby, and they never seem to know what to do with him.

      “Tell me. Let me decide,” I coax.

      “It was an accident. I mean, I never meant for all the glue to get wasted.”

      Glue? “Start at the beginning.”

      “My teacher’s a bitch.”

      That has me sitting up. “There’s a sin right there, Carlo. Did you just use profanity under God’s roof?”

      He hisses, and mutters, “I just made it worse for myself, didn’t I?”

      My lips twitch. “You did.”

      But I make a mental note to talk to his father on Sunday. Evidently, Carlo, who’s always a cheerful boy even if he’s due confession, is having issues with his teacher.

      “She was picking on me. Trying to make me look dumb in front of everyone. So I knocked over the glue on her seat, painted it so she wouldn’t notice and then let her sit on it.”

      My brows lift as I try to ascertain what kind of testament that broke which required him being dragged to church on an afternoon, and then it clicks.

      “You were suspended?” That’s the only reason I can think he’d be here at this time.

      “Yes. For two days.” He huffs. “But she’s mean, Father.”

      “I can imagine, but did that mean you had to be mean to her? Is that what you’ve been taught, Carlo?”

      “No,” he mumbles, and as I peer through the grate that separates me from him, I shake my head.

      “But it isn’t the end of the world, Carlo. Don’t tell your mother or father this, but I was suspended when I was a boy too.”

      “You?” He sounds so stunned that I have to laugh.

      “Yes, I wasn’t always a priest.”

      “I mean, I knew that. But... what did you do?”

      “I used to get into fights.”

      “Why?”

      I shrug. “Does there have to be a reason?”

      He hums under his breath. “I think so. I mean, did you like fighting?”

      “Sometimes. Sometimes I was very angry, and the only way I could stop feeling like that was if I hit something.” Sometimes I grew tired of being bullied, and had to defend myself…

      “Why were you angry?”

      “My teachers weren’t very nice to me either.” They never listened.

      “Why not?”

      I sigh. “They just weren’t. They thought I was the troublemaker because, in class, I got bored really quickly.”

      “I know how that feels,” he says glumly. “I find it hard to concentrate.”

      I could only imagine. “Maybe speak with your parents about it.” Surely then they’d realize that was why the doctors gave him medicine in the first place.

      “I hate school,” he mutters.

      “Only six more years of it,” I reply, trying to cheer him up.

      “That’s a long time. I mean, I’m twelve. That means I have to do half my life again of school.” Another huff escapes him. “Life sucks.”

      “It can suck sometimes, but I’m sure there’ll be a lot of times you actually have fun. You have friends there, don’t you?”

      “Yes. But I can see them at home.”

      I grin at the logic, and say, “Carlo?”

      “Yes.”

      “Do you know why your parents brought you to me?”

      “Because they say you’re the only one who’ll make me listen—”

      My brows lift at that. I never expected him to say that, and despite myself, I’m actually touched.

      And, God help me, a little choked up.

      “Well, be that the case, you know why you have to atone, don’t you?”

      “I guess.”

      “That doesn’t sound very sure to me.”

      “I didn’t mean to—”

      “Don’t lie in God’s house.” I purse my lips. “You know very well you meant to. Why would you do it if not?”

      “I-I guess.” His voice is small now.

      “Are you sorry for what you did?”

      “I’m sorry I wasted all that glue,” he grouses. “And I’m sorry I’m here.”

      “Well, that’s a start,” I retort, amused, and then, because I have others waiting outside, I give him his penance.

      When he heaves a huge sigh, like I made him atone by walking the pilgrimage to Santiago de Compostela, I have to smile again.

      And, a little buoyed up, my mood soaring, I see the next two people and manage to forget about the woman and Lorenzo who’s waiting outside.

      Until, of course, he enters, stinking of garlic and cheap wine.

      Suddenly, she’s there. Right at the forefront of my mind, a better focus than Paulo Lorenzo and the shadow of sin around him.

      Is Andrea Jura still out there?

      Waiting for... Well, I have no idea what, but is she?

      I rub my brow as Lorenzo whispers, “I did it again, Father.”

      And just like that, my mood sinks.

      Even as I cringe at what he says, at what he means, I know that my time to act is approaching.

      Lorenzo just tugged on a tripwire, and he doesn’t even know it.

      But he will.

      Soon.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Five

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

          

      

    

    







            Andrea

          

        

      

    

    
      The church is smaller than I expected. Quaint and a little more comforting than I’m used to.

      Sure, it’s old, and the pews make my butt ache after a while, but the way the sun shines through the window, and how the back of the church is tucked in shadow? It comforts the new me. All the stacks of candles are clustered around here, and while they’re electric, they add a soft glow.

      My eyes don’t hurt here, and my head doesn’t ache. The scents are ones I’m familiar with, ones that represent childhood, if I’m honest. I used to sing in the choir, even though I hated singing in public—Mom always made me. Good thing I love her even though she can be a pain in my ass.

      The scents of incense, and even the beeswax candles on the altar and polish on the pews, all represent a homecoming to me.

      And that this is his church?

      Well, it’s like a warm embrace.

      Having seen him in the flesh?

      I know this is meant to be.

      He’s beautiful, but hard. Cold. His eyes are like stones, obsidian, where before they were like amber.

      That first time I saw him, the picture of him fresh out of Seminary flashing onto the TV? He’d been warm. Open. Hopeful. Like he knew he could make a difference and, so badly, wanted to try.

      Now, he’s the exact opposite.

      Yet I know how it works. Have been to many churches where the priest didn’t give a shit, and after service, would just wander away and retreat to the confessional or to the back of the chapel where his office was. They didn’t engage with the parish, didn’t give a damn about the community.

      Savio cares.

      I can feel it, even though when he looked at me, it wasn’t with the link I’d hoped for.

      My lip aches from where I’ve been nibbling on it, but the truth is, I’m nervous.

      For so long, Savio has been a part of my life, and he hasn’t even known it. I pick up my phone and scroll through the doc I have on him. It’s like a patchwork quilt with all the different screenshots I’ve taken over the months. Articles here, reports there. Small church newsletters, some pieces he wrote in Seminary where he spoke about his relationship with his faith.

      I collated them all, desperate to know everything about him.

      When I think about it, I know I sound crazy, but it was just a way of connecting with him. A lifeline amid the pain and discomforting treatment I’ve gone through this past year.

      It’s weird how that thought only comes to me now when I’m here in church though.

      It’s been a long time since I’ve sat through communion, a long time since I’ve actually been in a chapel for this long.

      Once I left home, when I started college, that was it for me. Mom and Dad gave me shit about never attending church, but I didn’t listen.

      What were they going to do?

      Travel to Michigan to make me go every Sunday?

      Hell, that was one of the reasons why I chose my college, one that was across the country from my folks! I didn’t want to be pressured anymore about attending service.

      So, though I visited church for the Christmas service when I was home with my parents, and rolled through the motions of it, nothing has affected me like Savio’s.

      There’s something about him, something that isn’t right.

      I can’t put my finger on it. Not entirely.

      I guess… Well, I guess it’s like he’s going through the motions too.

      Each word is cold. Imbued with no feeling. There’s no passion, no...

      It strikes me then.

      No faith.

      He says the words, but he doesn’t feel them.

      I guess, after what he went through, that fits.

      But it saddens me.

      It’s been a long time since he was in Algeria, since he was released. If it still affects him, why is he a priest?

      Why hasn’t he left?

      I mean, it’s not that unusual for someone to lose their way, to take another path. It’s not like being a priest is a life sentence, so why hasn’t he defrocked himself?

      I tug at my lip again, trying to figure him out. As I settle deeper into my coat, my back aches where my wings sit, and I tug my collar up higher so that my breath blows back on me, warming me up.

      Late February in Rome isn’t exactly warm, but it’s been surprisingly sunny. Also, kind of humid. In the shade it’s frigid, with a wind so bitter it cuts you in two. Then, in the sun, it’s hot enough to make you regret wearing a coat.

      I spent yesterday exploring the place, enjoying learning about the city that was to be my home for the next couple of months.

      My base, as it were.

      And I love it here.

      It’s exactly what I need. A new leaf, a fresh start where few people know me enough to actually worry about me. To watch me, and wonder if I’m going to head to the roof and dive off it because of my wings…

      With my sunglasses on, a woolly hat on my head, and a scarf around half my face, no one knows me, and I like that. I’m incognito again. For a blissful few moments. Until the sun pops out from behind thick clouds, of course, and then it’s either be recognized or sweat to death.

      Like I said, it’s surprisingly warm in the sun. Just not in here.

      I hear a soft laugh from the booth, and it whispers through me, making me shiver. It’s so wrong, but my nipples peak, and I close my eyes, relishing the husky sound.

      I know it isn’t something he does often.

      Of the many lines on his face, laughter didn’t cause one of them.

      Strain, pain, fear, and rage did that.

      He exudes each emotion. It floods from him, making me wish I had the right to soothe him.

      But I don’t.

      Not yet.

      The boy who shuffled in after his father pushed him toward the confessional seems to make Savio smile. I watched their interactions earlier on, saw he was refraining from grinning, before he wandered on, caught my eye, and I watched him come to attention.

      It reminded me of when a deer flinches, hearing something, sensing something—unknowing they’re in the hunter’s crosshairs, but somehow still aware that everything has just changed.

      He didn’t look at me after he paused at the door, saying goodbye to everyone as they left the church, and he strode into the confessional like I wasn’t there.

      It hurt.

      A lot.

      I’ll forgive him in time for not recognizing what I am to him. That he recognized something means more than he can even imagine right now.

      A few laughs have escaped him since the kid went into the booth, and I can see the boy’s father grumbling under his breath every time he hears Savio’s amusement.

      But when he shuffles back out, the father’s shoulders slump like he’s tired, like he really wants a good nap, and then to wake up and for this day to be over.

      I heard what the kid did—messed with his teacher’s chair. Seems tough to bring him to confession for something like that, but hell, my parents were the same.

      Anal-retentive dad was one of the worst when it came time to putting the fear of God into me.

      Not that it worked.

      Not wholly.

      I mean, I’m not a bad person, but still, I’m just not that driven.

      As I sit there, listening to the sacrosanct confessions that spill from people’s lips, I know it’s wrong to eavesdrop, but technically, I’m not.

      I’m listening to him. Not to them. They don’t interest me.

      Not until something happens to Savio’s voice.

      It goes from soft and almost caring to hard. Cold. The chill is enough to make me shiver.

      It has me tuning into the confession, but it’s difficult to hear because the guy is speaking so softly that I have to strain my ears. Maybe it’ll give me a headache later, but it’ll be worth it. I crave knowledge where Savio is concerned. I want to know what makes him tick.

      “I didn’t mean to.”

      That’s like a running theme in confession, I think.

      We never mean to do something, yet somehow, it happens. Sins occur, souls get tarnished.

      And this guy?

      He’s crying.

      My brow puckers as Savio bites out, “What happened, Paulo?”

      “S-She wore such a short skirt,” he whispers, and inside, I just die.

      I know where this is going, and my heart starts to pound in my chest like I’ve been running a race.

      And yeah, at the moment, I can’t run anywhere. Never mind take part in a race, so my face starts to feel clammy, and my body tenses up in a weird way.

      Not a good way, at that.

      I’ve heard this story from the other side of the fence so many times that I recognize it, that I know what I’m about to hear, and it sickens me before he even continues with his confession.

      “Short skirts are not a crime.”

      “If she dresses like a slut, what else am I supposed to think of her?”

      A tense silence seems to charge the air, and I feel it. It’s strong enough to make the hair on the back of my neck stand on edge.

      “You dare use that word in my confessional?”

      His words aren’t what I expect, but I wait for the guy’s reply with bated breath.

      “Forgive me, Father—”

      “I don’t. I don’t forgive you.”

      The man falls quiet, then, his tone more modulated, he states, “She—”

      “Before you carry on with that sentence, she can do whatever she wants, it is you who sinned. It is your sins I want to hear, not hers. And if she did sin, I’m sure she’ll come here and tell me herself. She can ask for forgiveness and I can give her absolution.

      “What she did has nothing to do with you, Paulo. So, before you utter another word, before I toss you out of this booth, you will stop right there and reconsider your confession.”

      The strength in his voice, the passion, it’s there all of a sudden.

      Where at the lectern he was wooden and almost lifeless as he invoked his sermon, now? He’s alive.

      And it makes parts of me tingle that shouldn’t be damn well tingling in church.

      I gulp, trying not to be turned on by his strength, by the way he stated everything that needed to be said.

      The sinner here is this Paulo schmuck.

      Not the woman who dared to wear a short fucking skirt. Like that’s a goddamn crime.

      Tension throbs through me as I wait for the bastard’s next words, and I can almost feel the prick’s mind churning, trying to figure out how to make this right, how to say what he wishes to confess without making himself look too bad.

      I know how it feels to confess. You always try to lessen the sin, try to make yourself look better than you actually are. I never wondered how boring that must be for the poor priest who’s having to listen to it.

      “I touched her.”

      Three words.

      Each one stuns me. Not in surprise, but like I’ve been tasered. Each syllable makes me feel like he’s taken out a knife and stabbed me somewhere.

      Like a memory playing in my head, a sorrowful soundtrack to my past, I hear Diana’s admission as to what her father put her through, Linda’s too. They entwine with Nerea’s and Wanda’s... all women I’ve saved from men. All of them who I’ve taken out of danger.

      I want to help the girl this bastard touched. The need to find her, to save her is a dull ache in my body.

      Too often, the victims are blamed. Too often, they’re cast in the shadows because they daren’t let the light touch them.

      They shun family and friends for their cruel husbands and boyfriends, they cut their support from their lives because they’re manipulated by the sacks of shit who should love and adore them, who should cherish them, but instead, who work hard to isolate them. To bind them in all ways.

      To turn their relationship, something that should be a source of joy, into a prison cell.

      And the sad thing is, it works.

      Isolating, separating them away from friends and loved ones, works.

      I feel like, some days, I’m the only one who sees them.

      It’s how I find the people I help. Just like with Diana, who was trembling on the phone, I notice what others prefer to avoid, and from then, I act.

      But here, now, I can’t act.

      I’m hearing things from the side I never wanted to hear.

      And, God, poor Savio.

      Dear Lord, how he must feel having to hear this, having to deal with the self-pity. Like Paulo is the victim and not the girl he’s touched?

      “You repented your sin two weeks ago, Paulo. A similar sin.” His tone is back to being wooden. “Did you learn nothing when you sought penance?”

      “I-I tried, Father. The temptation—”

      “Temptation is meant to be fought,” Savio snaps, and once again, fire zooms around my veins. While the excess of energy should tire me, it doesn’t.

      It energizes me.

      “I-I tried.”

      “Not hard enough. What did you do?”

      “I-I can’t—”

      “You can and you will.” A harsh breath escapes him. “She’s your niece, Paulo. She’s fifteen years old. What on Earth is the matter with you?”

      When the man starts sobbing, I’m not surprised. He’s painting himself as the one who’s being wronged here, and it makes me hate him. Makes me loathe him.

      I think of Linda. Of how she passed away at the hands of a man who vowed to love her. I think of this poor girl, whoever she may be, being touched by a man who is supposed to love her like she’s his own daughter. Blood of his blood.

      Flesh of his flesh.

      Sickness pools in my stomach, but instead of making me want to puke, I feel anger.

      It vibrates inside me, just like it throbs in Savio.

      I’ve never felt this way before.

      In the past, I just wanted to help.

      I wanted to get the person I was helping away from their abuser.

      This is different.

      This is...

      I suck in a breath.

      Violent.

      It whispers through my veins, poisoning where it touches.

      Clenching my eyes closed, I wait for his next words, dreading them even as I know to brace myself.

      “I never mean to—”

      “But you still did.” Savio’s ire is real. Just like mine. It seems to choke us, even as it floods us with life. “Do you feel repentance for what you did?”

      His sudden about-face has me jolting in surprise.

      While I had no desire to hear whatever that bastard had to say, for Savio to suddenly give him an out?

      It doesn’t make sense.

      “Yes, I do. I truly want redemption. I’m sorry, so sorry.”

      “They all say that,” I hiss under my breath, even though neither man can hear me.

      They all whisper words of apology, begging for a forgiveness they haven’t earned as they weep, on their knees sometimes, trying to get their victim back.

      I tip my chin up, silently pleading for Savio to condemn this man. The only weight a priest can truly throw around is the refusal to absolve someone. He can’t go to the police, can’t do anything to make someone truly ‘behave.’ But he can refuse to let them atone.

      It’s what always pissed me off about the mob and stuff. Maybe it was all in the movies, but the idea that a priest would condone murder and shit never sat right with me, and it told me someone beneath a cassock was taking bribes.

      Jerks.

      “I want to stop this,” Paulo whispers. “I don’t understand why I do it. Why I need—” Savio says nothing, and Paulo’s gulp is audible. “I hate myself. I-I tried to kill myself yesterday, Father. Anything to avoid these feelings, these thoughts—”

      I blink at that, taken aback. And the anger whirls from me. Not because his niece’s abuser doesn’t deserve my anger, but because now I’m confused.

      When Savio sends him on his way with a few token Hail Marys, I’m even more confused.

      What just happened?

      How did we go from a fury so strong it made the church vibrate with it to a penance so weak, the kid earned more time on his knees than Paulo did.

      For a second, I falter.

      I’d admit it.

      But then, I think about the darkness in Savio’s eyes, think about what I saw in them, and I know something isn’t right.

      When Paulo retreats to a pew, almost flinging himself on his knees, his shoulders shaking, I wonder if it’s all an act. Then I ask myself who he’s playing the role to. God? Savio isn’t watching, and he’s the only one Paulo thinks knows his dirty secret. So is he truly sorry?

      As I pluck my bottom lip, another parishioner wanders over to the booth, and when she confesses to getting jealous over a neighbor’s lasagna recipe, it’s such a contrast to what I heard before that I almost want to laugh out loud.

      I’m not sure what makes me do it, but when Paulo clambers to his feet, I get to mine too.

      He’s a slender man, but his belly’s large. Rotund. It’s weird because everywhere else he’s skinny. He slips his sunglasses on, and I know why too—his face is red from crying. He also hunches his shoulders, hiding his expression by dipping his face under the upturned lapels of his coat.

      I find it interesting that, even though it’s warm, to the Italians it’s like it’s freezing out.

      Here I am, sweating in a thin anorak and scarf the second we make it out of the church and into the sun, and he’s huddled in his coat like it’s midwinter. And he isn’t the only one. I pass a woman in a frickin’ fur coat! Like it’s snowing or something.

      Being outside of the church, after what just happened, feels weird.

      Off.

      Like the world has changed, or I have. I’m not sure which, but I feel uneasy even as I follow Paulo around. I’m not sure why I’m doing it, but I feel driven to nonetheless.

      We pass the Vatican, which I still gape at as I wander by. The lane toward it is packed with people, and the coffee shops and stores that line it are heaving too.

      Beggars are almost ornamental on doorways, sleeping on pieces of cardboard, pleading for food even as they sleep amid the tumble of life.

      It’s strange, because they aren’t even actively busking. They just sleep. Like they know they’ll be ignored.

      One thing that has astonished me so far is just how many homeless people there are.

      So close to the Vatican, maybe that makes sense. They come to where they believe they will get help. And yet, there doesn’t seem to be much of it.

      It feels wrong.

      Wicked somehow.

      There’s so much affluence in this boulevard, and yet, so much poverty too.

      As I follow Paulo over the Ponte Vaticano, which necessitates us avoiding a tangle of traffic that’s crossing the River Tiber, I pass a priest dressed like Friar Tuck, and then a nun who’s wearing a full-on toga.

      It’s perplexing how many different priests and sisters I’ve seen, each of them wearing a slightly different ‘uniform.’

      Like how the thick hemp rope the friar wears around his waist is a stark contrast to the flimsy fabric of the toga-wearing nun.

      Even as I wonder if they’re cold, if drafts get up their skirts, we finally make it to the other side, leaving the Vatican area and heading into Rome proper. I mean, it’s all Rome, but once you cross the river at this point, the vibe in the air changes.

      As we amble down a few back alleys, I’m not surprised when Paulo stops at a restaurant.

      He’s the kind of man who doesn’t look like anything impedes his mealtimes.

      That belly is proof of that.

      Although, by the time I’m done with my visit to the city, maybe I’ll have a food baby too. The pasta here? Yum.

      When I slip inside the restaurant, I tuck myself in at the back.

      It’s small, dark, a little cramped, and there’s a TV on in the background. It’s also full. I’m lucky to get my table.

      I’m not entirely sure what I’m doing here, I just know this feels right, and a long time ago, I decided that going with my gut was my best option.

      Whether my gut was the cyst forcing me to be daring when I should be proceeding with caution, well, I don’t know. I can’t exactly answer that one, can I? But I just know that I can’t stop going where my instincts guide me.

      When the server comes, I barely look at her as I order a tonic water.

      She purses her lips when I decline the menu, but promptly gets me my drink.

      Paulo orders a bottle of chianti and what looks like a board of antipasto. As he eats, he watches the news on TV, and I can’t tell whether what I witnessed back in the church was bullshit or if he just wants to comfort eat.

      I can see him quite clearly—the bar has very little artifice. The décor consists of small tables, uncomfortable, rickety chairs, little tablecloths in red and white checkers, and a small shot glass with a tiny flower propped in it. The bar is scrubbed oak, scored with the passage of time, and the register looks like it’s vintage too.

      It’s not the kind of place a tourist comes to. It’s for the locals, and that’s why, when I see Savio walking into the establishment, my brows rise in surprise.

      He’s a local?

      I mean, I guess, technically, he is. I know he’s French-Italian, but he was born on the Côte d’Azur, not Rome. Still, the waitress seems to know him, and when he sits beside Paulo, who tenses at the sight of him, she brings over a glass of what appears to be water to their table.

      I’ll admit, whatever I expected next, it didn’t happen.

      I kind of thought they’d discuss what Paulo had confessed. I thought there might be an intense discussion.

      Instead?

      They chat.

      Over the news.

      And even though that anger is brewing inside me once more as I ask myself if Savio is for real, I watch as he astonishes me further.

      He gets Paulo drunk.

      Literally.

      He pours the man wine, buys another two bottles. He barely touches the glass the waitress brings for him with the next bottle, and as the afternoon progresses, he helps Paolo get wasted.

      Why?

      Hell knows.

      Still, I watch, in bewildered amusement as Paulo bursts out into song.

      When the entire bar starts singing too, my lips twitch despite the bizarreness of the situation, and I hum along even though I have no idea what song they’re singing.

      About two hours after they first arrived, Savio declares, “Right, time to get you home, Paulo.”

      The waitress snorts. “You’ll need to carry him. He’s sbronzo.” Wasted. She frowns at Paulo. “It’s not like him.”

      Savio shrugs. “He had bad news today.”

      Her face softens with sympathy, but I grow tense at his lie.

      Savio curves his arm around Paulo and, together, they maneuver through the small bar. Winding along the path between the tables, I wince as Paulo nearly topples one over before Savio finally gets him outside.

      Leaving a ten euro note, I quickly follow.

      It astonishes me to realize that, in the time I’ve been in there, the sun has set.

      I noticed yesterday how dark it got here and so quickly too. I’d actually been on the phone with Diana, who’s still in Madrid, and had commented on how dark it was. It hadn’t been in Madrid. Maybe that has to do with just how tall the buildings are here, I’m not sure. But as I peer overhead, there’s no denying the indigo sheen in the sky.

      Or the dampness in the air, the chill that pervades now that the sun has disappeared, making me huddle into my anorak and wish for the fur coat I saw that woman wearing earlier.

      I watch as Savio begins to wind through the streets with as much ease as he had the tables, but when he shoves Paulo down an alley, my brows soar.

      As does my pulse.

      That had to hurt.

      Unless Paulo lives on the streets, which I doubt, because his clothes are too nice and he’d been able to afford to eat in that restaurant—and nothing is cheap here in the city—then Savio had just tossed him down that alley like he’s trash.

      Which he is, sure, but still...

      I hurry along, cringing at the sound of my boots tapping against the cobbles, before I look around the corner. Paulo’s too drunk to even realize what’s happening, but in the morning, he’ll feel it. Every moment of it.

      His head is in for a world of pain after all that cheap wine he drank at the bar.

      A part of me wonders if Savio’s intent is to beat the shit out of him, but when he grabs Paulo and drags him so his back is to the wall without kicking him?

      I’ll admit to being disappointed.

      And a little more confused.

      What on Earth is happening here?

      In the inky shadows, I struggle to see, and I squint a bit until I hear the sound of a switchblade.

      Taken aback, I surge forward, uncertain and needing to know more.

      The closer I move, the more I see. Paulo is slouched over, butt to the ground, legs splayed before him, his eyes closed, head bobbing like it doesn’t belong to his neck.

      But Savio, crouching over him, has his sleeves pulled high with leather gloves on his fingers where they’d been bare before. He’s shoved Paulo’s cuffs high up on his forearm too, and his knife?

      Aimed at the soft flesh of Paulo’s wrist.

      I watch as he goes to push the knife into the man’s arm, and I freeze.

      I know this is a ‘flight or fight’ moment. A true ‘kill or be killed’ decision. Except, this isn’t my life on the line.

      But Paolo’s.

      He just confessed to hurting his niece.

      He said she tempted him.

      Temptation doesn’t go away.

      You have to move temptation out of your life.

      Even as I see Savio’s reasoning, something in me feels edgy. Like this is wrong. The violence that brewed inside me coagulates to a point where I have no choice but to grab his shoulder.

      And I do it in the nick of time.

      He flinches, his head twisting around to stare up at me. When our gazes connect, my heart begins to pound, and just like at the church, it feels like a wildfire soars between us, but he freezes it with ice.

      “Stop,” I rasp.

      He jerks at my words then leaps to his feet. The knife’s pushed into his pocket as he begins to walk backward, running from me.

      From me.

      Not to me, like he should.

      I frown at the sight, because doesn’t he know I’m not his enemy?

      I’m here to help him.

      Paulo moans, making me jolt in surprise. When he surges forward, suddenly wide awake, I rear back, then he pukes between his legs, and I know I can relax. Though I grimace at the sight, I walk away, cautious with each step I take, not wanting to alert him to my presence. Sure, he’s as drunk as a skunk, but I don’t want him to think he got here by any foul means.

      Though his retches make me gag, I force myself to focus on Savio. I’d love to run after him, but I don’t. Not only because I physically can’t, but also because he’s fast.

      By the time I make it out of the alley and onto the main street just beyond, I can’t even see him anymore. He’s blurred in with the rest of humanity.

      But he can’t run from me.

      Not forever.

      I won’t let him.
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        * * *

      

      Savio

      

      My heart’s pounding, and it has nothing to do with how fast I’m running. People look at me in surprise, aghast at a priest doing something so vulgar in public, but I ignore them and their scolding looks.

      Every day, I run through these streets, but I don’t wear a dog collar, and I slip under the radar.

      Now, I stand out, even as I try to bypass the crowds. Sweat slicks my palms, coating my temples as I dart through the masses of people returning home for the evening and toward my church.

      Vespers calls me, but how can I just carry on as though nothing happened?

      She saw me.

      She saw what I was about to do, and Paulo is only alive because she stopped me.

      The second I make it across the river, I find myself braking to a halt. A tourist screeches, “Whoa!” at me, like he thinks I’m going to crash into him, but I’m always aware of my surroundings. Always.

      Except where she’s concerned.

      I didn’t hear her.

      Didn’t feel her.

      The hair on the back of my neck didn’t stand on edge at her presence, making me aware she was in the alley with me.

      My throat tightens at what that might mean. Hell, I don’t even know.

      I shoot them an apologetic, “Sorry,” before swerving around the irate tourist, who’s glowering at me like I tried to do to him what I was about to do to Paulo, and start to head for my church.

      I have service to attend. But she saw me there, she knows me. She’ll know where I’ll be.

      Will the police come for me?

      There’s no proof.

      There never is.

      She saw me, but it’s my word against hers, isn’t it?

      She just had brain surgery. Who are the cops going to believe? Me? A priest? Or a...

      I feel guilty even thinking it.

      Just because she was sick doesn’t mean she’s addled, or that her wits aren’t there.

      I scrub a hand over my face, somehow finding myself in the middle of a crowd and feeling utterly isolated.

      But then, there’s no real difference, I suppose. Aren’t I always alone?

      No one sees the real me.

      No one wants to.

      And even as the melancholic thought crosses my mind, I recognize how things were different when she looked at me after this afternoon’s service.

      Somehow, she didn’t see me as a priest.

      She saw me as a man.

      God, it’s been such a long time since that happened.

      I pass one of the smaller stores where a homeless guy lives—his name is Gianni. He refuses to wear shoes, has feet blacker than soot, stinks worse than a sewer, but his smile?

      Genuine.

      Honest.

      I always slip him five euros whenever I see him, and he’s there, touting for coffee.

      It’s frigid in the shadows, and I’m not even sure why he refuses the boots I offer him, but even though I’m in the middle of a crisis, I hover by his side.

      “Gianni, come to the church. I have another pair of boots for you.”

      He grins at me, and his teeth are somehow perfect. In stark contrast to the mouth of the wealthy parishioner, Lara.

      Isn’t fate strange sometimes?

      “My feet are fine, Father.”

      I scowl down at them. “How they’re still attached to your legs, I don’t know.”

      He winks. “Never had a Father been so concerned about my feet before.”

      “That’s me, I have a fetish,” I tell him dryly, making him cackle.

      The homeless around here aren’t used to me or my humor. They laugh, but they’re always taken aback, and I can’t blame them.

      The last Father needs shooting for the state he’d left the soup kitchen in. It was critically underfunded, and the food bank was just as sparse. I’ve spent most of the past twelve months seeking ways to improve both, but it’s hard going.

      I might be at the center of the Catholic world, but somehow, these people are more forgotten than most, and I’m only one person. I can only do so much.

      Giving Gianni five euros, I tell him, “You’d better come by later. That coat is threadbare.”

      “I don’t feel the cold, Father. I told you.”

      I’m not sure how he doesn’t, but he’s always perpetually cheerful, so I figure he isn’t lying. I’m miserable when I’m cold. Could he be so cheery if he wasn’t telling me the truth?

      “If you say so,” I say dubiously.

      “Give it to someone who needs it.” He shoves the five euros back at me, pushing it into my hands when I don’t take it. I know he’s involved with some shady dealings, but I don’t approve, and would prefer to give him honest money than have him rely on the criminals who take advantage of the homeless. “It’s okay, Father,” he tries to reassure me, but he fails when he lies, his eyes flashing with the mistruth that has him avoiding my gaze a second, “I got enough from another tourist. You give it to someone who needs it. I heard Riccardo lost his tent last night—someone tore it or something.”

      Or something.

      Violence against the homeless is surprisingly high. Though they deserve charity, they often receive the exact opposite—disdain and hatred.

      “Let me at least buy you a coffee,” I argue, knowing there’s no point in trying to convince him to keep the money.

      The irony is, these guys are more generous than most priests I know.

      I remember one time when I was with Gianni in one of the fast food joints just down the road, getting him some food, and a woman had stopped by a priest asking for help with a coffee.

      He told her to wait while he sorted out his food, then, as she hovered, watching on, he took a bite of his burger.

      Then never gave her money.

      My mind still boggles at the memory.

      A priest making a homeless woman watch him eat.

      Is it any wonder I lost faith in the Church?

      Gianni’s eyes sparkle. “You know I can never refuse a coffee.”

      My lips twitch. “The usual?”

      He nods, and even though I need to get to Vespers, I head into the small coffee shop and grab him an espresso.

      “Father,” the waitress greets. “I have some spare rolls from this morning for you.”

      “Thank you, Elisa.” I accept the bag she hands over the counter, as well as the coffee, and tell her, “I kept a book bag back for Adriano.” Along with re-stocking the food bank, I’ve worked on creating a bank of other things that people need—anything from clothes to old kitchen appliances.

      Her eyes widen at my words. “You did?” She releases a sigh when I nod. “Thank you. This month is tight—”

      I shake my head at her—she’d already told me as much during her confession, expressing her worries about not being able to afford the gear her son needed for school—and chide, “You don’t have to tell me that. I know you wouldn’t ask if you didn’t need it.” I smile at her to lessen her embarrassment, then, knowing the score, whisper, “Thank you for the bread.”

      She wriggles her shoulders uneasily—peering behind her in case her boss sees. “They were just going to waste.”

      “I know. Thank you.” Before, they’d have gone in the trash, because my predecessor had never thought to ask the local businesses to give us their perfectly comestible waste. Some do it willingly, Sandro Rosseti, Elisa’s boss, makes Scrooge look generous.

      When I retreat from the counter, I hand Gianni his coffee and ask, “Want a roll?”

      He grins—like usual. And his smile is always infectious. “Please.”

      “Are you sure you did well today?” I ask, as I hand him some bread. “You don’t need—”

      “I promise, Father. Give it to Riccardo. But thank you.”

      Knowing not to press because his pride won’t let him accept the money, I nod. “How’s the head?”

      Some bastard had hit him this past week. I didn’t think it was because of his ‘work’ but you never could tell.

      “I get some pain every now and then.”

      “Tell me if you need Ibuprofen or something.” Without waiting on him to reply, because I know he’ll dismiss me—he doesn’t approve of chemicals—I raise my hand in farewell, and head back to Santa Cecilia.

      With the bread in my hand, it’s almost easy to forget what just happened, but I can’t.

      I almost expected the police to be waiting on me when I arrive, but they aren’t.

      No one is.

      The church, though small, has a building behind it, a new annex. I go in there, pass the meager stores of food, and leave the bread in the industrial kitchen where volunteers shout me cheery greetings. The annex, which consists of a kitchen and a large pantry, joins the church to a community hall. It’s new, and I helped with the fundraiser for it.

      Heading to my office, I quickly change after I wash up, knowing there’ll be questions if I appear different than usual, and head on out to the chapel.

      Vespers is ridiculously quiet, but the evening services usually are. Lara and only a handful of others attend. We go through the motions in the deathly quiet church, and for once, the rigidity of the rites actually calms me down.

      I didn’t expect that. But I suppose there’s comfort in repetition.

      When Lara hobbles from the church, her chauffeur propping her up, I watch her go, then glance about the pews.

      I almost expect her to be there, waiting on me. Except, she isn’t.

      Why isn’t she?

      And why didn’t she call the cops?

      Why aren’t they here? Sirens blaring, flashing fireworks through the stained-glass windows?

      The question plagues me as I start to close down the church. I’m supposed to lock the doors, and I do, but it’s always begrudgingly.

      What’s the point in locking down a church that’s supposed to be open at all times? The hearth of faith beckoning and welcoming any lost soul in the night? Still, there’s a lot of wealth in the relics, a lot of them are gold, so I understand even if I dislike having to do it.

      I lock the doors myself and wander over to the rectory where I live. It’s right beside Santa Cecilia, and the thin, narrow building houses only four rooms—a kitchen, a bathroom, and two bedrooms.

      I currently live alone, but visiting priests sometimes lodge with me.

      I hate it when they do. I like being alone, prefer the isolation over being with another who may have expectations of me. I hate limiting my behavior, and I prefer the freedom that comes with solitude.

      When I finally make it into the rectory, I head straight for the kitchen.

      Making myself some tea, I ponder my next move, but even though the tea is supposed to be cathartic, a means of calming me down, the edginess of being denied is there.

      Although it’s at war with the surprise of being caught, the part of me who needs to make people pay for their sins has not been nourished tonight.

      I close my eyes as the kettle hisses out the warning that it’s boiling. The sharp sound pierces me to the quick, but I let it.

      Paulo is getting worse.

      I sense it.

      He won’t stop. His sobs told me that. His shame and his pity intertwine because he knows he’s weak—that he’ll fall into temptation.

      Now, however, my hands are tied.

      He’ll be wary of me now. When he wakes up where he did? He’ll question why he was there, why I took him to that alley. If he remembers my presence at all, that is. But he’ll know when he wakes up, won’t he? He’ll know I joined him at Carlucci’s.

      I can shove aside the questions with answers that will appease, but will he trust me again?

      Doubt spears me, and I regret being caught before I managed to do the deed.

      The notion surprises me.

      As it stands, I’m not in trouble. It’s her word against mine, but if there’d been a body? Then that would have changed things dramatically.

      I rub a hand over my face as the kettle carries on whistling, and the truth hits me.

      I’m getting worse.

      Exactly like Paulo.

      Panic starts to crowd me.

      How can I not care that I might end up in jail?

      How can I not care that—

      I throw the kettle across the room when it won’t stop whistling. The smashing sound, the destruction as springs and metal burst apart, tearing at the soldered seams, makes something inside me quiver.

      Fuck, I need to let this out. I need to get this poison out of my system.

      I eye the flame of the gas stove, and the strange desire to hold my hand over it fills me.

      But that will be noticed.

      People will see the burn, will notice the scars.

      They will question, and I can’t afford the luxury of answering.

      So I switch it off, take temptation away, and I move out of the kitchen and head up the rickety stairs that are so steep, in the dark, you could fall up or down them.

      When I make it into my bedroom, a simple room with no ornamentation save for a crucifix above the bed, white sheets with a colorful patchwork quilt that was left behind by my predecessor, and books on the shelves that line one wall, I head for the dresser.

      The bottom drawer contains the box I need.

      My throat feels full, my body vibrating with so much emotion that I don’t even know how I’ll expel it all.

      Then I open the box.

      And inside, the bloodstained, steel-spiked leather reveals itself to me.

      My heart starts to slow at the sight of it, at the acceptance of what I must do, at the poison I must milk from my system, and I shrug out of my black suit jacket, remove the dog collar and then the shirt, and when I’m bare, I pick up the lash.

      My fingers tighten around the knotted handle, and a sweet serenity slithers inside me as, with a flick of a practiced wrist, I let it fly.

      The pain is excruciating.

      The pain is delightful as the barbs take hold and tear at my flesh.

      And with it, I find freedom, a freedom I never felt when the French government liberated me from Ishmael and his rebels.

      More importantly, I find peace.

      Even if it’s only momentarily.
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      The taxi pulled up outside the church just as he was closing the doors and locking up.

      I have to admit, I find that to be fortuitous.

      Or maybe serendipitous.

      As I sit there, watching him leave the church entrance and walking over to a narrow building at the side of the street, which he subsequently unlocks, I have my answer.

      I know where he lives.

      Fortuitous, it is.

      Paying the taxi driver, I climb out of the car, wincing a little when my head aches as I stand up too fast.

      A sigh rumbles from me, because I’m so beyond tired of my body not behaving as it should. Pre-surgery, I was fine. But now? Mentally, I’m strong, but physically? I’m weak.

      And I hate that.

      But there’s nothing I can do. Only time will heal me, only time will take some of my issues away. Maybe a few will always hover around, but I can deal with that so long as I return to a semblance of ‘normal’ working order at some point.

      Impatience and drive got me here, and out of rehab ahead of the schedule by months, but my obstinacy can only do so much, and that’s clear as I hobble across the street.

      For a second, I stand outside, watching as lights flicker on through the windows on the second floor.

      I feel...

      My hand shakes as I reach up and rub at my eyes.

      I didn’t expect to feel this way, to feel so unconfident in my next steps, but seeing him in the flesh? Seeing his darkness? Sensing how on edge he is?

      It’s so much more than I expected. Not necessarily in a bad way, just in a way that makes me wonder if I’m good enough for him.

      My brow puckers at the thought of all my failings, all my scars, and if they’ll serve him.

      My zealous need to be with him, to cement the connection I’ve felt since I was seventeen as his life brushed up against mine, even only on the tattered edges, is what pushed me through my recovery.

      But nothing has happened how I thought it would.

      I thought our eyes would meet and he’d feel the sparks.

      I thought we’d trigger a connection, and he’d want to speak with me. Would want to be with me too.

      Maybe I’m crazy without the cyst doing anything to help me.

      Maybe I really am insane.

      And if I am, should I be here? Should I just leave him alone?

      The thought whispers through my mind at the same time as I hear a slight grunt.

      After dark, I’ve noticed how quiet Rome actually is. Especially on certain streets.

      I think it’s because it’s winter. In summer, I could imagine the streets always bustling with life, but at this time of year, it’s actually quiet. Only a few cars rumble down the streets, and only tourist spots like Borgo Pio where my Airbnb is, and where there are plenty of restaurants, have more people gathering, but even then, nothing like through the day.

      It’s that peace that helps me hear it.

      A grunt.

      A slapping sound.

      Faint.

      Like a murmur in my ears.

      I strain to hear it again, wondering what it is, then the grunt is louder.

      And the whistle?

      Louder still.

      It’s rhythmic. A dull thwacking sound with a high-pitched whistle.

      I struggle to recognize what it might be, and then it hits me.

      My throat chokes, and I rush forward on shaky legs. I tried to walk across the river, back to Borgo on foot, but my body just wouldn’t let me. And even now, after the drive, I still feel weak, but for him, I’ll push it. Push myself to the limits, because this has to stop.

      He has to stop.

      I slam my hand on the doorbell, not letting go, my heartbeat roaring, the sound whooshing in my ears as I wait for him to answer.

      I refuse to let him ignore me.

      There’s a dull thudding sound from behind the door, and I think he’s running down the stairs. He pulls it open, and I see he’s wearing a shirt that he just pulled on, and only a few buttons are fastened.

      The sneak peek of his chest, of those pecs, all those muscles, has me momentarily diverted before I cast him a look and see his face is pale, white even. Sweat beads on his brow, and there’s a strange light in his eyes.

      A fever.

      God, I want that fever breaking over me.

      I stare at him, and he stares back.

      From my position on the doorstep, he could slam the door in my face, but I shove myself forward, pushing past him and walking into the building.

      As he closes the door, I see his back, the black shirt soaked in places, and though I know, seeing is believing.

      I push forward, grab the hem of his shirt, and lift it up, exposing raw gouges along his spine. Thick train track lines of flesh.

      Blood has pumped to the surface of his skin, revealing all the scars from previous mistreatment.

      I can’t stop myself.

      I push my hand against his back, even though I know I shouldn’t, and when he hisses, I whip my hand back as he twists around to glare at me.

      He froze at my touch, but that was nothing compared to my reaction as I stare down at my fingers.

      My blood-covered fingers.

      So much of it.

      So much blood.

      My throat grows thick, and I flash him a glance, stare up at him, and see the fever in his eyes beginning to die.

      I’m not sure what replaces it, but unlike before, there’s nothing ice-cold about the link between us.

      He sees me.

      At last.

      I raise my hand, and let my tongue flicker along my finger, watching as his pupils turn into tiny pinpricks.

      His nostrils flare in response, almost like I’d flicked my tongue along his cock.

      The taste of his blood comes as no surprise. Metal. Iron. Dull. Dry.

      But it sings inside me as my body and his collide in the simplest way imaginable.

      I watch as he gulps, his Adam’s Apple bobbing, and for a second, I know I’ve robbed him of words.

      I’m glad.

      I want him to be affected.

      I need him to feel this as much as I do.

      This madness can’t affect only me. He needs to be infected with it too.

      My heart, for the first time since I saw him, is finally on an even keel. Like, because he’s been stunned, because he’s in shock, I can be calm.

      And I am.

      “Dirk Benson. Maria Santiago. Lucas Reisling. Sara Cinnabar. Jose Gutierrez.”

      He flinches at each name.

      “I’m a writer,” I tell him. “I had nothing but time on my hands this year. You’re lucky no one else connected the dots. Especially if you’d added Paulo to the list.”

      His mouth tightens. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      His stony reply has me smiling. “Don’t you? Each one was a parishioner in your church. Each one died from an unusual suicide.” I arch a brow. “It’s the makings of a mystery novel. Or an angel of death...”

      “I don’t prey on the innocent,” he snaps, before he brakes to a halt, his teeth grinding as he realizes the imprudence of what he’d just admitted.

      Although, to be honest, I’m not sure why he thinks he can deny it. After all, I just saw him.

      With a knife in his hand and Paulo’s wrist vulnerable to the blade he wielded. There’s simply no avoiding what he was doing. No ignoring it.

      “What did they do?” I question, my gaze flickering to my hand. “What makes you do this to yourself? Do you self-flagellate after each one? To what? Atone?”

      I don’t say ‘after each murder,’ even though that’s what it is.

      Instead, because I know something deeper is happening here, because I know I wouldn’t have been led to him if he didn’t need my help, if he wasn’t on a righteous path, I wait for him to answer.

      When he doesn’t, I muse, “Let me see. Paulo touched his niece.”

      “You heard his confession?”

      Our conversation had taken place in English thus far. But at his sharp reply, I murmur, “Si.”

      “You speak Italian?”

      “I do.” And I carry on in that same language. “He confessed to—”

      “Molesting her. Use the appropriate word. ‘Touch’ means nothing in this instance. And he’ll get worse—”

      “I know he will. Unless you help him.”

      “How can I help him? He’s perverted. Wicked,” he snaps, his tone seething, his eyes dancing with a light that exposes the chasm in his sanity. “He needs to be stopped.”

      “There are other ways.” I reach out, nuzzle the edge of his shirt aside, exposing his pec, and press my hand to his chest. The blood stains his flesh with my prints.

      Staring at it, then looking up at him, I watch his eyes dilate as he rasps, “What do you want?”

      My answer is simple. “You.”

      He rears back, but not far enough to avoid my touch, because, in all honesty, the door is behind him and he can’t go far.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I want you.”

      “I’m a priest.”

      “Aren’t you also a man?” I counter instantly. My fingers flutter, and I press the tips into his chest. “A man with weaknesses. A man who sees weaknesses. What did they do?”

      My urging, the reply I gave him, astounds him. I can feel it. The darkness in him recedes somewhat before he whispers, “They were murderers. Rapists. Evil that needed scourging because the police never caught them.”

      “And all of them were beyond redemption?”

      My question confuses him enough for him to whisper, “Of course. I wouldn’t take their lives otherwise. A life for a life.”

      “I’m ex-Catholic—you don’t have to go all Old Testament on me for me to know what you’re talking about.”

      “Ex?”

      “I lost faith in the church. As much as you have.” My head tips to the side. “You’re not a priest anymore. You wear the collar, you go through the motions, but your heart? It’s not in it.”

      “And how would you know that? After watching me for one service—”

      His sneer doesn’t hurt my feelings. “Priests don’t kill their parishioners.” My words aren’t exactly simple, but Christ, do I need to spell it out?

      “Some parishioners are beyond redemption.”

      “And are you?” I query, hurting at his wooden tone.

      “I’ve been beyond redemption for a long time.” His eyes are stark before he shutters them with his lashes. “Call the police if you must—”

      “I have no desire to call the police. You did no wrong—”

      “I took lives. Whether or not it is Old Testament, that isn’t the law of the land.”

      “No, it isn’t, and thank God for that,” I say dryly. “Still, I see no need to call the police. I’m not here for that. I didn’t track you for that.”

      “Then why did you?” His eyes opened again when I uttered ‘track you,’ his curiosity clear, but what he reveals with that look?

      Stuns me.

      The striations in those obsidian orbs seem to fluctuate, flickering and surging with dark browns. It’s impossible, a trick of the light, I know, but still, it affects me. Makes warmth flood me in response to his visceral reaction.

      “I already told you that,” I whisper huskily.

      “You can’t want me.”

      His flat reply has me quirking a brow at him. “Why can’t I?”

      “I’m a priest.”

      “You’re not a priest.” I snap my hand out and cup him through his pants. He’s hard. “See? You’re a man. My man.”

      “You’re crazy,” he breathes, his hand darting to mine. He shoves my wrist, trying to pull it away, but my grip tightens around his cock. A hiss escapes him, and he grinds out, “No.”

      Because I have no need to force anything, I back off. Even move a few feet away.

      “I was just reminding you of what you are,” I tell him calmly, and ignoring his scowl, I retreat, wandering back into the building where I find a kitchen. The light’s on, like he forgot to turn it off, and I spy the busted kettle on the ground.

      What happened between that and now?

      I move over to the kettle and start to bend down to pick it up, but when I do, my knees buckle and I almost slam into the floor.

      He’s there.

      Like I knew he would be, even if I hadn’t anticipated falling.

      My damn body, letting me down again.

      His arms sweep under mine, and he catches me before I can collide with the tiled ground. Within seconds, I’m sitting at the table, on one of the small stools that circle it.

      He’s crouching in front of me, and his expression is concerned now. The rage is gone.

      That concern?

      It’s like a balm to my soul.

      “You’re still—”

      “I’m not sick,” I counter, unsurprised that he knows about my illness. I feel like everyone does.

      He reaches up, and his hand hesitantly rubs over my head. “The first time I landed in Rome when I was transferred here, I saw on the news that you were being operated on.” His jaw works. “You have beautiful hair. Like an angel,” he whispers.

      The words sink into me like stones slipping through water. Not only his choice of words, but that, on his first day here, he saw me on TV.

      Fate... yet again.

      Could it be more obvious?

      My tongue feels thick in my mouth as I tell him, “I used to think I was an angel.”

      I’m not sure why I say that. I never intended to, but the words slipped out, just like everything else I said tonight.

      He frowns at me, then his fingers trace along the crispy part of hair which I use to control how much of the scars are visible. I’ve had a haircut since it grew out, and I kept some parts longer and use gel to cover the thick ropes of mangled flesh that expose my surgery to the world.

      That he touches me there, in such an intimate a spot, doesn’t seem to register.

      It isn’t the touch someone gives a stranger, and while I know that’s because we’re not strangers, he doesn’t. Yet he touches me like he knows me.

      Because he does.

      He just doesn’t realize it.

      Well, not consciously.

      “The cyst?” he asks simply.

      “The cyst.” I tip my chin up. “It caused delusions.”

      “Are you well since—I mean, should you be out and traveling if you were sick?”

      “I discharged myself.”

      Surprise has his brows lowering. “Why did you do that?”

      “Because I’m as well as I can be within the length of time since surgery. But the truth is, being in the hospital would have been detrimental to me. I’m a nomad. I travel around a lot. Being stuck in there was sucking the life out of me.”

      “If you needed to be there, then you shouldn’t have left,” he chides, and I shiver when his fingers collide with a scar.

      It isn’t sensitive.

      If anything, it’s still numb, but I can feel him.

      Feel his touch, and it’s like heaven.

      I tip my head toward him, letting the curve of my skull rest on his hand.

      “I’m as well as I can be.”

      “You almost collapsed—”

      “I tried to keep up with you. I failed,” I tell him dryly. “I exerted myself too much. Plus, before that, I followed Paulo.”

      “You did?” His brow puckers. “Why?”

      “Because his response was strange to your absolution. I was angry at first. So angry with what he said.” I blink at him. “I’ve been friends with a lot of victims of domestic abuse over the years, and I knew how his niece had to be feeling.”

      “Like shit.” His voice is thick with emotion. “I won’t let her be attacked just because no one will—”

      “The police have to help.”

      His scowl makes a reappearance. “With what? Something he hasn’t done? Something she hasn’t even confessed to with me? Why would she speak with the police when she won’t talk about it in confession?”

      I gnaw on my bottom lip, hating that he’s right.

      But I’m also torn, because I felt the bloodcurdling rage earlier. I felt the loathing and the hate for a man who could be self-piteous when he was the abuser.

      “I don’t hurt people who don’t deserve it,” he murmurs softly, and his hand trails over the curve of my head and toward my chin.

      When he reaches down, and turns my fingers over to bare my palm, he sees the blood there, and his fingers trail over them too.

      It’s absentminded.

      Like his thoughts are elsewhere and his fingers represent him wandering, meandering through his mind, and I’m not about to complain, not when his touch is a thousand times more magnetic than I’d ever imagined.

      All of a sudden, the body that had never responded to all the cute guys in school, college, or at the frickin’ gym, is flaring to life as if a police siren has just started flashing.

      Every part of me—body, mind, soul, and heart—flutters in response to his touch. I feel like a flower, a bud that has been tightly furled in the dark, slowly opening and blossoming now that the sun is kissing its petals.

      Only, Savio isn’t the sun.

      If anything, he’s the dark.

      The moon?

      Maybe.

      Even that projects a faint kiss of light, just not one as powerful as the sun.

      I stare at his hand as he traces patterns on mine, and I whisper, “Even Adam had Eve.”

      He stills. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      He doesn’t look up at me, so I reach forward, and tip his chin up so he’s staring straight at me. “You know what it means.”

      “I don’t know you. So how the hell can I know what you’re thinking?”

      “You do.” Where it matters. “You know me.”

      He shakes his head. “This is crazy. You’re—”

      “No. I was crazy,” I admit. At least, in the eyes of the world. “But not anymore.”

      He’d been crouching in front of me, however, my words have him flooding the space with energy. He surges upward and backs away from me.

      “You can run from me, but you can’t hide,” I intone softly, staring at the blood on my fingers. “I’ll do what I must to keep you safe.” Finally, I look up at him. “Even if it’s from yourself.”
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      Savio

      

      She’s crazy.

      That’s the only thing, the only way I can accept what she’s saying.

      Frowning at her and her words, I demand, “What the hell are you talking about?”

      “Is it true what they wrote in the articles? About the rebels who held you?”

      I tense up, not expecting her to speak about my past. No one ever does. It’s there, a big shadow that looms over everything, but it’s avoided by all—be they my flock or the higher ups in the Church. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. There were many articles written about them. How am I supposed to know which one you mean?”

      She ignores my defensive retort and clarifies, “The authorities said they found dozens of women’s and girl’s bodies buried on the compound when they finally infiltrated it.”

      My throat feels too tight, too thick to swallow. Air doesn’t penetrate my lungs as I’m transported back to that time, to that place.

      To the heat. The stench. The screams.

      A hand touches me, bringing me back. Grounding me. I stare down at it, at the soft palm that’s free from calluses, but stained red from my back.

      She touches my chest like she has the right to touch me there, and fuck, if I hadn’t felt the same way when I rubbed my hand over her hair.

      This is weird. Beyond strange. But what about my life isn’t?

      “They were all raped before they died,” she says huskily, stepping closer to me now she’s back on her feet, not allowing me to move away from her.

      Not allowing me to hide.

      “Yes. All of them,” I rasp, shuttering my eyes like I wish I could shutter my mind to the memories.

      In front of me.

      My jaw clenches at the memory.

      Sixty-six women.

      All butchered in front of me.

      Sixty-six victims that were used as leverage to force me to absolve souls who deserved to rot in hell.

      “It’s amazing you’re still in one piece,” she whispers, her eyes wide as she stares up at me.

      But she’s wrong.

      I’m fractured into a million pieces. I’m not whole. I haven’t been since Oran.

      People have suspected, but they never come out with it. That’s the only joy to no one ever discussing my past.

      “God sent me to you,” she rasps. “To help you.”

      She’s crazy.

      “He gave me wings to fly to you.”

      Insane.

      I shake my head. “You need help.”

      “No. You do. You need mine.” Her smile is wry, crooked. God help me, it’s charming too.

      Once upon a time, she’d have been my type. Exactly what I went for.

      But that was back in the past. When that troubled time had been like a fairy tale in comparison to this one.

      “You need help,” she repeats, “and if you don’t let me in, then I’ll find someone who will.”

      The words are strained, uttered like she doesn’t want to say them, but feels like she has no choice.

      She already admitted that the illness she suffered had affected her mind, and for the first time, I sense a threat from her.

      Not when she spoke of the bodies that litter my past, not when she spoke of my crimes... I didn’t feel the threat then.

      But now?

      I do.

      “What are you talking about?” I rumble, feeling wary and starting to believe she just cornered me in.

      “Prison is penance. This life you lead, it’s a prison in itself.” She shakes her head. “I know what you fear most, and I’ll feed it to you if you don’t let me in.”

      Despite myself, I bark out a laugh.

      She’s a pocket rocket, barely comes up to my chin, has blonde spikes for hair on one side, short curls on the other, a face that puts Grace Kelly’s to shame, and a body made for sin—the good kind.

      Her threatening words should be ridiculous, but somehow, even though I laugh, something uneasy settles inside me.

      She means it.

      And while she’s addled, while I know the police would believe me where Paulo was concerned, she already mentioned five names who were my victims.

      “Trapped inside your own mind with nothing to think about and nothing to do other than focus on your past. And with that past, you’d never go to jail,” she states with a humming lilt that, once again, makes me question exactly what kind of crazy has walked into my life. “We both know that.”

      My jaw works as her assertion hits home.

      “So, what is this? Blackmail? To what? What do you want from me?”

      Her smile sends chills down my spine. “Everything. Nothing less than that will do.”

      My nostrils flare when she slips her arms around my waist, and somehow, she avoids the areas that were bleeding, raw from my ministrations.

      Her body collides with mine, branding me on one side with a heat that seems to penetrate me.

      Soul deep.

      I barely refrain from shuddering in response.

      I have no idea what to do, no idea what she wants, but I know she’s a threat to the one thing I have left.

      My sanity.

      It’s barely there, hanging on by a thread, and she’s put that on the line.

      She’s right.

      A prison cell I could handle. I already had once. Fuck, it would be a walk in the park after Oran. But an asylum? A ward where I was doped up, medicated so intensely that every part of me was locked down until my mind was the jail cell?

      No.

      Just... no.

      The words spill from me. “Eve didn’t threaten Adam.”

      “She tempted him with knowledge,” she whispers, and God help me, she sounds so... authentic.

      Like she really believes what she’s saying.

      Did she suffer brain damage or something?

      Would the hospital she was in really have let her discharge herself if she was still ill?

      I have to believe that she’s okay. That she’s well-adjusted, but somehow, the stuff she’s spouting sounds like it should be coming from a crazy person, yet she says it in such a way that it sounds like fact.

      “What kind of knowledge do you tempt me with?” I whisper.

      “The oldest knowledge in the book,” she teases, her eyes sparkling when she pulls back to look at me.

      Disgust flares inside me. “I won’t break my vows.”

      “You’ve broken every other,” she counters easily, like she knows there’s little use in arguing.

      Only, I get the feeling it has nothing to do with how staunch I sound, but because she knows that all men fall into temptation eventually.

      Like she knows it’s only a matter of time.

      Damn her.

      I start to pull away, but her hands flatten on my back, except this time her fingers touch my wounds, and I tense up, pain spearing me.

      It’s messed up, but my cock hardens as the agony fucks with my nerve endings, and I know she feels my erection. She can’t not. We’re standing close together, our bodies brushing, my dick nestling against her stomach.

      My response, however, doesn’t trigger satisfaction or smugness. No, it triggers pity. And that messes me up, fucks with my head some more, especially as she sadly whispers, “Oh, sweetheart, they really did mess you up, didn’t they?”

      I can’t answer that, can’t say a word, because there’s nothing to say. They did mess with my head. They did shatter my sanity.

      I’ve known that for years.

      Have been hanging on by a thread for years.

      Her forehead pushes into my chest. “I can guide you, Savio.”

      “Guide me where?” I whisper thickly, suddenly feeling like I truly am lost. Like I truly do need someone to guide me.

      “Back toward the light. To where you need to be.”

      Pain, of a spiritual variety, tangles with the physical. For a second, I’m speechless with the agony of knowing she’s wrong—of knowing that I want her to be right. “Only God can guide me there, only He can bring me home,” I murmur brokenly.

      “You don’t listen, do you?” she replies, peering up at me again. “He gave me wings. We’ll go there together, but not before we follow His plan first.”

      Her fingers tighten about my waist, pulling at my wounds. I clench my eyes closed, wincing even as the glorious pain fucks with my head in the best imaginable way.

      “I need to clean your back,” she muses, her tone gentle. “I shouldn’t have touched you, but I couldn’t help myself.” She tuts, clearly mad at herself. “Where’s your first aid kit?”

      Like I’m a lamb being led to the slaughter, she untangles her hands from my waist, then guides me over to the stool she’d been sitting on after she’d fallen over.

      I had proof, right there, that she wasn’t one-hundred percent fit. And yet, aside from all these ramblings of wings and God’s plan, she seems lucid. But then, so do I, don’t I?

      I blink at her when she repeats, “Where’s your first aid kit?” Then, when I point to a cupboard below the sink, she sighs.

      I know why too.

      And even though she’s messed with my head to the point where I don’t know what’s up and what’s down, I watch her carefully as she opens the cupboard, and takes a step back so she can look inside without bending down first.

      I wonder how many other variations she’s having to make in her regular life to transition into this new phase, one where she’s a little less mobile than I sense she’s used to.

      It’s more proof that she’s not as stable as, at first glance, she might appear.

      That golden hair just looks like it’s styled into an edgy cut. Her face is a little thinner than the last time I saw her on TV, but that could be down to some fad diet.

      She looks normal.

      But inside that beautiful head?

      I fear she’s anything but, and that makes her dangerous.

      For whatever reason, she’s come here, and for whatever reason, she seems to believe she can help me.

      There’d been plenty of weirdos who’d taken to me in the aftermath of Oran. Some approached me with kindness, but there’d been a lot of freaks too. I never thought I’d get a stalker from across the ocean... She must have been a kid back when I’d been captive, which makes her far too young to even be thinking of me in the light she evidently is.

      What the fuck does she want with me?

      She admitted to researching me, and she must have done some heavy work to pull out my previous parishes, although a lie would probably make the archdiocese give her access to me because keeping priests and old members of a flock connected isn’t viewed in a bad light. She’d also said that she’d taken to researching local news stories to discover the truth about the lives I’d slain.

      Obsessive.

      Unhinged.

      Exactly the traits I need in someone who wants to be my savior.

      Absently, I watch her. She struggles to bend down, and though I should help her, she’s not going to fall like she almost did earlier. It’s just awkward.

      She holds her head, almost supporting it like it’s too heavy for her neck as she leans over and manages to grab the green case the kit’s in.

      When she stands again, she leans against the sink after she dumps it on the side, and I watch as she takes some slow, deep breaths.

      I’ve been in Rome just over twelve months, and that was when she had the surgery. I can’t imagine what she’s been through in that time, the pain and the medical interventions she’s had.

      “Stop looking at me like that.”

      The words are hissed out, and for the first time, I sense she’s angry with me.

      “How am I looking at you?” I counter, because her back is to me so she can’t even see my expression, never mind know what I’m thinking.

      Unless she thinks she has eyes in the back of her head to go with the wings too?

      However, in stark contrast to her anger, I feel nothing but calm.

      Not because I want to unsettle or rattle her. Make her lose her equilibrium.

      Because I don’t.

      She threatened me, but she’s no threat.

      I see that now.

      She truly believes she’s here to help me.

      A whack job, for sure, but her ulterior motive is my well-being being well. Not much of a threat in the long run. Especially since I’m curious as to how she thinks she can help me.

      Does she think she’s better than the medication the doctors have tried to make me use? Whatever she can suggest, I’ll gladly try. I’ve tried more than most, but each one makes me fall into a pit of depression that is a thousand times worse than what I handle on a daily basis.

      Whether it’s a chemical imbalance or not, drugs don’t work on me.

      Nothing does.

      Except for making a sinner pay.

      “I’m not ill,” she rumbles. “I’m getting better.”

      Well, that wasn’t a lie, even if I thought it was a case of her stretching the truth.

      I say nothing as she turns around and, after reaching for the kit, walks over to me again.

      “Take off your shirt.”

      She’s turned clinical now, which is a harsher contrast than ever to how she’d been before.

      She said she wanted me.

      Everything I had to give, nothing more, nothing less. And not as a priest, as a custodian of her faith, but as a man.

      I unfasten my shirt, the few buttons I secured together when she started ringing the doorbell, and as I let the cotton fall, she moves around to stare at my back.

      No one has seen it before.

      Ever.

      And I never thought anyone would either.

      “How do you clean it when you’re alone?”

      “Sometimes I don’t.”

      I can feel her tension. “You want it to get infected?”

      My mouth purses. “It never does.”

      “How is that possible?”

      “God’s will?” I suggest bitterly, bowing my head as misery swirls inside me.

      “Do you want to die?” she asks, the words soft.

      Sad.

      Like she hurts for me.

      Not because she pities me, but because she doesn’t like what I’m telling her.

      She doesn’t want me to feel that way.

      Is she for real?

      Is anything about this night even happening, or is it a dream sequence gone awry?

      Maybe that would make more goddamn sense.

      “Not always,” I hedge.

      She doesn’t say anything, but then, I guess there isn’t much to say to that, is there?

      Not even for dreams that take the shape of pocket pixies who cup cocks as a greeting and lick blood off their fingers.

      My body stirs to life at the memory, and I know, point blank, that image will be in my head—dream or not—until the day I die.

      The clasp on the box rattles as she opens it, and I tense as I hear her start to set up.

      “Seriously, though, how did you clean the wounds?”

      “I’d douse a towel in saltwater and lay it on my back.”

      “Jesus, that must have been painful.”

      “Are you supposed to use profanity in front of a priest?” Anyone else, I’d have reprimanded.

      “You’re not a priest,” she mutters absently, and before I can reply, she presses alcohol gauze to my back.

      A hiss escapes me as the astringent makes contact, and my limbs lock as I process the pain.

      Fuck, it feels good. Weird, not as releasing as when I make the lash marks, but good nonetheless.

      She’s thorough, God help me. More thorough than I usually am.

      She cleanses everything, and at my side, where she placed the bottle of alcohol on the table, I watch as the level slowly depletes from three-quarters full to nearly empty.

      Only then does she murmur, “Jesus.”

      “It’ll bleed for a while,” I assure her, knowing that to be the case.

      “It looks worse without blood covering it,” she whispers, and something in her voice has me looking over my shoulder at her.

      I see her tears, more, I see the trails that pour down her face. Three single track marks, almost symmetrical as they course over her cheeks.

      She’s beautiful.

      Those tears are beautiful, and I want to taste them because they’re mine.

      They fell for me.

      I twist around, to the point of pain as it pulls on my wounds, and I reach up, letting my hand cup her cheek even as my thumb strokes along the silken curve of her skin.

      As I gather some droplets, I stare into her eyes. Misty green, they’re penetrating, even as they make me feel like I could lose myself in them. Like they were a welcoming fog that would shelter me rather than guide me into danger.

      The sight and the thought stirs me to release her, and to bring my thumb to my mouth.

      The salty liquid is almost floral on my tongue. Like a wine’s bouquet, it seems to react with my saliva, making her collide with me in a fundamental way.

      I swallow at the same moment she does.

      “Why are you really here, pixie?”

      Her nose curls at that. “I’m not a pixie.”

      “You feel like something from a dream,” I rasp.

      “I’m not.” She shakes her head. “I came here to help you.”

      “Why? People don’t do that. They don’t help random people.”

      “You’re not random. I’ve known about you for a long time.”

      “How long?”

      “Since I was seventeen.” She gnaws on her bottom lip. “I know you think I’m crazy. Maybe I am.” A smile appears on her lips, and it’s sheepish and shaken and self-deprecating. It makes me trust her regardless of her admission. “But I mean you no harm.”

      “I already figured that out.” I lift a brow. “You shouldn’t threaten a man like me.”

      “I’m not a sinner.” Her chin jerks up. “I know I’m safe.”

      “Everyone sins,” I tell her, knowing it to be true.

      “Not me.” Her eyes light up.

      “You blasphemed.”

      “Not my religion anymore.”

      “Semantics.”

      She grins, and despite myself, I grin back at her. “I’m an author. I can outtalk you at the best of times.”

      “I’d like to see you try.”

      “Give me a chance, and I will.” Before I can say another word, she clucks her tongue. “You’re making your back bleed even more.”

      I shrug. “It’ll do that for a while. Every time I move, it’ll tear open the wounds.”

      Her brow puckers. “That sounds excruciating.”

      I hum with perverse delight. “It is.”

      “Savio,” she whispers, reaching over to cup my cheek, mirroring my earlier gesture. “You have to see how fucked up that is.”

      “It’s the only way I know how to cope,” I confess, and the words are a weight off—whether it’s my shoulders or my soul, I’m not sure.

      She sighs and her breath brushes my face. It’s faintly minty, like she’s been chewing gum. Her eyes turn sad, and though I understand why, I hate that I did that.

      I hate that I made those happy eyes turn sorrowful.

      “Let me help you, Savio.”

      It’s the first time in too long that I’ve been called my name by anyone other than my parents.

      “There’s no helping me,” I counter, believing every single word.

      “Then what do you have to lose?”
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      My apartment was only around the corner. I could have easily stayed there, except I didn’t want to.

      I wanted to stay here.

      When he offered me a room for the night after seeing me clutch at my aching head, who was I to turn him down?

      Who was I to refuse when this was exactly where I was supposed to be?

      Under his roof.

      Sure, I’m not in his bed, but that will come with time.

      He’s mine.

      I just need to show him the way.

      As I stare up at the wall that separates my bedroom from his, I wonder if he sleeps naked. Do priests do that? I mean, I told him he wasn’t a priest, but he kind of is.

      Maybe, on the outside, he still is, but on the inside? Nope. He’s a regular Joe.

      Which, honestly, makes his crimes that much worse.

      My nose crinkles at the thought, and I choose to discount the word ‘crimes.’

      Not that they’ll spare him whether he’s a man of the cloth or an everyday person.

      Or would they?

      Maybe I should research that just in case everything goes to shit.

      It soothes me to know that we’re in the same house, and I curl up on my side, watching the wall like I can see through it.

      My body aches from the day’s adventures and, truly, I need to sleep.

      Though I stayed relatively calm throughout the ordeal downstairs, cleansing Savio’s back?

      Nightmare.

      I don’t think I’ve ever seen anything like it.

      Not ever.

      And I’ve dealt with friends who’d come to me after their spouse or partner had attacked them. Linda’s husband had accused her of cheating on him with one of his partners—he worked in a law firm. He bleached her fucking hand because, he said, it needed to be clean.

      I mean, it made no sense to me. Unless he thought the partner had only received a hand job from Linda.

      Is that what happened in extramarital affairs?

      I guess there was more to the story than Linda told me, but dealing with the burns on her hand had been bad enough.

      It soaked through enough tissue to damage the skin, but not to the same extent that the whip had to Savio’s back.

      And the worse part of all?

      It wasn’t to purge himself of sins, but to self-harm.

      I don’t think even he registers that, and that concerns me.

      He’s farther along this path than I could have ever expected, and the sad thing is, he thinks I’m the crazy one.

      Sure, I think I’m an angel and I have wings and my brain has been operated on, but I function quite well among society.

      I’m nice. People like me. They want to be my friend—even more so now that I’m famous, but in the grand scheme of things, they want to be friends with me, too, because I’m cool.

      I like to help people—not to make myself feel good, but because I’m like that. I’m kind.

      Not to sound bigheaded or anything, but there’s no point in lying about something like that, is there?

      But Savio?

      He’s dour.

      I saw him chatter with the parishioners, sure. Priests don’t have to do that. They could just retreat to their office after a service, not communicating with their flock at all.

      He had, however, and it had surprised me. It had also surprised me how he handled the kid in confession. But every other person who’d come to that booth?

      He hadn’t been particularly feeling.

      I purse my lips at the thought, wondering how I could help him.

      I don’t think sex is a salve, although if any man truly needs to have sex, it’s Savio. He practically oozes testosterone. Like, on an epic scale, and I don’t think he knows that either.

      I’m probably shit in bed.

      That’s what happens being a virgin at my age, but hell, he’d be so ready to explode the second I got him between the sheets he wouldn’t care.

      Regardless, sex isn’t going to cure him.

      Maybe just being able to be candid with me would?

      I want him in all ways. I have ever since that first time I’d seen him. Something about him is it for me. He personifies all the stuff I appreciate in a man.

      And even though half of him was covered in blood today, yikes, his body? All muscle. Like muscle on top of muscle on top of muscle.

      Yum.

      He has these big veins running down his biceps, which might have been gross, but I know they were pumped because of what he’d been doing—whipping himself.

      Fuck.

      I try to imagine the frame of mind you have to be in for that to feel like a solution to a problem, but even as my mind puzzles over it, I know I’ll never comprehend his choice.

      Of course, all thoughts are thrown to the wind when I hear him shout.

      I should have anticipated it.

      Maybe I did.

      Maybe that’s why I’m still awake even though my head aches like a pile driver’s been gnawing on it, and I’m so tired my eyes are burning from staying open.

      With his past, nightmares are to be expected.

      And all this time, he’s been dealing with it alone.

      My heart aches for him, and I register that even if I never get him as I want him, even if I never take him away from this life and bring him out of the dark and into the light, I’ll always try to be his friend because I’ve never met someone more in need than Savio.

      He is, I realize, what all my other friends had been leading up to.

      They were training wheels for my first go on a big girl bike.

      As I scramble onto my feet, I cringe when my head whooshes again. Blood surges into it, making white spots dance in my vision for a second. That means I’ve pushed it, but I already know that. I’m supposed to practice gentle exercises to increase my mobility, and the past few days, I’ve been doing a lot of walking.

      But I forge on ahead, rushing out of the room and barging straight into his.

      This place is no home. It’s another cell. Plain, unadorned. I mean, I know men like to keep things simple, but this is so bare it’s representative of the man.

      There are no pictures on the dresser or nightstand, none even on the bookshelves that line one wall.

      It’s just a simple room.

      Spartan.

      Miserable.

      He’s tossing and turning on the one luxury—a double bed.

      He has to be in excruciating agony from his back colliding with the sheets, but he doesn’t seem to care.

      The anguished sounds escaping him, the noises he makes?

      Pain fills me on his behalf.

      And I want to help more than ever.

      But I can quite easily see that he’s violent, and my body isn’t equipped to handle that.

      He doesn’t just whimper or make mewling sounds in his sleep. No, he’s thrashing. Half the sheets are off the bed, torn from the mattress. His feet kick, his arms flail like...

      I close my eyes.

      Like he’s trying to get loose.

      I bite the inside of my lip to take some of the pain away, to release it, and the revelation hits me. Suddenly, I understand far too easily why Savio finds solace in pain.

      But while I have no idea how to help him, I know I have to stop him. I can’t let him stay in the prison of his mind.

      I move over and press a hand to his arm, but he surges upright, his hand swiping out at me like I’m the aggressor.

      Stumbling, I lurch back, and only the fact I fall into the wall stops me from crumbling to the ground. For a second, I find myself a little dazed, but I don’t fear him.

      If anything, I fear for him.

      My brow puckers as I stare at him, watching him thrash, and suddenly the one comfort in this room makes sense.

      His bed.

      A double.

      Not because he wants the comfort, because God forbid he has anything that makes him less penitent, but because he’ll fall out of it otherwise.

      I gnaw on my bottom lip as I stare at him, wanting to help but knowing I’m not strong enough, physically, to do so.

      That crucifies me.

      Truly.

      Deep inside? I feel wrecked because, fuck, this is my entire purpose.

      To help him.

      I knew that when I went into surgery. I knew I had to survive to help him.

      He is my purpose.

      My reason.

      This goes beyond being soul mates.

      This is divine intervention.

      He’s on a path, a path of destruction. It will lead him to hell. Whether or not he cares about that now is neither here nor there. He’s in a pit of despair, so deeply entrenched in his depression that he can see no way out.

      I know my purpose is to shine a light on him.

      But how can I do that if I’m not strong enough?

      A broken cry escapes him, and it wrecks me. Truly, it does. It breaks me.

      I want to weep, want to slide to my knees at the side of the bed at the sound of him so weak.

      Savio is not a man made for weakness.

      He’s born of strength.

      Forged of iron.

      His soul calls to mine, and I don’t give a damn if the doctors said my reasoning would still be affected, I don’t care if they said every step I took over the years was shadowed by my illness. Here, now, I know it was all leading to this point.

      Because I don’t know what to do to help him, I move around the bed.

      He’s in the center of the mattress, flailing around, but if I stick close to the edge, I won’t fall off.

      I need to be with him.

      I need him to know he isn’t alone.

      That’s important to me.

      For so long, he’s been alone, and I haven’t been here for him.

      That’s about to change.

      I swallow, gulping down my nerves as I kneel on the mattress. Half-expecting him to wake up, to leap for me, to go for my throat, I’m surprised when he doesn’t, and I release a shaky breath.

      The second my head connects with the pillow, I turn on my side and watch him.

      As I watch, he calms.

      That can’t be a coincidence, can it?

      I frown at him, observing as his breathing starts to even out. He rolls onto his side, curls into a ball, the fetal position so tight that it’s incongruous on a man of his size.

      But he’s turned toward me.

      The more he calms, the more I can look at him, my tears evaporating.

      The dream leaves him so suddenly that I can barely believe my eyes. Like it never happened, he starts to stretch out. If I hadn’t seen it for myself, I’d never have guessed it.

      As he relaxes, the younger Savio appears. He’s less grim, more like the first picture I ever saw of him, and not unlike that first time, my visceral response to him is off the charts.

      And something else hits me.

      Without the cloud of fear, misery, terror, and anger dampening everything, and my own heartache staining the world in gray, his scent crashes into me.

      Absolutely overwhelms me.

      It’s like a punch to the gut.

      In a good way.

      It’s strange that, until now, I barely scented anything. My super sniffer makes me feel like a bloodhound on the trail of a dead body. But here, in this house?

      It’s like no one’s home.

      Like his spirit drifts through it and nothing else.

      But now, in his bed? There’s no avoiding his scent, and it’s such a sweet and pure essence that heat begins to boil away inside me, bubbling like a volcano needing to erupt.

      I’ve never wanted a man like Savio. I’ve never had the feelings before.

      The doctors say my delusions were so powerful that they would overtake everything else, and considering my life before, it fits that I’d find no other attractive.

      Savio was an ideal.

      A man I held up in my mind’s eye as perfect. He was a martyr on a mission that put him in jeopardy. He was tortured and abused for his pains.

      He was like a saint in my eyes, a stark contrast to the sinners I came into contact with every day.

      Was it any wonder I idolized him?

      Is it any wonder that now, even though my situation has changed, all I can still think about is him?

      I know he’s dark, but I’m the light he needs.

      Reaching out a shaky hand, I touch his chest. I’m not surprised there’s blood on the sheets, and though I regret his pain, I’m not averse to that.

      The metallic tinge is in the air, shadowing his rich and musky scent, but it’s visceral. Even his blood belongs to me, and I’ll soak myself in it if it makes me smell like him.

      My heart thuds, pounding deep and low as I let my fingers trail over the scant whorls of hair on his chest.

      I can feel his heart.

      It’s slow, rhythmic. He’s in deep repose.

      I want to touch more of him.

      I want to explore him.

      But I can’t.

      I won’t take his choice away.

      I won’t hurt him.

      My lip slips between my teeth as I stare at his abs. His body is perfection. I mean, I knew that before, but even in sleep? How can he have so many muscles? And these aren’t the simple ones of a man who works out.

      He trains.

      Hard.

      I noticed before how his veins were thick and raised, and I knew that was a combination of adrenaline and pain flushing throughout his system. But now, I wonder if that has to do with how hard he exerted himself.

      The cuts were deep. Like tracks on his flesh.

      They were torn too. Rips and jagged edges that don’t align with a regular lash.

      It wouldn’t be the first time someone used barbs for a deeper cut, for a better sting. But Savio had to push it.

      His body gleams with vitality, so different from his withering soul.

      Slowly, I move my hand from his chest, because I know temptation will hit me and I’ll want to touch him more.

      The need to roll over into his arms, to push myself into him, to press every inch of me against every inch of him is so strong, I have to close my eyes and twist onto my back to evade the needs coursing through me.

      They’re alien.

      Dark.

      New.

      No longer attached to an ideal, but to a man. A man whose touch I crave. Who I ache to explore with my fingers and mouth.

      A shaky breath escapes me, but as my chest heaves high, my nipples brush the camisole I’m wearing. I removed my skinny jeans and blouse earlier, then dragged off my bra too, leaving behind the cami I wore underneath and my panties.

      I’m very aware of how little I’m wearing.

      And I’m even more aware of the powerful scent of him on the sheets.

      It laces every breath I take. Is deep in the air around me until I know my skin is being caressed by it, by him.

      My nipples bead, budding against the cotton fabric, rasping and rubbing in a way that doesn’t appease me. If anything, it’s sweet torture.

      I can’t stop myself from snapping my hand up and squeezing one of them hard.

      The sharp pain makes me whimper, and I have no choice but to anoint the other side. Pinching that other nub too, I shudder, enjoying the sensation. My body itches with the need for more. Unusual and wicked urges fill me as I let my fingers drift down, slipping lower and lower until I begin to rub over the gusset of my panties.

      Gnawing on my bottom lip when that sends a naughty twist of pleasure shuddering through me, I spread my legs some. Dragging the flat of two fingertips up and down the cotton makes me wet, until I can feel it through the fabric. Until I can feel my juices anointing my skin.

      It’s wrong.

      So wrong.

      Wicked.

      So wicked.

      But I can’t stop myself.

      I slip my fingers under my panties and touch myself in earnest.

      The caress of them against my clit?

      Has another low whimper escaping me.

      And that’s when it all goes to hell.

      A hand snaps out and grabs a firm hold of my wrist. “What the fuck are you doing?”

      I jerk in response to both his words and his touch, even as I twist my head to look at him.

      My hips rock of their own volition, loving the feel of his skin against mine. When he sees that, he scowls.

      “Stop that!”

      I bite my lip and force myself to come down, to calm down.

      Closing my legs, I pull my hand away from my thighs, and I’m not altogether surprised when he keeps a tight clasp on it.

      He doesn’t trust me not to do it again.

      I don’t blame him.

      “What the hell is wrong with you?”

      “I can’t help it,” I whisper, and I know my eyes are big as I stare at him in the low light. A streetlamp pours an orange glow through the windows, and it illuminates us both in the golden hue. “You’re so beautiful, Savio. How couldn’t I?”

      His mouth works for a second, and though he’s furious, and his anger has his arms all bunched up, his stomach muscles tensing as he’s surged half upright, like he’s ready to drag me off the bed and back to my room, my statement has him flopping back against the mattress.

      “What am I going to do with you?” he rasps, shaking his head, rocking it so his hair tangles on the cotton pillow beneath him.

      “You don’t have to do anything,” I tell him softly. “Just let me be here.”

      “This is wrong,” he counters, and his hand tightens about my wrist before he starts to let go.

      This time it’s me who moves.

      My other hand darts out and I grasp his wrist just as he clutches mine, holding him there, not wanting to let the connection drop.

      “I need you, Savio,” I whisper. “And I think you need me.”

      I knew he did, but there’s more than one way to skin a cat, and pushing this, forcing him into this situation, would get us nowhere.

      He doesn’t seem to be listening to me though, because he grumbles, “You’ve got blood on you.”

      “You’re bleeding all over the place.” I shrug. “What’s a bit of blood between friends?”

      His brow puckers. “I don’t think I’ve ever met anyone like you before.”

      “Good.”

      Maybe he hears my jealousy, because he snorts. “I didn’t mean that as a compliment, Andrea,” he rumbles softly.

      A shudder whispers through me at him saying my name for the first time. I already know I seem weird, so I try to play it casual by shrugging. “I’m taking it as one. There’s only one of me. God made perfection,” I declare cheekily, “and he didn’t want to make everyone else envious.”

      His lips twitch. “Bigheaded to boot.”

      My eyes twinkle. “I don’t think it’s too big to get through the front door.”

      “Praise be to God for that.” He arches a brow at me, but he doesn’t move his hand, and I don’t move mine either. “What are you doing in here?”

      “I heard you call out in your sleep.” Any amusement in me fades at the memory of his pain. “Y-You calmed down when I came in and I didn’t want to leave you.”

      His scowl returns before he hisses out a breath. “Night terrors.”

      “Do you get them often?”

      He doesn’t answer, but he grows still. “Please, tell me I didn’t hurt you.”

      I can feel the tension in him, it’s like it throbs through the blood-soaked mattress.

      Maybe it does.

      Maybe because his blood is touching me, it’s a conduit to him. To his soul.

      I like the idea, and I turn my face into it, knowing it will turn my cheek rosy with him.

      “You pushed me away, but you didn’t hurt me,” I assure him.

      He releases a shaky breath, one loaded with relief, then he turns to me and catches me humming as I rub my cheek into the fabric beneath us.

      Though his scowl is back once more, he doesn’t stop me. Instead, he asks, “What hymn is that?”

      “Au coeur de ma vie,” I answer easily, wondering why he asks when he has to know it.

      “That used to be my favorite.”

      His thickly uttered response has me whispering, “I learned it for you.”

      “You sing?”

      “I used to. Not so much now.” I clear my throat. “I used to be in a choir at our church.”

      “You truly were Catholic?” he questions, his surprise clear.

      I huff, annoyed he didn’t believe me. “I haven’t told you a single lie, and I won’t either,” I tack on, wanting him to know that.

      Damn nerve.

      Something shifts in his eyes, and he shakes his head as a smile blossoms on his lips.

      “You truly are peculiar.”

      “Thank you.”
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        * * *

      

      Savio

      

      For anyone else, I knew that would be taken as an insult. And maybe, from anyone else, it would have been offered as one. But it wasn’t. I didn’t mean to offend. It was just a truth.

      As I watch her coat her cheek in my blood, as I watch her hum a hymn that used to be my favorite, something she had to have learned during her ‘tracking’ of me, I can’t deny there’s no one like her.

      No one.

      And I’ve met some fruit loops in my time.

      But at the heart of her, she’s innocent.

      I can see that.

      She’s naive and pure.

      Maybe a tad naughty, but good.

      It gleams out of her. It’s like her soul calls to the dark, empty shell of mine, reminding it what it used to feel like to be that way.

      But I stopped being pure when I was thirteen.

      A stupid bully changed everything, changed my life, changed me.

      Memories crowd me, and she starts to hum again, like she knows the past has consumed me.

      Like she knows something changed.

      The old song resonates deeply. It reminds me of the first time I heard it—when I entered Seminary.

      My parents had been the exact opposite of pleased about my becoming a priest. My mother had cried about it for two days straight, and every time my father had looked at me, he’d shaken his head.

      In France, where I was raised, the state and church were not close entities. People weren’t ashamed of their religion, but neither was it embraced as maybe it was in other countries.

      The first day of Seminary, my mother’s weeping echoing in my ears, I’d heard the hymn.

      You are at the heart of my life.

      And He was.

      That had been my feeling at the time.

      Now?

      The hymn is a reminder of how I’d been once upon a time.

      “Please,” I whisper gutturally. “Don’t hum that.”

      She stops. Instantly.

      Just like she does every time I ask her to—or don’t ask, just make her. There’s no rebellion.

      None whatsoever.

      That’s why it’s easy to let my temper fall away.

      She’d touched herself.

      In my bed.

      Her whimper had awoken me, and for a scant second, I’d watched her, heard her. Felt her response.

      Then I stopped her. I had no choice. Because I wanted to see more. I wanted to know more.

      Just the thought of the taste of her pussy on my tongue is enough to make me salivate. It’s been so fucking long since I did anything remotely sexual that I can’t even remember when it was.

      I’d been thirteen when I killed Luc Roussillon. I’d gotten a suspended sentence at fourteen, and a mountain of community service until I was eighteen.

      Everything had changed when that community service had taken me to a church.

      To a priest who’d changed my life.

      At the time, I’d felt certain it had been for the better. But looking back, I know I’d have been better off sticking to the path I’d been on.

      “I’ve lost you again.”

      There’s a sadness to her tone that has me blinking, even as I register her.

      Her words have me shaking my head. “I’m here. I’m found.”

      Her smile is twisted. “I’ve never known anyone as lost as you, Savio.” She squeezes my wrist. “But I see you, and I want to make things better.”

      She wants more than she’s telling me, more than she wants to verbalize, but she is, I sense, harmless.

      I’d known that earlier though. It was the only reason I allowed her to stay.

      Hearing it now, after catching her touching her pussy, after her seeing me during a night terror… well, it changes things.

      “Were you really feeling ill earlier? Or were you lying?”

      “I told you, I won’t lie to you. I was feeling...” She hesitates, and for a second, I think she’s going to get creative. “Fragile.”

      I repeat the word in my head, frowning over it for a second. “Fragile?”

      She sighs, reaches up with her free hand and rubs at her temple. “Yes. I pushed it today. I’m supposed to nap and take cabs instead of walking places.”

      My eyes narrow as I read between the lines. “You discharged yourself too early, didn’t you?”

      Andrea licks her lips. “Maybe.”

      “Why did you do that?”

      “My parents returned home to California to clear up their house because it had sold. I knew if I didn’t leave then, they’d never let me out of their sight.”

      Whatever I’d expected her to say, it wasn’t that.

      “They know where you are, don’t they?”

      She shrugs. “I send them texts. I tell them I’m fine.”

      “How kind of you,” I say dryly, but even so, I’m taken aback. When she doesn’t say another word, I query, “Why are you obsessed with me?”

      She furrows her brow at that. “’Obsess’ is a harsh word.”

      Her huffing makes me smile. “I don’t think you’re a danger to me—”

      “Good, because I’m not.” She rolls her eyes.

      “But why are you?” What about me is so special that I’ve gained the attention of this beautiful woman?

      I’m not sure she’ll answer, and because I know she responds to sharp, stern commands, I’m about to break out that voice, but she mutters, “Your story connects with mine.”

      “Explain.”

      She purses her lips. “I’ll explain if you tell me what happened to you too.”

      I’d prefer to dance in sulfuric acid than share that particular story, but she’s right. She doesn’t have to tell me anything. Not unless I’m willing to open up to her also.

      I know I could toss her out, know that I could discredit every word she could say to the police about Paulo, but something about her... I don’t feel as alone when she’s here.

      And I’m not talking physically.

      I’ve shared the house before. I still felt isolated.

      She tears through that haze, and I have no idea why.

      “I’ll tell you what I can bear to share.”

      My qualification seems to appease her, because she grabs some of the cover off me and nestles it around herself like she’s getting ready for a long story time.

      The gesture amuses me.

      Even while there are many childlike gestures in her repertoire, she’s the most sensual creature I’ve ever known.

      She’s so at ease with her body that I don’t think I’ve met a temptation more powerful than the one she offers without even really offering it. It just exudes from her, and because I’m so close, it’s like that’s all I can breathe.

      “I see things.”

      “What things?”

      “Details. Stuff most people don’t notice.” She turns her head on the pillow to look at me. “I see someone’s pain. Someone’s fear. Someone’s anger.”

      “You’re empathic,” I guess.

      “Maybe. But not really. I don’t feel what they feel, I just see it. I notice what they’re going through, and instead of bypassing them, instead of just moving on, I figure out what’s going on and I help them.”

      Her words have me tensing. “What do you see in me?”

      After all, I have to assume that’s why she’s here.

      “All three. Pain, fear, and anger. But that’s not why I’m here,” she murmurs, like she read my mind. It’s uncanny how she can do that.

      Okay, that’s an understatement. It’s fucking freaky.

      “Why are you here then?”

      “I already told you that—I’m yours.”

      “I’m not yours.”

      Her lips twitch. “So stubborn. You are, you just haven’t figured it out yet. But I’m okay with that.” She gives a happy sigh. “I’m with you. I can wait. I’m patient.”

      I blink at that.

      “Can I sleep with you tonight?”

      “You have a bed down the hall,” I rasp, my body tenses at the notion of us sharing a bed until morning.

      Temptation.

      I’ll be lying beside it.

      “But this is nicer. You’re here, and it smells of you.” Her brow furrows deeper than before. “Why does nowhere else smell of you?”

      “I clean it?”

      “Is the mattress covered in blood?”

      The question surprises me, even if I tell her, “There are stains I can’t get out, yes. Whenever I move, I always buy a new one and burn the old one.”

      “How are you going to burn it in Rome? Do you have a backyard?”

      “No.” I hum. “I don’t know how I’ll destroy it. I guess I’ll figure something out if the time comes.”

      She pauses. “You see yourself being here for a while?”

      I nod. “I do.”

      “You moved a lot before. Why?”

      “It never gelled.”

      “Here does?”

      “Yes.”

      Andrea rubs her face into the sheets again. “I think that’s why I can smell you here. Your blood is in the mattress.”

      “Blood doesn’t smell.”

      “It does to me.” She purses her lips. “That’s why it surprised me how nothing else smells of you.”

      I already know she’s crazy, but that confirms it again.

      Still, I don’t leap out of bed, don’t drag her out too.

      Instead, I roll onto my side and turn to face her.

      “You said you see details and you act on them. How?”

      “I befriend people. I watch them at first, then I get closer to them so I can help them.”

      “From what?”

      “The source of their fear,” she explains patiently.

      “Give me an example.”

      “I have friends all over the world now,” she says proudly. “I’ve helped a lot of people over the years. Whatever anyone says, they can’t take that away from me.”

      I frown. “Why would they?”

      “My parents tried to say that I was weird, strange even. But I was just helping people.”

      “You told them about what you did?”

      “Yes. I shouldn’t have. That’s why my father asked to be transferred closer to me. It’s why they were selling their house—”

      “Okay, you’re going too fast. Start at the beginning.”

      She heaves out a sigh. “If I have to.”

      “You do,” I confirm, oddly amused by her.

      Andrea rolls toward me, her body shifting on the sheets as she arcs into me. “Like, Diana. She was outside one of my classes. I saw her on the phone. I knew she was scared. Everyone treated her like she was a bitch, and they avoided her like she had the plague. Her dad was the mayor of the town where we lived— I couldn’t figure out how he could be so popular, and she was the opposite. No one saw the reality. No one but me.”

      “He was hurting her?” I guessed.

      “Yes. Badly. So I got close to her, befriended her, made her move in with me.”

      “You took her away from him.”

      “I did.” She smiles, her pride evident. “We even managed to get him in jail. She was brave. She went to the police. Sadly, they don’t always do that.” Her frown turns gloomy. “I’ve helped men and women alike, and they all love me. Each of them would lay down their lives for me—”

      “I’ll bet. You saved them from themselves.”

      “I saved them from their monsters,” she corrects.

      I shrug. “Same difference. A monster is only in our life because we let them in.”

      “Once they’re in, it’s hard to get them out again. It can be impossible too, depending on how tangled your life is with theirs. If you have a child or if your money is tied up with theirs—”

      “I wasn’t arguing,” I appease softly. “I was just saying... you save them from themselves.”

      “And their monsters,” she tacks on stubbornly.

      I nod rather than argue. We can agree to disagree on this score. “Were you always this way?”

      “No. It started when I was seventeen, and according to the specialists, that’s when the cyst started to become large enough to impair my brain function.” She makes a scoffing noise. “How does that sound like it’s impairing it? They’re trying to make it sound like I was crazy or something. Like I made it up—”

      Because she’d lost me for real this time, I squeezed her wrist—yeah, I was still holding it, and I didn’t want to let go. Her pulse had increased, throbbing with her exasperation, and I liked the insight into her responses. She didn’t react like a regular person, and this gave me more of a clue about her.

      “Explain.”

      “I was having psych evaluations after the surgery,” she mutters. “They were making me talk about that period of time. I had to lie in the end. Or they’d never have let me out. They’d have locked me up just to stop me from harming myself.

      “That’s how I knew it was meant to be. When I learned you were in Rome? I had to come here.”

      “That’s what brought you here?”

      “Yes. I finally found out where your new parish was. Not all of your archdioceses would tell me what was going on with you, some were trickier than others.”

      “So the catalyst for you leaving the hospital was me?” I question, aghast at the prospect.

      “Yes,” she murmurs, her eyes soft as her graze drifts over me. “It’s always you.”

      I release a shaky breath, not certain I want the responsibility—

      But then, she untangles the hold we have on each other’s wrists, reaches for my hand, and with a delicacy that takes me aback, presses a kiss to my palm.

      The gesture is so sweet, so tender, I can’t freak out. I mean, I want to. But I can’t.

      Whether she needs help or not, she’s too open for me to shut out.

      It would be like kicking a puppy.

      I clear my throat. “Didn’t you ask your friends to explain?”

      “They’re all over the world. It wasn’t like they could come into the hospital. They didn’t believe the emails they sent either.”

      Clearly, the doctors had believed she’d sent the emails.

      Even as I questioned if that was true, if maybe she had created these friendships, she sighs. “You don’t believe me either.”

      “I’m not sure what to believe,” I reply honestly.

      “I have wings.”

      “If that’s supposed to convince me—” I start, my tone rueful, until she twists over and shows them to me.

      They’re mostly hidden beneath her camisole, but I can see the ink playing peekaboo.

      Of course.

      So, her every delusion is founded in a truth.

      I get what she’s saying.

      The ink is definitely not new, but still pristine. All swirling curlicues for feathers, and when I peer closer, I can see that each curlicue is a word.

      It’s not something I can read. No language I’ve come across. It’s neither Latin nor Greek.

      I can no more stop myself from reaching out to trace a word than I can stop my pulse from pounding.

      “What language is it?” I ask thickly.

      “Aramaic.”

      My brows rise. “You speak it?”

      “No. I was told what to inscribe there.”

      I shy away from her justification, and it’s quite clear why the specialists thought she was mad.

      I mean, I think she’s nuts too. And when she says things like that? It sounds nuttier still.

      But, even if I’m a shitty priest, we’re taught to find miracles, to embrace them, not outright reject them.

      Even if it all sounds a little too insane to be believed.

      And with her past? Her illness?

      Even a priest could be forgiven for discounting her story.

      “I showed the doctors Diana’s pictures, the ones she sends me, and they said she was a figment of my imagination. I told them what I did, but they wouldn’t look into it. Her father is in prison, for God’s sake. No matter what I did, no matter what I said, they wouldn’t listen,” she whispers. “So I lied. But I won’t lie to you. I promise.”

      She sounds so heartsore that I let my hand press to her back, to the smooth curve.

      “I believe you.”

      And God help me, I’m not lying.

      My words have her flipping over, and excitement fills her eyes. I’m surprised when she jumps off the bed with more exuberance than sense considering her condition, and pads out of the room. For a second, I sit up, unsure what’s happening.

      Light spears my eyeballs as she turns into the hall and hits the switch beside my door, and then I hear rummaging around in her room before she returns.

      Phone in hand.

      I settle back, waiting for her to climb into bed—I don’t even think to question how right it feels for her to come to me the way she is. My focus is elsewhere.

      She didn’t turn off the hall light on her way back to me, and it halos around her as she moves. It falls on her in a way that’s uncanny, and I look away because it’s disconcerting. Sure, light pools that way around everyone, but it almost makes her skin gleam like gold and that’s nothing to the way it hits the blonde notes in her hair.

      When she climbs into bed, I’m glad, because it means I can’t see that anymore, and she tilts her screen to me.

      I see it’s two AM before she pulls open her messaging app.

      She finds a conversation, then types.

      Andrea: Diana, you awake?

      For a few seconds, nothing happens, and I eagerly await a response.

      It doesn’t come.

      She huffs. “She lives in Madrid, so it’s not that much of a surprise. I just thought she’d be awake—”

      “We can try again later,” I soothe, finding myself in the odd position of wanting to make sure her feelings aren’t hurt.

      “Really?” She turns to look at me. “You mean that?”

      “I do.”

      Like my words are fate driven, her phone pings.

      Diana: What’s wrong? You’re never awake this early.

      My heartbeat soars at the words.

      “You could never show the doctor this?”

      “She lives weird hours. Whenever I tried, it wasn’t the right time. They didn’t care that she’s in a different time zone. They thought I was just feeding the delusion, trying to make them believe the lie.”

      “What about your other friends?”

      “It just never worked out. Bad luck, I suppose. When they came for an appointment with me, they’d be in work or school.” She shrugs. “It doesn’t matter. So long as you believe me, that’s all that counts,” she tells me even as she sends a text back to Diana.

      Andrea: It’s okay. I just wanted to prove you exist.

      Diana: Lol. Put the fucking doctor on the phone. I’ll tell them I exist.

      Andrea: It’s late, babe. I was just telling a friend about you, not a doctor. Going to sleep some. Love you.

      Diana: Sleep well. Love you too. XOXO

      Reading her messages, I muse, “She doesn’t know you’re in Rome, does she?”

      Andrea pulls a face. “Technically, no.”

      “I thought you didn’t lie. But those are two lies you’ve confessed to.”

      She heaves a sigh. “Technicalities aren’t lies.”

      I reach out with my free hand, and though it’s strange, I brush my fingers through her hair.

      The side closest to me is spiky, short, and a little crispy, but moving around against a pillow has mussed it up some. My fingers drag against the scar, and the ruffled skin rams home just what this woman went through.

      She deserves my empathy, my sympathy, and yet, that isn’t what I feel.

      In all honesty, I don’t even know what the hell I’m feeling.

      Gnawing on the inside of my cheek, I watch as she kind of stretches like a cat being stroked at my touch. Her eyelids flutter closed and she turns her cheek toward me, like she’s giving me better access.

      The sight does strange things to me.

      My belly feels like it’s in a freefall, my body wants to move closer, but my head knows this isn’t possible.

      She’s sick.

      It’s wrong.

      “I’m not sick.”

      Her words have me tensing.

      How the—

      “Doesn’t take a genius to figure out what you’re thinking,” she rumbles, sighing some more as she snuggles into the covers which, for some reason, puts her scant inches from me, because I can feel her breath on my chest.

      My bare skin.

      I shudder.

      It’s been a long time since someone has been this close to me, and it feels good.

      Beyond good.

      And it’s not the kind of temptation I thought I’d face after so many years in a cassock.

      The temptation for contact, skin to skin, for affection and warmth, intimacy, is almost overpowering.

      “Don’t tense up,” she mumbles sleepily.

      I sigh at the sound of her tired voice, and I get the feeling that she could go to sleep, but I still need answers. It makes me feel like I’m diving headfirst off a cliff, but I tuck my hand around the back of her head and gently press her into me. Her forehead connects with my chest.

      At that moment?

      I’m in a world of confusion.

      My back is aching like a bastard. Normally, I like that feeling. It’s grounding. It makes me feel like I’m still on this plane of existence.

      Then, my front? Is in Heaven.

      For her to be this close, her softness against all my hardness?

      “How have I lived without this for so long?” My words are soft, barely whispered on my breath, but she hears them.

      She was born to hear them.

      “You weren’t ready for me, and I wasn’t ready for you,” she replies sleepily, then pats me like I need comforting. Like her words make complete sense.

      And damn, maybe they do.

      I gulp, process, then inquire, “What made you realize you were sick?”

      “I’ve helped a lot of people. A lot—”

      “And none of them could corroborate your story?”

      Suddenly, she’s not so sleepy, and she huffs. “I shouldn’t need my story to be corroborated. Honestly, you’d think I was a criminal!”

      I wince, because she’s right.

      “And no. I either couldn’t get in touch with them, or it just never worked out. I’d get emails or texts later on, but they just refused to believe that I hadn’t set them up.”

      “They wanted to think you were—”

      “Damaged? Yes. I think so. I don’t know why, but I just knew I’d never get better in there.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you’re here. I need you to get better. Just like you need me. We’re a team.”

      “You say that like we’ve known each other for a lifetime. Andrea, I’ve known you a day.”

      “Maybe, but a part of you hasn’t. You lived in Spain, didn’t you?”

      “I did.”

      “So you know what an alma gemela is?”

      “The belief that a soul has a twin and they’re separated at birth.” I sigh—I want to say that’s silly, but I go around killing monsters.

      In human skin.

      Who’s the crazy one here?

      She pauses then shuffles in the covers some. I tense when her leg kicks over my hip, but I know it’s to get closer to me. Out of nowhere, she’s trembling.

      “What is it?” I rasp, and concern has me dragging my hand along her arm, both to soothe and to reassure.

      “The last woman I helped, it went wrong. I didn’t save her. If anything, I got her killed.”

      My eyes flare wide at that. “What? How?”

      “Her husband came for her. He got to her because she was running from me.”

      “What did you—” Her tension transmits itself to me. “Oh.” And suddenly I get it.

      I understand.

      “The wings?”

      “Yes. I told her about them,” she whispers miserably.

      “You didn’t show them to her?”

      She licks her lips and her tongue accidentally pokes my chest. I know it’s not on purpose because it slips back in as fast as it popped out, not caressing me like she might if she was trying to seduce me.

      I wouldn’t put it past her, but still, at this moment, that isn’t her intent.

      “I got the tattoo after she died. Before my surgery.”

      “Why?”

      “I just needed to.” She gulps. “When she... she looked at me like I was a freak. I’d been helping her, been building her up to escape her husband, and she looked at me like she was escaping one lunatic only to fall into the arms of another.” She shudders. “I knew something was wrong, so I went to the doctor.”

      I squeeze her in my embrace. “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be. You got me through.”

      “I did?” My brain brakes to a halt. “How?”

      “At every pivotal point in my life, you’ve been there. When I realized what my calling was. When I helped save my first person—Diana. Then, when I was diagnosed with the cyst. You were along for the ride, and you didn’t even know it.”

      I could see how, when she was sick, that would make a difference.

      But this talk of soul mates?

      I sigh, my breath brushing her hair, making the slight scent of rose and vanilla waft around.

      It’s stupid and makes me feel like I’m taking advantage because she’s ill, but I press a kiss to her head.

      She nuzzles into me, and for a while, we’re silent. I know she isn’t asleep. It’s more like she’s resting her eyes.

      After some time, she whispers, “Savio?”

      “Yes?”

      “I think I need to clean your back up again. It’s really wet on the sheets.”

      I tense, then register just how bad the pain is.

      It’s weird how I’d been numb, my body blocked from me as I processed her story. I’m not sure if I like that.

      What’s the point of going through what I’d done only for me not to feel it?

      “I’ll put a shirt on.”

      She frowns—I could feel her brow against my chest. “How do you keep this from people?”

      “I don’t. Not always. When I was in Switzerland, the blood seeped into my chasuble. It caused complaints.”

      “I can imagine.” She snorts.

      My lips curve, and even though I never, in a million years, imagined smiling about something like this, I do it now.

      And it feels... strange.

      I clear my throat, then whisper, “I’ll be two seconds.”

      “Don’t you think it needs more than a shirt?” she asks, as she watches me move off the bed.

      I wear a pair of boxer briefs, but suddenly, it feels like I’m naked when I can feel her eyes drifting all over me.

      It’s been such a long time since anyone looked at me like that, as though I were a man, a potential mate, that I find myself hovering for a second.

      Whether that’s to show off some more or because I’m dithering, I don’t have a clue.

      The thought is a prompt, though, and it makes me shuffle over to the dresser.

      When I do, she hisses, and I know why. I don’t bother to look at her. She can see the wounds, see the mess.

      All the blood.

      The barbs in the whip make more of a mess than the leather itself. But it’s only when I bleed that I feel clean once more.

      I don’t hear her, it’s almost like she uses those wings of hers to fly over to me, but she’s there all of a sudden.

      Her arms slide around my waist, her face pushing into my arm.

      She doesn’t say anything, she just holds me, and somehow, that’s what has my eyes burning with tears.

      I don’t let them fall.

      They’re not for me anyway.

      They’re for the fallen. The innocent.

      “Why?”

      One question, and it resonates inside me, throbbing like it has a life of its own.

      “They took me because they wanted me to absolve them,” I answer huskily. “They wanted me to hear their confessions, and for me to permit them to commit the atrocities while whitewashing their souls.”

      “You refused.”

      Not a question.

      “I did.”

      She squeezes me.

      “I refused to the point where they decided to choose a different means of gaining my compliance. They’d take a woman from a village, from a town, or wherever they were attacking. Sometimes, it happened once a week, sometimes it was once a month. But they always did the same thing.

      “They’d bring them, strip them of their clothes, and rape them in front of me. It was—”

      “Hell on Earth.”

      “Yes.” Even that couldn’t describe it. “I fought, I even killed some of the rebels, but they’d torture me beforehand. Punish me until I was nothing more than a shaken bag of bones and I had no will to do anything other than lie on the ground.

      “That was when they’d drag me out and do it.” I cleared my throat. “About two weeks before I was liberated, they brought a little girl.”

      The sob that escapes me this time is impossible to contain.

      She squeezes me so tight that it hurts, my wounds, my organs, but it feels so fucking good.

      And I know, all of a sudden, what I need.

      I drop out of her hold—literally, sinking to the ground so she has no choice but to release me or fall with me.

      When my knees collide with the wooden floor, I bow over, pressing my forehead to her knees as I rasp, “I couldn’t do it anymore.”

      Her hand strokes through my hair, mimicking the touch I gave her earlier.

      “You absolved them,” she intones calmly.

      “Y-Yes. I couldn’t let them—”

      She hushes me, bows over me, and she reaches for my chin, tugging my head back until we could press our foreheads together.

      “And they did it anyway?”

      Tears burn.

      I can’t answer.

      “This is why you struggle with your faith,” she whispers. “This is why you go through the motions, because you know that confession means nothing. If you truly believe that God will allow those monsters into heaven because you absolved them, then I’m not the one who’s crazy here, my darling.”

      I flinch at her endearment, but the rest of her words?

      They sink into me like a stone through water.

      Is she right?

      I’d never thought of it that way.

      When all I heard was the child.

      And those fucking animals.

      No.

      She was right.

      God wouldn’t...

      He couldn’t.

      Would he?

      And if he did, what use is this faith? What point is there to my position as a priest if the God we cherish, revere, would allow that?

      How do I only see this now?

      Confession is a pivotal point of the religion I preach, but I can’t believe in it.

      If I do, my shattered sanity will fall around me, until I’m nothing more than a walking bag of bones.

      It’s only now when she says this, phrases it like that, that I know how right she is.

      Confession is more than just an act. Without the desire for forgiveness in one’s heart, it means nothing, and if anyone is going to know that, it’s God.

      As a crisis of faith that’s a decade in the making blows me apart, my arms slip around her thighs while the broken fractures in my mind cluster together like a cancer, tossing out poison for me to process, I whisper, “The screams.”

      Another husky hum escapes her, and it sounds crazy, but it soothes me.

      I feel it in my being.

      It whispers through my body, making me feel at ease, even as I want nothing more than to sink into her.

      “You’re not a priest, my love.” A kiss goes to my forehead as she pulls away. “You’re not. You’ve seen the reality of life. Just like I have. I didn’t hear it or endure it like you, but I saw the aftermath. I see it now. In you.”

      “I’m not a victim—”

      “If you can’t see that, then, love, you need me more than I even realized.” She sighs, her breath brushing over my forehead. “The past skews your vision. You see everyone as a sinner with no hope of redemption... does that mean you have no hope of redemption either?”

      “I’m a killer.”

      “You are, but does that stain you forever?”

      “You don’t know my past. You don’t know what I’ve done. I don’t deserve—” I gulp. “The only way I can make it right is if I punish those who hurt the innocent.”

      “No, I don’t know what you’ve done. But I’m here now. You can tell me.”

      I haven’t had a truthful confession in so long. I lie to the bishop when he comes to take mine, and I do so with ease because she’s right.

      I’m not a priest.

      I’m a man just going through the motions of life. Sticking to a calling I’d once had because, in the aftermath of a catastrophic life event, I have no idea which path to take next.

      “I killed a boy when I was thirteen. Death has stained my soul since I was a child, but I know my soul is clean of that particular sin.”

      “Why? Who was the boy?” She doesn’t sound shocked or terrified, if anything, her hand gentles as she strokes it over my head.

      “My tormentor.”

      “Was it an accident?”

      “Y-Yes. That’s the only reason I didn’t go to prison.”

      “What happened?”

      “He started a fight, I ended it. I beat him badly, but he fell and hit his head on a stone verge that lined the playground. I pushed him though—”

      “Savio,” she whispers, “you’ve shed blood for that boy. You shed it tonight. You shed it every time you hurt yourself. You’re a sinner seeking redemption, but you won’t find it on your current path.”

      “How do you know?” I whisper thickly.

      “Because you’re giving your victims peace and torturing yourself even more.”

      And at that, I have no words, because this crazy angel with wings written in Aramaic is right, and my entire life, I suddenly see, is a complete and utter lie.
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      “Did you seek penance for your part in the boy’s death?”

      “Yes,” he whispers, sounding so miserable that my heart hurts for him.

      “And did you mean it?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then his death isn’t on your soul, is it?” That didn’t mean the other stuff wasn’t. But damn, I could only deal with so many issues at once.

      He blows out a breath that gusts against my belly, pooling warmth there. “I’ve never been a popular priest.”

      His sermon was a little wooden, but I’m not sure I can see him being disliked. If anything, the way he cares for his flock makes me suspect his perception is skewed. If anyone is suffering with PTSD here, it’s Savio. I’ve seen those pictures on Facebook. I’ve seen how the brain works, or doesn’t work, when someone is depressed or in pain or dealing with PTSD.

      Savio’s clearly just as damaged as I am—but in a different way.

      “Why do you say that?” I inquire instead of disagreeing with him.

      “I ask too much of parishioners. They don’t want to give it.”

      “That’s modern life. We want to go to church, want our soul to be pure for heaven when we die, but we’re lazy.”

      “They want lazy priests, and I’m not that. I might not believe what I preach, but I don’t believe in loopholes.”

      “Loopholes?”

      “When I was in Spain, I was in this tiny town just off Madrid. It was on the commuter belt, but it was still small, and the parish wasn’t that large. A girl came to me, her mother dragging her there because she’d stolen something. We discussed what she stole, then she told me that she only did that because her mother punished her by denying her food.” His throat works. “Sin is everywhere.”

      “What did you do?”

      “I told her that stealing was bad, and that if she was hungry, she should come to me, and I’d feed her.”

      I sigh and can’t stop myself from pressing a kiss to the crown of his head. “That sounds like you were a good priest to her.”

      “You’re not getting the point,” he mumbles, but he doesn’t pull away from me. If anything, he tightens his hold on me. “I’m a Bible scholar. I know the ‘rules’ of religion, and wherever I turn, there are these things that nag at me. She stole. She should atone. She wasn’t to blame. Her mother was, yet she refused to atone for denying her daughter food.” A shaky breath escapes him. “In that situation, I broke the seal of confession.”

      “I didn’t know that was allowed.”

      “It isn’t. I had the girl taken out of the mother’s reach for her safety.”

      “If you did it once, why didn’t you go to the cops with the others?”

      “Because they needed to pay and that’s why I’m damned forever, because there is no apology in my heart for God to accept. I had the option, and I didn’t take it. I chose my path, and I damned myself forever with that decision.”

      My brow furrows at his words, but I run my hands through his hair, loving the way he huddles into me. He’s a broken man. Twisted. Shattered.

      But he’s mine, and he needs me.

      That’s why I carried on soothing him. Why I didn’t run for the hills. Why I stayed the night, why I spent it at his side.

      It’s why I get to experience heaven the following morning when I wake in his arms.

      But it was hell, through the night, not being able to touch him how I wanted to.

      I’d cleaned up his back and changed the sheets, even though the freak in me had quite enjoyed lying on them. They were sticky and wet, though, so that was less pleasant, but we’d put a towel under his side so that it could catch more of the blood that might shed while he was resting.

      He’d fallen asleep in my arms, like a child would in his mother’s embrace, and I sang to him.

      “Hallelujah.”

      The Leonard Cohen version.

      He’d softened against me, drifting away while never being closer to me, and shortly after, I’d drifted off too.

      We hadn’t moved throughout the remainder of the night. If anything, we’d stayed closely packed, like sardines in a can, and we awoke that way too.

      I almost thought his expression would be filled with hatred when he looked at me, his body stiff with rejection. But he turned his face into my throat, and whispered, “You smell like home.”

      My heart thudded in my chest at those words, and it’s why, now, I have no idea what to say.

      I can only lie here, staring up at the ceiling, holding him as he dozes in the early morning light.

      I smell like home?

      Dear God, I don’t think he could have said anything else that might have hit me harder.

      His words resonate in me so strongly, so purely, that I can’t contain the happiness rattling around inside me.

      I did smell like home, because I am his home.

      Just as he’s mine.

      Another person might think this is religious mumbo jumbo, soul mate nonsense that belongs in a romance novel, but nothing about this is ideal.

      Nothing about this is romantic.

      If anything, it’s a stark truth.

      This man needs me to stop him from escalating into a serial killer.

      Cold.

      Hard.

      Fact.

      Technically, he already is, but I could curtail his habits, limit him.

      If ever there’s a man in more need of a means of slaking his emotions, it’s Savio.

      Denying him sex, the purest form of release, is like chaining a dog to a wall and not letting him walk.

      He’s dying on the inside because he has no means of purging himself of the emotions that drown him.

      He needs to drown in me.

      And, God, I’m more than ready for the flood.

      I shiver as he presses his face between my breasts, and the move is natural, not like that of a player. He breathes in deep, then whispers, “This is wrong.”

      “Nothing between us can ever be wrong.”

      My words are calm because I feel calm.

      I feel at peace for the first time in forever.

      And knowing he feels the same?

      It’s pure bliss.

      He didn’t stir, not once, through the night in my arms, and while I’m not saying I’m a miracle worker...

      Okay, wait, maybe I am.

      “I’m asking myself if you’re real.”

      “Can’t you feel me? Can’t you tell I am?”

      He moves slightly, and all of a sudden, I feel his erection against my thigh.

      Everything inside me tenses up, then just relaxes, turning molten as need rumbles through me.

      The need for him.

      The need to connect.

      To be at one with him.

      I sigh, my breath brushing his hair as he turns his face and rakes his teeth over my nipple. Through the cotton, it feels like heaven, but I know it will be even better when he touches my skin.

      I shiver as he nibbles, then when he nips, I squeak, but my hips jerk and I let my legs spread a little.

      The noise jolts him and he freezes. Then his forehead pushes into my chest, between my breasts, and he mutters, “I’m a—” He gulps. “I don’t know if I can do this.”

      “I’m the Eve to your Adam,” I murmur, repeating what I’d told him last night, tempting him just like she tempted her man. “I was born for this. Born for you.”

      Something in my voice, or maybe just the words, has him moving. He doesn’t go far though, thank God. He peers up at me in the early morning light and rasps, “You’re a virgin?”

      “I was waiting for you.”

      His eyes flare at that. “I swear you’re not real. I’m going to wake up and you’re not here—”

      I grab his hand and shove it between my legs. It’s crass and crude, but I whisper, “Do I feel like a dream?”

      “You feel like paradise,” he grinds out. I feel sure he’s going to move his hand, but he doesn’t. He just cups me there. Holding me in place.

      Then his finger moves, dancing lightly over me, and I moan, unable to contain the sound, unable to contain the desire ramming me between the eyes.

      For so long, I wanted this.

      For so long, I’ve needed this.

      And now he’s here, and I feel like he’s going to give me what I’ve been looking for.

      Him.

      When he rolls between my legs, I still, not wanting to scare him away. I feel like he’s the one in need of soothing. I’m the virgin, I’m the one who needs to be coddled like a fractious horse refusing to be mounted, but he’s the one who will fly away if I’m not careful.

      My words reached him last night—I know they did. But in the cold light of morning, things change.

      I know that just like I know I’m his.

      His dick pushes against me, the thick weight settling between my spread lips with the thin shield of cotton separating us. I can feel the pressure against my clit, and it makes me want to rock my hips.

      We both hiss when he presses harder into me, and he settles most of his body atop mine.

      His arms go to either side of my head, and he peers down at me, surrounding me in him.

      I’ve never known anything like it. It’s overwhelming, almost scary, but it’s Savio. He might be a killer, but he’s my killer.

      My Savio. My sinner. My seeker of redemption.

      He seems to pick up on that, because he rumbles, “You’re not scared of me at all, are you?”

      I’m not sure why he sounds surprised. “You’re the one who thinks I’m crazy. Maybe you should be thankful for small mercies?”

      His eyes narrow. “You’re a cheeky little thing, aren’t you?”

      Tongue-in-cheek, I tell him, “In America, we say I’m a smartass.”

      “Your ass is something, but I wouldn’t say it’s smart.”

      “What is it then?” I pout.

      “Biteable.”

      I grin at him. “Okay, I can deal with that.”

      “I’m not sure I can,” he whispers. His forehead pushes into mine, and his words floor me—he’s vulnerable, and I instantly want to protect him. From himself. “I’m not sure I can do this.”

      “I can feel how much you want me.” And the truth of that makes me feel like I’m naked, luxuriating as I lie and writhe upon a silk sheet.

      Only, nothing can feel this good.

      Nothing.

      No one.

      “My vows... we’ll be breaking them together.”

      I hum. “The vows we break... sounds like the title of a romance novel.”

      He cuts me a look. “Let’s add facetious to smartass. I’m being serious.”

      “I know you are. And so am I. You wouldn’t break vows for just any woman, would you? You’d break them for the woman who belongs in a romance novel with you.”

      He shakes his head. “Crazy.”

      “Crazy for you,” I tell him cheerfully, then, when he grunts, and the vibration seems to rattle through my body thanks to his proximity, a breathless moan escapes me. “There’s strength in owning what makes you you.” When he grows tense, I’m not sure why, so I reason that making myself vulnerable to him evens things out. “I-I’m twenty-nine years old, Savio, and I’ve been waiting for you since I was seventeen.

      “I’d really, really appreciate it if you made a decision, because if you don’t, then I need to go shower.”

      He blinks. “Why?”

      “Well, it’s morning. That’s when you shower. But they always have cold showers in the movies, don’t they?”

      “I’m a priest. I lived chastely for over a decade. Cold showers don’t work. Trust me.”

      His use of the past tense has the hair on the back of my neck standing on edge.

      “Did you ever touch yourself?” I ask shyly.

      “No. After Algeria, sex wasn’t something I craved anymore.”

      “You’re hard now,” I point out. God, is he ever. His dick is like a brand against my sex. I didn’t imagine anything could beat the feel of his arms around me, but this? It’s a close won thing, that’s for sure.

      “You’re crazy. Apparently, I like that in a woman.”

      “Your woman,” I correct.

      He shakes his head again—he does that a lot. But he corrects himself, even though his voice is low, a rumble, a mutter even, like he can’t believe he’s saying it, “My woman.”

      For a second, I want to explode with happiness, but I don’t.

      I won’t until we’ve broken his vows.

      Only then will I know he means it.

      Only then will it be cemented that this is fated.

      “You’ve really never slept with a man?”

      “Never,” I tell him promptly.

      “Fuck,” he rasps. “I’m so glad about that, but I want to fuck you, Andrea. I want to fuck you and devour you and—”

      I lift my legs, wrapping them around his hips and holding him tightly to me. “Take what you need. I can handle it.”

      “I thought you didn’t lie?” He rolls his eyes at that, so I roll them back.

      “I want you however you want me. Please, don’t deny me that.”

      My words affect him, and he releases a slow, shuddery breath before he lets our mouths connect.

      He’s hesitant at first, but so am I. I’ve never been kissed. Never made love. Never done anything. This is all my firsts going down at once, and he’s gentle with me, like he knows that too. Maybe I’m a shit kisser, maybe I’m—

      His tongue thrusts into my mouth, and all thought escapes me. I let him take charge, but he coaxes me into kissing him too.

      It’s awkward and weird, but it feels really good at the same time. I didn’t know to expect that. I didn’t understand what I was missing out on, but was I missing out on anything when it wasn’t Savio I’d have been kissing?

      I rock my hips up, loving the feel of his dick rubbing against my softness, and then he pulls back and begins to press kisses to my cheekbone, down my chin, to my throat, and to my ear.

      As he nibbles my earlobe, he mutters, “I need to move.”

      I don’t complain, just release him from my clasp, knowing he won’t go anywhere now. I can feel his resolve. Something I did or said has convinced him I’m his future.

      I just know it.

      He moves away and stares down at me. I wish it was midday so he could see all of me and I could see all of him.

      With his hands pushing into the mattress, his weight removed, he rumbles, “I need you not to make any noise, Andrea.”

      Comprehension strikes, and it’s like a hammer blow to my soul.

      The women.

      The last time he heard sounds of sex, it was rape. Gang rape. Of a child.

      Dear God.

      My pleasure sounds must be different, but he’s traumatized.

      I get that.

      So I nod.

      Even though I know it’s going to be hard.

      “Do you want me to gag you?”

      My mouth trembles at the thought, and I want to say no, because I want him to kiss me, but also, I know I won’t be able to stop myself from moaning.

      Now that I think about it, the reason he woke up last night was because I whimpered.

      Fuck.

      “O-Okay,” I rasp.

      He releases a relieved breath. “Thank you.” When he clambers off the bed, I see the shirt he’s wearing is soaked through once more. I don’t understand what he does to make himself bleed so much. I’ve seen things during my research. Watched a lot of BDSM porn for a book I was writing—the skin never breaks that much.

      I vow to destroy whatever barb-laced whip he uses on himself, because I fear that even with me at his side, he’ll never not be able to self-harm.

      But he doesn’t have to bleed so much.

      I want all of him, but I prefer his blood inside him rather than on me.

      Well, sometimes.

      When his back is turned, and just in case he changes his mind while he’s over there, I strip off my cami and my panties. I move quick, too fast really. It makes me see spots, but when I lay back down, they soon disperse.

      When he turns around, something balled in his hand, his eyes alight upon me.

      And he freezes.

      But his erection slips out of his boxer briefs, pushing at the elastic, throbbing until it frees itself.

      My heart starts to pound at the sight, and I do as I did last night.

      Touch myself.

      The sight has him tensing, and his mouth snarls somehow.

      For the first time, I see him as the predator he is.

      And I bask in it.

      I’m his willing prey.

      I’m his willing victim.

      I thrust a finger inside myself, unused to the touch, a little achy because of it, but I do it because I know it will incite him further.

      Somehow, he looks bigger. Harder.

      Meaner.

      And I love it.

      I want the sinner and the saint.

      I want both.

      In me.

      On me.

      I almost groan, but I remember just in time. I have to be quiet. I have to be quiet. I have to be quiet. I have to be quiet—it’s a litany in my head.

      I must have released a noise, though, because it pushes him into action. For a second, I fear he’ll leave me, but he doesn’t. He storms over to me and takes a seat at my side. Carefully, he raises my head, letting his fingers brush over my hair, and my scars, then as he tips it up, he bites out, “Open your mouth.”

      I obey, and he pops what I see is a handkerchief into it.

      The cotton feels funny against my tongue, but it’s worth it when he rumbles, “Good girl.”

      I like that.

      I don’t know why I do, but I do.

      His hand gently lowers my head to the pillow, then he lets go and begins to trail fingers over my shoulders down to my breasts.

      “What am I going to do with you?”

      It isn’t the first time he’s asked me that, but I can’t answer. The fabric is thick in my mouth.

      One hand moves down between my legs where he runs his fingers over my outer folds, and the other goes to my nipple.

      He pinches it hard, and when I squeal, the noise is dampened by the cloth but not fully, triggering him to tap my pussy.

      I jerk at that, not having anticipated it, but somehow?

      It feels like fire has just combusted in my veins.

      It’s roaring through my body, raging through my system.

      “You like that,” he rasps. “I can see you do.”

      He pats me again, and I don’t moan, but I feel how wet I am suddenly. The tap is more of a splat, and before I can be embarrassed, he rolls onto his back.

      Though I see the flash of pain cross his expression, he grates out, “Sit on my face.”

      Sit on his face?

      What on Earth?

      Before I can hesitate too long, he growls, then hauls me up.

      Within seconds, I’m sitting over him, my knees on either side of his head.

      This can’t be—

      This isn’t—

      Oh, God!

      A scream throttles me, robbing me of air, choking me of breath as I struggle to contain it. His tongue lashing against my clit is like everything I never expected, and nothing I could have imagined.

      It’s fire and ice, pleasure and pain. He sucks, he nips, he licks. He growls and grunts, the vibrations making me throb with delight and wonder, even as he makes me think this might be hell.

      How can something be this good and hurt so bad?

      How can I want it, but need something that’s so far out of reach I don’t know how to attain it?

      The sounds he emits, the slickness of my flesh, it makes my head pound. The spots return, dancing in front of my eyes, only not in a bad way.

      In a way that’s heaven sent.

      My hands hover at my side as I try to figure out what to do with them, and in the end, I plunk them on the wall above the bed.

      When I almost loosen the crucifix, I tense, but before I can worry if it’s going to plop down and smack him, he sucks on my clit and makes the most delicious noise—like I’m a fudge ice cream sundae and I’m the best he’s ever had.

      I think my eyes cross, and suddenly, what I was reaching for is so close.

      That I have to be silent, mute, is a torture so exquisite I don’t know if it makes this more enjoyable or not.

      It’s painful not to be able to cry out, not to be able to shriek the glory of how he makes me feel, what he’s forcing me to experience.

      I never expected this.

      I thought the first time would be shameful for him, that he’d have sex with me and then roll away, abashed.

      But he isn’t unwilling.

      He’s not the priest right now. He’s the sin eater, and he’s eating me.

      I almost melt into him as I’m bombarded with so many sensations I don’t know where to turn. Then, a finger slips inside me, and that’s it.

      Game over.

      How I don’t scream, I’ve no idea.

      It throbs in my throat until I feel like I’m suffocating, and for a few seconds, maybe I am.

      Maybe I’m choking on air, because the need to release all these wonderfully chaotic feelings is overwhelming me.

      But then, just as it starts to overtake everything, it’s ratcheted up another level until I feel like I can fly.

      When the orgasm slams into me? I crumple. My bones melt, my body turns to goo. I flop into the wall, and still, he eats at me like he’s ravenous for my pussy, and God help me, but I hope he is.

      I can feel the crucifix knocking into my face, the cold gilt burning me for my sins, and I turn my face away, but not enough.

      It’s there.

      Just as he is.

      Always.

      God guiding me, forever, to Savio.

      A keening sound is torn from me as I’m forced up the mount to bliss once more, but he stops the second I make that noise, and I tense as the realization I fucked up hits me square in the heart.

      His fingers dig into my butt, hard enough to mark, but I like the pain. I love that he’ll have marked me.

      Out of nowhere, I’m pushed off him, and just as I fear he’s going to storm off, I’m thrown over his lap. One of his legs comes over both of mine, and his hand comes down on my butt.

      He delivers sharp, hard slaps that make me squirm on his knee. Nine in total, each harder than the last. Then, he leans down, takes some of my flesh between his teeth and bites down hard enough to make me squeal.

      I almost choke on my tongue, but when he moves his leg, changing my position so only one of mine is held down by his, I’m not surprised that his fingers go to my cunt.

      He spears me on two digits, scissoring them wide, and with his other hand, he starts spanking me once more.

      The cold, hard slaps, the thrust of his fingers, it’s nothing like I thought my first time would be, and while there are tears in my eyes, it’s from happiness.

      Each spank triggers a sweet release that has me creaming around his fingers.

      Each hard thrust makes me squirm and rock back into his punishment.

      I did the crime, I’ll more than gladly do the time.

      When he pulls out, then starts tapping my pussy, I barely refrain from groaning. Staying silent is probably one of the hardest things I’ve ever done.

      And I just had brain surgery.

      So, yeah, that tells you how impossible this feels.

      I shudder instead, forcing the pleasure back inside me until my muscles turn to goo once more.

      As an orgasm rips through me, I have no place to go, nowhere I’d rather be, than impaled on a part of him.

      When I fall lax, limp on his lap, his hand, wet from my juices, drifts over my butt and to my back.

      They trace over my wings, making me shiver, the skin pucker with goose flesh, and I arch my spine a little, needing to move as that delicate touch forces me to respond.

      When I’ve stopped panting, he rights me, propping me up once more until I’m sitting on his lap, and when I am, he twists me to straddle his thighs, and I spread my legs so that his cock nudges against my pussy.

      He reaches between us, all the while his eyes are on me, and grabs his dick. When he pushes it into me, I tense, because he’s thick and I’m small, but slowly, my slick pussy accepts him.

      Just the tip.

      I take a deep breath, force myself to open up to him in all things, then take as much of him as I can in this position.

      I’ve never felt so open, so exposed until that moment, and I’ve been in surgery. I’ve had people helping me do the most menial tasks that everyone takes for granted until we’re no longer able.

      This is the most vulnerable I’ve ever been in my whole life, and I could think of no other person I want to be like this with than Savio.

      He stuns me by surging onto his feet, one arm banded under my butt, the other at my hips, prompting me to grip him around the waist and squeeze him tightly. When he walks us to the door, his dick moves, doing weird things inside me that have me squirming, as well as make me slide down him so I’m impaled on him more. I half expect him to walk us to the shower or something, but he doesn’t.

      He goes over to the wall beside the dresser and he turns around.

      Then he walks back until his spine is against it.

      My brow furrows when I see pain flash over his face, and though I want to protest, the strangest wave of emotion crosses his features.

      Sweet oblivion.

      It’s like a high. I can see it in his eyes. The pinpricks of his pupils.

      “Ride me,” he says thickly.

      I want to, I love that he feels that way, that he can find freedom in my body, but I’m a frickin’ virgin.

      It’s not like I’ve ever done this before.

      How do I even—

      Before I can wonder too long over the situation, he shifts his hold on me and grabs my thighs and helps, giving me leverage.

      It’s awkward, and not at all sexy—at least, not to me, but to him?

      His face is relaxed, the hard lines about his mouth, around his eyes, and between his brows are gone, soft.

      His lips are parted as he takes deep breaths, and I can feel just how in the zone he is.

      This is pleasurable for him.

      The sharp bite of pain with the ecstasy of being in a pussy again...

      Of being in my pussy.

      How can I deny him this?

      So I work hard, even though it does what I’m not supposed to do—exerts me. I get tired quickly, so I’m relieved like hell when he grabs my ass, parts my cheeks, then begins to rear up into me.

      When he comes, I can feel his seed exploding inside me. The slick warmth is like a sweet firebomb that detonates my own release.

      As my head falls back, eyes rolling until the lids close on them, I experience the same sweet oblivion as he does, and even better?

      His cum seeps out of me.

      United in blood, tears, and cum.

      Heaven.
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        * * *

      

      Savio

      

      I left her sleeping in my bed to get up to go about my daily chores. It feels distinctly odd to be doing them when I’ve just broken one of the key vows of the priesthood. I should feel ashamed, I should feel like I need to punish myself, but I don’t.

      If anything, there’s a harmony inside me that’s better than a choral performance of “Morning Has Broken.”

      I feel like that.

      Like the sun is shining on me at long last, like an eternal night has broken, and day is here for me once more.

      Nothing can get me down.

      Not even the fact she slept through me scrubbing down the wall beside the dresser—it’s a nightmare waiting to happen when blood dries—can get me down.

      I’ll admit to being worried.

      I was selfish.

      She worked hard to get me off, and it definitely knocked me for six. I felt like my brain was going to implode on itself, and I’ve never, ever come like that before.

      Just thinking about it makes me uncomfortably hard, especially as I’m in the middle of preparing for service.

      I’ve already blackened my vows, but to get a hard-on in church?

      Unthinkable.

      But not thinking about her in my bed is also impossible.

      She’s so strange.

      So weird.

      So... perfect.

      I can’t even describe it.

      I know she’s insane, and I know she’s ill, yet I can’t help but believe her when she says I’m hers and she’s mine.

      It’s proof I’m insane also, but for the first time in too long, I can embrace that. I can think it without shying away from it and wondering if I’ll ever get locked up in an asylum.

      If she’s a little kooky, then why can’t I be?

      We can be weird together, and maybe we’ll balance each other out.

      The thought makes me smile as I flip through the Bible and make a few mental annotations for my service today.

      A cough sounds in the church, and I peer at the aisle, my brows rising when I see someone standing at the top. I squint a little, since I’m bathed in the morning light and he’s standing in the dark.

      When I register who he is, though, my mood plummets.

      The day had started so well.

      Marco Corelli.

      If ever there was sin personified, it’s him.

      That he has the audacity to even walk in here tells me a lot about my predecessor. I already knew he was a charlatan, what with the way he allowed the food bank and the soup kitchen to flounder the way they were when I arrived here, but knowing that Corelli was welcomed?

      My anger surges inside me.

      I know why he’s here too.

      He only comes after a purge, and the last one was just on the brink of the old Father leaving and my taking his seat in this parish.

      There’s more blood on his hands than anyone I’ve met since Algeria. If anyone needs eradicating, it’s him.

      The part of my soul that craves vengeance and penance snarls at the sight of him.

      Paulo Lorenzo is a nothing, a nobody by comparison. This bastard?

      He affects the city in ways few will ever understand.

      But I do.

      I know from the homeless I deal with how he uses them as mules. I know Corelli is how men like Gianni stay afloat.

      He’s scum.

      True Godfather material.

      There’s a reason he’s come here today.

      A reason that has nothing to do with the sins he’s committed.

      This is a sign.

      A shaky breath escapes me even as I go through the motions of stepping down from the lectern. My heels tap against the stone flagons as I walk toward him.

      Yesterday, I might have refused to take his confession.

      Yesterday, I might have listened to said confession and refused to absolve him.

      Today?

      I’ll listen.

      I’ll take his confession.

      I’ll absolve him.

      Because Andrea is right.

      It’s bullshit.

      God will not let this scum into heaven, and if that means I’m going to hell, too, because there is no salvation in confession, I’m more than okay with that.

      Especially if this fucker burns right alongside me.

      I don’t greet him, do nothing other than make eye contact with him.

      When I jerk my chin upright, telling him silently to follow me, his eyes narrow, and I know that’s because he’s used to having his ass licked. These bastards get the royal treatment by far too many, but not me.

      I glance down at him, irritated to note he’s armed. His reputation tells me that it’s a dagger. Talk of Corelli and his knife skills go hand in hand in the city, but that he’s brought a weapon to church?

      I’m even more disgusted.

      And things aren’t exactly improved when, after settling in the box, for some reason, I’m taken right back to goddamn Oran.

      For a second, the tiny walls, the cramped space, and the pressure of my injured back against the chair, is like being thrown in time to another day, another age.

      I can scent blood in the air, mine, and I can feel the same cold sweat that would cover my brow whenever I’d been beaten. It didn’t matter how hot it was, I always felt cold. The stench, the screams, the click of guns being assembled—nightmare. A true bad dream.

      Two things get me through it, stop me from having a panic attack.

      One, the faint lemon and beeswax scent of the polish the cleaners use.

      Two, the scraping of the door after me. The way Corelli’s feet shuffle into the confessional, and the chair creaking under his weight.

      The overwhelming smell of pine-scented aftershave comes next, and each action is a prompt, a reminder that I’m not in Oran.

      This isn’t Algeria.

      I’m no longer helpless.

      I could act.

      Fuck that, I can act.

      Shivers run down my spine, not helped by the fact I’m bleeding again. I’m always weaker after I’ve taken the lash, but after last night? I guess it makes sense that I’m feeling it more than usual.

      Normally, I just sleep. Last night, I didn’t do enough of that.

      Not that I’m about to complain, but still, it explains why I’m shaky. Purging my sins to her, and dealing with the emotional volcano that erupted probably didn’t help much either.

      I run my finger over my upper lip, hating that there’s sweat beading there.

      The hatred for this booth, this act, this man, and this life overwhelms me. It’s such a stark contrast to how free I felt earlier this morning when I was flying in Andrea’s arms...

      God, is she heaven sent?

      Maybe she’s the only slice of paradise I’ll ever feel in my miserable life, and the desire to act, to make a change, bombards me.

      This will be the last confession I ever take.

      I knew that was coming. I’m no hypocrite. I’ve broken my vows, and I have to resign my post, but I was intending on sticking around, letting the new priest come, take over the parish, show him the ropes.

      There’ll be none of that now.

      I want out.

      I need out.

      And I want Andrea.

      At my side.

      Glued to me.

      The crazy, out-there, life-changing decision made after barely twenty-four hours of knowing her?

      Insane.

      But maybe she infected me with her kind of nuts, because I can deal with that.

      Can deal with it so long as she’s there.

      What I can’t deal with?

      This man.

      This life.

      This world.

      “Father,” Corelli greets, when I say shit to him. “The roof looks like it might need patching up.”

      “It doesn’t,” I tell him abruptly, well aware of his game. “The food bank needs filling though.”

      Silence falls, and I know he’s still surprised about my lack of ass-kissing. There’ll be none of that from me.

      “I’ll make sure the shelves are filled then. Nice and tight.”

      I hum. “That donation will be appreciated. You may begin your confession.”

      He clears his throat. “Forgive me, Father, for I have sinned. It’s been fifty weeks since my last confession.”

      A regular priest might chide him for that. But, as I’d ascertained last night, I’m not a regular priest.

      Andrea couldn’t have rammed that truth home to me more.

      I don’t say a word, just let him carry on digging his own grave as he reveals just under a year’s worth of sins in a handful of minutes.

      “Things got a little out of hand last night,” he rumbles, and I can tell he’s getting to the real sin. He mentioned fucking around on his wife, and what sounds like some kind of art theft, but the way his voice deepens?

      I know this is why he’s here.

      He killed someone.

      That’s the only reason these types come to church—when they’ve got blood on their hands, and it’s tainting their soul.

      “They tried to break into my place.” He clears his throat again. “You know Remo’s, don’t you, Father? Over by Piazza del Popolo?”

      What did he want? A review on TripAdvisor?

      I grunt. “Yeah, I know it.”

      “Come in tonight. I’ll make sure you eat well.”

      I narrow my eyes, and not one to look a gift horse in the mouth, because that invitation might come in handy, I murmur, “Thank you, my child.”

      Because I took the ‘bribe,’ I can hear him soften up, like his world has righted itself once more.

      He didn’t know how to handle someone who wasn’t waiting on his every word, but now that I’ve taken that particular offer, I know he figures I’ll be open to more.

      Some priests do this.

      I never did.

      It’s one of the reasons why I’m not popular with my flock. You’d be surprised how many people think they can still buy their way into heaven, and even more surprised by how many priests allow that perception to reign true.

      Rubbing my bottom lip between my fingers, I murmur, “Continue.”

      “Well, last night, there was a situation. I ended up pulling my weapon and a few people got killed. They shouldn’t have come into my territory though.” His attempt at justification has me rolling my eyes, even though he can’t see me do that. “I had to protect my territory.”

      “How many died?”

      “Six.” He clears his throat.

      “All their blood is on your hands?”

      My nostrils flare at just the thought.

      “Si,” he mutters grimly. “It was a bad night.”

      “Your soldiers aren’t here. Was it all you?”

      Silence.

      I take that as a yes.

      Which, not unsurprisingly, means he gave me the cliff notes of a confession.

      Anger fills me. It throbs inside me to the point it pulses in my ears.

      Because I can’t stand to be near this bastard anymore, I mutter, “Four Hail Marys and two Our Fathers along with the Act of Contrition are all I ask of you today.”

      “Really?”

      That he sounds cheerful tells me I’ve gone too easy on him. My jaw aches from grinding down on it so hard, and I don’t breathe easily until he gets out of the booth and heads for the pews.

      Something about his confession gets to me.

      I’m not sure what.

      But the need to escape from the booth hits me more.

      I clamber out, taking a deep breath the second I can, and when I see her, it’s like the light peering through the clouds.

      I take a deep breath, one that helps calm me, and her eyes soften at the sight.

      She’s beautiful.

      So fucking beautiful that I don’t even know what she’s doing here.

      Unless...

      My throat closes.

      Maybe she is an angel.

      I already figured that she’s heaven sent, but maybe that’s more than just a play on words.

      Maybe she really, truly is.

      She wanders over to me, wearing what she did yesterday, but not looking like a bag of dirty laundry as she does so. Her loose-limbed gait does what I tried to avoid—makes my dick hard—and there’s an air about her that’s no longer innocent.

      I want to grimace at that, because I ruptured that. She’s no longer a virgin, and more blood stains my soul as a result, but I take comfort in knowing the truth...

      The second I’m free from this life, she’ll be mine.

      I’ll make reparations.

      In the low light, her hair shouldn’t glint the way it does, but there are little twinkles that glitter in her hair. It reminds me of the halo of light around her from the hall last evening, and I shiver, suddenly feeling a divine kind of presence.

      Like she is in my path for a reason.

      Like she is my destination.

      The reason I’ve been taking every step I have. Just to meet her.

      I’m French. From a little town called Sospel, forty minutes away from Monaco, and just a short ride across the border to Italy. My father still owns a bakery there, and he expected me to take his place once he retired. But I was sent to Carmes Seminary in Paris. From there, I bounced around, heading to medical school but that never turned out for me, then traveling around the globe, a mission to spread the word my only calling.

      And she tracked me.

      She found me from the journey I took.

      How would she have done that if I stayed in Sospel?

      Destiny isn’t something I ever thought I believed in. But here? Now? I do.

      I have no choice, because she is my fate. My free will is no more. She owns it.

      Owns me.

      In her short jacket, skinny jeans, and short boots, she looks like a tourist. Something about her isn’t polished like most Italian women tend to be, and I find I like that.

      She is without artifice.

      There isn’t a scrap of makeup on her face, and her hair is a little mussed from having just left my bed.

      I almost wish I’d been there to see her wipe my blood off her face.

      She’d rolled around in it last night like it was the surf on the shore.

      My little freak.

      My lips twitch at the thought, and the confession, the flashback, all of it seems to disappear.

      My short breaths turn into longer, calmer ones when we’re barely three feet apart.

      “Father? May I speak with you?”

      Her eyes sparkle, twinkling with amusement, telling me she’s aware we’re not alone.

      Corelli’s atonement is quiet, making me wonder if he’s even saying his prayers, but I don’t care.

      I truly don’t.

      The notion is quite freeing.

      There’s none of the bitterness inside me that I’m used to.

      The desire to make him pay hasn’t gone, but she’s tempered it.

      “Of course, my child,” I rumble. “Come with me.”

      We wander down the church toward the North Transept, which gives us access to a clerical part of the building. When we’re in there, tucked away in the corridor, her hand slips into mine, and I allow it.

      No one can see, and I’ve chosen my path.

      Her.

      Not this one. Not this life that makes me miserable. That keeps me alone.

      Isolated.

      I release a shaky breath, content in a way I never anticipated.

      “I felt you.”

      I blink at that. Then my head whips around to look at her as, even accepting she’s unusual, that bewilders me. “What?”

      “I could feel you were upset.” She shrugs, lets out a soft hum, and her grin appears. “Go on, tell me I’m crazy.”

      Without even pausing to take a breath, I reply, “You’re crazy, but in this instance, I don’t know what you mean.”

      “I was sound asleep,” she explains softly, her hand trailing over the one stand in the hall. It has a cross on it, a decorative piece that’s hundreds of years old. “Then I woke up, and I just knew you weren’t doing okay.” She shrugs again. “I figured you’d be here. Thought I’d come and check on you.”

      Stunned, I just gape at her a little. I mean, the stuff she comes out with is unreal, but equally, uncanny.

      Just like with her appearance, her nature is free from all artifice. There is no gain to her coming here. No reason to lie.

      “You didn’t think I had regrets?” I question carefully.

      She snorts. “Nope.” Her confidence is another thing that takes me aback. She squeezes my fingers. “This is meant to be. I already told you—”

      I roll my eyes. “You’re the Eve to my Adam, I know, yes, yes, yes.”

      She lets out a short laugh. “You’ve changed your tune.”

      “Someone sang to me, made me see the light of day,” I tell her softly as I pull her into my office.

      It’s a simple room. Nothing more than a desk, a wall of books, a small altar, simpler than most of the ornamental pieces in the church, and an old-fashioned heater that’s forged of cast iron and painted a muddy brown. The walls contain images of Christ on the cross, and there are several crucifixes.

      As I come in here, I realize that the vibe the church gives me, and this office, are two separate things.

      Whenever I walk into a holy chapel, I feel wrong. On edge. But in here, even surrounded as I am by religious prompts and artifacts, I feel freer.

      I suppose this room is my personal space. Free from religious prompts that the Holy See insists I have, and more of my own personal preferences.

      My faith is in here. Not my religion.

      The two are definitely separate, but I only just realize that now.

      How can she have changed things for me so much and in such a short space of time?

      When I settle against the desk, perching my behind on it, I watch as she flutters around the room, touching everything, leaving me to process how different I am today.

      My lips twitch at the sight of the butterfly in my office, but I ask, “What did you feel this morning?”

      “I don’t know. Like you couldn’t breathe.” A frown flutters over her brow. “It was strange. I haven’t felt it before.”

      “You took it as a sign?”

      “Of course.” She grins at me over her shoulder, and I have no choice but to grin back.

      I shake my head, though, murmuring, “I had a flashback.”

      Her smile dampens at that. “A bad one?”

      “Kind of. No worse than usual.” I suck in a breath. “It was short.”

      “I’m glad. Can I do anything?”

      Gulping at the earnest question, I hold out my hand for her. Instantly, she’s there.

      I sigh when she slips her arms around me, and as I press my face into her throat, I smile. She really meant it.

      She smells of me. Of us.

      “You took enough time to wash off the blood, hmm?” But nothing else. Just came straight to me. My little homing pigeon, I think ruefully.

      She snorts. “Didn’t think you’d appreciate me walking around covered—”

      “No,” I concede, smiling a little, but my smile dies when I think of the man still in my church.

      “Who was he?”

      Christ, it’s eerie how she does that. How she sometimes knows what I’m thinking and where my thoughts have turned.

      “A capo in the mafia. Marco Corelli.”

      She tenses. “Seriously?”

      “Yes.” I break the seal of confession without a second thought because, hell, it means nothing to me anymore anyway. And Andrea? She’s not just anyone. “He killed someone last night.”

      That has more tension filling her. “How are you feeling?” she queries warily.

      “Homicidal?” I tease, and stun myself with the levity in my tone.

      “Yeah?”

      I pull back so she can see my arched brow. Her hand comes up and she traces it, and I let her.

      I love how tactile she is.

      I need it. It grounds me. Reminds me I’m a man.

      “It cements a truth home.”

      “What kind of truth?” she questions, confusion in her eyes.

      “That you’re right. I’m not a priest.”

      Her lips twist into a smile. “You’ve seen the light. I wondered if I’d have to fight you.”

      “No fighting required.”

      “How are you feeling?” Her hand comes up to brush over my temple, like a whorl of hair has fallen loose, but I showered and gelled it this morning after I dealt with the blood on the wall.

      There’s no reason for her to do that aside from the need to connect with me, and fuck, if I don’t need that connection.

      “I’m feeling better,” I say slowly, not altogether surprised that I mean it.

      “What about the capo?”

      “He killed someone. I’m finding it hard—” My throat closes. “He doesn’t deserve to live. Everyone lets him get away with murder. I might have dealt with him before if he came to confession often.”

      “Before me? B.A., you mean?” She winks.

      “Yeah. B.A.” Confusion whirls inside me. The past me and the present me is in the air. But I’ve been this Savio without Andrea far longer than I’ve had her, so the tension in me creates a storm that urges me into gently standing up, being careful with her as I move away and head for the window.

      As I peer out of the office and onto the street, my gaze drifts over the homeless around me.

      There are three who have patches in this locale, and in the next hour or so, more will appear as they come for food.

      Lisabetta, Matteo, and Gianni are all in place, huddled under their sheets, but as I stare at Gianni, who’s in front of his supermarket, tucked into the doorway because there are vents there that let out heat during the night, something about his positioning comes across as weird.

      Matteo and Lisabetta are tense. Like balls under their blankets.

      I always feel guilty for having a spare bed when they’re around, but I actually asked the archdiocese if I could allow someone to stay while the room was empty and they refused.

      I’ve been tempted, several times, to break that rule, but there’s no rhythm or rhyme as to when they’ll allow someone to reside there, and though these three have all showered in my home, they’re surprisingly uncomfortable with my allowing them to do so.

      Lisabetta usually asks me once a month, and I have to assume that’s in alignment with her period. I can’t even imagine having to deal with that on the streets. I make sure to give her more money than usual around that time. Matteo typically showers before he goes to his weekly confession, but Gianni? He’s only showered a handful of times, mostly when he’s been beaten.

      Still, there’s something unusual about him.

      Something that doesn’t sit well with me. His body isn’t tense, if anything, he’s sprawled out. One of his legs is under the filthy duvet I gave him a few months ago when the weather turned bitter, but the other isn’t.

      The others are tense from the cold.

      Why isn’t he?

      “Savio?”

      When her hand brushes my shoulder, I almost jump in surprise.

      “Savio?” she repeats, and I hear her concern.

      Turning to her, I mutter, “One of my friends, he’s—” I don’t linger long enough to explain. Instinct prompts me to take action. I move away from her, rushing out of the office and down the hall toward the private side entrance.

      When I’m outside, I can hear her behind me, her heavy footsteps pounding after me. The thought crosses my mind that she shouldn’t be running, but she is, and I know she’ll carry on until I stop too.

      Within seconds, I’m at the storefront, and I crouch down beside Gianni. The stench, as always, hits me first. There’s nothing quite like it, and it always takes me back to Oran—thankfully not enough to trigger a flashback, but for the uncomfortable memory of stinking like this to ghost my mind for a while.

      Cleanliness is next to godliness, they say. Well, I’m clean because once you’ve been as dirty as Gianni, there’s nothing quite like being normal again.

      When I go to touch his shoulder, he moans, and not in sleepiness.

      I pull back his blanket some, surprised and a little disturbed when I feel wetness—

      “Blood,” Andrea rasps from behind me. “Are you bleeding again?”

      The question has me peering at her. “Probably, but that’s not me.”

      Blood has no scent unless there’s a ton of it, which has me staring down at my hand, and seeing the scarlet dripping from my fingers makes my brain freeze.

      “Shit!” Andrea mutters, and I hear her fumble with her phone before she’s dialing the ambulance and I can hear her talking.

      Gianni’s eyes drift open, and he looks at me, giving me a sheepish grin. “Morning, Father.”

      “Gianni, what’s—?”

      He blows out a breath then painstakingly slurs, “Better if you don’t know, Father. You’re a good man, but you don’t need to be getting into trouble on my behalf.”

      I pat him down, trying to find the source of the blood, and when I find it, he lets out a sharp hiss when I put pressure on the wound that’s made his coat even filthier than it already was. For a second, I watch him waver in and out of consciousness and I rumble, “ETA on the ambulance?”

      Andrea whispers, “Eight minutes.”

      Too long.

      I know it. Perhaps she does too.

      Quickly, I slip out of my jacket, ruffle it up and hold it against the wound that’s not bleeding enough. Not because he’s getting better, but because his heartbeat is too sluggish to pump out more of it onto the street below us.

      How he’s still awake, I’m not sure.

      “Gianni, who did this to you?” I rasp, needing to know. Needing to make amends. If someone had attacked him, and that same person assaulted Riccardo last night, I have to visit the carabinieri.

      “Messed up, Father. Should have stayed away,” he slurs.

      “From who? Tell me! I’ll report it to the police.”

      Out of nowhere, from weak to strong, Gianni’s hand snaps around my wrist. “You mustn’t,” he grinds out, and his eyes are feverish, with pinpricks for pupils as he stares up at me. “Corelli is dangerous. You can’t get involved.”

      “He shot you,” I whisper thickly. “You’re one of the men he thinks he killed last night.”

      “He has, I just took a while to die,” Gianni whispers.

      “What did you get yourself into?” I demand, furious at him. This is probably why he refused my money last night, dammit. I know the homeless take on jobs. He isn’t always here, even though his stuff remains close to his patch in front of the store.

      “Nothing good, Father. Nothing good.” He’s starting to slur even worse now. “I don’t know how I stayed alive this long. Maybe it was to see you—” His grin makes a cheeky appearance. “You going to save my soul, Father?”

      The words resonate more than I could even imagine.

      “Only God can help me now,” he mutters.

      A hand lands on my shoulder. She squeezes me there, reminding me I’m not alone, and, for the final time as a priest, I give the Viaticum to a man who was forgotten by the many, and who’ll be remembered by the few.
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      The EMTs turn up their noses when they see Gianni. His stench is certainly memorable, but the way they handle his body has me wanting to slap them.

      Both men cover him up before they turn to Savio and mutter, “He’s got a gunshot wound. It’s a crime scene, Father.”

      I don’t focus on the conversation, mostly I just watch Savio as he stands on the street, because from his house, tucked away in the kitchen, it’s hard to hear.

      He’s in shock, and he’s going through the motions as, reading their lips, the EMT talks about crime scenes and the police.

      I’m surprised they’re giving this much weight to the death of one homeless man, because if the police’s treatment is anything like theirs? It will be an open and shut case—as in, the case is opened, then the file is dumped into a drawer that’s snapped shut.

      The carabinieri do come, however, and maybe my eyes deceive me—but they never do—I can see they respect Savio. Maybe they’re here for him.

      Is that even possible?

      That the police like my serial killer?

      My lips twitch at the thought, but they don’t see me because Savio sent me back to the house when I started shivering when the EMTs pulled up. I didn’t argue, mostly because I knew he wanted to be left alone, and while it’s in my nature to want to crowd him, to make him feel better, I knew I couldn’t.

      Whatever Gianni was to him, Savio feels his loss, and as a result, I mourn Gianni too.

      When Savio returns to the house, I can feel his anger, and I know what’s going to happen.

      Fate.

      It keeps messing with us.

      Here I was, tempting him toward the straight and narrow, then a capo walks through the doors, confesses to murder, and a homeless man Savio cares for is evidently one of the victims.

      Only God can help me now.

      Those words… Savio can’t know what they mean to me.

      It’s such an unusual phrase. Okay, it might not seem like it is, but thinking about it, I know it’s just not something you hear every day.

      ‘For God’s sake.’

      ‘Goddammit.’

      Even, at a push, ‘God, help me.’

      But, ‘Only God can help me now?’

      I legitimately know of only one time I’ve ever heard that particular phrasing.

      Once.

      The day Linda tore from my apartment, got abducted by her husband, and he killed her.

      It was why she’d run away from me. She’d been pacing back and forth in my apartment in downtown Chicago, looking out of the window as though she half-expected him to pop up out of nowhere.

      And she hadn’t been wrong, had she?

      He’d evidently been waiting on her outside.

      My throat closes at the thought, because I remember her whispering those words, remember her tears, the sobs that made her body heave, so I’d shared my truth with her.

      And she’d been more scared of me than her husband.

      I release a shaky sigh, torn up once more by Linda’s death.

      Savio isn’t the only person with death staining his soul.

      It’s my cross to bear as well.

      The door slams closed and I peer down the hall, not moving from my position at the kitchen table. There’s a scant view of the road where the police and the coroner are working on removing the body, but I moved away from the window when the crowd started to gather—it was impossible to see anything then.

      When he strides into the kitchen, his goal is the sink. Considering his hands are covered in blood, I’m not surprised, and I move over to him, nudging him away as I twist the faucet, let the water run, and then pour soap in my hand.

      As I cleanse him, my focus on his fingers, I’m surprised he lets me, but at my side, he seems to be vibrating. Like an animal trapped in a cage.

      I don’t look at him, don’t bother.

      I know what he wants.

      Blood.

      Corelli’s.

      And I don’t blame him.

      “Tonight?” I whisper, not because I’m scared. Not because I’m concerned. But because the mood deserves a whisper.

      Gianni’s passing deserves respect.

      He gulps. “I-I can’t not.”

      “You don’t have to justify,” I murmur, as I slide my hands over his, rubbing our fingers together and joining them in a tight clasp. “I understand.”

      “How can you? You’re light, you’re—” He buries his face in the crook of my throat.

      “I’m yours. I’m what you need me to be.”

      Even if that makes me an accomplice.

      I turn my head to the side. “We can do this. But first, you need to wash up. You have a service to—”

      “I don’t want to do it.”

      “You must. Do it in Gianni’s honor.” I get the feeling he has to do something, and just waiting around here would do him no good.

      It’s not like we could just storm wherever Corelli holes up. We have to plan, but he’s in no frame of mind for planning.

      He needs the calm that comes from doing something by muscle memory alone. A service will be simple for him. It would take his thoughts away, allow him to focus, and then, when he’s done, we will plan.

      Because we’ve got a mobster to slay.

      “Gianni didn’t deserve that, Andrea.”

      His mumbled words have me reaching up to touch his hair with my wet fingers. He was pristine this morning. Looking like innocence itself in his priest garb and dog collar. Now, with his hair mussed, his shirt bloodstained, and his jacket in the trash after he’d used it to stop Gianni’s bleeding, he’s actually in a state I prefer.

      He’s a man.

      Not a priest.

      My man.

      “I’m sorry, sweetheart.”

      My whisper has him tensing. “He wasn’t a good man, not in all ways. He used to disappear, then would return flush with cash, and I knew he was involved with drugs.”

      “I wonder if he took something or—”

      “Either way, to leave him to bleed out like a pig on the street? I can’t...” He gulps. “He can’t be allowed to continue.”

      Slowly, I murmur, “No.”

      “You’re not going to try and stop me?”

      I bite my bottom lip. “Would you let me?”

      He releases a shaky breath. “Probably.”

      His admission soothes me. It’s like a warm hug. “Only God can help me now.”

      He tenses and leans away to look at me, frowning all the while. “Gianni’s last words?”

      “Linda, the lady who I helped who died, she said them too.” My gaze turns distant as I think back to another time, another place. A different world for me. One where I was...

      I sigh.

      What was I?

      I’m not exactly normal now, am I? But my brain doesn’t have the same pressure on it as before, so I have to think my reasoning is sounder than it once was.

      The doctors said the cyst made me a risk taker, made me impulsive and more prone to doing stupid stuff.

      I wonder what they’d blame this episode with Savio on?

      Brain damage from the trauma of surgery?

      My lips twist at the thought, but it’s a good thing to remember. If we ever get caught...

      “She said those words?” he repeats slowly.

      I shrug, thinking he’s saying I’m dumb. “I’ve never heard that phrasing before.”

      His frown deepens. “I don’t think I have either.”

      “Not in confession? Sheesh. God’s your world, not mine.”

      He snorts. “Yes, very much my world.”

      I reach up, tug on his ear slightly, and mutter, “You’ve really never heard that particular phrasing before?”

      Savio shakes his head. “No. Variants, maybe, but—”

      “I think it’s a sign,” I blurt out.

      “Not everything is a sign,” he tells me gently, like he thinks I’m crazy again.

      “This is. Two deaths, two precursors to those deaths with that phrasing in my presence?” I shudder. “It’s meant to be.”

      His brow furrows, and for a second, I can tell he’s not sure what to make of me. I’m giving him what he wants—not arguing with his need to take out the capo like the trash he is. But, also, I’m giving him a reason he doesn’t want to hear.

      “God doesn’t send signs like that,” he rasps.

      “He didn’t. But maybe he knows what’s in your heart and mine. Maybe this is his way of absolving you.”

      Savio winces. “Hardly—”

      “You’d have killed without thought before. Now it’s sanctioned.” My tone is resolute, as is my resolve. Each word pounds through me, forcing me to believe more than I did at the start.

      Those words were the beginning of my journey.

      They were the catalyst that led me to this point.

      To him.

      And now?

      This is the next phase of our lives.

      He’s already said he doesn’t want to be a priest anymore. But for this to happen today? For it all to go down as it has?

      I know in my heart this is right.

      Though his eyes are loaded with doubt, I reach up on tiptoe and press my mouth to his. “I love you, Savio.”

      He tenses beneath my kiss. “Y-You can’t.”

      “I do.” I’m resolved about that also. “I’ve needed you for so long, and now you’re here.” I let my arms slip around his neck, and I whisper, “I’ll be everything you need too.”

      He bites his lip and stares down at me, but the doubt is receding, and I can feel his dick start to harden against my belly. I’m not sure why, not sure what I said to get him horny, but I’m not about to complain.

      “Everything?” he rasps, and he looks at me like a kid who’s just realized Christmas comes with gifts, and Easter comes with chocolate.

      “Yes,” I promise, staring up at him with all the crazy, fucked up love I’m capable of.

      His nostrils flare at the sight, then he connects our mouths and, God help me, it feels different.

      Last night, the first time he kissed me felt like a revelation, but now?

      Something’s changed.

      For him.

      Not for me. I already knew I loved him. I’ve been feeling this way since I saw his picture on a TV screen all those years ago.

      Savio kisses me like he loves me though, and I just have no choice but to melt into him.

      My tongue thrusts into his mouth, and I let my body melt into his even more. It’s incredible how my slenderness somehow fits all his hard planes, but it does. We’re like two jigsaw puzzles, and at last, we’re coming together.

      I have no choice but to climb him like he’s a tree. I hook one leg around his hips then jump so I can hook the other around him too. He grabs my ass, pulling at my butt cheeks through my jeans, and when he leans me against the kitchen counter, I envision him taking me there, and I’m not averse to the idea.

      But he doesn’t do that.

      If anything, his hard kisses turn a little softer. A bit gentler.

      He grabs a hold of my thighs and carts me out of the room. Before I know it, we’re climbing up the stairs like that, and he doesn’t stop to breathe, or pant, just carries on until we’re in his bedroom.

      He places me on the bed, and only then does he pull back. I watch as he tears out of his shirt, unbuttons his fly, then steps out of his priest garb to turn back into the man I love.

      When his boxer briefs are out of the way too, he turns to me. I’d been quite happy with the show, thank you very much. His muscles are kind of excessive, rippling with every move, so I know his training is another coping mechanism. I vow to make him less ripped, an odd sacrifice for sure—and as that thought crosses my mind, he grabs my legs, tugs me toward him, then gets to work on my skinny jeans.

      I don’t help. I just lie there, letting him do this, then I laugh when he grumbles, “What the hell are these? Torture devices?”

      My lips curve. “The last time you had sex was everyone wearing flares?”

      His eyes narrow, and he nips my calf through the denim. “How old do you think I am?”

      I shrug. “I don’t know. Ancient?”

      He snorts. “The BeeJees weren’t famous when I was born, so that should reassure you.”

      My grin is sassy, but I squeak when he works off my jeans, revealing my thighs, and surprises the hell out of me—four slaps to one thigh, five to another, nine total. Again. Nine.

      What’s with the nine?

      But before I can say a word or ask a question, he pushes my legs back so they’re against my stomach. He holds my ankles even as he leans down, swipes his tongue through my folds, which are smushed together thanks to the hold he has me in, then rasps, “Why do you taste like raspberries?”

      I blink. “Do I?”

      He snorts. “Yes.”

      “I have a very good sense of smell and I can’t smell raspberries.”

      “You don’t shove your nose in your cunt though, do you?”

      Oh, Lord, he did not just say that word.

      I have no idea why, but it sends molten heat soaring through me. It’s rude. It’s crude. It’s everything Savio isn’t, and I think that’s why I love it.

      He can be dark with me.

      I want that.

      I want to bathe in his darkness.

      He must see what that does to me, because he lets out a growl, swipes his tongue through my lower lips again, and thrusts into my pussy once before he gets to his feet and uses the new position to press a finger into me.

      “How are you feeling?” he demands, as he gently explores me. “Sore?”

      I blink at him. “Huh?”

      His lips twitch. “Are you in pain?”

      My mouth watering, I shake my head. If this is pain, then I want to feel it often.

      Snickering a little, his mouth hitches up on one side, and at that moment, the shadow of grief, the pain of the past, and the torment in his soul has gone.

      Lightened.

      He only sees me.

      And I’ve never wanted to be seen as much in my life.

      He leans over me and pushes my legs harder into my stomach, but I don’t mind. Especially not when his dick presses against my thighs. My ankles are bound together, so I can’t move, and I’m okay with that. I’m okay with all of this.

      His mouth collides with mine once more as his fingers unerringly go to my pussy. He plays with me, teasing and taunting, titillating me with each caress until I’m wriggling underneath him, my arms digging into his back, the nails arcing into claws that grow slick with his blood as I fight the desire he’s making me feel.

      When he lifts up slightly, a rictus of pain from my touch twisting into outright bliss, I moan when his cock lands against my pussy. He rubs it along the crevice, then slowly pushes inside me.

      I see stars, because the decadent thrust is nothing like I expected. There’s no rush, no pressure, no nothing. Not because the urgency isn’t there, but because he’s showing me something important.

      That he loves me.

      He’s making love to me. It’s Savio style, but love nonetheless.

      I shudder into his kiss when our mouths reunite again, and slowly, he takes me how he needs me, how I need him to take me.

      It’s slow and soft, gentle. But also deep and hot and so arousing that I can’t seem to catch my breath.

      I know to be quiet from last night, but he swallows any sound I make, and I much prefer that to a gag. Maybe he does too, because as he thrusts into me, filling me to the hilt, his tongue never stops tangling with mine.

      My eyes ache with tears that begin to fall, because this?

      It’s more than I ever expected, more than I ever thought I’d get.

      I feel cherished.

      Adored.

      I never expected to feel that way.

      The orgasm isn’t like last night. Instead, it’s like a slowly building mushroom cloud. But once it overtakes me, it’s as sudden as a summer storm.

      Going nowhere fast.

      My body strains as I experience a passion so pure, I want to shout out hosannas, but I can’t.

      So I don’t.

      Instead, I internalize it, and that only makes it ten times hotter.

      When he comes inside me, he rests his forehead against mine and continues stroking me through my never-ending implosion.

      “Thank you,” he whispers, when I sag beneath him, but that doesn’t stop me from pouting when he pulls out. Like he can’t bear to be parted for long, he rearranges my legs swiftly, then moves beside me. There’s no space between us though. My body touches him all the way down, and there’s nothing sexier than him being naked, yet me being fully dressed except for my crotch.

      Like before, I feel decadent though.

      I don’t care that my pussy is on display and that I’m leaking cum onto the sheets.

      I’m happy. And I know that’s wrong.

      Gianni just died. Tonight, we’re going to get justice for him.

      But I’m with Savio, and that’s all I need.

      His hand comes to my stomach, and he whispers, “Do you think—”

      I place mine above his, knowing what he’s saying without him having to finish the sentence. “I hope so.” I dig my fingers into his, bridging them, tying us together. “Are you okay with that?”

      He audibly gulps. “I never thought I’d be a dad.”

      “Why would you? You didn’t know I was looking for you, did you?”

      He releases a shaky sigh, perhaps taken aback by my candor. “No. I didn’t.” A pause hovers between us before he eventually murmurs, “Thank you for finding me.”

      I grin up at the ceiling until a thought hits me. I turn my face into his throat. “You can show me your thanks by being safe tonight. He’s a dangerous man.”

      “I know.”

      Neither of us say a word though. He could get hurt tonight, and I’m still not turning him back from this path I think we’re both destined to be on.

      I just have to have faith. Faith that God will protect us and guide us where we’re supposed to be.

      I kiss his throat, and whisper, “You need to get ready for the service.”

      “My last one.”

      I hum. “Make it count.”

      He shuffles off to his bathroom, leaving me in bed. I stare up at the ceiling and hope I’m not wrong, and that this truly is a journey we’re destined to take.

      Later, after he finished the service, we discussed our intentions, and he told me of the capo’s base in a piazza a short drive from the church.

      His intention was to go in, to demand to speak with Corelli, and to bring him outside.

      He said he didn’t need me there.

      But I knew he did.

      How couldn’t he?

      This was my sanctioned kill.

      I knew this was righteous.

      But I agreed to stay back. To merely watch in case he needed me.

      And as I watch him wander into the restaurant that is Corelli’s front, I have to admit, he looks calmer than I expected.

      I don’t know if this will go wrong, and I have to think that Corelli won’t be eager to come outside like Savio plans, but I figure this isn’t Savio’s first time. He knows what he’s doing.

      He’s surprisingly slick, after all. Yesterday, I watched him manipulate Paulo Lorenzo. I watched him get him drunk, befriend him, and lubricate the situation until the man was at Savio’s mercy.

      I have faith in my man.

      And I’m not disappointed.

      When Corelli storms outside, shouting, “What the fuck, Father? You think you can come into my restaurant after I invite you here and—”

      “And what, Marco? You didn’t come to confession speaking the truth,” Savio interjects calmly, as I watch from the car I didn’t know he owned, which is parked just off the piazza as he starts to herd Corelli forward.

      I have no idea what went down in the bar, and to be frank, I don’t really want to know. I’m scared, even though I know this is a justified killing, because I’ve only just found him.

      The last thing I can handle is losing Savio before I’ve even had a chance to have him.

      To hold him.

      In truth.

      I shudder at the thought of him being taken from me, but when Corelli grabs something from his pocket, I almost die. I’m so certain it’s a gun that, for a second, I don’t even register that he’s grabbed a cigarette he’s shoving in his mouth.

      The windows to the car are open, and I’m close enough that the faint tang of tobacco slips in through the gap.

      “What the fuck do you think you’re doing, Father?” he demands, the cigarette drooping from his bottom lip.

      I watch as Savio’s finger is suddenly in Corelli’s chest as he pushes him back.

      It’s clear that Corelli sees no threat in him—his mistake. If anything, there’s no fear in the mobster’s face, just outrage.

      “You lied in confession,” Savio repeats on a rumble, sounding so convincing that it surprises even me.

      Corelli’s frown appears, and I stare at it, sensing his bewilderment, and move my hands under my butt to stop myself from leaping into the fray. “I paid my dues,” he grinds out.

      “You gave a false confession. You said they were enemies. You never said it was a—”

      “A what?” Corelli snaps, and as he peers in the restaurant, whatever he sees has him waving a hand.

      I imagine that’s him dismissing the guards.

      The idiot—thank fuck!

      As Savio grinds out a reply, each finger prod in Corelli’s chest takes him back a step, but it angers him too.

      In the rearview mirror, a sharp blue light catches my eye. I can’t even tell you why I saw it, why it suddenly appears in my line of sight, but it’s there.

      A bright, glittering presence that I can’t ignore.

      I don’t even see Savio pull the dagger he said Corelli was renowned for carrying in a holster on his shoulder. Don’t see him shove his hand against the capo’s throat as he pushes him into the wall.

      I just see the lights.

      Plural.

      There are many now.

      Many.

      Too many.

      And they’re coming this way.

      Had the guards called the cops on Savio? Somehow, I doubt it. But their presence has me tensing, because I know, without a shadow of a doubt, they’re coming to the bar.

      Maybe they’ve cracked a case and found that Corelli’s at the center of it, maybe something implicated him in Gianni’s death, but even a lifetime in jail isn’t enough for Savio.

      I’ve seen the desire to end Corelli throbbing inside him all day. It saddens me, to be honest. This is one stain that may have been avoided, but it’s too late now.

      We’re here.

      But I won’t lose Savio.

      With the certainty that the cops are coming our way riding me, I leap out of the car. My body’s tired after so little sleep, because even though I could have rested today, I was on edge, knowing we were going to commit murder tonight.

      A strange plan enters my head, and though it’s imperative I warn Savio, that I get him to act now, I know what I must do.

      I checked out the restaurant on Google Maps today, so I know the layout. The alley Savio’s gone down has an open end, and I run around there, going faster than my body wants.

      When I see Corelli is in the mouth of the alley by this point, I rush forward, and yell, “Now.”

      Savio’s eyes glance at me, and Corelli takes that split second to leap for the knife.

      It’s too late for him though. Savio slices his throat. The arterial spray is intense, it coats him, but he doesn’t even blink an eye.

      Me?

      I feel queasy.

      This is different than last night.

      This is black blood.

      Tainted blood.

      I don’t want it on him, even as I know what I must do. While Corelli clasps at his throat, I surge toward the man I love and grab the knife. Just as his eyes flash with surprise, and the lights and sirens make themselves known, I can hear the stirring of humanity from the bar, as if rats are leaving a sinking ship, and I thrust upward, just like I would if I was a man of similar height as Savio, and slice into my man’s belly before pulling the dagger free and tossing it on the ground.

      Then, with the sight of his eyes loaded with betrayal, and as he staggers to his knees, I scream, somehow louder than the sirens, loud enough to draw attention our way, and I don’t stop.

      Because no one has pipes like an angel.
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        * * *

      

      Savio

      

      I wake up in a hospital bed.

      At first, I wonder what the hell happened, then it hits me.

      I remember.

      It isn’t the first time I’ve landed here, but it’s the first time there’s been someone sitting at my bedside.

      She’s curled up like an angel, her hands propped under her chin as she sleeps like a child would. Innocent.

      My brow puckers as I remember the events of last night—drawing Corelli out of his busy restaurant by calling him a murderer, where he dealt with me personally rather than having his guards handle me simply because I’m his priest.

      Catholics...

      So foolish.

      I recall little else, save for snatching his dagger, then us being just in the mouth of the alley with brick walls on either side of us beyond the bar’s windows.

      Like her wings carried her, Andrea appeared out of nowhere.

      I sliced Corelli’s throat at her urging, then took a knife to the belly once Corelli lay sputtering on the ground.

      My brow puckers at the memory of her screaming, of her drawing interest our way, and then I remember nothing, because I passed out.

      With the blood loss from the evening before and then her stabbing me?

      It’s no wonder I lost consciousness.

      Even now, though I’m awake, I feel half asleep.

      Why did she do that? Why would she—?

      Her eyes pop open like she knew I stirred, and the love in them takes me aback. It’s hard to think, hard to even speak as I realize I’m pain free for a reason, but I distinctly remember those eyes on me as she stabbed me.

      “You’re on a lot of codeine,” she whispers, her brows crumpling. “For your back too.”

      My tongue feels thick, like a sponge in my mouth, and she shuffles in her seat once more, then drifts over to a nightstand.

      The hospital room is plain, and by decor alone, I know I’m in a regular one, not a convent or a clinic that’s attached to the church. It’s not painted white with an uncomfortable bed, nor is there a crucifix gracing any of the walls.

      That’s clue enough.

      She pours me something that makes a clacking sound, and I tilt my head to see ice tumbling into a plastic cup.

      When she places one in my mouth, the relief is instant. But the second the liquid soothes parched tissues, the second I can speak, the pain of betrayal far outweighs the pain in my body, and I whisper, “Why?”

      She isn’t stupid. She knows what I mean.

      “To protect you,” she answers simply, and she presses another piece of ice to my mouth like it’s a pacifier and she’s trying to keep me quiet. “All I do is for you.” Her smile is a delight to behold, but it’s painful too. “That should be a song. Wait, isn’t it one? Wasn’t that a Bryan Adams song? All for—” Her attention drifts. “No, that’s ‘All For Love.’” Her smile turns rueful. “Same difference, I suppose.” Then she lifts her hand, presses a finger to her lips, and like that, a knock sounds at the door.

      How the fuck does she do that?

      I flinch, but when she pulls it open, I see two carabinieri standing there.

      “Ma’am, you’re still here?”

      The policeman’s surprise is clear.

      “He was attacked. To wake up alone is cruel,” she replies with a shrug.

      “You speak good Italian,” the other praises, and I can see from the glint in his eye that he’s attracted to her.

      I can’t blame him.

      She’s sexy.

      With her ruffled hair, which she hasn’t even bothered to gel, her angelic face, and a body made for sin, why wouldn’t any red-blooded man fall for her?

      She bewilders me by being coy, tilting her chin to the side in a way that reminds me of the stupid games men and women play.

      “Thank you. I’ve been studying a long time for this trip.”

      “I’m just sorry you had to witness this on your first visit to Rome.” The first cop shakes his head, and I don’t know why I look, but I see his hand has a faint marking from where a wedding band once lay.

      Great, more competition.

      I almost roll my eyes at the thought.

      She turns to look at me, and I see mischief on her face before she erases all expression and says, “I can’t believe that man did this to him.”

      The second cop grunts, but he turns his attention to me. His face becomes harder, but there’s no accusation there.

      I have no idea how tonight went so wrong. Where the cops came from, or why it went down the way it did. I have no idea why my hands aren’t tied to the bed—because they’re not. It feels like my fingers are broken for some stupid reason, but they’re not tied down.

      I expected to end the night in a jail cell.

      I didn’t tell Andrea that.

      I knew she’d have protested, but there was only one way to end Corelli’s reign, and that was for me to be sent down.

      To finally repent in a house loaded with others of my kind—sinners to the core.

      Either that or for one of Corelli’s guards to have put a bullet between my eyes as payment for killing their boss—I doubted that though, because they were all Catholic. Shitty Catholics, but supposedly religious men, and killing a priest? Yeah, that was a one-way ticket to hell.

      But instead of death or a jail cell, I wake up here.

      With Andrea at my side and the police standing over me, looking at me with curiosity but no accusation.

      Nothing about this is going down how it was supposed to, and I wonder if that isn’t going to be the story of my life from now on. Now that she’s here, changing everything.

      My guide.

      My angel.

      I blink, a little dazed, when the officer says, “Father? Can you answer some questions?”

      “He’s only just woken up, officer,” Andrea protests.

      “We need answers, ma’am,” the second cop replies regretfully.

      “I already told you what happened,” she complains. “I saw it all! The other guy was getting in the priest’s face. It all happened so fast too. Suddenly, there was a knife, and he plunged it into the Father’s stomach. I don’t even know how the Father did it, but he grabbed the handle, pulled it out, then swiped. Then there was just...” She releases a shaky breath, and because I know her a little more than the police, I can tell it isn’t fake. The blood, the sheer quantity of it, surprised her. “There was so much blood. It was everywhere.”

      I shoot the officers a stunned look. “Did you hear about Gianni’s death?”

      The first officer steps forward. “I’m Esposito, Father. And Gianni? You mean the hobo?”

      “Yeah. I found him today. I took Corelli’s confession, that’s why I went to see him. I tried to contain my distress, but I had to confront him. I went to him with peace in mind,” I lie. “I wanted him to go to the police. But he wouldn’t. When we went outside, he started to get aggressive. The young lady has it right. It played out like something from a film.” I shake my head like I’m astonished.

      “Bianchi, Father. You say Corelli confessed to Gianni’s murder?”

      “The seal of confession should never be broken, but what I’ve witnessed today?” The shudder that racks through my body isn’t feigned. “I want no more of this world.”

      Bianchi’s brow furrows. “Did he say why he killed the tramp?”

      “He has a name,” Andrea rumbles, and I’m glad she does because it pisses me off too, when they use Gianni’s label rather than what his parents gifted him at birth.

      “Apologies, ma’am.” Bianchi shoots her a wary smile. “I think it’s time for you to step outside if you don’t mind?”

      She shrugs. “I guess...” Her eyes cut to me. “Father, I wish you well, if there’s anything I can do to hel—”

      “No, child. Thank you, but you did more than enough for me today. It’s only when you screamed that Corelli became distracted. You saved me from further attack.”

      Bianchi opens the door and wafts Andrea out. She grabs the coat she dumped over the back of an uncomfortable looking armchair, and murmurs, “Officers, you have my contact details if you need any more from me.” Her eyes cut to mine, and there’s fear in them.

      I know she’s concerned.

      I can’t do anything though, not with the cops watching me, so I whisper, “Go with God, child.”

      Her eyes widen, but she slinks off, her lip between her teeth, nibbling all the while.

      The officer closes the door, cutting off our last glimpse of one another, then rasps, “We should really have made her leave earlier. She’s pretty stubborn. Refused to leave your side even in the ambulance.”

      “I recognize her,” I mumble the falsehood. “Why do I?”

      “She’s a famous writer.” Bianchi’s grin is rueful. “She’s not as crazy as the TV made out. They were saying she was ill or something.”

      “Does that affect the providence of her statement?”

      Esposito shrugs. “No. She seems lucid to me, and it’s all cut and dry. Corelli wasn’t the kind of man you confront, Father,” he says, his tone sharper now. “You should have come to us from the start.”

      “The seal of confession cannot be broken. I could only urge him to go to the police. He wouldn’t go.” Fatigue hits me. “I’m tired, my sons. Is there anything more you need from me?”

      Esposito pulls a face. “Father, did you know about the mule operation Corelli was running?”

      “Yes. I knew a little about it. Mostly that, on the days he paid them, the homeless didn’t go to sleep with hungry bellies.”

      “Do you know who those people are? Do you have any names?”

      “The second the cops were around Gianni’s body, you and I both know they scattered in the wind. I have names, but they don’t deserve to be in trouble. Especially not if it leads them to Gianni’s finale.”

      “The police were at Remo’s this evening because we gained enough ground in a case against Corelli. We basically Caponed him, but it wouldn’t have gotten him off the streets forever.” He grimaces. “No one will say it, but you did the city a favor.”

      His candor has me blinking. “Someone else will take his place.”

      “Someone’s always there to plug in the gap, but we can hope they’re not as good as Corelli was at hiding their tracks.”

      “I’ll pray for it,” I rasp, and I mean it. Just because the priesthood is no longer my calling, doesn’t mean I’ve lost my way completely. And if my prayers mean anything, I’d prefer for God to hear that more than anything else.

      Esposito eyes the bandages on my stomach. “Have you spoken with a doctor yet?”

      I shake my head. “No. I only just woke up.”

      Bianchi grimaces. “I should get them in.”

      Esposito nods and Bianchi leaves, but after the door closes, he murmurs, “God was certainly on your side, Father.”

      My mouth works for a second. “What do you mean?”

      “Clean cut, straight through the gut.” He taps a place on his right side. “Didn’t hit a single organ, but you bled like a pig for a while. Someone was definitely watching over you—”

      The door opens and a doctor strides in, a scowl on her face. “Have you been questioning my patient before I’ve even had a chance to check him over?”

      Esposito raises his hands. “We’re going.”

      She glares. “Good.”

      “We’ll be in touch, Father.”

      Eyes wide, I try to appear what I’m not—innocent. “Will there be repercussions?”

      “No. It was self-defense, but if you could get those names to us, I’d appreciate it. And if you could spread the word that we’re not interested in what they were carrying for him, but details on their operation? It would be a kindness.”

      “Of course, my son. I shall try my best.”

      He nods, but his tone darkens. “The Family might be in touch.”

      His statement has me shrugging. “If they come knocking, there’s nothing I can do.” I doubted Corelli’s bosses would be interested in me, but he was right to caution me. In my position, I figured I’d be safe—I just didn’t intend on being a priest for long.

      The carabinieri purses his lips. “We’re here for you, Father. Not all of us are in someone’s pocket.”

      “I never doubted it, my son.” I cut them both a look. “You’ll be in my prayers.”

      “Thank you, Father,” they both reply, almost simultaneously.

      With that, he and his partner go, leaving me with a doctor who prods me worse than the barb-spiked lash does when I whip myself.

      But as she asks questions, takes my vitals, works with a nurse who makes an appearance shortly after the cops depart, I’m left wondering if it was God who’d been watching over me or an angel. One who knows when someone is at the door before they knock, who can guide a knife into my stomach without causing me major damage, and who knows what I’m thinking without my having to utter a word…

      My angel.

      I think I already have my answer to that one.
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Five days later

        

      

    

    
      I haven’t seen him in all this time, and it’s pretty much killing me.

      I get it.

      I do.

      There’s no way he can contact me without causing any suspicion to stir and fall on us. So, even though I know, I hate it. I hate the necessity of it.

      I went into the church yesterday, hoping to see him, but he hadn’t been there.

      Did that mean he quit?

      I tried to google how a priest went about defrocking, but to be honest, I came up with a lot of porn with priests.

      Apparently, I’m not the only weirdo who gets off on the idea of fucking a man in a dog collar.

      Despite my concern and the unease that’s simmering inside me at his lack of contact, my lips twitch at the thought as I settle my coffee cup on the little table I’d set outside on the tiny balcony.

      Leaning over the filigree balustrade, I stare down at the street. The smells are stronger than ever, and the desire to write’s nonexistent. It’s time to do one of two things.

      Go back home and visit the hospital, or start learning how to be a perfume manufacturer. Hell, this super sniffer has to be good for something, doesn’t it?

      My cell number’s different now that I’m in Europe, but my email is the same. Every day, I get pissed off messages from my folks, their anger throbbing through the invisible lines of the Internet. I know that if they knew where I was staying, they’d be on the next flight over to bring me home.

      I feel their concern, appreciate it, but what am I supposed to do?

      Leave Savio behind?

      I can’t.

      I peer over the distance, still in awe of the sights I behold. Ahead of me, there’s the Vatican and a part of Rome, the neighborhoods Borgo and Prati, which I probably wouldn’t have visited if it wasn’t for my accommodation being here and having to use the metro. Deeper in the distance is the more well-known part of the city—the Spanish steps, the Colosseum, the Pantheon, and my favorite, the Forum.

      Every day, I’ve taken to walking around the place, absorbing it, enjoying the marvels that are these beautiful pieces of history that still play such a massive role in today’s world. They’re timeless, endlessly existing, and I find comfort in that, draw relief from them as I deal with the reality of life—no one lives forever. But these edifices will. They will outlive us, see all our downfalls and our successes, and still, they will be there. Just waiting on a civilization that would pillage them.

      There’s nothing like this in the States. It’s beautiful, but it’s just a different kind of beautiful.

      Like you can feel the trillions of people who have walked down these same paths as you over the history of time.

      That?

      Impossible to replicate.

      Bells ring all around me from churches in the vicinity, the noise of a siren from a nearby ambulance pierces the chatter of the crowd down below, and for a moment, I’m lost to it all.

      Blind, deaf.

      Then I realize my buzzer has sounded, and I jerk to attention.

      Unromantic though it was, we’d exchanged telephone numbers before we left for Remo’s, and I’d given him the address where I was staying, but I hadn’t tried to call him, nor had he tried to call me.

      Appearances matter at a time like this.

      But I miss him. I’m scared he won’t return to me, and though I need him with all my heart, he needs me more. I fear for him, fear for what will happen if he doesn’t—

      No. I can’t think like that.

      So, hoping it’s him, I push the button and mutter, “Buongiorno?”

      A flood of Italian sounds, but it isn’t Savio. Heart sinking, I recognize that it’s someone who’s come to clean the place.

      She drops the name of the agency, so I let the woman in and hover by the door so I’m there when she knocks.

      She shows me the message from the agency so I know to trust her, beams at me when I speak to her in Italian, and I tell her I’ll leave her to it before grabbing my computer and cellphone so I can try to write somewhere in a coffee shop.

      I haven’t tried to write since I arrived, so it’s not like I can blame writer’s block on the computer.

      More on my lack of desire to work.

      As I slip the bag over my shoulder, I wave to the lady, let her know I’ll be back in an hour, and head on out.

      The building’s set up oddly. The door leads directly onto a staircase, making me pity anyone who leaves the apartment drunk, then there is a landing before another set of stairs leads you down to another apartment.

      When I make it to the landing, I see him.

      And my heart?

      God, it nearly explodes in my chest.

      I hurl myself at him, not giving him a choice. I saw his anger with me in the hospital ward, had seen it and had known he was pissed at me, so I’m not about to let him dawdle.

      He doesn’t though.

      If anything, he moves his arms around me, hauling me into him, holding me harder than my ferocious hold on him.

      Only when he whispers, “Are you okay?” do I realize he’s keeping this clandestine too.

      No one can see us on the landing, it’s a private spot.

      Maybe we’re being overcautious, but it doesn’t matter.

      We have to be.

      We’re involved in a conspiracy together, and I don’t intend on living the rest of my life in a jail cell. Nor do I intend for Savio to return to one either.

      So I’ll be vigilant until we leave the country and can be open with our feelings once more.

      “I’m fine now that you’re here. I wasn’t sure—”

      “I was pissed at the hospital. Did you have to stab me?” he complains, making me laugh a little as he rubs his stomach.

      “You looked innocent, didn’t you? Self-defense?”

      He huffs. “I suppose.” Then his lips press against my cheek. “You didn’t notice.”

      I pull back to frown. “Notice what?” My gaze drifts over his face and down to his throat, but I can see his lack of a dog collar.

      I sigh with relief. “You quit?”

      “Yes.”

      His eyes are warm as they drift over me. “I missed you.”

      He says the words hesitantly, softly, like he can’t believe he’s saying them.

      I don’t take offense.

      I know I’m the human equivalent of a whirlwind that’s busted into his life.

      I can forgive him for being wary, especially since I did just stab him the other day.

      “How’s your stomach?” I inquire, feeling dumb for not asking sooner.

      “Fine. Someone’s aim was perfect or I’d still be in the hospital.”

      His arched brow has me wrinkling my nose. “I researched it once.”

      “Never practiced it though, right?” he says grumpily.

      “First time’s the charm?” I quip.

      “No more stabbings, hmm?”

      “Agreed.” My lips twitch at his very masculine pout, and I reach up, press my fingers to his lips, and whisper, “I love you.”

      “I love you too,” he replies instantly, and my heart sinks through my body to hit the floor before bouncing back up again and beating me in the face.

      “Really?” I ask softly, but my eyes are wet and he’s hard to see.

      “You already knew that,” he chides, reaching up and rubbing a finger over my damp cheek.

      “You didn’t come—I was scared.”

      He shrugs. “I had to protect us. You aren’t the only protector here. Plus, I had things to do.”

      “Like what?” I run my finger over his bare throat. “Like quitting?”

      “That, as well as some issues I had with the Church. A final sermon, a farewell to the parishioners… Plus, I needed to see Paulo Lorenzo.” His jaw tenses. “Before I defrocked. The dog collar has a powerful effect on people.” He tugs at his shirt collar and the lack of weight there seems to be reflected in his eyes. I hope it makes him breathe easier.

      “Did you kill him?” I whisper hesitantly, unsure what I want his answer to be.

      He shakes his head. “He was still in hospital.”

      “Still?”

      “Complications due to the alcohol poisoning.” He sighs, reaches up and runs a hand over my hair. “Even if I wanted to, I couldn’t have... Instead, I put the fear of God into him. Told him that he survived only to right the wrongs he made.”

      “Do you think that’s enough?”

      His lips purse. “No. I’d like to think so, but even though he’s had a scare—I told him that he was drinking so heavily that night out of guilt—I know how temptation works. So I warned that police officer who visited me in the hospital. Esposito? And talked with Lorenzo’s niece, gave her the carabinieri’s card, and told her to use it if her uncle sinned.”

      “There’s more than one way to skin a cat.” I see the logic in his actions, and am grateful for them. He has been busy, so I resent our time apart less, but that doesn’t mean I’m not ready to cleave myself to his side. Need has me asking, “What’s the next step?”

      “I have a few more hoops to jump through before things are finalized on this end. I want to meet you in the States.” He blows out a breath, and I brace myself, because, from the way he tenses in my arms, I know I’m not going to like this—he’s preparing himself for my rejection. “I want you to go to the hospital. I want you to go for a checkup.”

      I want to argue about us leaving separately, but as to the hospital, I can’t. Hadn’t I just been thinking that myself?

      I wrinkle my nose. “Okay.”

      “Okay?” He scowls at me, but there’s relief in his eyes, and that he’s concerned for me? God, it makes me the luckiest woman alive. “I thought you’d argue.”

      I shrug. “I think I need to go too.”

      Concern flashes in his gaze, and he hauls me tighter into him, like he can protect me with his body. I wish that were true. “What is it?” he demands. “What’s wrong?”

      “My nose is being weird. I just don’t think it’s normal.” I shrug. “Plus, I’m still weak and I tire quickly. I don’t think there’s anything wrong—”

      “But a hospital is the best place for you.” He dips his chin. “That seals it. I want you on a plane within the next few days.”

      My mouth drops open. “What? No way! I want to leave at the same time! I just thought you meant separate flights!”

      “No can do. We need to stay separate. I’ll travel to the States as well, then get trains to your state. I want to zigzag a little.”

      “There’s no suspicion—”

      “Maybe not, but I want it to remain that way.” He reaches up and presses a finger to my lips. “Let us do this the right way.”

      My eyes narrow at him. “Why?”

      He shrugs, sighs, but his gaze stays on my lips and the finger he pressed there, not catching my gaze. “I want to give you time to contemplate what you’re taking on.”

      I stiffen in his arms. “Are you shitting me?”

      Though his expression darkens, his lips twitch. “No. I’m not.”

      “You have to be. You can’t think that I’d be the one to back away from this.” My mouth works as I ‘contemplate’ just how crazy he is.

      Hell, he says I am.

      “I’m fucked up,” he mutters as he presses a kiss to my temple, his words vibrating through his kiss. “I’ll always have night terrors, and I might hurt you in my sleep. I won’t ever let you moan when we’re together that way, and the lashing? I won’t be able to stop that. Not immediately. I’m a lot to take on.”

      I pull away, not going far, but separating us so I can grab his hand and rest it on my stomach.

      “What if I’m pregnant?”

      “Then we don’t have a choice.”

      My retort is sharp. “Good. I don’t want a choice. This isn’t about choice. There’s no free will in this situation,” I growl. “And if God has his shit together, then I will be pregnant so we have no say in this.

      “You and I are made for each other. Just because you’re a little nuts, well, that doesn’t scare me.”

      “I’m a killer,” he breathes, pulling me back into his arms.

      His erection tells me he likes what I said though.

      “So am I. I condoned what you did,” I counter with a shrug. “And I’ll condone it again. So long as I think it’s right.”

      He narrows his eyes. “Only God can help me now.”

      My lips curve in a smile. “Oh, baby, he’s been helping you all along since the day I saw you on TV.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Xavier

        Four years later

      

      

      

      I pick up the screaming child, wondering what I did to deserve a child louder than his mother.

      When the other two start wailing, I plead, “Dear Lord, what will it take to stop you from yelling?”

      A snicker sounds from the other side of the room, and I twist around and find my wife staring at me, leaning against the doorjamb and somehow managing to look sexier than she should when she’s dressed for business and not to impress.

      She’s wearing a smart pantsuit, not her usual attire of shorts and a cami that always shows just enough to keep me hard if I eye her up, and her hair is twisted up in a bun that reminds me of a secretary.

      I want that rope of hair in my hand as I pull her head back—

      Damn, I really need to not have an erection right now.

      Her smug smile has me narrowing my eyes at her. “You said three hours.”

      She grins unapologetically. “The meeting went over.”

      “You signed?” She wasn’t sure if the production company who wanted to produce the book she’d written about a priest who killed sinners in his parish would have the same creative vision she had, but from her smug smile, I get the feeling things had gone well.

      Yeah, the story was cutting very close to the bone, but before I left Rome, I returned to France to visit my parents, and I changed my name.

      I was no longer Savio Martin, but Xavier Martinez, and I was damn glad I had now. In four years of being together, she’d only managed to write one book.

      The Vows We Break had been a bestselling hit, and the production companies have been at her for months about a movie.

      With a different name, I don’t have to worry about anyone connecting the dots. Meager though they might be.

      I don’t believe in coincidence. I believe in a destiny that makes it so me and this woman, my angel, are tied together until the day we die, but that doesn’t mean life can’t get in the way of God’s will from time to time.

      “I signed.” She winks at me. “Twenty million coming our way.”

      I snort. “No way.”

      She wiggles her eyebrows. “Yes way.”

      My lips twitch. “You’re too rich.”

      “We are.” She shrugs. “Plus, it’s for them, isn’t it?”

      The three children who are more like hell spawn than angels for my comfort.

      My nose wrinkles. “Why did we have triplets again?”

      “Because my body is overactive and you have super sperm?” she teases, strolling in with more of that loose-limbed gait that has my dick hardening.

      Again.

      At forty-six, I should be too old for these instant boners that remind me of when I was a teenager, but I figure I have a long time to make up for.

      When she picks up one of the snuffling toddlers who had stopped wailing when their mama made an appearance, I haul the others into my arms.

      There’s Grayson, Thiya, and Arabella, but Grayson is the biggest baby of them all.

      When his mama isn’t around, he sulks like mad.

      Huffing now that he’s in Andrea’s arms, like he’s pissed because he was always supposed to be there, me and the girls just roll our eyes at him, but at least they stopped their sobbing too.

      I hate hearing them cry, hate it for so many reasons, but though it can make me murderous, how can I slay a table corner they bumped into? How can I slaughter a bottle of ketchup for being empty?

      Kids cry at the most random stuff, and I have to be honest, it both amuses me and drives me nuts. I think, to a certain extent, it’s also tempered me.

      I never expected to have kids, so having three is a gift. But at the same time? My punishment.

      My mouth curves at the thought, and I press my lips to both golden heads.

      They all take after their mother, but Grayson has my darker coloring. I’m glad though. They’re all angels, and only have my temperament when they’re hangry.

      Andrea holds the back of Gray’s head and flops down into the sofa, making him giggle. I prop myself up beside her, and inform her, “Your mom called.”

      Her nose wrinkles. “Why?”

      “To remind you about tomorrow’s appointment.”

      “I’m fine.”

      I have to laugh. “I know you are. But let’s just confirm it.”

      Her nose wrinkles harder, but she nods.

      There’s no way in hell she isn’t going in for her checkup, but I get it. She hates the MRI machine, and I can’t blame her.

      We found out she was pregnant pretty early on when I first left the priesthood, and it was at a bad time. She had some health issues that necessitated her staying in the hospital for a month or so, needed another round of surgery, but I used that time to help us get to know one another.

      As much as I felt sure we were destined to be together, fated, I needed her to be sure.

      Needed her to know what she was tying herself to.

      A homicidal maniac with parasomnias who would kill to keep her safe, who would slay all her demons to protect her.

      One dog, two different houses, three children, and four years later, that hasn’t changed. What has? My hair. It’s speckled with gray from the toddler spawn.

      “You’re thinking hard.”

      My smile deepens as her words have me shooting her a look from under my lashes. The girls are cuddled against me on the sofa, and Grayson is a true genius—his head is propped on her breasts.

      For us, this is quiet, and I love it.

      I never expected to have it, and it’s all the more precious for it.

      “Not thinking hard, just thinking about things.”

      “Good things?”

      My eyes twinkle. “Is there anything but good in this world of ours?”

      She beams at me, and I know I just made her happy.

      We don’t lead a regular lifestyle.

      I don’t go out to work, neither does she. We raise our kids, and her royalties pay the bills, and we just live.

      No walls, no locks, no rat race.

      Our house is deep in the countryside with more open space around it than we know what to do with. It’s a running farm and we pay people to keep it going, but I do my bit. Being outside, working the land? It’s probably the best therapy out there for a man like me.

      My father-in-law doesn’t approve, but he’s an army man. Solid, stolid. He thinks I’m taking Andrea for a ride, and little does he know I am, just that it’s the ride of her life.

      Beyond the sofa where she’s seated, at her back, is a bay window that overlooks the rolling fields that all belong to our family.

      It’s a quiet life, even if things have gotten a little crazier since Andrea released this last book. She told me once that she missed writing, but it had never flowed for her since her surgery, so when she started plotting, I’d been happy for her.

      Until she told me what she was writing.

      Talk about merging the past with the present, and in a way that endangered us.

      But my job in this life?

      To make her happy.

      To make sure that she’s fulfilled in all things, so watching her write again was a gift.

      I don’t think she expected it to be successful, don’t think she thought it would do well, but here she is, signing up with production companies with new awards on her office desk.

      I’m proud of her.

      More than she will ever know.

      “I like that smile on you,” she whispers. “Like it even better if I could taste it,” she purrs, switching to Italian.

      The smile she wants to taste darkens, and I murmur to the girls on my lap, “Nap time.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Ten years later

        Andrea

      

      

      

      I slip my hand into Xavier’s and he squeezes. Hard enough to make me realize he’s feeling more than he’s showing.

      Not that it comes as a surprise, considering what’s happening.

      Xavier and his father never really reconnected after he left Italy for the States. Not because he didn’t try. We all did. We bought a place about twenty minutes away from the town he grew up in after Priest hit movie theaters, and we made sure to spend time here every year.

      It’s easy to have freedom when you homeschool your kids, which we do. They’re standing with us beside their grandpapa’s graveside, tears rolling down their faces for a man who let them in, but never really reconnected with his son.

      I’m not sure why, to be honest. We’re closer to Xavier’s mother, and that’s evident in how Grayson’s arm is curved around Lilith’s waist and his head is tilted onto her shoulder.

      He’s a somber little man for a thirteen-year-old, unlike his more playful sisters. I see a cast of his father in him, especially where his kindness is concerned, and his protectiveness?

      Oy vey.

      He’s almost crazy protective.

      But I don’t mind that.

      His sisters flit around like dandelions flying in the breeze. They’re the light to his dark, just like I am for his father. I almost think he’ll be like Xavier in that he’ll be a one-woman man. Once he finds her? That’s it for him. And for her.

      I can even see him doing something vocational—like becoming a doctor. He’s got the touch, but I’ve seen him with the animals on our farm and figure he’s more suited to being a vet. It’s a shame Marco died in an accident on the roads here. I’d have preferred for Gray to work with animals than become a doctor, but it’s these kinds of traumas that sit in young minds and grow roots.

      I saw my boy’s face when we were in the local clinic, the impotent rage in him as he balled his small fists while we waited on doctors to heal his grandpapa.

      They failed.

      He’s been angry ever since.

      I turn my face into Xavier’s arm, squeezing his hand as I do so.

      He’s looking stoic, because I know he wants to be anywhere other than here. The service is Catholic, and he’s made it a point to avoid all things religious since we first got together. I mean, he could have sneaked to church without my knowing, but I don’t actually think he would.

      We lead tight lives, we’re always together, and while we have our freedoms and our own personal hobbies, I think he’d tell me if he visited a chapel. Just like he told me he was monitoring one of the farmhands a year ago because he had a bad feeling about him—he wasn’t wrong. Derick Roberts is in jail now for sexual assault. Or that he was waiting on our cue of ‘Only God can help me now,’ when we met Lina Gordon at a homeschooling group where the kids got together to socialize—she’d only just lost both her children to Child Services. I didn’t know the details of how or why she had, but wouldn’t be surprised if Xavier was involved on that score too. Away from the church, finding sinners isn’t as easy—something I’m grateful for—but life being the bitch it is, they still drift our way from time to time.

      It’s been years since a kill’s been sanctioned. Corelli was the last one, but I don’t think God’s done with us, just that he’s finding other ways of getting us to act.

      Xavier, in particular.

      The strongest man I know, the purest heart I’ve ever seen…

      My man.

      Today is going to be rough. There’s no avoiding a church when it’s time for a funeral, and he’s been avoiding them a long time to evade the flashbacks. I wish I could cure him, but I can’t. He still has them, still has night terrors, and they surge up out of nowhere, making him fragile and brittle all at the same time. He uses the lash less, but last night?

      I heard him.

      And it kills me.

      But he’s the strongest man I know because he never turns from me during these times.

      If he wakes up from a nightmare, he tucks me harder into his side, then talks through it like I was his shrink before falling back to sleep.

      The nightmares have returned in a flood since Marco’s death, and every now and then I see him dig his fingers into his belly wound where I stabbed him. I always feel guilty when he does that because it still aches. That’s why he does it though, the pain.

      It’s never around the kids. The lashing goes down in one of the barns. And while it’s messed up, while I want to change things, stop him, I can’t.

      He has his ways of coping, and I have mine.

      As the service slides to a close, I turn to face the cemetery where countless loved ones have been buried over time.

      I like it here.

      Not the cemetery, although it’s peaceful. I like France. It does something for me.

      The States is home, and my parents, now that my dad retired, live close to us on the farm in northern Oregon, but I just...

      I don’t know.

      My intention was to stay here until Lilith could get used to dealing without Marco, but I have good vibes about this place.

      We came for long summer nights and the freedom of the French countryside. We wanted the kids to learn French naturally, wanted them to grow closer to their other family, and we’ve made this our almost-home.

      But not a permanent living place.

      Today? I wonder if it would do us good to be here a little longer than planned.

      When I shake hands with the priest, he smiles sadly at me then looks taken aback when Xavier entirely evades his touch.

      If it wasn’t a funeral, I’d have laughed, but as it is, I smile back at him and grab Xavier’s hand and squeeze so it doesn’t look weird.

      Of course it does.

      But Xavier’s a little anti organized religion.

      Organized anything.

      It’s why my dad says we’re free-loving hippies, which always makes me snort. There’s nothing free about Xavier. He’s still locked up tight, only now, me and the kids are locked in with him. I don’t mean that in a bad way. I just mean in his headspace. We’re sacred territory to Xavier, and you’ll never hear me complaining about that.

      “It was a beautiful service, Father,” I murmur in French that should be better considering I’m married to a Frenchman, own property here in the Cote D’Azur, and have kids who speak it like natives. Sue me, I’m lazy—they all translate for me!

      “Thank you, Madame Martinez,” he replies politely, still looking a little puzzled as to why Xavier won’t touch his hand like he’s contagious or something. “Marco was a very good man. It’s a true shame he passed so young.”

      I wouldn’t say Marco was young. At eighty-two, I thought he was the opposite of young, in fact, but it was a damn shame that old age hadn’t taken him and some dick driving his sportscar too fast around a bend and crashing into him had ripped his life from him.

      Though we hadn’t been truly vengeful in a long time, had gotten lost in raising our family, I’d admit to my hackles raising at the prospect of the stupid prick behind the wheel of the sportscar walking away with barely a scratch while Marco lost his life.

      I smile politely at the priest, then tug Xavier away. He’s wooden and unresponsive, but at my tug, he ambles along like a big, friendly giant.

      I swear he gets bigger. He never stopped training, and even though we’ve been together close to fifteen years, his body is the only temple I want to worship at.

      When the girls cluster around us, grabbing our spare hands, I watch as Gray takes Lilith’s.

      He’s so somber that it hurts my heart to see. He was close to Marco. Very close. Losing him is going to be difficult on him, especially since he isn’t close to my dad who doesn’t understand his quiet ways.

      Gray and Marco used to whittle woods together, for Christ’s sake. Dad? Couldn’t sit still long enough for a commemorative portrait of him when he’d hit his last promotion.

      As we silently trudge down ancient paths that had seen a million footsteps before us, old buildings and history surrounding us like we’re back in Rome—a city, I’m sad to say, we’ll never revisit—I murmur, “I like it here.”

      Xavier cuts me a look, his eyes wary because he recognizes me in this mood.

      “That’s handy considering we have property here,” he says dryly.

      “I think we should stay a little longer.” I eye Gray’s small form, how close he is to his grandmother. Lilith is a lot older than my mom, and she’s frail. The idea of her being alone? It doesn’t sit well with me.

      He cocks a brow at me. “You want to stay here?”

      I shrug. “Your mother won’t do well by herself.”

      “No.” His admission comes with a deep, sad sigh. He gets on better with his mother, has ever since he left the priesthood.

      Only in France would a parent be so horrified for their child to become a priest.

      You’d think he was admitting to being Satan’s spawn, but when he was defrocked, when we got married, she said it was the happiest day of her life.

      It seems fitting that I think of that now on the saddest day of her life.

      “She could come and live with us on the property.” We have a little farm here too. I like being self-sufficient, and like, even more, having people do the running around for us. I’m not a green-fingered person, but I love the open space for Xavier, and know he appreciates being outdoors.

      He never really admits to it, but the farms do him good. If you asked him, he’d say he never worked the land, but it’s not true. He’s learned a lot over the years, can take over any of our workers’ positions if they get sick. He even knows how to run all the machines, and I often see him doing something that makes me shake my head—like three weeks ago when he’d had to help birth a calf—not a farmer, my ass.

      “We can stay on for a while,” he rumbles, his tone dark, deep. Sadder than I’d like. He’s going to take his father’s loss hard, as is his right, but it always makes me want to fix what hurts him.

      If he’s protective of me and the kids, I’m the same with him. But in this?

      There’s nothing I can do except show him I love him, and show him how much I want to make things better for him.

      Maybe he knows what I’m thinking because, in the shadow of the mairie, ancient with honey-colored walls and a charming clock tower that peals with the hour, he tugs me closer to him and presses a kiss to my temple.

      “I’m supposed to be the fixer,” he rasps.

      My smile curves freely. “I can do some fixing too. When my man needs a little patching up.”

      His eyes darken at my words.

      My man.

      Mine.

      They’re powerful for him. They hold strength, and I see them work their magic on him.

      He’s only a man, but what he is, moreover, belongs to me.

      That reminder grounds him, and when he nods and says, “Staying longer will be good for us,” I know I did the right thing.

      Binding this man to earthly ties and cosseting him within my wings.

      Love.

      I never thought I’d experience it, never thought I’d feel it this strongly, but here I am.

      Surrounded by it.

      Sheltered by it on all angles.

      On a day like today?

      I need to remember that, and I need my family to remember it too.

      We’ve lost one of our own, but we’ll grow tighter for it.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Xavier

        Five years later

      

      

      

      “I’m telling you, Claude is beating her.”

      My brow puckers at her vehemence. “What would you have me do?”

      She winces. “I don’t know. I don’t know what I want to do either.”

      Ever since she started this little book club, I’d known it would bring trouble to our doors.

      I didn’t approve of it, but I know she misses my mother who passed last year. They were always discussing books, and even though I loved my maman, it was Andrea who had dissected stories with her, who had plotted and planned with her for her new novels.

      When she came to me with the idea of holding a monthly book club, I knew she wanted it, and I wasn’t going to stop her. She didn’t have to ask, for God’s sake, this place being as much hers as it is mine, but she knows I don’t like strangers on the property.

      I protect what’s mine.

      I don’t care that the kids are in university now, and that they aren’t vulnerable under my roof—that they’re vulnerable somewhere nearly kills me, but I won’t taint them with my fears, and want them to lead their own lives—this is my home and I make damn sure it’s secure.

      When the gaggling hens arrive, I always tuck myself away in one of the sheds. The farm operation here has grown bigger ever since we moved, and we’re producing lavender at a manufacturing rate.

      I’ll admit to being proud at the standard of our flowers and prouder still that they’re being used to make essential oils of the highest quality.

      It’s my work, my job, and I love it.

      I love being in the fields with the sky overhead, the dirt under my boots. My face blasted by the wind, the sun making me sweat wholesome sweat.

      It’s my freedom.

      And I want Andrea to have whatever she needs too—that’s my second job in this world.

      The first being to protect us, the second to give her everything she desires, and for some damn reason, she wants a horde of cackling women to rain down on us every third Thursday to discuss some latest release.

      She enjoys it, and I enjoy her energy in the run up to Thursday where she works hard on catering the small event. Making vol-au-vents and all kinds of canapés for the ladies to enjoy with far too much wine—it’s a good thing we’re walking distance from Sospel, is all I’ll say.

      She’s piping cream cheese into freshly baked vol-au-vent pastries as she pleads with me, and I pop one in my mouth, humming at the heat. “That jalapeño?”

      My angel nods, and peers at me under her lashes with a look that still hits me in the balls all these years later. “You like it?”

      My jaw clenches because the desire to grab her hair, fist it, and draw our mouths together is fierce.

      Like she knows, her breathing softens, her eyes spark, and her body changes—she moves slightly, subtly. Twisting toward me rather than the kitchen counter.

      I hear squeaking brakes outside though, so while the desire to draw her to her knees and to pull out my cock is heavy, I don’t.

      This is her Thursday.

      “Later,” she purrs, making my dick twitch.

      How she still has this power over me, I don’t know, but I’ll never tire of it, that’s for damn sure.

      “Later,” I growl back at her, fire in my eyes.

      She shivers a little, but I break our eye contact so she can carry on with what she’s doing.

      I can’t resent today, not when the little get-together brings her so much pleasure, even though I want to fuck her against the kitchen counter and the book club has definitely impeded upon that. The house is back to being ours again, and though I hate that our nest is empty as much as she does, that I can fuck her against the wall again without worrying about anyone walking in on us, that I can eat her out on the sofa—the freedom is delicious. We’d never really had a slump in that regard, but now? I feel like a horny teenager around her once more.

      Just last night, I’d spanked her on the kitchen table. Bursts of nine, like always…

      Nine is only fitting, after all. Nine being the perfectly imperfect number. Lacking of ten, it’s mortal, and flawed. But, there are nine choirs of angels… and that fits both of us. She’s the angel and I’m imperfect.

      When a knock sounds at the door, I grab my dick and readjust, hiding a smile when her lips part again and her pupils turn to pinpricks, shift then head out of the farmhouse kitchen over to the hall. We had this place reformed a while back. It’s a traditional farmhouse, but with all the modern amenities anyone needs. It’s bright and spacious, airy with the conversion we had on the roof that makes the ceilings high—perfect for long, hot summers.

      When I open the door, I smile at the woman. I know who she is, because I’ve been watching her too, and I figure it’s fate that this is the friend Andrea was speaking of. She greets me with a small smile, and I can see shadows in her eyes that only someone who has been abused will understand. It isn’t the first time I’ve seen them, but it’s the first time I wonder if I should do something.

      It’s been a long time since we felt the hand of God guide us, and I’m not sure if this is it, or if it’s just a prompt to get her some help.

      I should have known He’d never leave things to chance.

      “Come in,” I greet, stepping back and making sure I’m not in her path.

      I’m a big man, and she’s a little thing. I don’t want to scare her further.

      She walks in, shoulders hunching as she tries to pass me and I murmur, “Andrea’s in the kitchen. Would you like to take a seat or go to her?”

      She blinks up at me like a frightened rabbit, and I’m unsure how to appease her fear.

      “Nancy, come into the kitchen,” Andrea calls out from the kitchen doorway, her eyes on us.

      Thinking she’s going, I reach for the front door just as Nancy moves toward Andrea, but for some reason, she sees me as a threat. She almost jumps at my approach, then shifts back into the table we have there for tchotchkes. It rattles so hard I’m surprised the antique doesn’t crumble at the sudden weight, but she does something, twists, and she gasps as her body collides with the corner of the console.

      One second, she’s standing.

      The next, she’s on the floor, cradling her side.

      Surprise and anxiety lining her face, Andrea rushes over, and I drop down to my knees just as she skids to a halt beside us.

      “Nancy! What is it? What’s wrong?”

      “Are you okay?” I ask, knowing she must be hiding bruises under the baggy dress she wears, and I curse myself for having scared her, for making her jittery, and for making her feel pain. “Can we help you?”

      Her eyes brim with tears as she gasps through the discomfort of whatever’s hiding beneath her clothes, and then she utters six fateful words.

      Six words that have Andrea and me shooting each other a look, and I can almost feel the fingerprints of His hand as He holds my shoulder and steers us down the path He wants.

      Fate sinks into me, as she whispers, “No. Only God can help me now…”
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