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            The brand-new series from New York Times Bestselling Author Elisabeth Naughton

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Seduced into a Forbidden world,

        Deceived by the man she loves,

        Threatened with malicious intent,

        She must remain resilient,

        or she risks becoming forever

        Undone...
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            Some doors were never meant to be opened…

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      I made a fateful mistake. I should never have peeked behind the doors into his forbidden world.

      

      But I did, and now I'm a prisoner. Trapped by the man I thought I loved. The man I once foolishly trusted. The man who, despite his lies and deception, I continue to crave.

      

      He can melt my resolve with one rough, whispered demand, and I feel myself giving in to the desire he still stirs inside me. And yet, if I want to survive, I must find a way to escape. Because if I don't, I'm afraid I'll be consumed by a shadowy world that will ultimately destroy me.

      

      Lost forever in his wicked House of Sin...

    

  

  
    
      
        
        For Dan,

        Because he taught me that every epic love story is worth fighting for.

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
        “Deception may give us what we want for the present,

        but it will always take it away in the end.”

        —Rachel Hawthorne
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      I was lost in a sea of darkness, unable to find my way.

      Trees like gnarled hands clawed out for me. Rocks and twigs stabbed into my bare feet as I ran. The scents of dirt and moss choked my throat with each strangled breath, but I didn’t stop.

      I couldn’t.

      They were coming for me. Drifting closer with every step, their chanting voices growing louder in my ears, their hot breaths sliding over my skin until I trembled. Yet no matter how hard I ran, I couldn’t make my legs move faster. I couldn’t find a way out. I wrestled with the vines and limbs around me, gasped for air, but the utter blackness was all I knew. That and a sinking feeling in the bottom of my soul that told me I was trapped, never to be free again.

      I blinked against the brightness. The shadows slinked away like fog rolling up the hillside in the dawn of morning’s light. Somewhere close, fabric rustled—at least I thought it was fabric—and a faint voice whispered, “She’s coming around. Go tell him.”

      Footsteps sounded, then faded, and as my senses slowly righted, those words echoed in my mind.

      Tell him.

      Him who?

      I blinked again, straining to bring my surroundings into focus. Struggling to figure out where I was and what was going on.

      My limbs were heavy. My vision blurry. I continued to blink and slowly realized something above me was turning.

      A fan. I stared up at the fuzzy blades moving in a lazy circle. My unfocused gaze shifted to the right, and blurry objects came into view. A dresser and doorway leading to…I didn’t know where. I looked to my left—damn, that light was bright—and squinted against the burn in my retinas. Something green moved outside the windows—trees swaying, I realized—and a blue-green object rose in the distance, one that almost looked like a mountain.

      “There you are,” a female voice said somewhere to my right, distracting me. I shifted my head and tried to focus on the young woman moving close. She was maybe a little older than my twenty-four years, dressed in a floral-print sarong and black tank, but where my hair was dark and curly, hers was blonde and straight and looked to be pulled back in a ponytail. “We thought you were going to sleep all week. Careful getting up. Your legs are probably a little weak. I’ll get you some juice and crackers. I bet you’re starving.”

      She disappeared from my line of sight before I could ask who she was. Confused, I looked back at the view to my left. As my vision slowly cleared, I spotted a wide deck littered with lounge chairs holding plush red cushions. Swaying palms reached toward the cerulean sky, and a deep blue infinity pool seemed to disappear into the rippling water of the ocean or sea or…

      Holy shit. My eyes shot wide open, and my heart rate rocketed into the triple digits.

      I bolted upright but immediately regretted it. Pain stabbed at the front of my forehead like a thousand tiny daggers piercing my brain. Grasping both sides of my skull, I groaned and breathed hard until the waves of agony dulled to an insistent throb.

      I didn’t know where I was or what was going on, but when I finally opened my eyes again, I realized I was dressed in pink cotton pajama shorts and a deep blue tank. A warm breeze blew in through an open window, telling me it was at least eighty degrees outside, which explained why I was sweating.

      Lifting my aching head, I registered I was in some kind of bedroom suite, one I’d never been in before. The walls were stucco, the pitched ceiling lined with rustic wood beams, the bed beneath me gigantic, with four posters and a plush comforter, the furniture in the room teak or bamboo—I wasn’t sure which—and expensive. And that view…

      My gaze strayed to my left once more, and I stared at the staggering, lush green mountains and the sea of water as my heart thumped a hard rhythm against my ribs. Where the hell was I? The Caribbean? The Bahamas? The Seychelles?

      A twinge in my finger drew my gaze down. And my eyes grew even wider when I saw the ink darkening the skin on the ring finger of my left hand beneath my second knuckle.

      The ink was fresh, the skin slightly red around each mark, and the entire area was covered in something shiny, like an ointment or salve. Heart pounding, I turned my hand and read the one word branded into my skin:

      Slave.

      Shocked, I flipped my hand over and spread my fingers. The skin on the side of my ring finger was also tattooed with three small letters:

      LS’s.

      Horror shot through me. I knew of only one person with those initials. One person who had recently uttered the word slave to me.

      Luciano Salvatici.

      I jolted out of the bed and pressed my trembling body against the wall. Luc had told me he’d lived in the tropics before he’d moved to New York and taken his position as CEO of his family’s fashion magazine. He hadn’t said where, but I knew instinctively that wherever he’d lived before was clearly where I was now.

      I wobbled on legs that were—exactly as the woman had said—weak. Pain shot through my left calf, but I ignored it as I steadied myself against the wall. Frantically glancing around the room, I balked against the images surging in my mind. Images and visions that came out of nowhere and made no sense.

      Men in black robes, standing in a circle in the woods, their haunting white bauta masks illuminated by torchlight. Me, running through my small house in Idaho and being slammed to the ground from behind. A hypodermic needle plunging into my flesh. Another man dressed in black—this time a suit, not a robe—with a book in his hand, asking me something I couldn’t understand. And Luc’s stormy gray eyes with his left, unique keyhole-shaped pupil, staring down at me while his familiar voice encouraged me to say yes. Telling me as soon as I did, everything would be okay.

      Perspiration slid down my spine and dotted my forehead as I lifted my hand and stared at the vile ink branding my skin. A growing panic rose in my chest. I swallowed hard. Tried to think. Tried to rationalize. Tried to tell myself it wasn’t what I thou—

      Footsteps sounded outside my door. My wide-eyed gaze shot in that direction. The door pushed inward. Then I saw Luc leaning against the doorjamb, his muscular body draped in faded jeans and a loose black T-shirt, his dark hair mussed as if he’d run his hands through it several times, his unique gray eyes as stormy and intimidating as ever.

      My heart bumped, and a familiar warmth spread through my chest when I remembered this was my Luc. The man who’d taken control of my body and awakened my heart with just one touch. The man who’d rearranged every one of my priorities. The man who’d saved my life on more than one occasion.

      But just as quickly I remembered he was also the man whose family was involved in multiple illicit activities throughout Europe, from drug trafficking to prostitution to even, and most horrifyingly, the creation of beta slaves—women whose sole purpose was to serve the depraved needs of the men in his House. And, I remembered, he was the man who’d followed me to Idaho after I’d run from him, who’d drugged me and, now obviously, abducted me.

      Everything inside me hardened like ice.

      His eyes locked on mine, but they weren’t the warm, familiar eyes I remembered from our steamy time together in Italy. No, the second his gaze met mine, his stormy eyes flattened in a way that told me he was not, and never had been, the man I’d foolishly let myself fall in love with.

      “You’re finally awake,” he said in his clipped Italian accent. “That’s good because we have a lot to talk about, wife.”

      For a heartbeat, I didn’t move. Then that word—wife—hit me like a two-by-four to the forehead, and my gaze dropped to his left hand, resting against his hip. A thick black band encircled his ring finger.

      Sickness shot up my throat, and my fingers curled into the stucco at my back. “No,” I managed in a shaky voice. “You didn’t.”

      But even before the words were out of my mouth, visions flickered in my mind again. Visions of the man in the black suit telling me all that was left was the paperwork. And then Luc whispering I’d done well while he wrapped his thick arm around my waist to hold me up and drew my fingers toward a crisp white paper where he urged me to sloppily sign my name next to his.

      “I didn’t.” Luc’s square jaw turned to a slice of steel beneath the scruff on his skin as he straightened from the doorjamb. “We did. And I suggest you get used to it, Mrs. Salvatici, because we’re not leaving here until you do.”

      Panic turned to a rage I couldn’t control, coloring everything red. He thought he could drug me, kidnap me, force me into a marriage I didn’t want, and that I’d just get used to it?

      No.

      Hell no.

      My gaze shifted to the sliding glass door at my side. And seeing my one chance for freedom, I didn’t even hesitate to reach for it.

      “Natalie,” he warned in a hard voice at my back, “I wouldn’t step out that door if I were you.”

      “Fuck you, Luc.” I shoved the door open and moved out into the warm tropical air.

      And then I ran, exactly as I should have done the moment I met Luciano Salvatici.
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      Well, fuck. That had gone about as well as botched root canal.

      Frowning, I watched through the open sliding glass door as Natalie stopped on the deck, glanced right and left, then tore off into the trees, barefoot and wearing nothing but a cotton tank and sleep shorts.

      It took every ounce of willpower I had not to go after her.

      Footsteps sounded behind me, followed by Sela’s harsh sigh at my back. “She ran off already? And you’re not stopping her?”

      I clenched my jaw and turned to face the woman who managed my estate while I was away. “Yes.” I pushed past Sela. “And no. I’m not stopping her. She’ll tire herself out soon enough. Trust me, she’ll come back when it gets dark.”

      “And what if you’re wrong?” Sela called after me.

      I wasn’t wrong. I knew Natalie was angry, but she wasn’t stupid. She was in a strange part of the world with no knowledge of the dangers that lived in the wild here. She’d use common sense before too long. I turned into my office and shot Sela a pointed look over my shoulder. “Then you can tell me what an ass I am to my face instead of muttering it behind my back like every other day of my life.”

      Sela chuckled. “Something tells me you and your ass are in big trouble this time.”

      I slumped into the chair behind my desk as Sela’s footsteps disappeared toward the kitchen. I wasn’t upset with her. She’d been managing my Balinese-style villa here on the island for the last two years. But the woman didn’t know how right she was when she said I was in trouble. I was in deep shit because I hadn’t stayed away from Natalie James when I should have, and now we were both in danger because of my inability to keep my hands to myself.

      My gaze shot beyond the wall of glass to the lush tropical foliage beyond, and I immediately searched for any sign of Natalie, but I knew she wouldn’t be hovering close to the house. Odds were good she was already a quarter mile away by now, thinking if she ran far and fast enough, she’d find a means of escape. Too bad the only thing she was going to find was that she was still trapped—just not in any way she expected.

      My mood plummeted with the realization she was soon going to hate me more than she already did. Knowing there wasn’t much I could do about that though, I flipped my laptop open and decided to see where she was.

      After typing in my access code, I pulled up my cameras. They were positioned all over the island for security reasons. I scanned the five closest to the house and found her fairly quickly. She was headed toward the north side of the island where the waves broke against the rocks with increased force this time of year.

      A whisper of unease shot through me. The last thing I needed was for her to get some bright idea to try to swim to freedom. Sitting forward with a scowl, I watched her swat at a bug and sweep away the brush so it didn’t scratch up her legs.

      Muscles flexed in her quads and shoulders. The base of her tank was already damp with perspiration, reminding me of the way she’d looked in Italy after I’d ravaged her that last night, lying limp and sweaty in my arms. Heat spread through my body—a familiar heat I’d been trying to bank since we’d arrived on the island. Refocusing on what she was doing, I held my breath as she stopped and looked around. And when she angled to her left—away from the rocks and water—and disappeared into the trees, I finally relaxed in my seat and breathed a sigh of relief.

      Natalie was deathly afraid of water. I’d seen it in Venice when she’d clung to me on that water taxi as if I were her last lifeline. Even if the hounds of hell were on her ass, she wouldn’t dare try to escape through water. Which meant bringing her here was the smartest thing I’d done since I’d met her.

      My mood dipped even lower as my mind shifted to the reason I’d had to bring her here. My father was likely fuming in the family villa in Tuscany right this minute. Especially since—by now—he knew I’d thwarted his attempt to have Natalie quietly disposed of.

      The only thing I had going for me at the moment was the fact this island was off the grid and that no one knew where we’d gone. They’d find us eventually—with the Salvatici resources, my father wouldn’t give up until he scoured the ends of the earth—but I was confident I had time. Enough time to convince Natalie that the only way she could survive now was as my wife.

      My lips turned down. Somehow I had to find a way to make sure she accepted that willingly, or we were both fucked.

      Reminding myself that she would, that I had time to make her see reason, I scanned the rest of my cameras, not for Natalie, but for any signs of a threat. There were none. The twenty-five-acre private island in the South Pacific wasn’t on any maps, and only a handful of people I trusted with my life knew about it.

      Confident Natalie would be back before too long, I closed my laptop, retreated to my bedroom, and changed into gym shorts and a tank. I’d been a ball of stress ever since I’d discovered Natalie had run from my parents’ estate in Tuscany. That stress had only amplified when I’d found her in Idaho, being attacked by that assassin my House had sent after her. And it had flown sky-high when I’d had to drug her to get her out of there without anyone taking notice. I thought I’d feel better once we were here on the island, but so far, I didn’t. My stomach was a hard knot in the pit of my gut, and I had a sinking suspicion that knot wasn’t going anywhere until Natalie submitted the way I needed her to.

      And now that she was awake, seeing her sweet little ass in those shorts and her pert breasts pressing against that thin tank, I could add sexually frustrated to my list of stresses as well.

      Since that situation clearly wasn’t about to change anytime soon, my only hope was to slough off a little of this stress with a run. I cut through the kitchen and told Sela I was heading down the beach. She scowled in disapproval because I wasn’t going after Natalie, but I ignored her.

      I had a plan, and I was going to stick to it. Natalie would come around. I knew her better than she thought. Regardless of how angry she was at the moment, I was confident she’d bend to my will.

      She had to. Because I wouldn’t accept any other alternative now.
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      Eight miles later, I finally called my run quits. I wanted to get back before Natalie.

      By the time I made it up from the beach and into the house, the sun had set on the horizon and darkness was already pushing in. I was hot, sweaty, and still strung tighter than a drum, but at least I wasn’t desperate to shake some sense into Natalie as I’d wanted to do earlier. Unfortunately, though, all I’d been able to think about as I’d been running was those short shorts she’d been wearing when she’d left and how long it had been since I’d had my hands on her cute little ass.

      I let the screen door slap closed behind me and crossed to the fridge in the wide kitchen. The scents of something cheesy and spicy filled the room as I grabbed a water bottle and guzzled half of it. I was pretty sure Sela had made enchiladas—one of my favorite meals—and I was already running through ways to get Natalie to agree to sit down to dinner with me so we could talk things out.

      Footsteps sounded on the tile behind me. Lowering the water bottle, I glanced over my shoulder to where Haych, who managed the grounds on the island, stood in the doorway, a piece of paper in his wide hands. His thick dark hair was mussed and damp at the edges from perspiration, and his normally relaxed brows were drawn together in what I immediately knew was concern.

      “What?” I asked, turning toward him. Haych rarely came into the main house. It was Sela’s domain. My thoughts immediately went to Natalie. “What happened to her?”

      “Nothing, Mister Luc. At least not yet.” He crossed the kitchen and handed me the paper. “This just came in on the wire.”

      I scanned the weather alert, and my heart dropped into my stomach. The low-pressure system we’d been sure wasn’t going to hit us had turned and was rapidly growing in strength. My gaze shot to the wide windows and the dark clouds already gathering on the horizon that I hadn’t noticed during my run. Hell, I hadn’t even been looking because I’d been thinking about all the ways I planned to get Natalie naked and beneath me once she finally came to her senses.

      Tingles rushed across my skin, tightening my shoulders. Systems down here could move in without warning and do a hell of a lot more damage than expected.

      I looked back at Haych. “Is she back yet?”

      “No, sir.”

      Fuck. I pushed past him and strode into my office, where I flipped open my laptop and scanned each camera on the island.

      No sign of Natalie.

      Panic pushed at my chest, but I told myself to stay calm. She hadn’t left. She was out there somewhere. Probably relaxing under a palm tree. It was a hell of a lot hotter inland than here on the beach. I just had to find her before the storm hit.

      Haych was standing in the doorway when I turned, already awaiting orders. I grabbed the two-way radio from the corner of my desk. “Where’s Sela?”

      “At her place. When she heard about the storm, she raced back there to bring in her dogs.”

      That explained why she hadn’t been in the kitchen. Sela was an animal lover. She had two mutts she’d picked up in Tahiti and adopted. She fawned over those dogs more than I’d seen women fawn over babies.

      There were two caretaker residences on the island, and both were set inland a half-mile away from the main house. For a moment, I wondered if Natalie could be with Sela, but quickly dismissed the thought. If she’d found Sela’s or Haych’s homes, they would have let me know.

      I pushed past him and headed for the front door. “Strap down anything that could get picked up by the wind. I don’t know how rough it’s going to get tonight.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      I moved out onto the deck, jogged down the steps, and crossed to the shed where Haych kept the tools and landscaping equipment. Shoving one side of the massive sliding door open, I spotted the four-wheeler and grabbed the keys from the hook on the wall. “When you’re done, go back to your place and make sure Sela’s okay.”

      “What about you?” Haych stepped back as I rolled the vehicle out of the building. “And Miss Natalie?”

      “I’ll find her. Keep your radio on just in case, though.”

      “Will do,” Haych said. “I’m sure you’ll get to her before the storm hits.”

      I nodded as I slung a leg over the seat and started the ignition. The engine revved, echoing in my ears like an ominous warning. Haych moved farther back as I flipped the headlight on, shifted into gear, and tore away from the house.

      That knot of stress twisted tighter in my gut. I hadn’t lied to Haych. I was pretty sure I’d find Natalie in time—the island wasn’t that big—I just didn’t know if I could convince her to come back with me voluntarily.

      Or if I’d have to drag her back against her will before the storm turned deadly.
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      I was ready to scream.

      After two hours swatting at bugs in the humid jungle, climbing hillsides that left me covered in dirt, and sweating profusely in the sweltering heat, I was no closer to freedom than I’d been before.

      The highest peak on the island had given me a three-hundred-sixty-degree view of my surroundings that had left me more exasperated than before. Water, everywhere. So much water I couldn’t see any other islands anywhere close. I wasn’t swimming to freedom even if I could swim, and because this island was devoid of any other houses or structures or signs of life that I could see, there was no going for help.

      Help also wasn’t coming by plane. The terrain was hilly and covered in thick vines and dense trees. I hadn’t spotted anywhere long or flat enough for a landing strip, which meant the only way I was getting out of here was by helicopter or boat. But just my luck, there wasn’t even a boat anchored at the dock near Luc’s stupid villa or in the adjacent U-shaped bay.

      I blew the hair out of my eyes and edged closer to the cliff that dropped straight down to ginormous waves crashing against jagged rocks. I had no doubt Luc had brought me here on purpose. He knew I didn’t like water. He knew I couldn’t swim. Any hope I’d had of escaping had been ripped from my grasp the moment he’d brought me here, just as my choices had been wrenched from my hold the moment Luc had come after me.

      Images of that night in Idaho flashed in front of my eyes, making my heart beat faster. The burly bald man who’d attacked me in my bedroom. The way I’d broken free of his hold and run, only to be slammed into my kitchen cupboards from behind. The pain spiraling through my head and back and entire body as I hit the ground. The sounds of glass shattering. And Luc appearing in my line of sight when I’d struggled to look up from the tile floor to see what was happening around me.

      He saved your life, a tiny voice whispered in the back of my mind.

      My skin heated as I stared down at the frothy surf pounding those rocks into sand. That was true. He had saved me. If he hadn’t shown up, that man would most likely have killed me. But as quickly as the thought hit, another replaced it. One that spurred my temper and made me whip away from the view of the pristine turquoise water.

      If it weren’t for Luc and his lies, I wouldn’t have needed saving. No matter what nice thing I thought he’d done, I could never forget the fact that after he’d saved me, he’d drugged me, kidnapped me, and forced me into a marriage I’d never wanted.

      The urge to claw that vile word off my finger overwhelmed me as I made my way back down the hillside and into the heat of the jungle, but I resisted only because I didn’t want a giant scar in its place. As soon as I was off this island, though, I was having it removed. Finger tattoos faded quickly, didn’t they? I was sure I’d heard that from a college friend.

      I pushed aside the thick vines and picked my way carefully down the hillside. My muscles ached from exertion. My feet hurt from rocks and tree roots stabbing into the flesh of my soles. I swiped at my forehead with the back of my arm again, grazing the scab above my eyebrow I’d gotten from the fight that night in my kitchen, hating how badly I was sweating, hating how tired I was, hating everything about this miserable situation.

      The exhaustion finally got to me, and I found a spot near the base of a palm tree to rest. Birds cawed above, and the wind whistled through the leaves as I lowered myself to the ground, leaned back against the trunk, closed my eyes, and just focused on breathing.

      I had Luc to thank for how crappy I felt too. Whatever drugs he’d given me—and he must have given me quite a few to keep me groggy and out of it these last few days—were still in my system, making me light-headed, weak, and hotter than hell.

      I tugged at my sticky tank, pulling it away from my chest. Something in my left arm pinched with the movement, and I opened my eyes and looked down. Alarm bells rang in my head when I noticed the bandage across my left inner biceps and the purple bruising fanning out beneath.

      Sitting forward, I reached for the edge of the bandage and tugged it off. Underneath, I found a small red mark, like an injection site. My chest tightened as I pressed the fingers of my right hand against the spot. Pain radiated outward, making me wince, but I didn’t stop. I felt all around the bruised area only to discover there was some kind of object beneath my skin. A thin tube, roughly an inch and a half long, right below the surface.

      My fuzzy mind spun as I stared down at my arm. And when the truth registered, my mouth fell open as if I’d just been slapped in the face.

      One of the girls who’d worked for me at the boutique in Boise had gotten something similar placed in her arm a few months ago. When I’d asked her about it, she’d told me it was a birth control implant.

      Shock morphed to absolute disbelief. Kidnapping me, drugging me, and forcing me into an unwanted marriage hadn’t been enough for Luciano Salvatici? He’d implanted a foreign object in my body? A birth control device, as if I’d ever want to have sex with him again?

      The fury finally got to me, and I let loose a scream I couldn’t hold back. I wanted to strangle him. I wanted to hurt him in a way he’d never recover from. As my vocal cords gave out and the scream died in my throat, I dropped my hands to the dirt at my sides, realizing neither would happen anytime soon. I didn’t have the strength to haul my ass off the ground right now. And I had him to thank for that as well.

      Breathing deeply, I tried to keep the sickness from surging up my throat, but nothing worked. All I felt was a rolling nausea and a weighty fatigue I couldn’t shake. All I knew was that I wasn’t going back to his stupid house. I wasn’t going back to him ever. And there was no way in hell I’d ever let him keep me locked up like a prisoner.

      My mind spun back to the tattoo on that girl who’d been in my room when I’d awoken. In Italy, after I’d frantically researched the Salvatici House, looking for any indication what Luc had told me was true, I’d learned that all beta kittens—the women the men in the Salvatici House used for their deviant pleasures—were marked with leopard-print tattoos.

      Reality hit me like a two-by-four to the forehead. The girl I’d awoken to find in my room was a kitten. She was Luc’s kitten.

      My stomach cramped, and I wrapped my arms around my middle and leaned forward, afraid I was going to vomit. None of this was real. I rocked forward and back, trying to convince myself this couldn’t be my life, that I wasn’t really stuck on an island with a man I now hated more than I’d ever stupidly loved him. At some point I had to wake up from this nightmare, didn’t I?

      But as the sickness eased and darkness circled around me, I already knew the answer.

      This was real. It was my reality, and regardless of what Luc had done to me, at the end of the day I had no one to blame for my predicament but myself.

      I was the one who’d gone to New York to find answers about my friend Elena’s death. I was the one who’d been convinced her death wasn’t accidental and that someone had killed her. I’d thought Luc held the key to those answers. Even though I’d told myself to be careful around him, even though I’d known virtually nothing about the man and what he was capable of, I’d fallen for him. And that falling hadn’t just distracted me from my goal, it had derailed my entire life until it was the reason I was now sitting in the middle of a deserted jungle, trying not to go insane.

      I breathed deep and squeezed my eyes tight, but neither kept the tears from leaking past my lashes. I couldn’t stay here. I wouldn’t. There was no way I could leave my future in the hands of a man who’d clearly never loved me. I had to find a way out. I had to get off this island and away from Luciano Salvatici once and for all.

      Because I was afraid if I didn’t, the desperation would send me searching for another way to be free of him. And I was terrified of where that might take me. And what it could possibly force me to do.
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      “Natalie!”

      The distant sound of my name pulled my eyes open. I blinked several times, trying to make sense of my surroundings. I saw dirt. I saw leaves skittering over the ground. I saw dark, curly hair whipping across my face, blocking my view.

      Groggy, I tried to push myself up off the damp earth, but my arms were heavy, and my head felt light. My vision came and went. Giving up trying to see, I rolled to my back. The sky above was dark, but, squinting, I could tell the canopy above me whipped back and forth from the force of a wind I hadn’t noticed before.

      “Natalie!”

      Again, the muffled sound of my name met my ears, drifting on the wind like a song. I turned my head to try to see where it was coming from but couldn’t make out anything more than fuzzy shapes in the darkness.

      I was floating in a dream. Glancing over the jungle as if from a place from outside my body. Nothing felt real. Not the ground beneath me. Not the sky above. Not even my own skin.

      “Natalie? Dio dannato. You need to get up. There’s a storm moving in.”

      Footsteps pounded close. I was still having trouble seeing, but I recognized that voice. I recognized Luc’s voice. I just didn’t know what Luc was doing in my dream. Or better yet, what I was doing in this dream.

      “Come on,” he said. “We have to go.”

      Go. Yeah, that sounded like a good idea, only I couldn’t make my muscles work. And something in the back of my head told me his orders were the very last I should follow.

      Curls whipped in front of my eyes, messing with my vision. Luc’s fuzzy shape grew closer. I recognized disdain in his stormy eyes. I tried to shift back, away from him, but the only thing my body wanted to do was groan.

      Groan. Now that was a funny word. An even funnier sound.

      “Merda.” Something cool wrapped around my wrist. “I said come on. We don’t have a lot of time.”

      Pressure tightened around my wrist, pulling my torso off the ground. My head grew light, my vision fuzzy. Groaning again, I relaxed and flopped back down on the dirt.

      “Natalie?”

      Pressure landed against my forehead. A cool pressure that felt so good, I closed my eyes and tried to turn toward it.

      “Dio mio. You’re burning up.”

      The cool weight against my forehead lifted, and something solid gripped my shoulders on both sides. My body shook.

      “Angioletto, open your eyes and look at me.”

      I didn’t want to open my eyes. I just wanted to sleep. I angled my head to the side, searching for that cool pressure again.

      The grip at my shoulders released, and then something cold pressed against my body in different spots, moving quickly over my skin. Too quickly to cool me down. Dammit, why was it moving so fast?

      “Figlio di Puttana.” The pressure came to a stop against my calf. “When did you cut your leg?”

      Cut my leg? My brain was clearly short-circuiting. I hadn’t cut my leg.

      A crack sounded loudly above me. Luc swore again. Something wet splashed against my skin, making my body jerk in surprise.

      Water. My lips curled when I realized it was fat droplets of rain falling on my overheated skin.

      “Hold on, angioletto. I’ll take care of you.” Luc’s voice was close, but I couldn’t make out how close. Nor did I care. Because I was drifting again. My body rocking. My arms and legs floating as if free on the waves.

      I’ll take care of you…

      The words echoed in my head, mixing with the lash of wind and rain and the thump-thump-thump of something close to my ear.

      I’ll take care of you.

      My heart told me to trust the words, but my fuzzy head fought them. Somehow I knew they were a lie. Just as I knew Luciano Salvatici was the last person I could ever count on.

      But as darkness circled in and my head grew even lighter, even that thought slipped from my grasp until there was nothing but silence.

      Silence and a sinking feeling I would never be free again.
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      I was frantic to get back to the house.

      Wind and rain pelted my face as I held Natalie cradled against me and drove the four-wheeler through the jungle. The roar of the storm echoed over the hum of the engine. The vehicle’s headlights bounced off tree trunks, rocks, and downed limbs while the wheels bumped and jostled us in the seat.

      I wrapped my arm tighter around her, pulling her closer to me so she wouldn’t slide off my lap. Every jolt made her groan, and every one of her groans sent a new wave of worry coursing through my blood. Her skin radiated heat, making me sweat even out here in the rain.

      Somehow I made it back to the house, but we were both drenched when I finally skidded to a stop in the mud near the front porch. Hefting Natalie into my arms, I rushed up the steps while rain ran in rivulets down my face and the howling wind whipped my hair around. She continued to radiate heat like a furnace, but whereas before she’d been semiconscious, now she was completely limp.

      I picked up my pace, letting the golden glow from inside guide me. Shifting Natalie’s weight, I found the handle and shoved the door open with my hip. Water puddled beneath my feet as I shut the storm out, then looked down at Natalie’s rain-slicked face resting against my arm.

      Her eyes were closed, her skin pale. But where I held her, I could tell her pulse was still strong. A little faster than normal, but not quick enough to make me panic. Yet.

      I shook the wet hair back from my forehead and carried her into the same room she’d slept in last night. Veering into the adjoining bathroom, I grabbed a towel and wrapped it around her, then laid her on the bed so her wet hair and clothes wouldn’t soak the blankets and pillows.

      She grunted as I set her down, which I took as a good sign. My pulse slowed with the confirmation she wasn’t unconscious, just asleep.

      “Hold on, Natalie.” I reached for the hem of her wet tank and pulled it up her torso. “I’ve got you.”

      She shivered as I stripped off her wet clothes and wrapped her quickly in the thick towel. Lifting her in my arms again, I jerked the thick blankets back, set her on the sheets—towel and all—and tugged the comforter up to her chin.

      A shiver racked her body once more, and she snuggled deeper into the blankets, never once opening her eyes. I needed to get that wound cleaned and bandaged on her leg, but first I needed to get antibiotics into her system to knock down whatever infection was causing this fever. There was no way I was getting her to a hospital in the middle of this storm, which meant all I could do was hope Sela had stockpiled enough medical supplies for a situation like this.

      Confident Natalie was safe for the moment, I turned for the door. Rain and wind lashed at the villa, shaking the walls. I wasn’t worried about the structure—I’d ridden out worse storms in this place—and because the island had its own renewable energy-generated microgrid that relied primarily on solar and wind power, I was certain we wouldn’t lose electricity. I was more worried about how long this storm might last in case Natalie’s situation turned dire.

      “That’s not going to happen,” I muttered as I moved down the hallway toward the room off the kitchen where Sela kept first aid supplies.

      I’d learned early on—from a cut on my arm clearing brush—that it was smart to have all kinds of supplies on hand. We were an hour by boat to the closest island, two to the nearest hospital. I purposely hadn’t built a landing strip for security reasons. The only way out quickly was by helicopter, which I rarely used. The radios would be down because of the storm, which meant I was stuck waiting until the skies cleared before making a decision to expose both of us in Tahiti or keep us hidden a little while longer here in paradise.

      I found the supplies I needed and headed back to Natalie, fighting the tightness in my chest. My plan was not going to work if I had to take her to a hospital. It was too early to expose her to the outside world. She’d be okay. This was just a minor hiccup in my plan.

      Natalie was in the same spot I’d left her in when I returned to—shivering under the blankets with her eyes tightly closed and a thin layer of sweat slicking her forehead. Flipping the lamp on, I sat on the edge of the bed and placed the first aid supplies on the nightstand. I made quick work of drawing up the syringe of penicillin, then peeled the covers back and slid the needle into the muscle of her upper arm.

      She didn’t flinch, didn’t show any sign of feeling the injection, just continued to shiver. After covering the injection site with a bandage, I tucked her arm beneath the blankets, moved down the bed, and pulled the bottom edge of the comforter back.

      The wound on her leg was roughly two inches long, red, swollen, and definitely infected. My stomach swirled as I cleaned and bandaged the cut. Like before, she made no move that she was aware of what I was doing or even that I was there.

      I placed all the supplies in the top nightstand drawer for when I’d need them again, then I quickly took her vitals and jotted everything in a notebook. I set a reminder on my phone for four hours, then I rose from the bed and placed the back of my hand against her forehead.

      She was still burning up. I hadn’t expected the medication to kick in yet, but I wanted it to. My chest tightened with the realization that if her fever didn’t break by the time this storm was over, I’d have no other choice but to take her to that hospital in Tahiti.

      The radio on my belt squawked, followed by a voice that seemed to fill the entire room. “Haych to base. Come in?”

      Jerking my hand away from Natalie, I reached for the radio and turned the volume way down so it wouldn’t wake her. “Go ahead,” I said quietly as I flipped off the light and moved for the door.

      “Did you find her?”

      “Yeah, she’s fine.” I stepped out into the hall and quietly closed the door at my back. “Are you with Sela?”

      “Affirm. She didn’t want to be alone during the storm, so she’s at my place.”

      I wasn’t surprised by that news. Sela hated storms.

      “Wind’s blowing pretty hard though,” Haych went on. “Hoping we don’t lose anything structural.”

      “You and me both.” I headed back toward the front of the villa and glanced toward the ceiling, where the wind whipped against the roofing material. “So far, so good.”

      “I’ll have the radio near me all night,” Haych answered. “If you have any problems over there, give me a buzz.”

      “Will do. Over.”

      I slid the radio back on my belt and reached for the front door. The only thing I wanted to do was hunker down with Natalie to wait out her fever, but I had to get the four-wheeler put away before it was trashed in the storm. Then I had to plan for a worst-case scenario.

      Drawing in a breath, I told myself being prepared was smart, but as I pulled the door behind me closed and the wind and rain whipped at my skin all over again, I couldn’t shake the feeling that lately, all I was doing was scrambling to avoid catastrophe. I was even starting to wonder if my plans were just making things worse.

      From the first moment I’d met Natalie James, when she’d shown up in my office in New York to interview for that internship with Covet, I’d been on the defensive. Everything I’d done since then had backfired. Even my latest plan to keep her hidden in the South Pacific until she had time to submit to me and the new status of our relationship had failed. One look at her eyes in the jungle tonight had told me more than just that she was sick. It had told me nothing between us had changed and that it wasn’t about to anytime soon.

      Something hard formed in the center of my chest as I slung a leg over the four-wheeler and started the ignition. Something that made it hard to breathe. Something I didn’t like.

      I didn’t have a clue how to fix things with Natalie. I didn’t even know if I should try. All I knew at the moment was that I had to get through this night. Then hope and pray that when morning came, I’d have some bright idea that would tell me what the fuck to do next.
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      By daybreak, three things had happened. The storm had passed. Natalie’s fever had broken. And I’d realized that bullying Natalie James hadn’t worked once in all the time I’d known her.

      I’d stayed awake most of the night administering her meds, keeping her forehead cool with a damp cloth, soothing her when she grew restless, and during that time, I’d done a lot of thinking. About me, about Natalie, and about the mess we were currently embroiled in.

      Natalie was not naturally submissive. She enjoyed a little sexual domination now and then, but she was never going to be the kind of woman who did what she was told. Even if being told what to do was in her best interest. And that meant I had to face a hard fact: if I had any hope of getting through this fuckup alive, I needed to change my tactic when it came to Natalie. Instead of trying to dominate her, I needed to woo her.

      The only problem was…I had zero experience wooing women. The women I’d been involved with before had gravitated toward me first. I rarely had to do more than give them an encouraging nod to get them to drop to their knees. But Natalie was different. She’d been different from the start, and I needed to do whatever it took to make her not only accept our marriage but remember just why she’d fallen for me in the first place. It was the only way either of us was ever going to be safe when we left this island. I just hoped like hell this time my plan actually worked and that I didn’t fuck things up even worse.

      The watery light of early morning spilled through the wide windows, warming the room with ribbons of sunlight that fell over the bed. From my spot beside Natalie, propped up against the pillows, I checked her vitals one more time. Thankful they had normalized, I brushed a curly lock of damp hair back from her forehead and breathed easier knowing I wouldn’t have to take her to Tahiti.

      Her skin was still pale, but the last time I’d checked her wound, it already looked better, and I was hopeful that in a few days, it would be nothing more than a thin scab. My gaze slid over her relaxed features as she lay beside me, breathing rhythmically in sleep—her feathery dark lashes brushing the soft skin beneath her eyes, her slim nose, those plump, pink lips barely parted that I’d kissed and tasted and licked more times than I could count in Italy.

      Heat stirred inside me. Heat and a craving I shouldn’t be feeling considering she was still injured and completely out of it. Knowing nothing good would happen if she awoke and found me in her bed, I eased my arm away from her silky skin and shifted my legs to the side so I could slide off the bed without waking her. Just as I moved, warm fingers landed against my forearm.

      “Stop.”

      My heart sped up as a dozen explanations for what I was doing in her bed rushed through my mind. Her eyes were closed, but the peaceful expression I’d been studying for the last few hours was gone. Now her brows formed creases between her eyes, and tiny beads of perspiration suddenly dotted her forehead.

      “Can’t…find…” She turned her face into the pillow where I’d just been reclined. “Wait…”

      “Shh.” I stroked her hair and tried to comfort her. “You’re okay. Go back to sleep.”

      “Can’t find…” Her fingers moved from my arm to my chest, curling in my shirt until the fabric was clenched tightly in her fist. “Can’t…”

      She was dreaming again. Of what, I didn’t know. She’d muttered incoherent things all through the night, whenever the fever had pulled her from sleep and messed with her mind.

      “You’re okay, Natalie.” I kept my voice steady and calm, hoping to soothe her back to sleep. “You’re safe.”

      She tossed her head on the pillow. Shifted her legs. “Can’t find...”

      She inched her way higher in the pillows. I kept my body immobile as she flailed, not wanting to do anything to fully wake her. “There’s nothing to find.”

      “Can’t”—she rolled onto her side toward me—“find...”

      Bloody hell, I did not like the weak, raspy sound of her voice. “Can’t find what, angioletto?”

      “You.” Her body stopped its frantic flailing, and her fingers tightened in my shirt, tugging the cotton toward her as she pressed her face against my throat. “Can’t find...you.”

      Everything inside me stilled. Everything except my pulse, which raced like last night’s wind. Her hot breath against my throat fanned the flames I’d been battling as I’d lain beside her, and as her lips brushed my hypersensitized skin, I was suddenly aware of everything—how close she was, how good she felt, and just how very naked she was beneath the covers already riding low against her supple breasts.

      The urge to wrap my arms around her overwhelmed me. I fought it with every fiber of my being, knowing if she were awake, she wouldn’t be touching me. For a week, she’d wanted absolutely nothing to do with me. The way she was holding on to me now had zero to do with me and everything to do with her fever. I was sure she didn’t even know who I was. Just a figment of her imagination. A fantasy. Maybe even the memory of her ex-lover.

      Just the thought she might be fantasizing about her ex-fucking-lover made me see red. Made me realized this woman was a trigger for me and that in my current state of exhaustion, I was not thinking rationally. The best thing I could do was get out of her bed before I did something I’d later regret—like flip her to her back and remind her with my hands and mouth and body just how much she liked being dominated and that I was the only fucking lover she was allowed to fantasize about.

      I lifted my fingertips from her bare shoulder and leaned back. But her grip on my T-shirt tightened, and her whole body angled forward. Sweat broke out along my spine. I moved my hand to hers, hoping to untangle her fingers from my shirt, but her grip was too strong. And when she pressed her lips against my throat again, I faltered because—holy hell—she felt too fucking good after a week of wanting and craving and too many damn fucking cold showers.

      “Luc.”

      I froze, trapped between what I thought I’d heard and what I desperately wanted her to say.

      She cuddled even closer, until her sweet body was pressed tight against mine from chest to hip. “Don’t fade into the darkness where I can’t follow.”

      I angled my chin down so I could see her face. Her eyes were still closed, and her forehead remained damp, but a flush now brightened her cheeks. And her lips—those sweet, succulent lips—were plump and pink and parted and so damn tempting, suddenly the only thing I wanted was to taste her and take her and make her mine like she’d been before.

      My cock grew hard. I needed to leave. But I couldn’t keep from skimming my fingertips over her bare shoulder, from sliding them up the side of her throat and around to her nape. And when she sighed and lifted her lips to mine, I didn’t even try to stop her from kissing me.

      Our mouths fused. Her lips instantly parted, and her tongue met mine, drawing me into her warm and tempting wetness. All that heat in my veins ignited, causing a rush of blood to gather in my groin, making my cock pulse and twitch. I tasted her slowly, stroking my tongue along hers until we both groaned. But it wasn’t enough. With Natalie, one kiss was never enough. I wanted more. I wanted all of her. I wanted to possess her and mark her and leave her writhing in a way that she’d know she would never belong to anyone but me.

      Want shifted to need. Need flashed to an irresistible demand I could no longer ignore. Pressing my body into hers beneath the blankets that separated us, I rolled her to her back and kissed her deeper, taking charge of her lips, her body, her wants and desires, of everything we both knew was mine.

      She groaned into my mouth. Let go of my shirt. Lifted her hands to my shoulders and shifted her fingertips to my jaw to hold my face close to hers. The subtle movement electrified me, encouraged me, made my whole body flame with desire. My kiss turned frantic, demanding, desperate. I explored every inch of her mouth, nipped at her bottom lip, kissed my way from the corner of her lips across her jaw to the silky soft skin behind her ear.

      Beneath me, her body trembled, responding to my touch, to my fingers skimming her silky-soft side and coming to rest on the seductive curve of her hip. She shivered and lifted her torso, pressing her gorgeous breasts into my chest, making me ache to taste her straining nipples. As I moved my lips back to hers and claimed her in another searing kiss, I couldn’t stop myself from rocking my throbbing erection into her thigh. From envisioning her naked body beneath mine, open and eager and ready. From remembering how good it felt when she pulled me in toward all her steamy heat, and I thrust deep inside her until we were both lost in mindless pleasure.

      “Luc,” she whispered against my lips. “Mmm…”

      The sound of her voice, the heat of her skin, the familiar taste of her on my tongue made me crazed for more. I kissed the other side of her mouth and pressed my lips to her jaw, working my way down to her throat to nip and lick and suck at her tantalizing skin. God, I wanted her. Wanted her more than I ever remembered wanting her before. Couldn’t wait to have her. Lifting my hand from her hip to her ribs, I carefully skimmed the outside of her breast, aching to wrap my hand around the soft, plump globe and squeeze.

      She sighed. I ran my tongue along the seductive column of her throat and sucked. She tipped her head toward mine. My hand moved higher, pushing the sheet aside. Her fingers fell from my jaw to my shoulder. I brushed my knuckles under the soft curve of her right breast as I continued to taste her neck, as I worked my way lower to the hollow indent near her clavicle.

      She relaxed beneath me. And I told myself she was giving in to the sensations, that she was melting under my touch, that she was submitting to me the way I’d always wanted her to. But when she exhaled a long, deep breath and her fingers slid from my shoulders to drop to the mattress at her sides, the reality of what she was actually doing wriggled its way into my sex-crazed mind, causing me to ease back just enough so I could see her face.

      The tension in her features was gone. Her eyes were still closed, those sexy lashes brushing her tender flesh, but where before there had been tightness in her skin from worry and stress, now there was nothing. Not even a dot of perspiration on her brow. Nothing but silky smooth skin over flawless features that made her look every inch the angel I knew she was.

      “Natalie?”

      She didn’t respond. Didn’t do anything but continue to breathe slow and steady as she drifted back into a deep sleep.

      “Merda.”

      My straining body screamed for me to pull the blanket back, to spread her steamy thighs, and thrust hard inside her. But there was just enough decency left inside my sex-addled brain to keep from giving in to the depraved urge.

      I rolled off her delectable body as carefully as I could and dropped to my back on the mattress beside her. As I stared up at the ceiling and tried to slow my raging pulse, I was achingly aware of the fact she likely wouldn’t remember a moment of what had just happened between us. If she’d been dreaming about me earlier, she now clearly wasn’t. And the fucked-up reality was…she probably never would.

      It took supreme effort, but I managed to push myself off the bed, tug the covers back up around her, and leave the room without touching her again. In the hall, I scrubbed my hand through my hair, hoping the sensation would be enough to kill the craving still burning in my veins.

      It didn’t even come close.

      Sela was at the stove when I stepped into the kitchen, seeking coffee. She turned when I entered and frowned before shifting back to whatever she was cooking.

      “You look like shit,” she muttered as I moved to the counter, grabbed a mug from the cupboard, and reached for the—thankfully—fresh-brewed coffeepot.

      I felt like shit too. Horny shit now, thanks to the last ten minutes. “Tell me something I don’t already know.”

      I took my coffee to the table and sank into a chair, exhaustion tugging at me. Footsteps sounded across the wood floor as I sipped the hot brew, then a plate slid into my line of sight. The scent of Sela’s famous macadamia nut pancakes drifted to my nose.

      I glanced up as she let go of the plate. “Comfort food?”

      “I figured you probably had a rough night.”

      She didn’t know the half of it. As she moved back to the stove, I reached for the syrup from the middle of the table and doused my pancakes before taking a bite.

      She slid into the seat across from me with her own coffee while I ate. I knew Sela’s habits, so I knew she’d already eaten before she’d come over to the villa this morning. I also knew she was giving me time to refuel before hitting me with whatever was on her mind. As I expected, she waited until I was halfway through my breakfast before she wrapped both hands around her mug and leaned forward.

      “So, how is she?”

      I swallowed the bite in my mouth. “She’ll live.”

      “Is that good or bad news?”

      I pinned her with a look.

      “What?” She leaned back in her seat, still gripping the mug in both hands, her expression both entertained and innocuous. “It’s a legitimate question.”

      With a frown, I went back to my breakfast. Sela was smart enough not to interrupt me during the rest of my meal, but I’d lost my appetite. It was a good thing—the best thing—that Natalie was out of danger and on the mend. But since I hadn’t told Sela much of anything about Natalie yet, I knew I was about to be inundated with questions I didn’t want to answer.

      When the last of my pancakes were gone, I dropped my fork on the plate with a clink, reached for my coffee, and prepared myself for the inquisition. “Just ask what you want to ask so we can be done with this.”

      “That’s such a wonderful way to initiate a discussion.”

      I didn’t want to be having this conversation, but I didn’t tell her that. Aside from being smart and stable and more than capable at her job, Sela was easy to be around, and we had a comfortable working relationship when I was here and away. But more than that, we were friends, and I’d be stupid to do anything to jeopardize that friendship.

      “Sorry. I’m tired.” I leaned back in my seat and rubbed my hand over my face. “It’s been a long night.”

      “Looks like it.”

      Even without glancing at her, I could hear the compassion in her voice. It was enough to mellow me out. I sighed and dropped my hand against my thigh. “What would you like to know?”

      “Well”—she shifted in her seat—“for starters, judging by the way she booked out of here yesterday when she woke up, I’m guessing she’s not thrilled with your current situation.” The way Sela glanced at my left hand wrapped around my mug told me loud and clear she was zeroed in on my ring.

      “No, she’s not.” Since I hadn’t wanted to get into too many details with Sela and Haych, I’d only given them the basics: that Natalie and I had met in New York, that we’d had a whirlwind relationship, that we’d gotten married on a whim—a lie, but they didn’t need to know that part—and that we were here now because my family had found out about her. Sela knew first-hand how vengeful my House could be, so I was confident she wouldn’t question that part. But I hadn’t stopped to think how Natalie’s reaction to me might be interpreted by my staff.

      I waited for her to ask more. She studied me speculatively, but she didn’t ask the things I expected… What did you do to piss her off? Why does she hate you so much? Why is your House threatened by her? Instead, she asked the one thing I never predicted.

      “Why her? I know you’ve dated lots of women, but you’ve never brought one to the island. And you’ve never married one on a whim. In fact, you always swore you’d never get married.”

      The question threw me because even though I was ready to discuss the situation with regard to my family and Natalie, I wasn’t prepared to answer questions about us. I stared down at the coffee cooling in my mug and tried to come up with an answer that made sense. Nothing spinning in my head sounded good enough. The only thing I could come up with made me feel…exposed in a way I definitely didn’t like.

      My first instinct was to hedge, but I owed Sela something, so I forced myself to say, “Because she sees me. Really sees me, like no one else ever has. And she’s done that from the start.”

      Sela leaned back in her own chair and studied me with narrowed eyes. It wasn’t the romantic answer I knew she was looking for but I didn’t care. It was the truth. I’d never had to hide who I was inside from Natalie. I’d hid plenty of other shit about myself from her, but never that. She’d seen the real me that first day in my office in New York, and it hadn’t scared her. In fact, it had challenged her. Challenged her and sent us both spinning headfirst into something I don’t think either of us could have predicted or fathomed.

      “Does she know about us?”

      I reached for my mug and lifted it to my lips. “What about us?”

      “Why I’m here. How I came to be here.”

      “No.” I hadn’t had a chance to talk to Natalie about Sela yet.

      “I’m fairly certain she saw my tattoo yesterday when I was in her room. She did not look thrilled by my presence. In fact, she looked downright pissed. She knows what I am.”

      A familiar burst of rage gathered in my gut, but I tamped it down. “That’s not what you are.”

      “It’s what I was,” she said matter-of-factly. “You can’t change that.”

      My jaw clenched. No, I couldn’t. But I wouldn’t let her be identified by it either. Grabbing my plate and utensils, I rose from my seat and moved for the sink. “It’s a nonissue. I’ll make sure Natalie knows it’s a nonissue when she wakes.”

      I was ready to be done with this conversation. I was exhausted from no sleep, emotionally wrung out from the last week, and sexually frustrated now thanks to this morning’s stupid makeout session. I needed to check on Natalie, then crash for a few hours before heading out to help Haych clean up from the storm.

      After rinsing my plate, I put it and my utensils in the dishwasher then closed the door, intent on wrapping this little pow-wow up as quickly as possible. But when I turned, Sela was staring at me with a penetrating gaze I felt all the way in my bones, and I knew she wasn’t even close to being done yet.

      “Did you tell her about Vittoria?” she asked.

      My whole body tightened in anticipation of memories I did not want to relive. Even though I tried to keep my voice even and calm, I knew it dropped to a threatening level when I said, “She doesn’t need to know about Vittoria, and you’re not going to tell her about Vittoria.”

      Instead of backing down from, Sela tipped her head and frowned from her spot at the table. “You know, for a bright guy, you are really stupid when it comes to women, Luciano.”

      My patience reached a breaking point. I liked Sela. I respected her, especially after all she’d been through in her life. I even recognized now that the reason I felt a connection to her was because she was a lot like Natalie—a fighter, not easily intimidated, and tough as nails. And the more time she spent away from Italy and my House, the stronger and more independent she became. But I was officially done with this line of questioning. Vittoria was off-limits, and she knew that. The only reason I’d ever told her about Vittoria was so that she’d know I wasn’t interested in her sexually.

      I turned for the hall.

      “If you want to make things right with Natalie,” Sela said at my back, “then you need to tell her about Vittoria.”

      I scoffed. It might take a few more days, but I was confidant Natalie would eventually come to her senses. If I told her about Vittoria, she’d never let me get close to her again. “It’s not happening.”

      “You said she sees the real you,” Sela said as I reached the hall. “If that’s true, stop playing games and tell her the whole truth. It’s the only way she’s ever going to understand. And I guarantee it’s the only way you’re going to win her back.”

      I moved out of the kitchen without responding. But my spine tingled the whole way to Natalie’s door.

      She was still sleeping the way I’d left her—tucked under the covers and peacefully immobile. I checked her vitals, jotted everything down in my notebook, then felt her forehead. No fever. As quietly as I could, I slipped out of the room, not tempted this time to stay with her. I had too many things on my mind—too many doubts spinning in my brain thanks to my conversation with Sela. And I hated every one.

      In my room, I kicked off my boots and collapsed on my bed. I didn’t bother changing out of the dirty clothes I’d worn last night. Didn’t bother getting under the covers. I just stared up at the peaked, beamed ceiling and fought back memories of a dark night twelve years before that had changed me and my life for good.

      Sela was wrong. I could fix this fucked-up situation by sticking to the plan I’d come up with this morning. Natalie had fallen for me once, and I hadn’t even been all that charming then. If I actually put a little effort into spoiling her, I was confident I could make her fall for me all over again, even with all the shit that had happened between us.

      Exhaling a long breath, I closed my eyes and reassured myself this was the right thing to do—the only thing I could do.

      Then I fought like hell not to dream about Vittoria and what I’d done to her.
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      I had the strangest sense of déjà vu. That I’d been here before. That something wasn’t right. That in a minute, I was going to wish I’d just stayed asleep.

      Dread swept through me as I struggled to open my eyes. Through hazy vision, I spotted a figure across the room turning toward me. Bright light shone at his back, shrouding his face in shadow, but I knew who it was. I could tell from the breadth of his shoulders and the familiar way he moved.

      I tensed as Luc stepped toward me, then shifted back on what I realized was a mattress—the same mattress I’d awoken on once before.

      “No, don’t try to get up.” He stopped at the foot of the bed and didn’t make any move to touch me, which I was thankful for. “I just changed the bandage on your leg. It’s better, but you should try to stay off it another day to give it time to heal.”

      I hated the way his familiar scent—a mixture of jasmine and rum and cedar—made me light-headed, made my stomach clench with a rush of memories I didn’t want to remember and a host of feelings I didn’t need to feel. But before I could tell him to back away so I could save my sanity, his words sank in, and my hand froze around the edge of the blanket.

      “My leg?” I threw the comforter back and stared at the large white bandage covering the outside of my left shin. “What did you do to me this time?”

      My voice sounded raspy and gravelly, not my own, but I was concerned only with what else he’d done when I’d been asleep.

      From the corner of my vision, I saw the way Luc’s shoulders stiffened, and a whisper of guilt rushed through me for immediately assuming the worst, but I pushed that aside. He’d drugged me, kidnapped me, and forced me into a marriage I didn’t want. It wasn’t a stretch to infer he’d injured me to make sure I couldn’t run—especially when I was clearly back where he wanted me to stay.

      “I didn’t do anything to you,” he said in a tone that was a lot calmer than I expected. “Though it is my fault you’re hurt. I should have noticed the cut on your leg before last night. If I had…”

      He paused, and the tiny bit of regret I heard in his voice forced my eyes from my bandaged leg up to his face. His—now that I could see him better—scruffy, as if he hadn’t shaved in several days, face.

      “If I had,” he said more strongly, straightening his spine and slipping his hands into the front pockets of worn, dirty jeans, “you wouldn’t have gotten sick.”

      I didn’t remember being sick. I remembered running from this room. Hiking in the jungle. Sitting down next to a palm tree and feeling weak—

      “It’s time for your meds.” Luc moved to the nightstand beside me, pulled the top drawer open, and extracted a plastic medicine bottle. “Hold out your hand.”

      Reflexively, I did as he said, staring at the two large, white pills as they dropped into my palm. “What is this?”

      “Penicillin.” He handed me a bottle of water I hadn’t noticed sitting on the nightstand, careful not to touch me. “Now that you’re awake, I won’t have to give it to you intramuscularly anymore. The wound on your leg was infected, but I caught it in time. You’ll need to take these twice a day for the next eight days.”

      I stared at the pills, trying to make sense of what he was saying. I didn’t remember being injured. I racked my brain, fighting to come up with a point in time when I’d been hurt, but all I could remember was that man attacking me in my house back in Boise.

      Was that when it had happened? I’d been hurt then, but I didn’t remember being cut. The only other time I’d been cut—

      My breath caught. The only other time I’d been cut was when I’d run from Luc in the woods after I’d seen that disgusting ritual in Italy. He’d slammed me to the ground to stop me. I’d hit the dirt hard. Something sharp had ripped through my pajama bottoms and stabbed into my leg. It had hurt, but I’d been so overwhelmed by everything else that I’d forgotten all about it. I hadn’t even cleaned the wound after he’d brought me back to the villa.

      “I promise it’s just an antibiotic.” Luc’s somber voice interrupted my memories, and I glanced up at him and blinked. “Contrary to what you think right now, Natalie, I’m not trying to hurt you. I’m trying to help you.”

      My stomach tightened as our gazes held. My vision was still a little blurry from sleep, but in his one-of-a-kind eyes, I didn’t see confrontation or stubbornness as I’d seen the last time I’d awoken. I saw exhaustion, regret, and the tiniest bit of fear.

      I also saw heat. Or maybe I felt heat. My cheeks suddenly burned as images of his mouth moving against mine filled my head and made my lips tingle.

      I swallowed hard and looked back down at the pills in my hand.

      Confusion swirled inside me. Confusion laced with a good dose of warmth I didn’t want to be feeling.

      I tossed the pills into my mouth and reminded myself he’d drugged me. He’d kidnapped me. He’d imprisoned me, for fuck’s sake. And whatever sickness I’d just survived was his fault too, since I’d been injured trying to run from him. I shouldn’t feel anything for him except hate. He was the reason I was in this mess. If he’d left me alone in New York weeks ago and hadn’t tempted me with a trip to Italy…

      A knot formed in my belly as I swallowed the pills with a mouthful of water. Even before the medicine hit my throat, I knew I could blame Luc for a great many things but not for that. I’d jumped on the chance to go to Italy with him. He’d only asked me to join him as his assistant to keep me from investigating my friend’s death and delving too deeply into Salvatici family secrets. And I was the one who’d instigated our relationship when we’d been in Rome. He’d done his best to keep his distance from me, but I’d pushed until I’d gotten exactly what I’d wanted. I’d pushed until I’d gotten him.

      “Look, Natalie.” Luc’s voice tugged at my attention again, but it did little to ease the unease now swirling in my stomach. “I know we have a lot to discuss, and I promise we will discuss it all very soon, but first, I need you to talk to your mother.”

      “My mother?” My gaze shot back up to his.

      He took the water bottle from my hands. “She left several messages on your home machine while we were in Italy. I’m sure she’s worried about you. I just need you to tell her you’re fine, that you met someone, and that you’re taking a long vacation. That should keep her quiet for a while.”

      My pulse picked up speed. For the first time since I’d awoken on this blasted island, I saw a glimpse of freedom. Someone had to have found that dead body in my house. My elderly neighbor who’d been keeping an eye on the place had probably already contacted the police, who, realizing I was missing, had to have alerted the FBI. People were searching for me right this minute. They’d be able to track my phone call. I could let them know where I was. In a matter of hours, I could be free of this nightmare.

      I licked my lips and wrapped my fingers around the edge of the blanket, trying not to let my excitement show. “Okay. Where’s the phone?”

      Luc’s eyes narrowed. “Did I use the word phone? No phone.”

      My chest seized, and I sat up before I could stop myself. “But—”

      “No phone, Natalie. Do I look stupid?”

      The bite in his voice caused me to ease back into the pillows, and I gripped the blanket tighter in my hands, pulling it up higher against my chest, remembering the time he’d lost his temper in Venice. I’d stupidly thought I could help him then instead of realizing I knew very little about his limits. I wasn’t about to make the same mistake twice.

      He breathed deeply, and I watched as he worked to rein in his temper. All it did was solidify my own determination to get my hands on a phone.

      He pulled a small handheld recording device from his pocket and held it out for me. “All you need to do is talk into this and say exactly what I told you to say. I’ll leave it on her voice mail.”

      Panic surged inside me. “My mom won’t buy it. She’ll just try to call me back if I leave a message. She’s a talker, and she’ll want details. It would be better if I just called her mysel—”

      “You are not calling her or anyone.”

      My mouth snapped closed as I stared up at him. He didn’t make any move toward me, but his clipped words and hard voice told me I wasn’t going to win this battle.

      Tension crackled between us. A tension that made me want to scratch his eyes out then comfort him…which made no fucking sense at all. My irritation—with him, with me, with everything—only shot higher.

      “Look.” He raked a hand through his thick hair. “I’ll explain this simply so you don’t misunderstand. I cleaned your house before we left Idaho. Anyone who walks into your place isn’t going to see a struggle or a fight or any evidence of what happened there. No one knows where the piece of shit who attacked you is, and no one’s looking for you except your mother. And she’s only irritated you haven’t bothered to call her back. The last time you spoke to her, you told her you were meeting up with some of Elena’s friends in New York. Talk into this recorder as if you’re leaving your mother a phone message. Tell her you met someone, that you’re taking a long vacation, and that you’ll be out of the country without cell service for a while. That will appease her. That will keep her from drawing unwanted attention her way. It’s as simple as that.”

      Several things hit me at once. He’d disposed of that dead body in my house. He’d cleaned the scene so no cops could trace anything back to him. And he’d either been listening in on my phone conversations for a good long time, or he had my cell phone now and had listened to the voice mails from my mother. Since I’d left my cell phone in Italy, and since I was sure finding my phone was how he’d known I’d left Tuscany the night everything between us had crumbled, my money was on the latter. But his last comment was the one that hit me hardest. It was the one that caused the air to hitch in my lungs and the ground to feel as if it moved beneath me.

      “That will keep her from drawing unwanted attention her way.”

      Fear twisted in my gut. A new fear I didn’t want him to see. It was one thing for his so-called House to come after me because of what I’d witnessed, but… Oh, God… It was a completely different situation altogether if they targeted my mother, who was completely innocent.

      I reached for the recorder with shaky fingers, even though I tried to keep them steady. “She doesn’t know anything, Luc. This has nothing to do with her. You can’t—”

      “I know she doesn’t,” he said calmly, watching me closely as he let go of the recorder and I pulled it close to my chest. “But we need to ensure she doesn’t do anything to make them think otherwise. The best thing you can do to help her is leave her a message that doesn’t raise suspicion.”

      I wasn’t willing to fight him on this. I didn’t have the strength. It took five tries, but I finally left a message in what I hoped was a clear and normal voice. When I handed the recorder back to him, he nodded, telling me it was good enough. But in his stormy eyes, I didn’t see satisfaction or even victory. I saw wariness and what looked like a flicker of disgust.

      He’d once told me he liked when I challenged him, when I stood up to him. I wasn’t willing to defy him when it came to the safety of my mother, and clearly, that repelled him.

      I didn’t need or want his approval but seeing that look in his eyes cut me to the quick just the same.

      I glanced down at the comforter as he tucked the voice recorder in his back pocket. I should be relieved by that knowledge. I should be happy he was repulsed by me in any way. It meant he’d stay away from me here on this island. But I wasn’t. I felt…rejected in a way that threw me more than I thought possible.

      He rounded the foot of the bed without glancing my way. “We’ll talk more later. Right now, I have to get back outside to help Haych clean up from the storm.”

      My gaze shot up. “Storm?”

      “The one that hit us two nights ago. I heard on the wire it’s been upgraded to a category two cyclone, but I don’t think it was that strong when it hit us. It didn’t do any structural damage, but we’ve got trees down all over the island.”

      My mind spun with useless facts I’d learned in college. Hurricanes in the South Pacific were called cyclones. Holy shit. We’d been hit by a hurricane, yet I still didn’t remember it—wind, yes, a little rain, but no big storm.

      Shocked, I watched as he reached for the door handle and noticed what I’d missed earlier. Yes, he was wearing worn jeans, work boots, and a gray T-shirt marked with dirt that stretched seductively across his wide shoulders and showed off his muscular, dirt-streaked arms, but those muscles sagged at the shoulders, and exhaustion seemed to hang over him like a cloud.

      He tugged the door open. “I’m just glad I found you before the full force of the cyclone hit us.”

      Reality slammed into my chest, distracting me all over again. A reality that threw me even more than the shock of learning I’d completely missed a freakin’ cyclone. Luc hadn’t just bandaged my leg and saved me from some kind of infection. He’d rescued me from that storm as well.

      I stared at him from the bed, more unsure than ever about what was going on here. Why was he saving me? Why was I even here? If I was such a threat to his family, why hadn’t he killed me already and extricated me from his life?

      He stopped with the door open a foot. Stared out into the hall. Seemed to be on the verge of saying something. I waited, torn between needing to know what he was thinking and wanting to hide.

      “You have free rein of the island,” he finally said, still not turning to look at me. “Anywhere you want to go.” He lifted a hand and rubbed the back of his neck in a way that made me think he was nervous. Which was absolutely ridiculous, because Luciano Salvatici was never nervous. “I didn’t tell you about the storm the other day when you left here because I thought it was going to miss us. I was wrong. Cyclones are rare this time of year, but not completely unheard of. If I get news any other weather’s moving in, I’ll let you know.”

      They weren’t the words I’d hoped to hear. At this point, I wasn’t sure what I wanted to hear, but I knew instantly that wasn’t it. His little announcement made it sound as if we’d be here a good long while.

      He dropped his hand on a sigh before I could think of a way to ask about his plan without angering him all over again. “There are four of us on the island. In addition to you and me, Haych maintains the grounds, and Sela takes care of the house. I think you already met Sela. I’ll introduce you to Haych when you’re feeling better. They both have their own homes about a half mile from here.”

      My stomach instantly tightened, and a familiar anger pulsed inside me, distracting me from my questions. I didn’t really care who Haych was. All I could focus on was the name Sela. She had to be the woman I’d talked to when I’d first awoken. The one with the leopard-print tattoo. The one who was clearly his kitten.

      My gaze shot to the word Slave tattooed into my left ring finger. If he wasn’t planning on killing me, and he already had a kitten on this island, then what the hell did he need me for?

      An all-new understanding hit me hard, morphing my anger to a rolling nausea that sent bile sliding up my throat, especially when I remembered the disgust in his eyes earlier. If I wasn’t here for him, it was possible I was here for someone else. Or so he could turn me into a sex kitten he could ship back to his family.

      “Don’t, Natalie.”

      I froze at the sound of Luc’s low voice above me, and a whisper of unease shot through me at the thought I might have said the words aloud.

      “I know what you’re thinking,” he said calmly—too calmly.

      My gaze lifted. He’d let go of the door and was standing on the right side of my bed, close enough to touch if I reached out. Close enough for him to grab me if I tried to run. And he was staring right at me, his stormy eyes as intense and focused as I’d ever seen them.

      “You’re wrong,” he said softly, more softly than I expected. “You’re safe here on this island. No one knows you’re here. No one’s going to find you. I realize it’s the last thing you want to do right now, but I need you to trust me on that. I need you to believe me.”

      My pulse picked up speed, and my skin tingled. I didn’t want to trust him. I just wanted to get away from him. But the hint of desperation I heard in his voice tugged at my heart, and I couldn’t stop from feeling that connection in the center of my soul that I’d felt in Italy that first time he’d really looked at me in the living room of his suite.

      Some part of me still loved him. I couldn’t deny it. Even though I was angry with him, even though I didn’t trust him, my heart still fluttered when he said my name, and butterflies took flight in my belly each time our eyes met. I wished I’d never learned the truth about him. I wished I hadn’t discovered his family secrets. But even as the thoughts hit, I knew I didn’t really want those things.

      I couldn’t hide from reality. I couldn’t go on being naïve. I wouldn’t be the submissive, ignorant girl he’d clearly brought me here to be, because if I was, if I caved and ignored everything he’d done to me, I’d lose touch of the strong, independent woman I was inside. And I wasn’t willing to lose touch with her. I’d fight till my last breath to hold on to my independence.

      Disappointment flashed over his features just before he looked down at the mattress. Seconds later, he stepped back from the bed and moved for the open door without looking at me again. “I’ll check in on you later. Sela should be by with food in a few minutes.”

      The door clicked closed behind him, echoing like cannon fire in my ears. I wanted to be relieved he was gone. I wanted to be proud that I’d found a way to stand up to him in spite of everything else. But alone, as the fight slipped out of me, all I felt was helpless.

      My eyes burned, and I blinked rapidly to hold back tears I did not want to let fall. Glancing around the room, I searched for anything to focus on besides how shitty I felt inside.

      I spotted a plush couch and side chair forming a sitting area across the room, and my eyes hovered on a lamp and end table, then shifted to a bouquet of flowers on the dresser, blocking my reflection in the mirror. Heliconia, bird of paradise, orchids, and some kind of red flowers that looked like cone-shaped brushes dipped in candy-apple-red paint on long stalks stared back at me. As I took in the gorgeous arrangement, my memory skipped back to opening my eyes and seeing Luc standing in front of that splash of color, turning toward my bed as he wiped his hands on his filthy jeans, and stepping toward me.

      My heart pinched, but I called myself ten kinds of stupid for the reaction, averted my gaze from the arrangement, and swung my legs over the side of the bed. A gift of persuasion, obviously. I was too smart to be swayed by exotic flowers. I was still a prisoner no matter how much he wanted me to believe otherwise, and the only thing that mattered now was getting off this damn island and as far from him as possible.

      Pushing to my feet, I winced at the pain shooting through my left leg and reached for the mattress so I wouldn’t fall. Luc was right. I was weak and probably needed another day to rest from whatever the infection had done to me, but his advice was the last I wanted to listen to.

      I held still until I felt steady, then slowly hobbled my way across the room. After finding the bathroom and flipping on the light, I used the facilities, ignoring my pale reflection in the mirror. I didn’t need to see I looked like hell—I felt it—but I wasn’t going to let that stop me. I found a toothbrush in the drawer, brushed my teeth, ran water over my face, then tied my unruly curls in a knot on the top of my head.

      Limping back into the bedroom, I located the closet and pulled the doors open. A handful of sundresses hung from the hangers, and a collection of shoes, ranging from flip-flops to heels, were arranged on the floor. Scowling, I grabbed the closest pair of flip-flops, slammed the closet closed on the sexy dresses he clearly wanted me to wear, then limped to the dresser. Thankfully, the drawers were filled with basic necessities I didn’t mind wearing—tanks, cotton shorts, and undergarments.

      My stomach tightened with a mixture of anger and disgust and, yes, even pleasure, at the dainty lace bras and panties in the top drawer. Picking the least sexy ones I could find, I slammed the drawer shut and found a red cotton tank and black shorts.

      I really needed a shower, but I needed out of this room more, so I ignored how sticky my skin felt and told myself if I stank, even better. Maybe if I totally let myself go Luc would be anxious to get rid of me. Heck, if I played this right, he might kick me off the island himself.

      That thought pushed my depression even lower, something that only made me feel worse. Grinding my teeth, I shoved my feet into the flip-flops and shuffled toward the door.

      Just before I could reach for the handle, the door pushed open, and I stumbled back.

      “Oh, you’re awake.” A pretty young woman with sleek blonde hair to the middle of her back smiled as she stepped around me and into the room. In her hands, she carried a tray of food. “I bet you were on your way to find this.”

      She wore faded denim cutoffs, a pale pink, loose-fitting tank, and cute white slip-on sneakers. And she moved like a dancer—all long limbs and graceful motions. Her slight accent—a lot like Luc’s—echoed in the room as she leaned forward to set the tray on the low coffee table, her shiny straight hair falling over her shoulders, revealing the leopard-print tattoo I’d seen the other day, telling me exactly who she was.

      My jaw instantly clenched, and the muscles in my back tightened.

      “I’m Sela.” She straightened, flipped her hair over her shoulder, and smiled again. “We didn’t get to meet before. I take care of the house for Luc. Do you like your room?” She glanced over the furnishings, then looked back at me. “I decorated it myself. Well, except for the flowers. Luc brought those. Aren’t they gorgeous?”

      I didn’t give a rip about the flowers anymore. Bile pushed up my throat because I did not need to know she’d decorated this room herself. The basic decency my mother had beat into me as a child, though, kept me from responding with a bitchy retort. “The room is fine,” I managed from between clenched teeth.

      Her smile wobbled. She glanced down at her hands, then looked at the tray of food. “Well, I wasn’t sure what you’d feel like eating so I made you some soup and crackers. Should be light enough on your stomach. If there’s anything else you want or need, just ask. I’m here to serve.”

      Her last sentence only made that sickness swirl faster in my belly. Images of those women I’d seen in that ritual in Tuscany ricocheted through my mind. Images of women with the same kinds of tattoos as this girl, sexually serving men in black capes and white bauta masks. Before I could stop it, visions of this girl serving Luc like that flashed behind my eyes.

      I slammed my eyes shut. I didn’t want to picture that. Didn’t want to think of Luc at all. Crossing my arms over my chest, I stared down at the floor, unable to look at this girl a second longer.

      I was jealous, and that realization only pissed me off more. I didn’t even want Luc any longer. He could fuck whomever he chose. So why did I care?

      Bastard.

      “I’m sure you’re still tired. I’ll, uh, just let you get back to resting.”

      She stepped past me into the hall. I tried like hell not to look after her, but couldn’t stop myself from turning. She was everything I wasn’t—tall, exotic, slim in all the places I was curvy—and I could tell from the way she moved that she’d once been a model. The kind of model I’d watched fall all over Luc at those fashion parties in Rome. I hated her even more because of that. Hated her even though I told myself that kind of hate wasn’t worth the energy.

      When she turned the corner and disappeared from view, I glanced back at the food she’d left me, and my mood sank even lower. I’d read what beta kitten slaves went through—the Monarch mind-control techniques their handlers used to train them, the abuse they often suffered to mix pleasure with pain and disassociate their minds so they could let go of their inhibitions—and I knew I should feel sorry for the girl because she’d probably been through a hell I couldn’t imagine. But I didn’t want to feel anything for her. I didn’t even want to see her. All she did was make me think of Luc.

      Needing air, I headed for the sliding door in my room that opened to a wide deck. I didn’t have any hope I’d find a way to escape today, but with Luc preoccupied, I could use the time to explore and come up with a plan.

      Warm, humid air surrounded me as I stepped outside and turned to my right. The deck spread out across one whole side of the house, and several steps dropped down to the pool and white-sand beach edged by towering palms.

      A light breeze blew past my face, and I breathed it in, unable to ignore the beauty of the island. Luc’s house was clearly custom-built, and the view from the lounge chairs littered across the deck was breathtaking. If he’d brought me here for a romantic weekend, for a vacation, for any reason other than the one he’d dragged me here for, I’d think differently about this place. As it was, all I could see was miles of water that might as well be prison bars.

      I turned away from the beach and moved around the house. Chopping sounds echoed from the jungle, telling me Luc was somewhere further inland. Steering clear of him, I headed down the steps and across the wide yard toward an out building with two wide double doors pushed open.

      I hesitated outside, but when I didn’t hear any movement from within, I stepped into the space. It was some kind of equipment building. As my eyes adjusted to the darkness, I recognized tools hanging from hooks on the walls. A riding lawnmower sat against the back of the space. I eyed a pitchfork and considered how I could use it as a weapon if need be.

      Disgust rolled through my belly at just the thought, because I knew I’d never be able to do something like that. I turned out of the building.

      And slammed smack into a rock-solid body.

      I bounced back and hit the ground on my butt. Pain spiraled up my spine, making me wince. Looking up, I frowned, expecting to see Luc, but the person blocking my exit wasn’t nearly as tall as Luc. With the sun at his back, all I could see was the shadowed shape of him, and in a rush, my memories raced back to the man who’d attacked me in my house in Idaho and the way he’d obstructed my exit from the bathroom just like this. My pulse went stratospheric, turning to a roar in my ears.

      “Miss Natalie!” The man jerked forward and wrapped long, slender fingers around my wrist before I could react . “I’m so sorry. I didn’t see you.”

      In seconds, I was on my feet, helped by the mystery man at my front. I gasped and pulled my hand back as soon as he released me.

      He held up both hands in a non-threatening way. “I hope I didn’t scare you.” He shifted, and sunlight shone through the open door, spilling over his tanned skin and smiling face. “I’m Haych. We didn’t get to meet before. I take care of the island.”

      The groundskeeper. I swiped at the dirt on my legs, remembering what Luc had said about the man, which, granted, hadn’t been much.

      “Are you all right?” he asked.

      “I’m fine.” I stepped back, wary and feeling stupid that I was so wary, but I had Luc to thank for that too.

      Haych’s smile wobbled. He quickly crossed the dirt floor and reached for a rake from a hook on the wall. “I just came back to get this. We have quite a few downed trees from the storm. Already broke one of these.”

      He turned back to me, then stopped a few feet away and tipped his head. And with the sunlight sliding over him, I saw that he was both sweaty and dirt-streaked, but also quite attractive with an angular face, dark hair and eyes, and a toned body from hours spent working outside. A lot like the men who worked on my stepfather’s ranch back in Montana. In fact, before I’d gone to New York, he was the kind of guy I’d probably have dated.

      “Were you looking for Mister Luc?” Haych asked.

      The sound of Luc’s name snapped my attention back to the reason I was stuck here, and my spine stiffened. “No. I’m not looking for him at all. I was just…going for a walk.”

      Haych chuckled. I sensed he knew something about me I didn’t want him to know. Instinctively, I shifted my left hand to my back, hiding that hideous tattoo on my finger.

      He shook his head and stepped past me, out into the sunlight. “Well, Mister Luc will be looking for me if I don’t get back soon. Nice to meet you, Miss Natalie.”

      I moved out of the building and watched Haych head away from the house until he disappeared in the jungle. I didn’t trust anyone on this island, not the kitten in the house or this man out here in the trees, and I absolutely did not trust Luc to tell them the truth about who I was or why I was really here.

      When the last of the brush settled in his wake and I could no longer see him, I turned toward the beach, intent on exploring as much as I could before exhaustion got the best of me. The sun was hot and the air humid, but the farther I moved from the main house, the better I felt. At least out here, I wasn’t a caged animal, and though the water around this island was still a prison of sorts, I couldn’t deny it was pretty.

      I spotted a long dock that ran at least fifty yards out into the water, but there were no boats tied to it. Continuing on my way, I stayed on the grass that edged the sand. Farther down the beach and set back from the water, I came across two cottages, both smaller than Luc’s main house, but built in the same Balinese architectural style, both just as stylish as his.

      Unfortunately, I didn’t make it very far before fatigue pulled at me. Slowing my steps, I stared at the cottages, remembering what Luc had said. One had to belong to Haych and the other to Sela. I should be relieved to see for myself that the kitten had her own place, but for some insane reason, just staring at the cute little building Luc had built for her only made me feel worse.

      Turning away from the cottages, I wandered out to the stretch of white sand. More than anything, I wanted to keep searching for a way out of this nightmare, but my body was quickly telling me today wasn’t the day for that kind of adventure. I sank down to sit in the shade of a palm tree, wrapped my arms around my legs as I dug my toes into the sand, and stared at the waves rolling against the shore.

      At some point, I must have fallen asleep, but it hadn’t been a restful sleep. It had been filled with images and dreams that made no sense and left me feeling more isolated than before.

      I twirled on a checkered dance floor, in the arms of a man wearing a black tux and matching mask that covered all but his sensuous mouth. My purple gown swayed behind me, but I barely noticed. Nor did I pay much attention to the masked couples around us. I was too focused on the man in my arms. On his mesmerizing, one-of-a-kind gray eyes with that defect on the left side I absolutely adored because it made him him, on his broad shoulders, on the way he smelled—like jasmine and musk and rum—and the way I was the only thing he could see.

      But the dream had shifted before I was ready. Suddenly, I was alone in a dark and ominous forest, still wearing my gauzy purple dress but now surrounded by a menacing, creeping fog coming toward me from every angle. I called out for help, again and again, knowing the man in the tux was somewhere close, but I couldn’t find him. And with every second the fog rolled closer, I grew more afraid, knowing if it reached me, I was doomed.

      And then I felt myself being plucked from the ground, lifted in the air, above the trees where the fog couldn’t touch me. I fought the hold. Cried out. Tried to break free. Couldn’t. Something warm surrounded me, closed me in from every side, and slowly, I realized it was a cocoon. Keeping me safe. Protecting me from the outside dangers.

      I relaxed. Snuggled in. Reveled in the knowledge the evil fog couldn’t reach me here. Yet lurking in the distance, outside the shielding walls around me, I sensed a growing light, luring me forward. Begging me to break free and follow. Toward what end, I couldn’t see.

      I awoke in a breathless sweat. Rolling to my side, I half expected to see Luc beside me in the sand, but when I sat up, I realized I was no longer on the beach, but back in my bedroom suite. Early morning light slanted through the wide windows, shining over the foot of my bed, the sitting area of my room, and the flowers on the dresser. And as I sat there, trying to figure out how and when I’d made it back to Luc’s house, I watched a wilting red petal break free of its flower and float to the hard, cold surface of the dresser.

      A sense of loss swept through me. One I didn’t expect or understand. My gaze drifted down to my hand resting against the comforter, and I spotted the letters tattooed into my skin. But instead of the quick rush of anger, pain lanced my chest, and I thought of Luc. Not the Luc who’d trapped me on this island, but the one who’d awoken me with coffee in Rome. The one who’d pushed the limit of my desires in Venice. The one who’d begged me never to leave him in Tuscany. And before I could stop myself, I wondered where that man was right this minute. Whether he was asleep or awake. If he was alone or if another on this island warmed his bed.

      I flopped back into the pillows and stared up at the beamed ceiling, feeling that hole inside me open wider. I’d known love wasn’t real. I’d known it was a myth, but I’d let myself be fooled by a handsome face, by an empty promise, by meaningless words. And that was what hurt the most. Not that Luc had trapped me here. Not that he’d etched these letters into my skin. But that I’d fallen for him when I’d known there was no such thing as happily ever after.

      Tears I didn’t want to shed burned my eyes and tickled my nose. Pulling the covers up to my chin, I rolled to my side, away from the light, away from the flowers Luc had left for me, away from reality and into myself where I knew I’d be safe. Into the cocoon I’d created for myself so many years before.

      Love was an illusion. The truth had been unmasked. And I had no one to blame for my stupid gullibility but myself.

      I just didn’t know how to ignore the voice growing louder in the back of my mind. The one telling me the real threat wasn’t from Luc. That it wasn’t from anything tangible lurking beyond these walls or waiting past the waters surrounding this island.

      The real threat lived in me. Deep inside. In a dark corner of my heart I’d always been too afraid to face.
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      My plan to woo Natalie back wasn’t working.

      Three days had passed. Three days in which she’d stayed in her room and never once ventured out. I hadn’t pushed her. I’d figured she needed time to rest and regain her strength. I’d also rationalized she was using the time to come to terms with everything that had happened. But when the fourth day came and went and she still didn’t step foot out of her room, I realized she wasn’t doing any of those things. She was hiding. From me.

      “Are you sure this is a good idea?” Sela asked behind me as I loaded the sandwiches she’d prepared into my backpack on the counter in the kitchen. “I mean, she’s made it more than clear she doesn’t want to have anything to do with any of us, most of all you. How are you going to convince her to go anywhere with you when you can’t even get her to open her damn door?”

      I paused what I was doing and glanced over my shoulder with a scowl.

      Sela rolled her eyes, capped the canteen she’d been filling with water, and crossed toward me. “It is a logical question, you know. You’ve already forced her into a whole bunch of things she clearly doesn’t want. This isn’t going to endear you to her any.”

      I knew what she was getting at. The same damn thing she’d been hinting at since our conversation here in the kitchen three days ago, but I wasn’t falling for it. I wasn’t about to give Natalie any more reason to hate me.

      “She’ll go.” I swiped the canteen out of her hands. “Trust me.”

      Sela grabbed a grape from the bowl on the counter, moved around the island, and slumped into a chair at the table. “If you ask me, this little excursion has disaster written all over it.”

      “No one asked you,” I muttered, shoving the canteen into my backpack.

      The screen door creaked open as I latched the top of my bag, and Sela’s voice lifted behind me when she said, “Hey, Haych. Those are sure pretty. Did you bring them over for Natalie?”

      “No. They’re for you.”

      The wobble to Haych’s voice made me glance over my shoulder. My groundskeeper obviously didn’t realize I was in the kitchen, because he was standing near the back door, holding a bouquet of flowers, looking only at Sela like a lovesick puppy.

      “For me?” The legs of Sela’s chair scraped the bamboo floor. “They’re beautiful.” She took the flowers from his hands and pushed to her toes to kiss his cheek. “Thank you.”

      Haych’s face turned bright red, and as Sela lowered to her heels, he smiled in a way that looked both relieved and absolutely pathetic.

      Shit. My housekeeper and my gardener were an item? This was news to me and the last thing I needed at the moment. If their relationship went south, it could damage the delicate balance I had going here on the island. Finding people who were trustworthy enough not to reveal the location of my off-the grid island was near impossible. I’d lucked out when I’d found these two.

      I narrowed my eyes as I watched them awkwardly flirt. I’d known they were friendly—they were the only two on the island when I was gone—but Sela had sworn off men when she’d left Italy, and it hadn’t once occurred to me she’d even be interested in someone like Haych. Whatever was going on between them was new, I could tell that much by the nerves dancing over Haych’s features. I could still put a stop to this before it got out of hand.

      Haych’s gaze drifted my direction, and his smile immediately faltered. “Mister Luc. I didn’t see you there.”

      Yeah, no shit you didn’t, asshat.

      Behind Haych, Sela lowered her face into the flowers still in her hands and grinned like a smitten schoolgirl.

      Fuck. I needed to put a stop to this today, but I didn’t have time to deal with it right now. Grabbing my backpack from the counter, I slung the strap over my shoulder and made plans to talk to both of them separately tonight. “Sela, I’m leaving. We’ll be back by dinner. Haych, I want the rest of that debris cleared on the north path before I get back.”

      I moved for the hallway, but at my back, I heard Haych whisper, “What’s wrong with him?”

      “Girl trouble,” Sela answered. “Are you hungry?”

      Rounding the corner in the hall, I forced the future problem my employees’ budding romance was going to cause me from my mind and focused on what I had to do next. As I picked up the hiking boots I’d left on the floor in the living room earlier, my stomach swirled with unease.

      Sela was right. This probably wasn’t going to go over well, but I was out of options. I had to get Natalie out of that room. If she didn’t start adjusting to our current situation, we were as good as dead.

      I didn’t bother to knock. Wasn’t about to give her any chance to say no. I pushed the door open and spotted Natalie on the window seat, gazing out at the view.

      Her head shifted my way as I entered, her cute little body covered by a black tank and white-and-pink-striped pajama bottoms, but all I could see was the scowl that seemed permanently etched into her features whenever I was near.

      Oh yeah, we were off to a rockin’ start.

      Crossing the room with the backpack slung over one shoulder, I dropped the boots I’d had flown in for her last night on her lap. “Put these on and meet me outside in ten minutes. We’re getting out of here.”

      She caught the boots in her hands and sat straight up, slinging one sexy leg over the side of the bench seat. “We’re leaving?”

      The hope and excitement I heard in her voice sent a whisper of guilt twisting inside me, but if stretching the truth now propelled her out of this room and lifted her from this funk, I figured it was worth the lie. “Yes.” I turned for the door. “Make it fast.”

      Warm air surrounded me as I stepped out onto the porch, and I drew in a breath of fragrant tropical air that didn’t do a thing to calm me the way it usually did. This island used to feel like an escape. Right now, it felt like a ticking time bomb. One I wasn’t sure I could defuse before our reality exploded around us.

      The door behind me opened and closed, and as I turned, the vision of Natalie standing in the sunlight, looking my way expectantly, hit me like a hard punch to the gut. She’d changed into a short-sleeved white T-shirt that pulled tight at her breasts, and denim shorts that showcased the long sexy line of her legs. A dozen images of those legs wrapped around my waist flashed in my mind, making my skin heat and blood rush into my groin, but I fought the arousal, knowing it was the last thing she wanted or needed from me at the moment. Yet even so, I couldn’t help but think that with her hair pulled back in a tail, her skin free of makeup, and those clunky hiking boots on her feet, she looked outdoorsy and cute and every bit the fresh-faced American I’d fallen for in Rome.

      A hot flood of want swept through me. I ached to feel her skin against mine. I craved the feel of her hands in my hair and running down my back as she pulled me close. But most of all, I yearned to see the same hunger in her eyes that I felt in every inch of my body for her.

      I also realized I needed her to eat. A new sense of worry hit me when I noticed how loose the shorts I’d gotten for her were. She looked thin—like she’d lost five to ten pounds in the last week.

      I shifted the backpack and told myself I was taking the first step in fixing all that today. “Ready?”

      “Yes. Where is the helicopter picking us up?”

      I moved toward a familiar trail that disappeared into the jungle. “We have a bit of a hike.”

      It wasn’t exactly a lie. I just hoped she was as interested in the end result as I wanted her to be.

      We moved onto the trail, and she followed me through the jungle in silence for at least twenty minutes. I pushed vines and palm fronds aside for her, keeping my pace slow, knowing she was still weak. Every now and then, I glanced back to make sure she was doing all right. The wound on her leg had healed enough so it was now just a long, jagged red scab on her shin that didn’t even need a bandage, but I kept an eye on that as well—just in case.

      When we reached the stream that ran down from the highest peak on the island, I paused so she could catch her breath. She moved near the stream—careful to stay a good three feet from me—and leaned forward to rest her hands on her knees as she sucked back air.

      “You doing okay?” I asked.

      “I’m fine.”

      She was so not fine, it wasn’t funny. But I didn’t tell her that. Reaching back for the water bottle from my pack, I held it out to her.

      “Thanks,” she mumbled. For just a split second, my fingers grazed hers, and electricity arced in my nerve endings. But she showed no sign of the same sensation. She just straightened, tipped her head back, and poured water into her mouth.

      I looked away, because even that simple action heated my blood to boiling, and I didn’t want her to see how it turned me on. Swiping a hand across my sweaty forehead, I nodded across the shallow stream. “Trail continues on that way.”

      She capped the water bottle and handed it back to me, this time, I noticed, pulling her fingers back so she wouldn’t have to touch me.

      Frustration bubbled inside me, but I told myself I was reading too much into things. Shoving the canteen back into the side pocket of my pack, I moved to the edge of the stream where a series of rocks zigzagged a path across the water and held out my hand for her. “Come on. You first.”

      She tucked her hands behind her back and shook her head. “No, you. I’m fine.”

      My frustration morphed to agitation mixed with a heavy dose of regret. Now she wouldn’t even accept my help? We’d clearly come full circle, right back to that day she’d left my office in New York after I hadn’t given her the internship she’d wanted.

      Sela’s advice trickled through my mind, but I dismissed it. I could make Natalie understand why I’d done the things I had without telling her about my past.

      Even though all I wanted to do was grab her and shake some sense into her, I forced myself to pick my away across the stream, then wait patiently on the other side while she did the same. Twice she almost slipped, and my muscles coiled tight, my body ready to spring into action if she went down, but she righted herself just in time and joined me on the far side without so much as getting her boots wet.

      “Come on,” I said, turning away so I didn’t grab her and do something stupid like try to kiss that distrustful look off her face. “It’s not much farther.”

      She didn’t respond, only followed me deeper into the jungle. We went up a small rise, and each time I glanced back, I could see her searching for signs of a helicopter. On the far side of the rise, we dropped down into a small valley heavily wooded with thick trees that blocked out most of the sunlight.

      “I don’t see anywhere for a helicopter to land,” she said at my back as we moved deeper into the valley.

      “There aren’t a lot of clear spots on the island.” That wasn’t a lie either. It just didn’t answer her question. Changing the subject, I said, “Do you know much about the South Pacific?”

      “Yeah, it’s in the southern part of the Pacific ocean.”

      I didn’t miss her sarcasm, but instead of increasing my agitation, her snarky retort eased a bit of the tension inside me because I saw it as a first step back to the challenging, headstrong woman I remembered. “Scientists think there’s an underwater continent out here in the Pacific somewhere. The guy who sold me this island claimed the key to finding the lost continent was on this island.”

      She huffed at my back. “Sounds like that makes you pretty gullible.”

      I smiled and shoved a patch of vines out of my way, holding them back so she could pass in front me. “I might be, but when I found this, I wasn’t so sure he was lying.”

      Her eyes widened when she caught sight of the pyramid-shaped ruins ahead, and the way her mouth dropped open made me ache to feel her soft lips against mine.

      “What…is this?” she asked.

      “Go see for yourself.”

      She didn’t turn to look at me, but there was no way I could miss the wonder in her features as she stared ahead. And as I watched her move across the jungle floor and stop to gaze up at the crumbling structure, I knew bringing her here had not been a mistake.

      When we’d been in Rome, she’d been awed by the Colosseum and Roman Forum. The day I’d blown off work and we’d explored the city like tourists had changed the way she’d looked at me. I had hope this could change the way she looked at me now.

      I let the vines fall at my back and moved up beside her, gazing up at the ruins myself. “The guy I bought the island from said this used to be a temple linked to the lost continent of Lumeria. Haych laughed when I brought him out here and showed it to him. He grew up on a nearby island and said it’s a temple to Pele, the south Pacific fire goddess. Just like in Italy, pagans here build temples to appease their gods.”

      She stepped closer to the structure and placed her hands on the crumbling stones. “It’s amazing. You can’t even see it through the trees.”

      “The jungle’s too thick. Most of the temples built on the islands around here have deteriorated to the point where the canopy hides them from view.”

      She didn’t respond, and I wasn’t even certain she heard me. Her eyes were filled with wonder and pinned on the structure as if it held the secrets of the world, and warmth gathered in my chest when I remembered the way she’d looked up at the Roman ruins in much the same way, only then she’d been holding my hand and hadn’t wanted to let go of me. Now she didn’t even seem to notice I was there.

      She made her way around the temple and came back to stand on my left side, close enough for the sexy scent of her skin to reach my senses, but not near enough for me to touch. “It’s amazing.”

      She’d looked at me like that before. In Italy. Before everything had turned to shit. I wanted her to look at me like that again. Was so obsessed with the idea of it, I couldn’t concentrate on anything else. “There’s more.”

      Her gaze finally swung my direction, and the way her blue eyes sparkled, void of any of the skepticism from before, made my pulse kick up. “More?”

      I nodded, pointing over her shoulder. “Through there.”

      She turned, and when she spotted the stone archway she’d completely overlooked earlier, her soft gasp shot a memory straight through my brain. One of me pressing her up against the wall of that elevator in Rome, and the surprised gasp that had tumbled from her lips just before I’d devoured her mouth.

      Heat built in my veins. A heat that was growing harder to ignore. She stepped away from me without a word, oblivious to the effect she had on me. Vines wrapped around the archway, and she tried to push them aside, but they were thick and scratched her bare arms.

      “Here.” I moved around her, pulled the vines back so I could pass under them, and held them back for her as I extended a hand.

      This time, she didn’t hesitate to accept my help, and when her warm palm and slim fingers wrapped around mine, it was all I could do not to pull her in and take her mouth just as I’d done in that elevator.

      Holding her hand tightly, I made my way down the broken steps, letting her use me as a brace as she picked her way over the jagged rocks. She let go of me once we reached the bottom and the ground evened, but I was okay with that because she hadn’t pushed me away in revulsion or yanked her hand back in disgust. Where once that might not have been enough for me, today it was the first step back toward everything, so I let her go without a fight.

      “We think this was the heart of the village.” I rested my hands on my hips and watched as she moved through the space, studying the handful of crumbling structures set in a circular pattern. “They would have had a fire pit here in the center. Houses on each side. And there at the end, the blazing tree.”

      She glanced to her left, where a tall tree with red blooms bordered the jungle. “What did you call the tree?”

      “The blazing tree. It’s sacred to all Tahitians. Legend has it there was once a young couple, madly in love, with eyes only for each other. They met around a fire pit, much like what would have been here, when his village visited hers. After that day, they were inseparable and married quickly. But the goddess Pele came across him one day while the man was gathering firewood in the jungle and desired to have him for herself. Only, the man wasn’t interested. Remember, he was madly in love with his wife. When he rebuked Pele’s advances, she became so angry, she changed him into a tree. The young man’s wife heard the argument from the edge of the village, came running, and begged Pele to change him back into a man, but she refused and disappeared. The other gods, knowing what Pele had done, tried to change the man back themselves, but Pele’s curse was too strong. So they transformed his wife into a beautiful red flower and placed her on the top of his tree so the two lovers would never be apart. Ever since that day, the blazing tree blossoms with fiery red blooms that mirror the passion in the lovers’ souls. So long as the tree is flowering, Tahitians say the skies will be clear and the sun will shine. But if someone plucks the blossoms from the tree, rain falls all over the island like tears because the lovers can’t bear to be parted.”

      Natalie stared at the tree for several moments, then said, “You called it a burning tree?”

      “Yes.”

      “From Tahiti?”

      Something in the tone of her voice had shifted. It was no longer filled with awe but was now laced with an edge that set me on alert. “Yes,” I answered cautiously.

      “Nice try.” She leveled me with an icy stare. “My stepfather took me and my mother to Hawaii when I graduated from high school. That particular legend isn’t Tahitian. It’s Hawaiian, and it’s about the Ohi’a tree, which this is not.”

      She stepped around me and headed for the crumbling stone staircase. “I’ve seen enough.”

      I reached for her arm before she could get three steps away, not wanting to give up on what had been the nicest moment between us in weeks. “Natalie.”

      “Don’t.” She whipped around and jerked her arm back as if my touch had burned her. “I’m not interested in your lies. I just want to get to the helicopter.”

      “I wasn’t lying. That’s the story I was told.”

      “So it’s your version of the truth. You tend to have a lot of those.”

      I clenched my jaw, hating how she immediately assumed I’d try to mislead her. But before I could think of a way to prove that wasn’t my goal, her eyes widened, and she moved farther back.

      “Oh, I get it now. There is no helicopter, is there? This was all a ploy to get me out in the jungle so you could do what?” Her eyes hardened. “Get rid of me?”

      My stomach pitched as if she’d punched me. “Do you honestly think I would do that?”

      “I don’t know. You killed that man in my house.”

      “He was trying to hurt you. I was protecting you. Most people would be thankful someone saved their life, not pissed off about it.”

      “Most people wouldn’t need protecting from a man like that. He never would have found me if it weren’t for you.”

      “I didn’t lead him to you.”

      “No. But he came after me because of you.”

      There was so much hatred in her voice, I suddenly wondered how I’d ever thought taking her on this stupid hike would make a difference. Drawing in a calming breath, I brushed a hand over my forehead and forcibly gentled my voice when I said, “Look, I know you’re still mad at me—”

      “Mad? You think I’m mad?” Her eyes widened with a fury I didn’t know was in her. “You kidnapped me, drugged me, forced me into a marriage I never consented to, then you branded me like a fucking animal. I’m not mad, Luc. I’m furious, and if you think one stupid hike into the jungle is going to change that, then you’re a bigger piece of shit than I thought.”

      She turned for the steps, and I felt my grip on what was left of my sanity begin to slide. My lungs constricted with the knowledge I was going to lose her if I didn’t make this right. More than that, I was going to lose the chance for us, which was even worse.

      “I had to get you somewhere safe,” I said at her back, knowing better than to reach for her right now. “After you ran from me in Italy, I knew you’d fight me, and I had to get you out of there quickly without anyone seeing. What the hell was I supposed to do?”

      She whipped back to face me. “You were supposed to let me go. I didn’t want you anymore.”

      I knew she hadn’t. As she stared up at me with those blue eyes blazing, I knew she didn’t want me now either. But I still wanted her. And after everything that had happened between us in Italy, I couldn’t believe that some small part of her still didn’t care for me. I’d seen it in her eyes. That kind of connection couldn’t be faked, and it wasn’t something a person could turn on and off like a light.

      “I couldn’t do that,” I said calmly, choosing my words carefully so I didn’t say the wrong thing. “They wanted to hurt you, Natalie. They still want to hurt you. I was willing to do anything to keep that from happening including, yes, drugging you, kidnapping you, and even marrying you because spouses are protected in my family.”

      She held up her hand and twisted it so I could see the ugly tattoo darkening her ring finger. “And this? What was this? A wedding present so the whole world knows just what kind of loving spouse you are?”

      Regret gathered in my gut. “That…was a mistake. I might have panicked a little.”

      “You panicked?” Her eyes widened in a fuck-you mock I didn’t miss. “Oh, you poor thing. That must have been really hard for you. Panicking over all the disgusting ways you could mark me as your property.”

      Frustration welled inside me because no matter what I said, she was twisting it into something vile. “I needed a permanent mark on your finger you’d want to keep covered so I could be guaranteed you’d wear your ring. It was the first word that came to mind because I knew you’d hate it.”

      She dropped her hand. “What ring?”

      I drew a breath for courage. “The wedding band I haven’t given you yet because I’ve been too afraid you’d chuck it at my head if I did.”

      She was silent for several moments as she stared at me. And though her eyes were still hard as stone and flickering with rage, I sensed—or maybe I hoped, I wasn’t sure—a softening at the edges of all that anger. “Well, that’s the first smart thing you’ve done in weeks.”

      When she turned back for the steps and began climbing, panic resurged inside me. None of this had gone as I’d planned. I stepped toward her. “Natalie—”

      “Don’t touch me.” She paused on the steps to glance over her shoulder, but she didn’t meet my gaze, and I knew from the way her muscles tensed as I drew close that she meant every word. “You claim you followed me to Idaho to protect me, but we both know the truth. You followed me because you couldn’t handle the fact I was done letting you manipulate me. You’re not the man I thought you were. You tricked me in Italy, and I was naïve enough to fall for it. But I’m not naïve anymore. Your so-called House will give up looking for me after a while. I’m a nobody, and I didn’t see enough of that ritual to be a real threat to your family or anyone else. You’re the one who’s probably in more trouble with them than me. As for this?” She held up her hand, flashing that ugly tattoo at me again. “I’m not your property. I won’t be your or anyone’s slave, and I have zero desire to be your wife after knowing the sick perversions you’re into. So stop acting like you give a shit about me and leave me the hell alone. The sooner you do that, the better off we’ll both be.”

      She climbed up the crumbling steps, swept the vines aside, and disappeared into the jungle. And though the urge to follow her was strong, I held back, cemented in place by her words.

      “You’re not the man I thought you were.”

      My chest tightened. I’d known she was angry; known she felt betrayed and lied to. I’d just never in a million years thought I’d hear her say she didn’t know me.

      She did know me. She was the only person who knew the real me. She had right from the start. And I could think of only one way to prove that to her.

      Every breath felt like a thousand knives stabbing straight through my heart. Proving I was the man she remembered might mean alerting her to the danger she was still in—would always be in because of me—but it also meant bloodletting wounds I’d sworn I’d never open to her or anyone.

      Wounds I was pretty sure were going to make her hate me forever even if they did finally open her eyes to the brutal truth.
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      I couldn’t believe he’d tricked me again. I couldn’t believe I’d fallen for his manipulation as I had in Rome.

      I stomped into the house and slammed the door at my back, not caring if the blonde in the kitchen heard me. Disbelief and anger surged inside me, coloring my vision red. Luc was trying to lull me into submission by playing on my interest in history as he’d done that day he’d blown off work and taken me to see the Colosseum and ruins in Rome. Then, I’d been naïve enough to think he was doing it because he actually felt something for me and wanted to spend more time with me. Now, I saw it for what it was: a master move to position his pawn right where he wanted it next.

      Disgust rolled through my belly as I headed for my bedroom and slammed that door as well. I was sweaty from the hike, appalled with myself for believing he might actually let me go, and furious that even after everything he’d done, he was still claiming he’d done it all for my safety.

      He hadn’t done it for me. He’d done it for himself. Because he’d known he’d be in big trouble with his father and his House for letting me leave Italy after I’d witnessed that ritual. I was sick of being lied to. I was sick of my gullibility. I was sick that even after everything, my stupid heart wanted to betray me by searching for the good in him.

      I crossed into my bathroom, started the shower, and ripped off my clothes. As I stepped beneath the spray and let the hot water pummel my sore muscles, I closed my eyes and faced an ugly truth.

      He wasn’t going to let me go. He intended to push this sham marriage as far as he could to save his own ass. He didn’t care what I wanted. Which meant he didn’t really give a rip about me at all. What we’d shared in Italy had been nothing more than sex, only I’d been such a simple, stupid fool, I hadn’t realized it until I was in over my head.

      Misery enveloped me, overpowering all the anger. Tears burned the backs of my eyes, and it took every ounce of willpower I possessed not to give in to the urge to cry. But even as I fought, I heard Luc’s frantic, whispered voice in my ear that last night in Italy, when we’d argued about his family and he’d been afraid I was going to walk away from us.

      “I need you so much. Don’t leave me. Please don’t ever leave me.”

      The tears I’d been fighting broke through my resistance and slid down my cheeks. Before I could stop it, my legs buckled, and I crumbled to the floor of the shower and let the pain consume me.

      That was the Luc I wanted. That was the one I kept hoping would show up in my room. The one who would tell me how much he needed me and how he couldn’t live without me. Not the one I kept waking up to, feeding me lies, manipulating me, pretending as if he truly cared.

      I wasn’t sure how long I sat there and cried, but when I finally pulled myself together and pushed to my feet, my skin was pink, and my fingers and toes were wrinkly. Exhaustion pulled at me as I washed my hair, then slathered soap all over my body. I was physically and mentally drained, but I had to start making plans. I couldn’t sit here waiting for Luc to let me go. I had to escape even if it meant risking my life.

      I half expected Luc to be sitting in my room when I emerged from my shower, but he wasn’t, and I hated that I was both relieved and disappointed by that fact. After changing into pajama pants and a cotton tank—my new depression-induced uniform—I slid onto the window seat, stared out at the view that no longer seemed beautiful but was now stifling, and tried to plan.

      Luc had brought me hiking boots that hadn’t been in my closet. That meant he’d gotten them from somewhere. There was a chance he’d snagged them from the kitten, but my money was on a delivery of some kind. I hadn’t once heard a boat or helicopter since I’d been on the island, but he had to receive supplies. He must have things delivered at night when he knew I was sleeping. I’d have to try sleeping during the day so I could stay awake at night and wait for my chance to flee.

      A knock sounded at my door, and I instantly flinched. Glancing to my right, I stared toward the sound. My first instinct was to stay quiet, but I knew if I did Luc would just barge in, so I steeled my nerves and muttered, “Go away.”

      The door pushed open regardless, but to my relief and displeasure, it wasn’t Luc who moved into my room. It was the kitten.

      Sela carried a tray of food. A smile pulled at the corners of her perfect mouth as she lifted the tray and said, “I heard you come back a while ago. Figured you might be hungry.”

      Disinterested in her and what she offered, I went back to staring out the window. “I’m not.”

      She crossed the room and set the tray on the low table near the sitting area, just as she did every day even though she knew I probably wouldn’t touch what she brought me. “It’s just a sandwich and a bag of chips. You can have them when you get hungry.”

      I didn’t answer, and she didn’t take the hint and leave as I wanted her to. Exasperated, I snapped, “What?”

      “I was just wondering… Luc hasn’t come back yet. I thought you two were together. You don’t know where he went, do you?”

      Of course she was worried about Luc. My irritation with the kitten blew sky-high. Turning back for the window, I worked to keep my voice even when I said, “I don’t know where he is, nor do I care.”

      Fabric rustled, and relief spread through me knowing she was leaving, but the door didn’t click closed as I expected, and when I turned, I found her standing with one hand on the door handle, her perfect lips in a tight line and a furrow between her brows.

      Just leave already! I wanted to scream.

      “I promised Luc I wouldn’t stick my nose where it doesn’t belong, but I’m done tiptoeing around you. I don’t have a clue what’s going on between the two of you, but ever since you got here, Luc has been off.”

      It took every bit of strength I had to bite my tongue as I looked back to the window. She was the last person I needed a lecture from. Especially about Luc.

      “This island used to be a place Luc could chill out and relax,” she went on, not taking the hint I didn’t give a rip about her opinion. “But now he’s not sleeping, he’s agitated and stressed, and I’m pretty sure the only reason he’s still eating is because I’m forcing him to.”

      Disgust and a rage I could only just contain built inside me. I closed my eyes and breathed deeply, not wanting to give in to the fury. Not wanting her to see she was getting to me. But if I had to sit here much longer and listen to all the ways she knew Luc wasn’t sleeping or all the ways she was babying him to eat, I was going to lose what was left of my frazzled sanity.

      “I get that you’re angry with him,” she went on, still not taking the signal I was sending loud and clear for her to shut the hell up, “but do you have any idea what he’s done for you? He betrayed his House for you. He put himself in their crosshairs to protect you.”

      I couldn’t take it anymore. My eyes shot open, and I whipped my head in her direction. “I don’t need to hear any of this from you.”

      “Well, you sure as hell need to hear it from someone, because you’re clearly not getting it on your own.” Her once-gentle eyes hardened. “I know you recognized my tattoo. I know what you think of me, but I really don’t care about your opinion. That part of my life is over, and I won’t allow you to look down on me the way all those wives and daughters did years ago. They did that to me. I didn’t ask for it or—”

      “I don’t care what they did to you.” I was on the verge of slamming my hands over my ears to block her out. “I don’t want to hear a word about your relationship with Luc!”

      Her mouth snapped closed. Silence filled the room. Then very quietly, she said, “Is that what’s bothering you? That you think Luc and I are—”

      “I don’t want to hear about it,” I snapped, turning back for the window, struggling against the urge to scream and rage and…be consumed by a fury I was sure would ruin me forever.

      “Natalie, there is nothing going on between me and Luc.” Her voice was gentle once more, not raised and angry as it had been, and though I tried to ignore her words, I couldn’t completely block them out. “There’s never been anything between me and Luc besides friendship. I’m not his kitten, if that’s what you’re thinking. I never was. I didn’t even know him during that part of my life.”

      Desolation swirled inside me. I closed my eyes again and breathed through my nose, because instead of lashing out, now I was fighting the urge to cry, and I didn’t understand why.

      Soft footsteps sounded at my back. “Luc has a friend in Italy,” Sela said somewhere close. “I think it’s the only person he trusts in his House. The friend’s wife is English. She gets people out. She’s got connections. She rescued me from that hell I was living, gave me a new identity, and set me up with a new life in America. But I was struggling then. I…I was pretty screwed up for a while after I got away. Luc was looking for someone to manage his house here around that time, and when the woman realized I wasn’t going to make it in the States, she asked him if I could come here and work for him instead. I needed to be all by myself, to work through all the screwed-up things in my head, and this island gave me the chance to do that. I didn’t come here for anything other than a job, and I didn’t trust Luc at the start, just like you don’t now, but I learned rather quickly that I had nothing to fear from him. He’s not like the others in his House. I’m not his kitten. I never have been, and I never will be. And I promise you, he’s never once looked at me the way he looks at you.”

      Shit. The flood of tears I’d been holding back burst forward, and I swiped a hand across my cheek, hating how erratic my emotions were these days.

      A creak echoed, and then the cushion on the window seat moved as she sat near my feet.

      “Ever since Luc brought you here, he’s been a mess. Did you know he’s spent almost every night in this room making sure you were okay? First when you were coming out of your drugged haze, and then when you were battling delirium from that fever? He hasn’t been taking care of himself. All he’s been doing is making sure you have everything you need.”

      Even though I wanted to go on hating her, I couldn’t, and when I looked at her, I saw her gaze was no longer filled with anger but was gentle and somber. I blinked against the stupid tears still burning my eyes, afraid to believe what she was telling me. “Every night?”

      A one-sided smile pulled at her lips. “Just about. I don’t think so much the last few nights, but you had some wicked nightmares before, and the only thing that seemed to calm you was him.”

      Dreams I’d had over the last week pinged around in my brain. In all of them, especially when I’d been scared, I’d sensed Luc somewhere close. I’d gone looking for him.

      I glanced across the room. Had he been in that bed beside me? Comforting me and lulling me back to sleep? Was that why I’d dreamt of him?

      I closed my eyes and shook my head, even more confused. “I don’t know what to believe.”

      “I know that feeling. I also know that the only person you feel you can trust right now is yourself. But I’m here to tell you, you can trust Luc. Whatever you think you know about him, you’re wrong.”

      “I saw it.” I looked at her again, unsure and miserable. “I saw him there, wearing that cape and mask.”

      Pity filled her eyes. A pity that told me she knew exactly what I’d seen. “He didn’t participate.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Because I know him.”

      I huffed.

      “If you understood what happened twelve years ago that made him leave Italy, you’d know why he could never participate too.”

      A conversation Luc and I’d had in Venice flashed in my mind. One that had taken place long before I’d known about his House and the sick ritual I’d witnessed. He’d told me then that he’d left Italy to sow his oats, but Sela was making it sound as if something else had pushed him to leave. Something traumatic. My brow lowered. “What happened?”

      “It’s not my place to tell you. You should ask him.”

      “He won’t answer. He likes his secrets way too much.”

      “Only because he’s scared how knowing his secret will change the way you see him.”

      Unease spread through my belly. From the first moment I’d met Luc, I’d sensed there was something dark and troubled in his past. His need for control was about more than not being able to change his environment. It came from a moment in his past he couldn’t alter. I’d tried to get him to open up to me in Italy. I’d tried to get him to trust me. Then I’d seen that ritual in the trees, and thinking that was his secret, it had scared me so much, I’d run from him. But now… Now Sela was telling me there was something more, something darker, and a place deep inside my soul was almost too scared to know the whole truth.

      Her hand slid over my fingers where they rested on my updrawn knee, and she squeezed in a way that was both reassuring and frightening. “I’m pretty sure he’ll tell you if you ask him. Especially now, after all his other plans to win you back have failed. You’re tougher than most women I know. You’re definitely tougher than me.”

      When she winked and smiled, all the ways I’d belittled her over the last week hit me hard. “Shit. You must hate me. I’ve been a total bitch.”

      Sela’s smile widened. “You haven’t been that bad. Though I was starting to question my cooking skills.”

      “I’m sorry. I’ve just been so angry with Luc, and I thought—”

      “It’s okay.”

      “No, it’s not. I shouldn’t have assumed. I should have asked what your relationship was with him. I have no excuse except that I was”—the words turned to ashes in my mouth—“jealous.”

      “Jealous is good. It means you still care.”

      My stomach twisted because I knew that was exactly what it meant. Only I still wasn’t sure if I wanted to care or if Luc was even worth caring about, especially when I wasn’t sure I could live with whatever awful thing he’d done in his past.

      Sela squeezed my hand one last time, then let go and pushed to her feet. “You should try to sleep. You look tired. And maybe eat a little first. That’s adding extra stress on Luc—the fact you’re losing so much weight. At least try to eat half the sandwich I made.”

      He was worried about my weight? He hadn’t said a word about how I looked. In fact, I was sure he hadn’t even noticed. Then again, every time he’d stepped foot in my room I’d been ready for a fight, so he’d probably steered clear of that topic for safety reasons.

      I watched Sela walk toward the door, a mixture of guilt and gratitude swirling in my chest. “Thank you.” It was hard to get the words past the lump in my throat, but I forced myself to say them. “I promise not to be such a crazed bitch the next time I see you.”

      Sela grinned as she opened the door wider and glanced back at me. “Crazed bitch. I kinda like that. You know, the other day I asked Luc what was so special about you that made him upend his entire life in a split second, and do you know what he told me?”

      I was almost too afraid to ask. “What?”

      “He said it was because you see the real him in a way no one else ever has. I didn’t believe him then. I mean, considering how angry you’ve been with him, it seemed obvious you couldn’t see all the things he was doing to keep you safe. But after talking to you today, I’m not so sure anymore. Maybe you do see the real him, you’re just too afraid to take a chance. I know all about being afraid. It’s frightening to think about letting go of all the things you thought you knew and reach for something that’s not guaranteed to last, especially when you’ve been hurt. But that’s life, isn’t it? If you don’t try, if you don’t take the risk, then you stay in the same place forever and nothing ever changes. You have to be willing to look to see the truth, not with your eyes but with your heart.”

      She turned out of the room, closing the door softly at her back as she left, and alone, as I stared after her, my heart beat hard and fast.

      She was right. I’d been able to see beyond Luc’s façade of domination in Italy because I’d been looking with my heart and not my eyes. Since I’d been on this island, since I’d awoken and found that tattoo on my finger, I’d been filled with so much anger, I’d closed my heart off and accepted only what my eyes told me were true. But I knew deep in my soul there was more. More to Luc, more to what had happened in his past, more to everything between us.

      That connection I’d felt with him from the start ignited inside me, making my pulse run hot and my skin tingle, but I was still scared. Scared to know the whole truth. Scared of what it would do to me. Scared of how it would change the way I truly did see him forever.

      Because even though I seemed strong, even though I’d spent my life proving to everyone around me that I was independent and happy and that I didn’t need anyone to lean on, the bitter truth was…inside, I was empty. A shell of a person, floating through life, fooling others into thinking I was whole and content and complete when the sad reality was…I’d had nothing.

      Nothing until I’d met Luc.

      The passion we’d shared burned through me, but it was doused by a bitter cold shot of betrayal. Leaning my head back against the wall, I closed my eyes and breathed deep, thinking through all the things Sela had said, remembering every moment I’d spent with Luc in Italy.

      I didn’t know who to believe—her, him, myself. I didn’t know if I could trust my heart or my eyes. I only knew that there were two kinds of pain in life—the kind that hurts a person and the kind that changes a person. I’d lived through the first, and it hadn’t done anything but harden me into someone I didn’t like. I ached for this pain inside me to trigger the second.

      I was just deathly afraid to discover whether it would change me for good or bad.
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      I’d hiked around the island for hours, hoping physical exhaustion would help me figure out what I should do. As dusk turned to darkness and I approached the house, I still didn’t have a fucking clue.

      Nerves gathered in my stomach as I paused to stare at the warm glow radiating from Natalie’s windows. Sickness threatened when I thought of telling her about my past, but I forced the nausea back, knowing if it came to that, I’d have to lay it all out on the line regardless of how it would destroy things between us. After today, there wasn’t a lot left to destroy, so it really shouldn’t matter. And if she wasn’t going to believe she was in danger, I had to make it glaringly obvious for her.

      My head told me I was doing the right thing, but my heart begged me to turn around. Brushing a dusty hand over my hair, I muttered, “Enough,” and pushed my legs forward.

      I bypassed the front door, followed the wraparound porch to the back of the house, and entered through the kitchen. Silence met my ears as I kicked the door closed. My gaze skipped over the pristine counters and empty room, landing on a note pinned to the fridge.

      
        
        Luc,

        Your dinner’s in the oven, and Natalie’s in her room. She already ate—two helpings of my lasagna. I think I finally found something she likes. Try not to be such an ass when you talk to her. Girls don’t like it so much. Haych and I are heading home. See you tomorrow.

        —Sela

        

      

      I frowned as I tugged the note off the fridge and read it again. I knew what Sela wanted me to talk to Natalie about, and I hated that I’d come around to her way of thinking. The only plus in this whole fucked-up situation was that Natalie had eaten today.

      Dropping my bag on a kitchen chair, I tossed the note in the garbage, then took my time washing the dirt off my hands and splashing water on my face. The sweet scent of Sela’s lasagna floated in the room, and my stomach grumbled, but I didn’t reach for the dinner she’d left me. My stomach was still in too much of a knot, and I knew I’d never be able to eat until I did what I’d come here to do.

      Bracing myself for the inevitable, I turned for the hall and told myself I was out of options, that I was doing the right thing. But still I clung to the hope that when I opened her door, the woman who’d adored me so completely in Italy would be the one staring back at me, not the one who hated me on this island with every fiber of her being.

      Instinct told me to push the door open so she couldn’t turn me away, but I lifted my hand and knocked instead.

      “Come in,” Natalie called.

      For a split second, I froze, wanting that soft voice to be for me, knowing she was probably expecting Sela. Then I told myself to snap out of it, to stop being a pussy, and I stepped into the room.

      She was perched on the window seat that had become her favorite spot in the room—back against the wall, feet flat on the cushions with her knees drawn in and pointed toward the ceiling. She’d changed into a black tank and pink pajama bottoms, and her dark curly hair fell around her face as she turned my way. Her features were void of makeup, and her pretty blue eyes looked tired, but to me, she’d never been more beautiful. And in a rush of agony that gripped my chest and squeezed with the force of a boa constrictor, I knew that I was probably going to regret this decision for the rest of my life.

      “I see you made it back okay,” I forced myself to say.

      “Yes.”

      There was no bite to her voice as there’d been earlier, and as her wary gaze skipped over me, I wasn’t sure how to read her demeanor. All I knew for certain was that she had to be as emotionally drained as I was, so the sooner we got this over with, the better.

      Leaving the door open, I moved farther into the room, stopping at the dresser so I could lean back against the solid surface in the hope it would keep my legs from buckling. “Look, for the record, I wasn’t intentionally trying to lie to you today. I knew you wouldn’t go on a hike with me if I asked, so I let you believe what you wanted so I could get you out of this room. As for the ruins”—I scrubbed a hand through my dusty hair, my whole body sweaty and sticky and in need of a serious shower—“I had no ulterior motive there. I just thought you’d like to see them. And the story I told you about the burning tree wasn’t meant to deceive you. It was the story I was told when I first moved to the islands.”

      She didn’t answer. Only pursed her lips and looked down at her hands resting in her lap. I didn’t know if I was relieved or not by that fact, I only knew I had to go on.

      “I’m done trying to tell you what I think you want you to hear, Natalie.” I crossed my arms over my chest. “It obviously hasn’t done any good. So now it’s your turn. I know you have questions, and I know I haven’t given you the chance to ask them. I’m doing that now. Ask, and I’ll tell you whatever you want to know.”

      Her head came up, and when her blue eyes met mine, I didn’t miss the disbelief and even more wariness in her gaze. “Anything?”

      Shit. This was definitely going to fuck me over, but there was no backing out now. “Anything.”

      I could literally see the wheels spinning in her head as she pondered which of the multitude of questions she wanted to start with. After several seconds of silence, she said, “Is Covet a front business your House uses for sex trafficking?”

      “No.”

      The way her jaw clenched and her gaze darted down to her hands told me she didn’t believe me. She’d obviously done her research on my House in the short time between when she’d run from me in Italy and I’d found her in Idaho. Some of the information she’d uncovered wasn’t true. A lot of it was. But on this, I was telling the truth.

      “It’s a legitimate fashion magazine,” I said. “A large percentage of the women who model for the magazine never do anything more than pose for pictures.”

      “And the rest?”

      I didn’t want to lay the ugliness out there, but I wasn’t going to lie to her anymore. “Some are recruited by my House for what they call their beta program.”

      “Beta program,” she repeated, telling me loud and clear that, yep, she’d done her research. “You mean their beta kitten program. How they create—what did you call it when you were explaining it to me in Tuscany? Sex kittens. What the rest of the world calls sex slaves.”

      “It’s not entirely that simple.”

      “Oh, there’s more than one way to be a sex slave? I had no idea.”

      I frowned at her sarcasm. “The women are not kidnapped and repeatedly raped. It’s not like the sex-trafficking stories you read about in the media or see on TV.”

      “No, they’re seduced, manipulated, then trained to disassociate themselves so they’ll do whatever deviant acts they’re ordered to do by any number of men. Like in that ritual I saw. Sounds like the same thing to me, Luc.”

      Fuck, I hated this. “I will admit that there are instances where some of the betas have been abused by their trainers or handlers.” The no-shit glare she sent my way made me shift uncomfortably against the dresser. “But they’re not all treated like that. Most of the kittens I encountered were taken care of. They were compensated well for their time and services. The majority consciously agreed to participate in the parties or private events they were asked to join.”

      “And that makes it okay?”

      No, it didn’t make it okay. And I didn’t want to argue about it with her because, at the end of the day, she was right. Many of the women targeted by my House were chosen because they were naïve or naturally submissive or without family or friends who would miss them. They were lured into my world by expensive gifts and promises of money and fame. And once they agreed, they were often drugged in their training. Some were physically abused to swap pleasure for pain. I’d even heard of a few who were so mentally broken by what they’d endured that they could flip a switch and take on a completely different personality that allowed them to become the perfect sex kitten with zero inhibitions.

      Disgust spread across Natalie’s features as she shook her head, telling me she knew exactly what I was thinking. “How could you work for that magazine knowing they were preying on innocent girls?”

      Sickness swirled in my stomach, but it was punctuated by the reality that she was once again lumping me in with the vile men of my House. “I didn’t have a choice. I was forced to New York and ordered to take over operations at Covet. It doesn’t mean I liked it. It doesn’t mean I approved of what was happening there. And it sure as hell doesn’t mean I participated in recruiting any of those girls. I was trying to change things. I know you can’t understand this because you’ve only seen a glimpse of my world, but change in an organization as old as my family’s doesn’t happen overnight. I hate what Covet stands for and what happens to the models who are too naïve to say no to the temptations they’re offered. As soon as I learned I was being sent to New York, my plan was always to try to make a difference at Covet.”

      “So what stopped you?”

      My chest contracted as I looked at her across the room. “You stopped me. That day in my office when you interviewed for that stupid internship, I knew you were going to be trouble. I knew you were there looking into what happened to your friend, and I knew I had to get you out of there before you learned too much.”

      She stared at me in the heavy silence with unreadable eyes, and as I waited for her to say something, I tried to figure out what she was thinking. Only I couldn’t. This woman had always been a mystery to me, right from the start. A mystery that made me feel alive, even now when part of me wanted to die.

      “Is that what happened to my friend Elena? Did someone”—she hesitated—“coerce her into becoming a beta kitten?”

      “I’m not sure.”

      “You’re not sure, or you won’t tell me?”

      “I’m not sure.”

      “But you have a guess.”

      I nodded. When she only stared at me, I sighed and said, “I wasn’t in New York when she died, so I didn’t know her personally. I wasn’t called in until after the scandal of her death and the connection to Covet hit the media. From what I gathered, she was seeing my cousin Benito. You never met him, but he was at that party at my parents’ estate in Tuscany when we were there.”

      Her brow wrinkled. “Dark hair? About your size? He was with an older man.”

      “Yes.” My stomach pitched, knowing she remembered. “My uncle Sal.” I’d freaked when I’d seen her walking toward me as I’d been talking to my depraved uncle and cousin in the courtyard. I hadn’t wanted her anywhere near the two degenerates. Thankfully, they’d left the party, but it still haunted me knowing they’d seen Natalie’s face.

      I crossed one foot over the other and tightened my arms across my chest. “Benito can be charming as hell, but he’s into some twisted shit. It’s possible he forged a connection with your friend Elena and that they were simply dating.”

      “But?” she said when it was clear I didn’t want to go on.

      “But,” I forced myself to say, “it’s also possible he seduced her with the intention of training her to be his kitten. Some men in my House”—I rubbed a hand over my damp brow, hating this admission—“some keep kittens as personal mistresses. Some of the men get off training them in various ways and coercing them to service others.”

      “That’s sick.” Natalie pressed a hand to her stomach, and a nauseated look passed over her face. One I felt in my own gut. “And did she…” She swallowed hard. “Did Elena figure that out? Is that why she was killed?”

      “I don’t know. It’s possible.” When she looked up at me, I quietly added, “It’s the closest I could come to an explanation.”

      She closed her eyes, and the look of misery that spread across her face nearly gutted me.

      “I don’t know for sure it was Benito,” I said, knowing it didn’t help but needing her to understand. “I thought he was the one responsible for her death, but then I learned my brother Giovanni had also been in New York at the same time and that he’d expressed interest in her as well. Gio can be charming in his own way, as you know. It could have been either of them. I didn’t have time to figure out which one killed her before you arrived at my office.”

      She drew a deep breath and opened her eyes, looking at me once again with that fire that marked her as a survivor. With that fire that gave me strength even though I didn’t deserve it. “But you never told the police that.”

      “No.”

      “And you covered up the connection to Covet.”

      “My uncle Sal did. After he had his heart attack, I was called in to finish what he’d started.”

      It wasn’t an out-and-out lie. I had come in after the cover up was already under way. But if Natalie asked me if I’d ever been in Elena’s apartment before that night I’d taken her home after that party on Long Island, I’d have to fess up.

      She looked down at her hands again, and I waited for the question. Waited for her to ask just how far I’d go for my House. But instead, she said, “Is that why you took me to Italy? Because you were afraid I was going to find out about Benito and Gio and turn them in?”

      “No,” I said softly, wishing she’d look at me so she could see the truth in my eyes. “I took you to Italy because the second I saw you with Gio the night of that party on Long Island, I knew he’d set his sights on you. I had to get you out of there before what happened to your friend happened to you.”

      She twisted her hands in her lap. “And that’s the only reason?”

      “No.” I watched her carefully, knowing I was stepping out on a rickety limb but unable to hold myself back. “I also took you to Italy because I was fascinated by you. From the first moment we met, I saw you were different. You have a fire inside you that makes you strong—stronger than most.”

      She didn’t show any reaction—just continued to stare at her hands—and I didn’t know if that was the answer she’d wanted or not. But it was the truth. I’d been awed by her spirit and determination and her loyalty to her friend. And I’d been fascinated by the way she’d challenged me in that interview. Fascinated and intrigued and completely obsessed.

      “So what happened between us in Italy wasn’t planned by your House to keep me from finding the truth about Elen—”

      “No.” I hated that she even thought such a thing. And I felt like an ass for not realizing that had been going through her mind this last week. “What happened between you and me had absolutely nothing to do with my House or my family or your friend. I promise you that.”

      Her eyes fell closed. But I couldn’t tell if that was because she was relieved or even more miserable.

      Please be relieved...

      “Did you…” She swallowed again but kept her eyes shut tight and her hands folded in her lap. “Did you participate in that ritual in Tuscany?”

      “No.” Anguish clawed up my chest and tightened my throat, because this time, I did see misery in her tense features. So much misery, I should have realized she’d been tormenting herself with this question too. I’d been so concerned with keeping her safe and giving her time to adjust to our new normal that I hadn’t stopped to think about the emotional turmoil she was experiencing.

      My arms ached to hold her. My body tightened with the need to comfort her. But I knew better than to try. And I knew now that she’d mentioned the ritual, if the conversation went in the direction I expected, in a few minutes, she’d never want me to touch her again.

      I steeled myself for that moment. Told myself I was doing the right thing. Shut down my emotions and went numb like I’d done long ago. “I stopped participating in their so-called rituals when I was twenty. They can make me attend their gatherings when I’m home. They can make me watch. But they can’t force me to join them, and they know that.”

      Her eyes drifted open, and when those blue gems looked my way, they were wet with emotion and filled with all the questions I didn’t want to answer but knew I could no longer avoid.

      “So you have participated.”

      It wasn’t a question but a statement, so I didn’t answer. But, God, I hated what she was imagining as she looked at me with those very focused eyes that had always been able to see right to the heart of me.

      “What happened when you were twenty, Luc? You told me you left home for good then, but you never said why.”

      And there it was.

      I expected to feel sucker punched. I expected my knees to buckle. Neither happened. I’d gotten good at not feeling anything over the years, and that skill was clearly still available to me when I wanted it. But I had a hunch that skill was going to fail me rather soon. I might be able to get through the confession. I might be able to act like I didn’t give a shit. But Natalie knew the real me I never let anyone else see, and watching the light in her eyes die when she learned the truth was going to gut me right to the core.

      I glanced away from her for the first time since coming into the room, choosing to focus on the toe of my dirty boot so I could get through this unscathed.

      Like a bandage—rip it off.

      “You have to understand that everything you see, everything that happens is carefully orchestrated. I’m not just talking about my House. I’m talking about the world. Countries, governments, they mean nothing. Our modern society is controlled by a select group of families who individually are each worth more than all the other people in the world combined. Money is power, and the ones who have the most money have the power to create and manipulate every economy, every government, each and every military on the planet.”

      No surprise crossed her face, telling me she’d already uncovered a lot of this, but I forced myself to go on because what I told her about the Houses now would be important later in my story. “Originally, there were thirteen main families, or Houses, all linked to royalty in ancient Rome. When the Holy Roman Empire fell, the thirteen families decided to band together and use their power for greater things. They signed the Treaty of Entente in Venice, and for over a thousand years, they’ve been the masterminds directing everything from wars to famines to economic recessions, even industrialization. They control each major superpower, they can manipulate every religious leader, and they do it all because they are in charge of every single banking institution in the world.”

      She was silent for several seconds, then said, “Thirteen? I thought there were only five.”

      She had done her research. Part of me was relieved by that fact. Another part was sickened because I knew if she wasn’t scared after reading that research, it meant I was going to have to tell her everything so she would finally understand just how much danger she was really in.

      “You’re right. Now there are only five. Over time, many of the Houses intermarried. Today, the five Houses that remain are in Italy, France, Spain, Germany, and England, and they’re not as friendly as they used to be. Each house is constantly wrestling for ultimate control. Each one is afraid another will eventually take them out. Even amongst themselves, they can’t be content sharing power.”

      “Five families in Europe can’t manipulate everything. What about the United States?”

      “Already controlled by the Entente. What was the US before it declared independence? Part of England. As far as the Entente Houses are concerned, the United States is still a territory of the English House, and your president answers to the head of House Merrick.”

      I could tell from the look in her eyes she was still skeptical, so I said, “Everything can be traced back to when countries were discovered, who discovered them, and which Houses were in control at that time. Even places like the Middle East and Russia, whose monarchies were already established, are easily manipulated. Control the major superpowers on the planet and everything you manipulate within their economies eventually trickles down to the less-developed countries. Why do you think humanity as a whole is still so dependent on oil in the twenty-first century? Because the Entente wants it that way. There are researchers out there who have developed cleaner, cheaper forms of energy, but the Entente controls those governments and can easily suppress that technology. They also control the governments with the biggest oil reserves. Control the energy reserves, and you control the world’s ability to progress.”

      She was silent for a moment, then said, “Assuming what you’re saying is true, how does all this relate to why you left Italy?”

      This was the moment where everything changed. Though I wanted to rush right out of the room, I forced myself to stand still. “I told you before that nothing is as it seems. The rituals and parties are the same. They might look like orgies, but they’re really carefully orchestrated gatherings designed to intimidate and manipulate. There are still many world leaders who aren’t completely influenced by money. Some claim they have a conscience, others simply don’t want to give up their own miniscule power. Blackmail does the trick every time, though. Whenever a sex party is scheduled by my House, it’s because they’re actively targeting some government official or religious leader who doesn’t know about the Entente. They lure them in with the promise of sinful pleasure, record what’s happening, then they blackmail them after. There have been enough people over the years who have called the Entente’s bluff and been destroyed in the aftermath that now no one even questions the threat. Every single time, they get what they want.”

      “Why not just kill those leaders who won’t go along with what they want? If these Houses are as powerful as you say, why don’t they just replace those leaders with their own people?”

      “Because that would be noticed by the masses. What you have to understand is that the Entente might have the money, but it doesn’t have the numbers. If the people knew how the world was really run, they’d rise up against the Entente. The point of controlling from the shadows is that no one knows it’s being done. And they do it pretty damn well. The people are blind to the truth. The ugly reality is hiding in plain sight, but they refuse to see it.”

      Disgust pulled at her lips. “There have to be some people who know.”

      “There are. The ones smart enough to figure it all out are labeled conspiracy theorists and nuts. That’s usually enough to get them blackballed in society. The ones who have actual proof the Entente exists? Those are the ones who are assassinated.”

      She stared at me for several beats, then looked back down at her hands. And in the silence, I knew she still didn’t completely believe me or understand what kind of danger she was really in.

      Fuck. It was now or never.

      I drew a deep breath. “As the oldest and the heir to the Salvatici House, I was indoctrinated by my father to the ways of our family early on. I was thirteen the first time he took me to an event like the one you saw in the woods in Tuscany. At thirteen, I didn’t know anything about the way the world worked or my House’s involvement. All I knew that night was that there were naked girls in the middle of the woods. The men in my family called them kittens. I didn’t understand what that meant, but when one of them came toward me and everyone encouraged me to touch her, yes, I participated. I didn’t have a clue what I was doing, but she was eager and willing, and when it was over, I wanted to do it again. I couldn’t wait for the next gathering to start.”

      Silence met my ears, so I kept going. “I told you the gatherings are orchestrated. They don’t happen regularly, only when needed. Sometimes they’re not rituals but parties, like the one you saw with Gio on Long Island. It really depends on the depravity of the person being targeted as to which type of event is staged. I went to several when I was a teenager. Encouraged by my father and the men in our family, I participated in all of them. In some sick way, I thought it was a rite of passage, that it was part of becoming a man. It wasn’t until I went off to Oxford that I realized the rest of the world doesn’t agree.”

      Natalie sat quietly on the window seat, and, unable to meet her eyes for fear of what I’d see when I did, I forced myself to keep talking. “My father directed me to attend the House Merrick parties in England while I was off at school, to create goodwill with the English House and to hopefully ease some of the tension between their House and ours. It was at one of these parties—in one of the tame, presentable gathering rooms where some wives and daughters are permitted—that I met a woman named Felicity. Her father, like mine, was head of his House. Our meeting was prearranged. Intermarriage between Houses is often encouraged. It forms alliances that come in handy during conflicts. Felicity knew that was why we were being set up, but unlike me, she also knew what her family was really all about, whereas I’d been in the dark most of my life. I stupidly thought my father was a winemaker, and that his empire was built on that alone.”

      I was probably giving her too much detail, but I didn’t care. I wanted her to understand. I cleared my throat. “What my father didn’t plan for was that Felicity would educated me about the Entente, about our Houses, about their clandestine enterprises, and about the purpose of their parties. I didn’t want to believe her at first, but I instinctively knew there was more beneath the surface than my father had told me. I avoided going home that first year and took a job in London over the summer. To keep the peace with my father, I went to the House Merrick parties and made sure I was seen at those parties, but I began to lose my interest in attending. Something about them felt…forced. It wasn’t as exciting to me anymore.”

      I didn’t tell her I still took part in the debauched revelries that went on behind closed doors. I didn’t tell her I fucked dozens of kittens because they were ready and willing and begging to be fucked. But I knew from her silence she didn’t need me to say the words. She already knew the truth.

      “By the time I was twenty,” I said, forcing myself to finish what I’d started, “I could no longer ignore my father’s orders for a visit home. So I went, hoping that everything Felicity had told me would wind up being a lie. It wasn’t. I overheard my father discussing a shipping problem up the coastline with his brother—not of wine but of heroin, imported through Italy and our connections, and headed north into Europe. Italy is important to the Entente because it’s the main gateway between Africa, the Middle East, and Europe, and the drug trade is just one more thing the Entente controls to manipulate the masses. Keep the people dependent on drugs, and they won’t look too closely at what’s going on behind the scenes. It was the first time I realized just what kind of business actually funded our life. I wanted to have no part of it. I planned to leave for London and go back to my university that night, but my father wouldn’t let me go. He found me in the courtyard and told me there was a ritual being held that night to honor me home, and that I was required to attend. I knew it was a lie. I knew there was some other reason for the gathering, but I didn’t want to know more. I just wanted to go back to school. So I kept my mouth shut and I went.”

      Images flashed in my brain—the torchlight, the flat slab of rock, the circle of men in black capes and white bauta masks, chanting. And the girl. Barely eighteen. Slim, gorgeous, with blonde hair down to the middle of her naked back as she was paraded into the circle and helped up on the altar.

      She’d done all the right things, made all the right sounds as she’d lain back on the rock altar and three masked men had begun pleasuring her. And at twenty, even though I hadn’t wanted to be there, my dick had been hard and biology had taken over as I’d watched the scene unfold. I’d wanted to hear her scream when I penetrated her. I’d wanted to fuck her hard and deep. I’d wanted everyone in that circle to see her body shake when I made her come.

      I stared at a spot on my boot because I knew right here was the point at which Natalie was going to hate me forever, but I couldn’t stop that from happening anymore, so I just had to get it done. “Since the ritual was held in my honor, I was the first. The girl was young and beautiful, and I told myself that she was there like all the others—because she wanted to be there. But halfway through, I looked into her eyes and saw that she was high. Not so much she didn’t know what was happening, but…enough to make me realize she wasn’t excited by it like all the men around her. She was just trying to get through it.”

      The feelings—the guilt—that went with that memory tried to take hold, but I forced them back, focusing on the words instead of what they meant. “I couldn’t go on. I pretended to finish and pulled my cape around me as I retreated into the darkness. But I couldn’t watch as the ritual continued and the others used her. I couldn’t leave, though, either. I needed to know if I’d imagined what I’d seen in her eyes because of what Felicity had told me, or if it had really been there. So I waited until it was over, said my goodbyes to everyone, then pretended to leave. But I didn’t really. I lurked in the darkness and watched what they did with her. And when they dressed her and put her in a dark sedan, I followed.

      “Two men took her to an apartment in Florence—not a great one, but not a total dive either. I waited in the shadows on the street and watched the windows to see which room they took her to. They didn’t stay with her long, and after the lights went dark and they reemerged on the street, got in their car, and drove off, I used the fire escape to climb up to her balcony.

      “I went in through a window she’d left cracked. It was dark. I couldn’t see much more than her shape, lying still on her side on the bed. I didn’t know what they’d done to her, but I was relieved when I found her pulse strong and that she was just asleep. But I still needed answers. So I woke her.

      “She was groggy. Worse than she’d been during the ritual, and I knew they’d given her something more after it was all over. I also knew from the way she looked at me that some part of her remembered me, only she couldn’t figure out how. I didn’t know what to do, so I sat on the bed next to her and asked her questions. Her name was Vittoria. Most of her words were slurred, but I learned she was a student in Florence. She was from a tiny town in the country. She wanted to be a model. And she’d had an interview with a photographer from Covet just that afternoon. She was waiting to find out if she’d gotten the job.

      “I knew right then that she’d been coerced into that ritual, and that every man there had taken advantage of her. Me included. I also knew if I didn’t do something to help her, they’d do it to her again. So I found her passport in a drawer. I wrapped her in a blanket, and I took her down to my car. She drifted in and out of consciousness as I drove. I didn’t have a plan where I was going—just somewhere far away—and I didn’t stop until we crossed well into Switzerland.

      “I was exhausted and couldn’t keep driving, so I found a hotel on the outskirts of Bern, checked us in, and took her up to a room. She barely made a sound as I tucked her under the covers on the bed, which I was thankful for because I didn’t know what I was going to say to her or how I was going to explain everything when she awoke. London seemed like the logical place to take her, but I was too tired to think about the details then. I fell asleep on the couch while she slept on the bed. I thought the danger was behind us because we were out of Italy, but I was wrong, just as I’d been wrong about everything else with regard to my family.”

      Memories of what came next made my stomach clench in a way I couldn’t stop. “A noise woke me. At the time, I didn’t realize what it was, but when I opened my eyes and discovered she was gone, I knew it had been the door slamming. She’d come out of her drugged haze sometime in the night, awoken to find a strange man with her in a strange hotel room, and she’d run. I rushed to the balcony to see which way she’d headed and spotted her crossing the street. I went after her, but she heard me chasing her and darted down an alley. When I finally caught up with her, they already had her, two men I’d never met but with tattoos on their hands I recognized. A triskele between their thumb and first fingers, the signet of House Diedrich in Germany. One had her by the throat. The other held a gun pointed at me. There was a third I didn’t see. Before I could do anything to help her, he stabbed a needle into my neck and injected me with some kind of drug that made me black out.”

      My stomach twisted tight, and I paused because a whole host of emotions pummeled me from every side. Even though I tried to fight them back, they were already worming their way through the cracks in my armor, and I knew I had to hurry the story along, to get it over with before those cracks split me into a million pieces.

      “I woke to the sounds of her screams. I knew immediately we weren’t in Switzerland anymore. I recognized the stone walls and slate floor. It was an outbuilding on my father’s estate, one you didn’t visit when you were there, and one I wouldn’t have let you near. They…”

      My voice wavered, and I cleared my throat to hide it, adjusted my feet, and stared down at the carpet in the hopes it would keep me focused on something solid and not the memories threatening to pull me in. “The three who captured us were taking turns raping her. I…I tried to help her, but I was chained to a chair, and no matter what I did, I couldn’t get to her. They acted like I wasn’t even there, no matter how I struggled or screamed for them to stop or begged or threatened. And then I heard my father’s voice.

      “He was behind me somewhere, watching it all. In my ear, he said this was my fault. That I’d sentenced her to this by thinking she was good for anything other than being a fucktoy. I knew then that what they were doing to her wasn’t about her. It was about me. It was my punishment for going against my House and trying to save her. I thought if I promised my father it wouldn’t happen again, they’d let her go. I thought if I shut my mouth and stayed quiet, they’d finish and she’d be okay. I was wrong. Before I even realized what was happening, one of the three pulled a knife and sliced her throat open.”

      My chest contracted at the memory, and tears I hadn’t shed in years burned my eyes. I blinked rapidly to force them back, swiping a hand over my face so Natalie couldn’t see. I’d gotten through the worst part. I was almost done. I had to finish.

      I had to tell her the rest.

      I had to make her understand.

      I cleared my throat again. “When it was over, when the three men had left, my father made me look at her lying still on the mattress in a pool of blood. And then he told me that the next time I chose to risk everything for a woman, it had best be one from the right bloodline and the right House, and that if she wasn’t, she’d end up exactly like Vittoria.”

      Natalie didn’t respond. The room was utterly silent but for the roar of blood in my ears. I didn’t dare look at her. I couldn’t bear to see the revulsion in her eyes. I couldn’t face that even though I knew I deserved it.

      I drew one last breath so I could get it all out. “My father unchained me. He told me they had me on video fucking her in the woods. That my fingerprints were already on the knife used to murder her. If I went to the police, if I alerted anyone to what had gone down that night, I’d take the blame for her death. The fact he had the support of House Dietrich told me I couldn’t even trust another House to back me, and that any alliance I’d formed with Felicity could get her killed as well. It also told me that gathering in the woods had been designed to blackmail me. So I’d fall in line with what my father wanted and never again question anything my House did.”

      I rubbed a hand across the back of my neck, desperate now just to tell her the rest. “My father then told me to get my head in the right place and that we’d talk later. He left me there with her, and as I stared at what they’d done to her, I vowed then and there never to participate in any of their sick rituals again. I left Italy that night with only the money in my wallet. I didn’t go back to England. I didn’t talk to my mother or my siblings about what had happened. I walked away from my family and everything they stood for, and I didn’t look back. I knew they’d find me—I knew they could find me wherever I went—but I didn’t care.

      “I finally heard from my mother about six months later. I was in Australia at the time, working for a shipbuilder, when I got a letter from her. I’m not sure how she tracked me down, but I called her back as she instructed, knowing I couldn’t stay silent. She told me she didn’t know what had happened between me and my father, but claimed he felt bad over it. I didn’t believe her. I also suspected she knew more than she was letting on and that she’d taken my father’s side. She asked me to come home. I said no. When she realized I wasn’t going to budge, she said that my father had agreed to let me take some time to deal with my issues, but that eventually, I’d have to return and take my place with the family. I didn’t answer her. I didn’t have an answer for her.

      “They left me alone for about six years, then bit by bit forced me back into the family. They knew I’d started a business in Tahiti, and they sent a man to my warehouse to make that known to me. I’ve kept this island secret. It’s not on any maps or on any bills of sale. It’s also not in my name, so for now, it’s hidden. But I realized when that guy showed up that if I wanted it to continue to be hidden, I couldn’t go on ignoring them. And if I wanted to live, I couldn’t pretend they didn’t exist. That might sound selfish to you, but my life was the only thing I had left. So I did as little as possible. I went back to Italy now and then and made public appearances at Salvatici events so my name was once more associated with our House. Every time the winery expanded, I showed up at the festivities like the heir everyone expects me to be. I even showed up at Covet events during fashion weeks in Rome and Milan and Paris and let myself be photographed by the press just to keep my father off my back. But I avoided going home, and I never again attended any of my House’s depraved parties or rituals. That masquerade on Long Island was the first I’d been to in twelve years. And the gathering in the woods that night in Tuscany… The only reason I went to that was because I was afraid if I didn’t, they’d go after you.”

      What came next was the most important thing I had to say, so I lifted my head, intending to look her in the eyes when I said it, but the best I could force myself to do was gaze at the dark window above her. “You have every reason to hate me. I hate myself for getting you wrapped up in all this. I shouldn’t have touched you in Italy. I should have stuck with my original plan and been such an ass, you couldn’t wait to run home to Idaho, but I didn’t. And when I realized you’d fled my parents’ estate, I knew I had to do whatever it took to make sure what happened to Vittoria never happened to you. So, yeah, I followed you. I drugged you so you wouldn’t make a scene they could find. I brought you to the South Pacific when you were unconscious, because I knew you’d never go anywhere willingly with me after what you’d seen. And I arranged for us to be married when you were barely lucid, because spouses in the Entente are protected against execution. Then I brought you to this island, where we’d be hidden for a while and where you couldn’t escape, so you’d have time to adjust to our new situation. And I did that because—and this part is important—spouses are only protected so long as they’re willing participants in the marriage. None of it was right, and all of it was wrong, but I’d make each and every choice exactly the same again without hesitation to keep you safe, because that’s all that matters to me now. Making sure no one ever hurts you again is my only focus.”

      The last of my words echoed in the room like a doomed drumbeat. She didn’t respond, didn’t ask any questions, didn’t even look up at me. And as silence stretched between us like a vast ocean, the carefully constructed walls I’d built to protect myself started to crumble.

      A rush of sickness flooded my belly and sent bile surging up my esophagus. I deserved disgust from her. I deserved way worse. Dropping my head, I rubbed my aching forehead, knowing if I didn’t get out of here soon, I was going to break in front of her. And that was something I couldn’t let her see, because more than anything, I needed to keep up the façade that I was strong and in total control so that she would believe I could keep her safe.

      “So that’s it. That’s…everything. Who my House is, why I left Italy, the reason I hate my family, and why I did every single thing I’ve done since the moment I met you.”

      When she still didn’t say a word, I pushed away from the dresser. “I’m sure you still have questions, but it’s late, and I think we’re both beat from today. I’ll check in with you tomorrow. If you have more questions then, I’ll answer them.”

      She didn’t try to stop me, and somehow, I made it back to my room without collapsing. I tried to think about nothing as I moved. It was the only way I’d survived in the days and weeks after I’d left Italy. Thinking about the things I’d done and couldn’t change had the potential to send me into a dark, downward spiral that could take weeks—no, months—to pull myself out of. I didn’t have that kind of time now. I couldn’t give in to the haunting memories and self-deprecating disgust if I had any hope of keeping Natalie safe.

      I didn’t bother with the lights, just moved through my bedroom into the master bath, peeled off my dusty clothes, and dropped them on the travertine floor. Leaning into the massive shower, I flipped on multiple showerheads—four on one side and three on the other—and didn’t bother to wait for the spray to heat. Ice-cold water stabbed at my skin like tiny knives striking from every direction, making me suck in a harsh breath, but as the water slowly warmed and steam rose around my head, I wished I’d left it cold. Wished I’d kept my mouth shut tonight. Wished I’d never looked twice at Natalie James.

      Sickness swirled in my belly and rushed up my chest. A familiar sickness that told me if I didn’t shut this shit down right now, I wasn’t going to be able to in a few minutes. Leaning forward, I braced both hands on the tile wall and dropped my head. Water hit my belly, my back, doused my hair from the showerhead above. I closed my eyes and focused on that black, empty nothingness. Breathed in and out slowly through my nose to keep the sickness at bay. Listened to the rapid beat of my heart, the rush of water striking the tiles, the ebb and flow of air as it filled my lungs and left on a gentle whoosh.

      My skin prickled. Tormented memories tried to push through my defenses. I knew better than to break my focus, but I couldn’t stop my head from lifting. Couldn’t keep my eyes from opening under the rush of water flowing over my face.

      Pushing away from the wall, I swiped a hand over my hair to brush the water off my forehead as I stepped out from under the main showerhead and turned. Then froze when I spotted Natalie standing in my darkened bathroom, watching me from the shadows.

      For a moment, everything came to a screeching halt. I didn’t hear the shower anymore. Didn’t feel the water striking my flesh. Wasn’t sure I even breathed.

      All I saw was her, standing regally in the shadows, watching me with an unreadable expression. This amazing, incredible woman who made angry look beautiful and weak look invincible and who, even now, even after all the ugly things she’d said and heard and witnessed, was the most angelic thing I’d ever seen.

      My angioletto. The only person in the world who had the power to once and truly break me. And who I was pretty sure would before all was said and done.
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      I wasn’t sure what I was doing.

      I hadn’t planned to invade Luc’s space. I’d only sensed he was hurting. His story—the agonizing way in which he’d told it—had made me see him in a different light. I’d followed him with no plan, just a need to make sure he was okay. But standing in the shadows in his bathroom, watching him under the spray of the shower, I felt the pain radiating from him in waves. And that pain was so raw, so fierce, so all-consuming, it pushed my feet forward before I realized what I was doing.

      I stepped beneath the spray—clothes and all—and moved toward him. He didn’t speak. Didn’t even flinch. But I felt his agony. Felt it wrap around my body and squeeze so tight my chest ached. And when I caught the heady scent of his skin—citrus and spice and musk—when his body heat seeped into mine, all my instincts told me to comfort him. To protect him. To reassure him he was not the evil monster he thought he was.

      My pulse raced. Heat spread all through my belly, seeped into my veins, and prickled my flesh. Common sense told me I shouldn’t be here, but I didn’t care. He needed this. He needed help. When his eyes slid closed, I lifted my hands to his chest and pressed my fingers against his damp skin, then inched even closer, until my nose and lips brushed his chest and he was all I could see.

      His hands came up and cupped my jaw on each side, lifting my face toward his. And in that moment when our eyes met, I was sure the world stopped spinning. Everything else fell away until we were the only two people left on the planet.

      His eyes were glazed. Pained. Sad. But lurking beneath all the sorrow, I saw hunger. And heat. And a passion I thought I’d only imagined back in Italy.

      He groaned and lowered his mouth to mine. And I gasped and opened, unable to do anything but let him take me, taste me, and to kiss me so deeply, I forgot whose air I was breathing. To claim me, exactly the same way he’d claimed me in that elevator back in Rome.

      My heart pounded hard. The blood in my veins turned to a roar in my ears. I reached for him, drinking him in like a desert traveler guzzles water in the middle of an oasis. A growl rumbled from his throat, and then I felt myself moving. Felt the cool tile wall at my back. Felt my entire body melt when he pressed his hard, hot, very naked and very aroused body against my wet clothes and all but devoured me with his mouth.

      All the reasons this was wrong seemed to slip from my grasp. I still had a dozen causes to be angry with him, but at the moment, I didn’t care about any of them. I just wanted this. I just wanted him. I just wanted us.

      He drew back, his breaths fast and hot against my lips, and whispered, “I’m sorry.” Cradling my face, he kissed the corner of my mouth. Nipped at my bottom lip until I groaned. Dipped inside for another taste before easing back once more to look down at me. “I’m sorry I couldn’t protect you from them. I’m sorry for everything that happened and that I couldn’t stop it.”

      His eyes were glassy. His hair wet and dripping across his rugged features. But something in the way he looked at me tightened my chest. I saw doubt. I saw confusion. And I couldn’t help but wonder what he was thinking and why he was suddenly apologizing when these last few days, he’d seemed only to want to bully me into accepting this marriage.

      “I’m fine,” I said, my voice shakier than I wanted it to be.

      A pained expression crossed his features just before he pressed his forehead against mine. “No, you’re not. You’re not, and it’s all my fault.”

      I didn’t like the haunted sound of his voice. I didn’t like the way it made my whole body tremble with a fear I couldn’t understand. Lifting my hands to his face, I brushed the wet hair back from his temples, drew a breath away, and kissed his forehead, wanting only to banish that fear from both our minds. “Don’t talk.” My lips skimmed his cheek. “I’m fine. Everything’s fine.” I pressed a soft kiss to the scruff at the corner of his mouth, knowing I shouldn’t but unable to stop. “Everything will be fine.”

      He lifted his head, and for a heartbeat, he froze, his lips millimeters from mine. And when I glanced up, I saw the heat in his unique eyes. I saw the need. And my body answered with a rush of warmth that condensed in my stomach and pooled between my legs.

      His lips captured mine in a searing kiss I felt all the way to my toes. I sucked in a breath as his tongue swept into my mouth, tasting me, invading me, taking me. His hands streaking down my body to grasp my drenched tank, and I didn’t stop him from pulling it up over my breasts. Didn’t stop him from breaking our kiss and wrenching it above my head until I was standing bare and glistening and aroused in front of him against the shower wall.

      His eyes locked on to my breasts, and he groaned again as he palmed the right one, then did the same with the left. Electricity arced from my breasts to my sex, and I moaned as he pinched my nipples, then lowered his head to lick and lave the sensitive tips.

      I dropped a hand onto his wet head, couldn’t seem to stop myself from arching so my breast filled his mouth. He sucked and squeezed and licked until I was writhing against him, all but begging for more. And even though I knew we needed to talk about so many things, I didn’t want to talk right now. I wanted to forget about Houses and Ententes and unseen forces lurking in the shadows. I wanted to forget the outside world existed and get lost in pleasure for however long it could claim me.

      “Per te farei di tutto.”

      I didn’t know what he said. I didn’t care. All I wanted was more of his hot breath washing over my skin, making me forget.

      He kissed his way down my torso, sliding his hands from my aching breasts to the waistband of my pajama bottoms. His tongue traced a wicked circle around my belly button as he pushed the soaked fabric down my hips and over my legs. I shivered as I braced a hand against the wall for support and looked down at him. Wetness gathered between my legs, a wetness that had nothing to do with the shower and everything to do with the hunger I saw in his eyes.

      When the fabric hit my feet, I stepped out of the garment and lifted my chin so the spray couldn’t hit me in the face. And then his mouth was on me, faster than I expected, devouring me in a way I hadn’t anticipated. And as his wicked tongue licked a path of fire straight up my sex, all I could do was groan long and deep and hope I didn’t collapse from the ecstasy.

      Pleasure arced through my whole body, then condensed in that spot between my legs he knew how to strum and lick and tease to the perfect rhythm. My eyes fell closed. I laid my head back against the cool tiles and flexed my hips forward, seeking more, seeking everything. He took the cue and licked faster. Moaned against my clit so vibrations echoed all through my lower body. Then drew the nub of nerve endings between his lips and suckled until I saw stars.

      My orgasm spiraled toward me at the speed of light. I rocked against his mouth. Braced one hand on the slick wall and the other in his wet hair to hold him closer. And cleared my mind of everything except the stroke of his slick tongue, the suck of his talented lips, the way his thick finger—Oh, yeeeessss—was suddenly filling me.

      The climax hit me hard, stealing my breath, sending a shock wave of light and heat and mindless pleasure through every cell in my body. I cried out as it consumed me. My knees buckled and my hand slipped against the wall of the shower. Water sprayed in my face, but before I collapsed, Luc’s arms were around me. And with the release still vibrating through my limbs, I felt his lips blazing a trail of heat up my abdomen, over one breast and then the other, before finding my mouth again and claiming me with a kiss that rocked the floor right out from under me.

      I was breathless. Light-headed. Trembling from my release. But one taste of his sinful lips, one brush of his rock-hard body against mine in that steamy shower, and I wanted more. I wanted everything.

      I wrapped my arms around his shoulders, sucked his tongue into my mouth, and moaned. His arms came around me. His erection—hard and thick and weeping with his own need—brushed against my stomach, making me ache to feel him inside me. I slid my hands up into his hair, fisted the wet locks, and kissed him deeper. He answered by groaning into my mouth, turning me away from the wall so the spray hit us on both sides, and palmed my ass to lift me up off the floor.

      My legs immediately wrapped around his waist. My whole body tightened in anticipation of his touch, right where I needed it most.

      “C’è un vuoto dentro di me che solo tu puoi colmare,” he mumbled against my lips as he shifted one arm underneath me to hold me up and hit the power button on the wall panel to turn off the water with the other. I groaned as the shower stopped. Kissed him again. His fingers dug into my ass as he carried me out of the shower. “Sei la mia ossessione. Ho bisogno di te.”

      I didn’t understand his words. I didn’t know where he was taking me. I didn’t care either. I just wanted more. Tightening my hold, I lifted myself higher in his arms and kissed him deeper. He groaned into my mouth again and licked my tongue as if he couldn’t get enough. Cool air brushed my spine. Hot, hard male flesh pressed against my front. But it wasn’t enough. It would never be enough. I wiggled in his arms, searching for his cock, desperate to have him fill me.

      Before I could find it, I felt myself falling. My back hit the mattress, then Luc kissed me hard as he climbed over me. I let go of his shoulders and reached for his hips. My fingertips grazed his steely length, and my whole body shook with the need to draw him inside me, but I didn’t get the chance. In a rush, he drew back from my mouth and flipped me to my stomach.

      I gasped. Pressed my hands against the comforter. Drew my knees in so I could push myself up, flip back, and grab him like I wanted. But he held me still at the hips and said, “Apri le gambe.”

      He pushed my knees apart, and then I felt his cock straining against my thigh. “Spread your knees wider.”

      Anticipation curled hot and needy inside me at his domineering tone, the same tone he’d used on me in Italy. I did as he said. He leaned over my back, sank his teeth into my earlobe, and wrapped his arms around me. I shivered in anticipation. With one hand, he found my breast and squeezed. With the other, he trailed a path of heat down my stomach and into the wetness between my legs.

      “Oh God…” My eyes slid closed. I rocked into his hand as he stroked me, as he spread my wetness all around my clit. Reaching back, I hooked one arm around his neck, pulling him closer to my spine. The other I braced on his thigh as he ground his erection against my ass, the teasing sensations making me high with lust.

      He sucked my earlobe until I trembled, squeezed my other breast, then slipped his fingers lower, sliding one thick digit up inside me.

      I groaned at the exquisite fit, but when his thumb found my clit and he stroked in time with his shallow thrusts, I almost came right there on his hand. “Oh yes…”

      “Dio, you’re so wet. Does that feel good?”

      “So good.”

      “Do you want more?”

      Tingles rushed all through my body, and I tightened around his finger, aching for him to press deeper. “Yes, yes, more…”

      He drew out with one finger and pressed back in with two, making me groan and gasp. Then his thumb flicked across my clit, and it was all I could take. “Please. Give me more.”

      He growled and pulled free of my sex. I gasped as he drew away and pressed a hand against my spine. “Arch your back.”

      The pressure pushed me forward. My palms hit the mattress, and I grunted. My hair fell over my eyes to block my vision. But I didn’t protest, I didn’t cry out because he was already grasping me at the hips with his wicked hands, positioning his magnificent erection at my slick entrance, and pulling my hips back until I was completely impaled on his thick, pulsating cock.

      We both groaned at the tight fit. He held still inside me for several seconds, letting me adjust to his size. And even though we’d fucked like rabbits in Italy, even though this wasn’t our first time, something inside my chest broken open wide, and I felt as if it could be. I wanted it to be.

      Tears sprang to my eyes, tears that made zero sense considering everything that had happened between us. I had an overwhelming urge to savor the moment. To hold him inside me as long as I could. To cement this connection before the outside world could shatter it. Reflexively, I tightened around him, trying to keep him with me, not understanding why I was such an emotional mess when only moments ago, I’d wanted friction and fucking and a rapid release as hot as the sun.

      And then he moved, and all those thoughts slipped right out of my head.

      I groaned as he drew his hips back so his cockhead dragged along my inner walls, stopping just when he was nearly free of my body, then whimpered when he thrust deep again with a grunt, hitting my G-spot at the perfect angle. Each time he drew out, I tightened around him, increasing every inch of friction, and the orgasm I’d almost reached before came screaming back, overwhelming every one of my senses.

      His thrusts picked up speed. Skin slapped in the darkness. Perspiration dotted my spine. Shaking from the pleasure, I dropped to my elbows, angling my body so he could drive deeper, pushing back against him with each thrust, desperate for the release I knew only he could give me.

      “Don’t stop.” My hands fisted the comforter. My eyes slammed shut. I was close, so close to coming undone. “Please don’t stop.”

      He thrust harder. Deeper. Dug his fingers into my hipbones. “There?”

      Electrical arcs shot all through my body as I rocked back against him. “Yes, oh yes. More.”

      He leaned over my back, wrapped an arm around my waist, and slid his fingers over my clit. “There?”

      “Oh yes.” I lifted my head, loving his hot breath against my neck. My skin was on fire. My body ready to ignite. “More.” He pounded into me and stroked in time with his thrusts, but my orgasm still hovered just beyond my reach, and I groaned because it was close, but for some reason, I couldn’t seem to reach it. “I need more…”

      He drew my earlobe between his lips again and sucked hard. “You can have as much as you want, as often as you want it. Tell me you want it.”

      My body was slicked with sweat, my mind a whir of nothing. I groaned as he continued to fuck me hard and deep, knowing it wasn’t enough. “I want it.”

      “Tell me you want me.”

      I dropped my head forward and pressed my forehead against the mattress, aching for release. “I want that,” I whispered, focusing on tightening every time he drew back. “I want…”

      “Me,” he growled in my ear. “Tell me you want me.”

      Oh God, I did. Even with everything still a mess between us, I wanted him. I always wanted him.

      Tears sprang to my eyes again. Tears I still didn’t understand. “Yes,” I whispered. “I want you, Luc.”

      An animalistic sound rumbled at my back. On the next stroke, he pulled free of my body. I gasped as cool air whooshed over my spine, then he flipped me to my back in one quick move, and my eyes flew open wide as I stared up at him.

      His face was flushed with arousal and excitement, and his forehead glistened with sweat. But it was the haunted look I saw in his stormy asymmetric pupils that nearly did me in. One that said he needed this. He needed me. Even more than I’d thought when I’d followed him into his shower.

      My stomach quivered with a mixture of fear and exhilaration and uncertainty. Yes, I wanted him. Yes, I wanted this. But this suddenly wasn’t about me. This was about him and his demons, and for the first time since I’d touched him tonight, I realized he hadn’t said my name. He hadn’t used that nickname—angioletto—he always whispered when we were close. And I couldn’t help but wonder if he was seeing me now, or a woman from his past.

      He shoved my knees to my chest before I could find the words to ask, looked down to line up his cock, and drove inside me. We both groaned when he bottomed out, and then his mouth was on mine, claiming my lips the same way he was claiming my body, with fervor and a possessive need I’d never felt from him before.

      He fucked into me almost violently, as if he were fucking away the memories. And I let him. Tears sprang to my eyes once again as I wrapped my legs around his waist, as I closed my arms around his shoulders and held him close while he used me. Tears I didn’t understand because my climax was spiraling straight toward me once again and my body ached for everything he wanted to give me. But I still wasn’t sure what it all meant. Where we stood. Or if there even could be an us once this night was over.

      “Mine.” He grasped my head in both of his big hands and held me still as he kissed me. “You’re mine.”

      Was I? I hadn’t felt like I was his since I’d learned who and what his family really was. Since I’d run from his parents’ villa in Tuscany. Ever since that night, everything had been jumbled in my head, and my heart had been in knots. I didn’t know how to untie it or even if I could after everything that had happened between us.

      His cock repeatedly struck that perfect place, driving me harder toward the edge. I gasped against his lips as he thrust deep again and again. Tried to hold back, wanting his orgasm to trigger mine, wanting to go over the edge with him, but he continued to hammer into me, faster and harder with every plunge. And my orgasm, which had seemed so far away, slammed into me before I could stop it, crashing with the ferocity of a tidal wave against the shore. One that cleared my mind of all my doubts and fears and swept me under until the only thing I knew was mind-numbing pleasure and body-shaking bliss.

      I was sweaty when I opened my eyes. Sweaty and limp where I lay pinned against the mattress. Above me, Luc twitched, and I felt the aftershocks of his own orgasm deep inside me where his cock was only just now starting to soften.

      His face was buried in my hair, his hot breath washing over my neck, his hands against the mattress on both sides of me. I didn’t remember him coming. I didn’t remember anything but my own release. But I suddenly wanted to. I wanted to know how he’d felt, if he’d called my name when he’d spilled himself inside me, or if someone else had been on his mind at the height of his pleasure.

      An irrational wave of jealousy swept over me. One I didn’t like. What he’d confessed to me hadn’t been easy. He’d only told me about his past so I would understand the danger I was in now. And logic told me he’d barely even known that girl—the one he’d fucked yet had never even dated. But that didn’t stop my jealousy. Because that girl had shaped him into the man he’d become, not me. That girl was the reason he’d left his family, not me. And I knew now without a doubt that what had happened to that girl was at the root of why he was so obsessed with keeping me safe.

      My stomach pitched, and uneasy questions filled my mind. Had he saved me from his brother and the evils of his House that night on Long Island as a way to right the wrongs of his past? Had he taken me with him to Rome only to ensure what happened to her wouldn’t be replayed through me? And did that mean the connection I thought we’d forged was real, or had our relationship been set up on his part to prove to himself he wasn’t completely consumed by the darkness of his House as he so feared himself to be?

      Bile pushed up my throat as I lay still beneath him, listening to his heavy breaths slowing in the darkness. I didn’t like where my thoughts were going. I didn’t like the sickness stirring inside me. But so many of his reactions and words made sense to me now. I couldn’t deny that tonight in the shower, after he’d confessed what had happened to that girl, that his eyes had been different. Not just filled with pain but haunted. Glazed. Unfocused. And when he’d looked at me, I’d felt as if he wasn’t seeing me. I’d felt as if he were looking through me at someone else.

      I also couldn’t avoid the brutal reality that he hadn’t once said my name since I’d come to him. Not in the shower when he’d kissed me like a man starved. Not in this bed when he’d claimed me with an almost violent need. Not even now, when his naked body was limp and sated and pressed against every inch of mine.

      “I’m crushing you,” he mumbled in my hair.

      The sound of his ragged voice made me blink, and I swallowed hard around the lump of fear wedged tightly in my throat. “I’m fine.”

      He braced his hand on the mattress and pushed his torso off me. Glancing down my naked body, he reached between us. “I need to take care of this.”

      Cool air washed over my body as he lifted off me and disappeared into the dark bathroom. He didn’t bother with a light, but I heard the toilet flush, a sound that suddenly triggered another realization.

      Looking down at my body, I saw no sign of his release between my legs. My flesh was swollen and still wet, but from friction and my arousal, not from him. Which meant he’d worn a condom. A condom I hadn’t even realized he’d used because I’d been so lost in him when he’d carried me into this room that I hadn’t noticed him grab it or put it on.

      By now, the birth control implant he’d placed in my arm had to be working. Why would he go to the trouble of putting that in my body without my consent if he still planned to use condoms when he fucked me?

      The answer hit me like a hard punch to the gut, and I sucked in a shocked breath as I stared at my arm in the dark.

      He hadn’t placed the implant there to protect me from getting pregnant from him. He’d put it there as a backup safeguard to protect me from any unwanted consequences should what happened to that girl from his past happen to me.

      Water ran in the bathroom. My chest constricted, choking the air in my lungs. I needed to get up. Needed to go back to my room. Needed to find a way to protect my stupid heart. Needed to think.

      Footsteps sounded from the bathroom before I could do any of those things, and panic squeezed my lungs even tighter. Knowing I’d look like a total idiot if I ran right now, I rolled to my side, away from the bathroom, away from him, and closed my eyes. Hoping he’d think I was asleep. Hoping it would keep me from seeing that haunted look in his eyes again, the one that told me he was thinking about her and not me. The one I was pretty sure might actually break my heart for good this time.

      His footsteps went silent as he hit the carpet. I squeezed my eyes, wondering if he’d get dressed and disappear into his office. Wondering if he was finally seeing me now that the sex was over.

      No sound met my ears. Long seconds passed where I wasn’t even sure if he was there anymore, but I was too afraid to roll over and look in case he’d already gone. Then the bed dipped. A soft blanket slid over my naked flesh. Followed by his warm, strong, still completely bare body pressing in close at my back.

      My stupid heart bumped. I still didn’t move, though. Not when he slid one arm under my neck and wrapped it around my chest. Not when he closed his other arm over my waist and tugged me tighter into the heat of his body. I was still too scared. Still too confused.

      We lay like that for a long time in the dark, only a sliver of moonlight through the wide windows shining over us on the bed. He pressed his face into my hair. His hot breath fanned my neck, but I fought the shivers. I breathed deep, slowly, in and out, pretending to sleep, the whole time hurting from an ache deep inside because I missed this.

      I missed being close to him just as I was now. I wanted more nights like this where he made me feel as if I was his everything. And I was deathly afraid this had never been real and that I was a complete fool for giving myself to him tonight after everything I now knew.

      “I love you, Natalie.”

      His voice was low. Soft. Barely a whisper. And everything inside me froze because I wasn’t sure if those words were real or if I’d fantasized them in my head.

      He swallowed at my back. “I know you don’t believe that right now, but it’s true. I love you.” His arms tightened around me. “I won’t let them touch you. I promise I’ll keep you safe. You’re mine. You’re mine and I’m yours, and I’ll never let them hurt you. I love you, sweet Natalie.” He pressed his lips against the sensitive skin behind my ear. “I love you so much. Please give me a chance to prove it to you.”

      Tears burned my eyes. Tears of joy because he’d said my name. Because those were the words I’d wanted to hear from him since I’d awoken on this island. I opened my mouth to respond, only no sound came out. And as I tried to find my voice, I realized why.

      His words might sweep away the sickness and doubt that had plagued me these last two weeks, but they didn’t change our reality. I was still trapped on this island. If I didn’t go along with this marriage, his family would try to have me killed. Probably raped and tortured first to punish him. And the fact he’d implanted a birth control device in my arm told me he wasn’t entirely sure they wouldn’t try to do that even if I acquiesced and acted like the overjoyed bride we both knew I wasn’t.

      A heavy weight pressed down on me. One that stole the brief rush of happiness I’d felt at his words and left me more a prisoner than I was before.

      What could I do? Did I even have free will anymore? If I couldn’t choose my own path forward, what did that mean for me? What did it mean for Luc?

      And most importantly, what did it mean for the future? A future I was now nearly too afraid to even contemplate.
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      Sunlight slanted through the windows, rousing me after dawn.

      A red hue lit up my closed eyelids, and through the cracked panes of glass, I could hear the lapping of water against the shore only yards from my bedroom patio, but I didn’t open my eyes. Not yet. In that peaceful state between slumber and consciousness, I wanted to savor this moment and the way my body ached.

      It was a good ache. A sweet ache. The kind that came from worshipping the woman I loved. Memories of the way Natalie had come to me last night filled my mind. Warmed my skin. Sent blood rushing into my cock. Dragged me closer to alertness and right into arousal.

      God, I’d needed her. So damn much. So much more than I’d even realized until I’d seen her standing in my shower, her clothes dripping wet from the spray, her eyes calling out to me. I knew I hadn’t been gentle, but she hadn’t seemed to want gentle. When I’d given her a chance to push me away, she’d pulled me in, kissed me hard, and when I’d carried her into the bedroom, she’d clawed at me as if she couldn’t get enough.

      My cock hardened at just the memory, and every inch of my body hungered for more—for every bit of her soft, wet, wicked heat drawing me in all over again.

      I rolled to my side, desperate to touch her, to feel her against me, to taste her succulent mouth, and reached out for her. My hand landed against cool sheets. Opening my eyes, I blinked in the early morning light, then lifted my head when I realized her side of the bed was empty.

      Slowly, I sat up. The thin blanket I’d thrown over both of us fell to my waist. An eerie silence filled the room. Glancing toward the darkened bathroom, I listened, hoping for some sign that told me she was in there, but long minutes passed, and no sound met my ears.

      A pressure I didn’t like filled my chest as I threw back the blanket, found a pair of gray sweats in the dresser drawer, and pulled them on. Maybe she’d been hungry and had left me to get food. Or maybe she’d heard Sela in the kitchen this morning and had gotten up to go say hello. My heart pounded hard as I crossed the room and tugged my door open, but again, I heard nothing.

      My mind immediately drifted to worst-case scenarios. To the way Natalie had run from me when she’d first awoken from her drugged stupor on this island—a drugged stupor I’d been responsible for—then darted to the way she’d laid into me yesterday on that hike.

      My stomach clenched with the realization it was possible she hadn’t come to me last night because she’d wanted me. She was a smart girl. She knew I was the one keeping her trapped here. There was a chance—a big chance—she’d fucked me into exhaustion last night simply so she could find a way to escape without my knowing.

      I headed for my office, unease prickling my skin. As I pushed the door open, I scanned the room. Everything was still in its place. Laptop on my desk. Drawers closed. Nothing out of place or rifled through. I crossed the room and flipped my laptop open. While the screen booted up, I reached for the desk drawer where I’d locked my phone, breathing easier only when I discovered it was still secure. A quick check of the other locked drawers in the cabinets behind me confirmed she hadn’t tried to access them, and when my computer came on, and I opened my email, I saw that she hadn’t logged on. Hadn’t tried to send or receive any emails. Hadn’t even touched my damn computer.

      Bracing my palms on the desk, I drew a full breath, hating that my first thought was to be suspicious. But I couldn’t keep my brain from spinning. I needed to know why she’d left my bed and where she’d gone. Because a glaring reality was becoming clear in the light of day.

      Last night, I hadn’t just confessed my greatest sins, I’d also spilled my heart right at Natalie’s feet when I’d told her I loved her. And she hadn’t said a single word in response.

      My skin tingled as I headed for the kitchen. It too was empty and silent, and a quick look at the clock told me it was still too early for Sela to arrive. As I walked through rooms, I glanced out at the beach and the deck. Still saw no sign of her. That tingling grew stronger. I was confident no one could have taken her. My alarms hadn’t gone off, and there’d been no deliveries scheduled last night. She had to be here somewhere. I reached for the partway open door of her room. I’d find her as long as I didn’t freak ou—

      My thoughts came to a whirring stop. She was sound asleep, curled up in a plush club chair in the sitting area of her room. She’d pulled on a new black tank and soft blue cotton sleep shorts and lay at what had to be an uncomfortable angle with her head tipped against the back of the chair, gripping a throw pillow at her chest. Curly dark hair fell over her angelic face, shielding half of it from my view.

      My pulse slowed, but a hole opened in my gut with the realization she’d left my bed to come here. Telling myself not to jump to conclusions, that maybe she just hadn’t been able to sleep and hadn’t wanted to wake me, I reached for the throw at the end of her bed and carefully laid it over her. My bare foot brushed something hard on the floor. Stepping back, I bent for the object only to discover it was a notepad. Beside it, I found a pen and piece of paper that looked as if it had been ripped off the pad and dropped.

      I turned the paper over in my hand, then stilled as the words she’d written came into focus.

      
        	He lied to me.

        	He kidnapped me.

        	He drugged me.

        	He forced me into a marriage I don’t want.

        	He implanted a foreign object in my body.

        	He’s trapped me on this island.

        	He’s isolated me from family and friends.

        	His House—his family—is evil.

        	His family has killed people.

        	He has killed people—the man in my house, others I don’t know about.

        	Because of him, people want to hurt me, probably kill me.

        	I don’t know if I can trust him to tell me the truth.

        	I don’t know if I can believe what he tells me.

        	I don’t know if he can keep me safe or if that was just another empty promise.

      

      The air felt as if it leaked out of my lungs. There was no doubt in my mind she’d heard me tell her I loved her last night. No doubt she’d intentionally kept silent.

      I eased back as that hole opened wider, leaving behind a cavern of nothingness that seemed to rip through my chest wall. My fingers shook as I set the notepad, pen, and her list on the bed as silently as I could, then turned away, desperate for air, desperate for space, desperate for something to dull the pain slicing through me like a steel blade.

      Unable to go back to my room with the memory of her naked and wet and tempting so fresh in that space, I crossed the hall and closed myself in my office. Cool leather cradled my body as I sank into my chair and stared at the sleek surface of my desk.

      I was back at square one—no, I was miles behind square one, because at square one, I’d known what I needed to do next. I’d had hope somewhere down the line I could rekindle that heat between us and remind Natalie why she’d been so crazy about me in Italy. Now I knew that flame was never reigniting. And without that heat between us, without that hope, I had no idea how I was going to convince anyone else she was truly my wife so I could keep her safe from the people who wanted to kill her and punish me.

      “Porca puttana.” I leaned forward to brace my elbows on my desk and dropped my head into my hands, fighting back the sickness rising in my chest.

      I was fucked. We were fucked. And I had no one to blame but myself, because everything I’d done since the moment I’d met Natalie James had been wrong.

      The open laptop on the desk dinged, distracting me from the storm building inside me. Without lifting my head, I glanced up. And a new chill swept over me when I saw the notice of a private message coming through on an onion network that rerouted messages and ISP addresses so they couldn’t be tracked.

      I immediately opened the browser I used to access the Darknet. The private message was from Marco Romano, one of the only people who knew how to contact me. Marco rarely reached out to me—and then only when something was dire and only using the Darknet so no one could trace our correspondence. He hadn’t attended that party my mother had thrown when Natalie and I had been in Tuscany, and I’d been both relieved and nervous by that fact. So getting a message from him now sent the hair on my nape to attention and a sinking feeling straight into my gut.

      I opened the message, read the few lines, and muttered, “Merda,” because my day was going from fucked to seriously fucked in a matter of seconds.

      
        
        L—

        Dante’s in trouble. Maricella’s missing and he’s convinced your father’s behind her disappearance. He went after your father last night at the villa. Your father’s all right, but the Knights are holding Dante in the Tomb. They’re going to vote on what to do with him on Saturday.

        —M

        

      

      My adrenaline surged as I read the message twice more, and a bitter rage gathered inside me, heating my blood to boiling. Dante was just a kid—twenty-four years old. He’d always been awed by my father, had been raised to believe nothing our House or my father did was wrong. So the fact he’d snapped told me things weren’t just bad, they were explosive.

      I knew Dante had some deviant tendencies thanks to the depraved men in my House—I’d walked in on him thrashing Maricella with a cane on my recent trip home—but I also knew how he felt about the girl. He might hide his true feelings from my father, from the Knights in our House, and from our family, but he was crazy about the girl. When I’d ripped that cane from his hand and made him see that Maricella wasn’t enjoying what he was doing to her, his entire world had shifted. The way he’d cradled her close and whispered sweet words in her ear told me she was more to him than a kitten. She was his everything.

      I typed a quick reply to Marco and hit Send, then I deleted the messages so there was no record of our contact. After unlocking the right desk drawer, I grabbed two secure cell phones and the one my parents could contact me on when I was away from this island, then swiveled to the cabinet and opened my safe. I pulled out money and my passport, locked everything back up tight, then hustled out to the kitchen where I could hear Sela getting started on breakfast.

      I hit Send on a text to Manaia, the marine captain who lived on a nearby island and ferried me back and forth to Tahiti when needed, as I entered the room. Sela glanced over her shoulder as she pulled eggs from the refrigerator. “You’re up early. And you forgot your shirt.”

      I grabbed the fridge door before she could close it all the way. “I’m not eating this morning. I have to leave.”

      Her brow wrinkled. “You didn’t have plans to go to the warehouse today. Is everything okay?”

      I hadn’t been to the warehouse in Tahiti since being home. My company pretty much ran itself now—under a hidden name, of course—and I knew it would continue to do fine without me.

      “Everything’s fine.” I grabbed a water bottle from the fridge and turned back for the hall, knowing I had only forty-five minutes max to get showered and changed before the boat arrived. “I need to make some calls, and I don’t want to do it anywhere close to the island. I may need to head to Sydney. Which means I won’t be back until tomorrow at the earliest.”

      “Does Natalie know you’re leaving?”

      My steps faltered, a reaction I knew was rooted in this never-ending yearning I had for Natalie. When she discovered I’d left, I was sure any similar reaction from her would be cemented in disgust.

      “No.” I glanced back at Sela. “And don’t tell her where I’m going. I don’t want her freaking out. Just tell her I had something to take care of and that I’ll be back as soon as I can. Then keep an eye on her so she doesn’t get into any trouble.”

      Sela rolled her eyes and turned toward the bowl on the counter and whatever she was planning to make for Natalie’s breakfast. “Something tells me she’s not the troublemaker. You are.”

      I frowned as I headed for my room. Sela didn’t know the half of it. Only I wasn’t just a troublemaker. I was a demon who’d fucked Natalie’s life up good.

      Pushing my bedroom door open, I ignored the rumpled bed where I’d spent probably my last night with Natalie, and moved into my closet. I didn’t have a clue if I could do anything to help Dante or Maricella, but I had to know how bad things really were. And then I needed to know if what was happening to them had anything at all to do with Natalie’s safety.

      Because something in my gut screamed, one way or another, it was all connected.
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      Things were worse than I feared.

      I waited until I’d reached Sydney before making any calls. After checking myself into a dive hotel on the outskirts of the city, I used my cell and called my sister Ariana. I figured she, if anyone, would give me an honest take on just how bad things really were. The whole flight to Australia, I’d been hoping—praying—that Marco’s short message had been sent in a moment of panic. That things weren’t nearly as dire as he’d made them sound. I’d been wrong.

      Way wrong.

      “Slow down, Ariana. I can’t understand a word you’re saying.”

      My little sister drew a deep breath, and as I sat on the uncomfortable bed with the phone pressed to my ear, I could easily picture her pacing her wide bedroom at our parents’ villa in Tuscany. She was twenty-two years old, sweet and kind, and the only truly good thing my parents could be credited for.

      “Oh, Luc, it was awful. Dante was crazed. I’ve never seen him like that. He stormed into the villa while me and Mamma and Papá were having dinner, jerked Papá out of his seat, and threw him to the ground. He looked possessed. Like he was out for blood. And he was screaming about ‘her.’ Wanting to know where she was and what Papá had done with her.”

      Our father was a big man. He outweighed Dante by at least fifty pounds. But Dante was leaner and younger and way faster, and the fear I heard in Ariana’s voice told me just how violent he’d been. “Her who?” I asked calmly.

      “I don’t know for sure. I couldn’t tell. But he had to have been talking about Maricella.”

      “Have Dante and Maricella been staying at the villa?”

      “They were, until about a week ago. Then they left together. Papá wasn’t happy about that. He was ranting about Dante one night after dinner a few days ago, and when I asked Mamma why he was so upset, all she would tell me was that Dante had moved into a place in Rome with Maricella without permission.”

      That news unsettled me. Keeping a kitten around was one thing. Moving in with her meant something completely different. “What happened then?”

      “Mamma tried to herd me out of the dining room, but I struggled against her so I could find out what was going on. Dante and Papá started fighting. They rolled across the floor, broke two chairs and several dishes. The whole time Dante was screaming at him, Papá didn’t even say a word. He just thrashed around and tried to fight Dante off. And then”—she sucked in a shaky breath—“then two of Papá’s men came running in and grabbed hold of Dante, pulling him off Papá. I thought it was over then, but it wasn’t. Mamma pushed me harder out of the room, but before she shoved me around the corner I saw Papá stand up. I heard him tell his two men to hold Dante still. And then…” A sob strangled her voice. “Then Papá punched Dante in the stomach, in the jaw, again and again until Dante was bloodied and bruised and his legs buckled.”

      A vile rage brewed deep in my gut as I listened to my sister’s horrifying story. My father had beaten his own son—his own flesh and blood. Beaten him like a dog right in front of the entire household. In front of Ariana, the one person in our  family who was innocent and pure and honest.

      I swallowed hard to keep the rage from my voice so I wouldn’t scare Ariana any more than she’d already been scared. “And then what happened?”

      She sniffled. “I don’t know. Mamma banished me upstairs after that. I don’t know where Papá took Dante. No one would answer my questions when I asked. Mamma said what had happened was none of my business and that I was to stop asking about it. And Papá… When I finally saw him the next morning, he refused to look at me. The only thing he would say was that Dante was being punished. Luc, I’m scared. I’ve never seen Dante like that. I’ve never seen Papá like that either. He was like…like a different man. One I didn’t even know.”

      My pulse beat hard and fast. Ariana wasn’t aware of the evil things our House was involved in. She didn’t know the degenerate acts the men in our family participated in or have a clue what our father was capable of. And I wanted her to stay as naïve and pure and innocent as long as possible so she didn’t do anything to draw attention her way.

      As a female Salvatici, she was protected, but only so long as she toed the family line. With any luck, our father would broker a marriage between her and the son of another House sometime soon. In my gut, I knew that wasn’t fair to her. I knew she’d balk at an arranged marriage, just as I had. And I knew it was a gamble because immoral men existed in all five Entente Houses. But I also knew our House was the worst, and that other Houses—like House Merrick in the UK—were actively making changes for the better, reforming their ways and trying to abolish the ancient rituals.

      Until that could happen, I needed her to stay calm and not make waves. And I needed her safe.

      “Listen to me, Ariana. Don’t get involved in this.”

      “But—”

      “No buts. I don’t know what’s happening but I’ll get to the bottom of it. I want you to focus on school and your friends and stay out of it.”

      “But Dante—”

      “I’ll find him.” The bitter fear in her voice caused me to gentle my tone. “I’ll figure out what’s going on and make sure nothing happens to him. I promise. Just don’t anger Papá more by asking questions. You’ll only make things worse for Dante. And for you.”

      She sniffled, and halfway around the world I ached to comfort her. All I could do was hope and pray she heeded my warning.

      “I hate our family,” she whispered.

      I hated them too, but for reasons I would never share with her.

      I changed the topic, asking her about school and her studies, trying to find a way to end our call on a good note. Ariana perked up a little, but by the time we said goodbye, I was still worried about her. And even more concerned with what was happening in Italy and how it might all blow back on her.

      A quick call to Marco hadn’t done a thing to ease my worry. I learned Dante was still being held in the Tomb, but now no one was allowed to see him, not even Marco. As much as I wanted to ignore what was happening back in Italy, I couldn’t. And that meant my world was about to change again, and not in any way I wanted.

      I spent two days in Sydney, making plans. Just the thought of returning to Italy turned my stomach, but I didn’t have a choice. Dante was the third Salvatici son. He wasn’t the heir. He wasn’t even the spare. He was the insurance policy, of use only if something happened to me or Gio. But by attacking the leader of our House, he’d proved he was unpredictable, and I didn’t doubt that some of the Knights wouldn’t even blink at having him terminated for that. Whereas my and Gio’s crimes could be overlooked and dealt with via punishment, Dante’s would not be.

      I needed to get back before the Knights cast that vote. I needed to get home before Ariana did something that put her own life in danger. I didn’t know how or if I could help Dante, I only knew I had to try. Because regardless of Dante’s failures as son or a brother or even as a man, if my father had anything to do with Maricella’s disappearance, I completely understood his desire for blood. I’d go after Antonio Salvatici with my own bare hands if he so much as laid a finger on Natalie.

      It would have been easier—faster—to take a chopper back to the island, but it was broad daylight, and I didn’t know what kind of woman I’d find when I arrived. I hadn’t spoken to Natalie since our night together in my room, and judging by how that had ended, I was pretty sure she wouldn’t be happy to see me. I couldn’t waste time fighting with her, and I definitely couldn’t deal with her repeated attempts to escape right now. Taking the yacht back and forth from Tahiti would slow my trip to Italy by a few hours, but it was worth it to keep her on this island.

      My lungs constricted as I climbed off the yacht and told Manaia I’d be ready to leave in thirty minutes. The sun was still rising over the water, and as I moved from the dock to the beach, I imagined Sela busy in the kitchen prepping breakfast. My stomach rumbled, but there was no way I could eat, not with the knot of anxiety swirling in my gut, and I had no intention of staying. My only hope was that in the few minutes I was here, I could convince Natalie that for the time being, regardless of what she thought of me, this was the safest place for her.

      I pushed the back door open. Sela turned from the stove where she was stirring something in a pan and glanced toward the sound. One look at my face, though, darkened whatever surprise was in her eyes.

      She flipped off the burner, reached for a towel from the counter, and crossed toward me. “What’s wrong?”

      Every-fucking-thing.

      I closed the door gently at my back as I glanced toward the hallway. “Where’s Natalie?”

      “Outside on the deck. Luc, tell me what’s wrong.”

      My gaze shifted to the windows over the kitchen sink, where I could just see the pool, deck, and Natalie’s bare feet on the end of a chaise. That ball of stress inside twisted tighter. “I have to go back to Italy.”

      “What? Why?” Genuine worry tightened Sela’s voice, and I knew that had more to do with what had happened to her back in Italy than what my family could ever do to me.

      “Dante’s in trouble. I don’t know all the details, just that it isn’t good. They’re holding him in the Tomb.”

      Her hand shot to her mouth, and her eyes grew so wide, I could see the whites all around her dark irises. “Oh my God.”

      Though she’d never experienced the cruelty of the men in my immediate family firsthand, Sela had never been particularly fond of them either. But she didn’t need to know Dante personally to know what this meant.

      I squeezed her upper arm, hoping to reassure her. “I’m sure he’ll be okay. I just need to be there.”

      “When will you leave?”

      “Now. Manaia’s waiting with the boat. I only came back to grab clothes and tell Natalie where I’m going.” My gaze lifted back to the window, and I watched as Natalie crossed one sexy foot over the other against the red cushion. Even her toes were adorable, her nails painted a fresh coat of purple that made me want to kiss each and every one. “How has she been since I’ve been gone?”

      “Fine. Friendlier, actually. But she and I had a chat the other day, which I think is why she’s softened a bit toward me.”

      My gaze snapped back to Sela. “Chat about what?”

      A little of the worry in Sela’s eyes dimmed. “Girl stuff. Nothing you need to know.” Her expression grew serious again. “Maybe you should take her with you.”

      I huffed and headed for the hall. “Not a chance.”

      Sela followed closely at my heels. “You don’t handle your family well, Luc. She could be a good distraction for you.”

      Heat surged through my veins at just that word—distraction—and blood gathered in my groin as I remembered all too easily how I’d distracted Natalie in Venice when she’d been frightened on that boat.

      That was the exact sort of distraction I craved and the one thing I didn’t need in Italy. The last time I’d taken Natalie to Italy, she’d distracted me so well with her hands and body and sweet little mouth, I’d stupidly put her life in jeopardy.

      “Not happening.” Turning into the wide living room with its peaked beamed ceiling, wide tropical furnishings, and enormous glass doors that opened right to the pool deck, I added, “She’s staying here, where she’s protected and safe. No one knows she’s here and with me in Italy, they won’t come looking for her. I’m counting on you to keep her from finding a way to escape.”

      Sela drew to a stop as I reached for the sliding door handle. “And what if she doesn’t listen to me?”

      “Then she’s fucked.” I glanced over my shoulder as I shoved the door open. “We could all be fucked if she alerts anyone to the location of this island.”

      Sela’s face paled. I knew I was being blunt. I knew I’d just scared the shit out of her. But I needed her to help me here. I was already panicking at the thought of leaving Natalie with no guarantee she’d stay put. My only hope was that Sela could be the heavy while I was gone.

      I looked across the pool toward the far side where Natalie was stretched out on the chaise and nearly swallowed my tongue. She wore a wide-brimmed straw hat that shielded her face from the rising sun, and the sexiest pink bikini I’d ever seen—one that hugged her body in all the right places, accentuated the plump arch of her breasts and the erotic curves at her hips. Her wavy dark hair fell to her shoulders, and her skin was shades darker than it had been when I’d left, telling me she’d spent more time outside since I’d been gone than the entire time we’d been together on this island. And though that saddened part of me, because I’d spent hours daydreaming about relaxing by this very pool with her—even more time fantasizing about playing in the ocean and nearby waterfalls with her—it warmed something else inside me because it meant at least some part of her was acclimating to our situation.

      She pushed up to sitting the moment she spotted me, and though she was wearing sunglasses and I couldn’t see her eyes, I sensed the apprehension and wariness my presence ignited. I also didn’t miss how it tightened her shoulders and abs and damn near every muscle in her nearly naked body.

      Fuck, don’t think about her being nearly naked. For God’s sake, don’t think about how hot and wet and tight she is between those sexy thighs.

      “Luc,” she whispered, slinging one leg over the side of the chaise and folding the other in a triangle shape on the cushion in front of her.

      I didn’t answer. My throat was suddenly too thick to push sound past. Not from fear. Not because I didn’t know what to say—hell, I’d practiced the words the whole trip here on the boat. But because the way she was sitting, the way it pushed her sweet little breasts together and drew my gaze straight to that tempting spot between her thighs I wasn’t supposed to be thinking about made me absolutely ravenous to take her and taste her and prove to her she was still mine.

      Because she was. No matter what had happened between us, she would always be mine. Even if she never wanted me to touch her again.
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      He was back.

      My heart raced as I tugged off my sunglasses and stared at Luc across the crystal blue pool. After two nights with no word from him, I’d started to wonder if he’d ever return. But here he was, all broad shouldered and chiseled features, and just as dark and dangerous and tempting as he’d ever been.

      My stomach tightened as he moved around the pool, his long legs in those khaki slacks eating up the space between us as if it were nothing. My mouth grew dry as my gaze lifted to the white button-down stretched across his strong chest and rolled midway up his muscular forearms. But it was the thick dark stubble on his square jaw and the unsettled look in his gray eyes that held my attention. That and the way he lifted one big hand and rubbed the back of his neck in a way that made me think he was nervous and apprehensive and just the slightest bit stressed.

      Stressed was good, wasn’t it? Nervous meant he still felt something for me. I’d been driving myself crazy since the moment I’d awoken in that chair in my room and discovered he was gone. I knew he’d found the list I’d made. I knew not only because he’d left the island, but because I’d asked Sela if she’d been the one to pick up my things and cover me with that blanket, and she’d had no clue what I’d been talking about.

      He stopped yards from me and sank to the end of a chaise two seats away, clearly wanting to stay out of my reach. I tried not to read too much into that.

      “I hope you’re wearing sunscreen,” he said, not meeting my eyes. “Even in the morning, the rays down here can be harsh.”

      I licked my lips as he leaned forward to rest his muscular forearms on his knees. His words weren’t spoken with any kind of bite, but they were definitely guarded, and tired, and his voice held none of the warmth I’d heard when he’d held me close in his bed and whispered sweet words in my ear.

      “I love you, Natalie.”

      My heart bumped all over again as those words flittered through my memory. Words I hadn’t been able to stop thinking about since I’d awoken to find him gone.

      Oh, I was a fool. A fool for leaving his bed that night. A fool for making that stupid list. A fool for being such a royal bitch to him from the moment I’d awoken on this island. I still didn’t agree with some—okay, many—of the things he’d done, but I understood his reasons. And I believed now that he’d done all of it only to keep me safe. I believed it so much, I’d made a second list, a “pro” list. One he hadn’t seen that morning because I’d fallen asleep with it clutched tightly to my chest. One with only one item. One item that had overridden every one of the items on the other list.

      I love him.

      And I did love him. I’d fallen in love with Luc in Italy. Madly and completely. I don’t know why. I don’t know how. After my screwed up childhood, I’d honestly never believed love was real. But I understood now the love I carried inside for him—the intensity of that love—was the reason I’d felt so betrayed when I’d awoken here.

      For years my mother had been telling me that my biggest fault was cutting people out of my life the moment they wronged me in any way. I’d done that with my father—after the incident at the lake, a good year before he’d died of a heart attack. I’d done it with my ex—the instant he’d broken up with me, I’d deleted him from all my social media and blocked him from contacting me, and I hadn’t returned any of his calls, even when he’d left dozens of messages on my voice mail admitting he’d made a mistake. I’d even sort of done it with Elena—not to the same degree, but I had felt betrayed when she’d moved to New York and left me behind in Boise. I’d felt lost and alone, and I’d hated that she’d so easily moved on without me. It was why I’d made excuses for not visiting her even when she’d repeatedly begged me to come see her in New York. And it was why I’d been so desperate to find out what had happened to her. Because I’d felt like shit for turning my back on her when she’d needed me most.

      I couldn’t change the past. But I could change the future. What had Sela said to me? Taking a chance was frightening. Well I was frightened now, scared to death that it was too late with Luc. But over the last two days I’d done nothing but think about him and me and us...and I knew Sela was right. If I didn’t take a chance now, I was doomed to repeat the past. I’d be stuck in the same place for the rest of my life. And I didn’t want that. I wanted Luc. I wanted the man who’d brought my heart and mind and body to life in a mere matter of days. I wanted him so much, I was even willing to put everything else aside—including my safety—all for a few more precious days with him.

      I swallowed hard, wanting to tell him all that, but unsure if I should. He kept glancing away, the look in his stormy eyes one that made me think he no longer wanted me, and that I was nothing but a huge waste of his time.

      Panic surged inside me. A panic I didn’t know how to abate.

      “I...I am,” I managed. “But I like it out here. I like this house. It’s...beautiful.”

      He huffed as if he didn’t believe me, and that panic inside surged higher, tightening the air in my lungs. “Luc, I—”

      “I’m leaving, Natalie.”

      “What? What do you mean? You just got back.”

      “I have to return to Italy. Right away.”

      Just that word—Italy—drained the blood from my face and sent my pulse skipping, not with nerves this time, but with fear. “W-why?”

      “Dante’s in trouble.”

      Oh shit. “What kind of trouble?”

      He hesitated, and for a heartbeat, I was sure he wasn’t going to tell me, then he rubbed his forehead with two fingers and said, “Maricella is missing. A trusted source contacted me two days ago to let me know. That’s why I left. I had to get far enough from this island so I could make some calls without alerting anyone to our position here. Dante...” Luc’s shoulders tensed as he shifted his hand to his nape and rubbed at the spot again. “I guess he lost it and went after my father. I’m not sure what’s going on, but I need to find out. I don’t expect you to understand the way things work in my House, but this is serious. Dante’s not the heir to the Salvatici House. He’s not even the spare. He’s just—”

      “Your brother.”

      He dropped his hand, and his gaze finally met mine. And when our eyes held, I didn’t see apprehension in his uniquely sexy irises anymore, I saw fear. A fear that rocked me to my core. “Yeah.”

      My mouth grew dry. I didn’t know what to say. Wasn’t sure what to think. All I knew was that Italy was not a safe place for him, not after the things he’d done to protect me from his House.

      In the silence, Luc exhaled and looked down at his hands. “I need to find out what’s going on and how bad it is. I’m not sure how long I’ll be gone. A week. Two at the most. I only came back to tell you I’m leaving and to pack a few things. You’ll be fine here with Sela and Haych. Just listen to what they say and try not to cause too much trouble for them.”

      He pushed to his feet and turned for the house, and in a rush, I realized he was done with me.

      Disbelief surged to the forefront of my mind, shoving aside my own fear. I lurched to my feet. “That’s it?”

      Slipping one hand into the pocket of his slacks, he slowed halfway around the pool and said, “Actually, it’s not. I know you’re not happy about being here. I know once I’m gone, you’ll probably figure a way off this island, but I’m asking you not to do that. You’re safe here where no one can find you. Their focus will be on me in Italy, not on finding you. So use the time to relax.” He couldn’t seem to meet my gaze again—or maybe he just didn’t want to—but I realized he wasn’t ordering me to stay as he’d done before. He was asking me to listen to reason. “Soak up the sun or use the time to make as many lists as you want. I don’t care what you do, just don’t put your life in danger all because you hate me.”

      He turned into the house without another word, and as I stared at the place where he’d just stood, my heart felt like someone took a jackhammer to it and cracked it open wide.

      I’d hurt him. More than I’d thought I could. Not just because I’d left his bed the other night, but because I’d left to list out every one of his sins where I was concerned. Sins I couldn’t blame him for after everything he’d admitted from his past. Sins he’d only committed to keep me safe.

      Chest tight, I sank to the end of the chaise and blinked back the hot rush of tears suddenly pooling in my eyes. How was I supposed to make him understand that if he was leaving? How could I fix things between us when he clearly didn’t even want to speak to me? How was I going to make sure his evil family didn’t hurt him when he was halfway around the world where I couldn’t help him?

      My mind skipped back to the way he’d been in Italy when we’d visited his family—tense, agitated, a ticking time bomb. And to the way I’d been able to calm him with a look, with a gentle brush of my skin against his, with one simple kiss that had grounded him and made him focus on me.

      I was his balance. The realization slammed into me. He’d told me in Tuscany that he needed me. Seeing him today, seeing how stressed he already was at just the thought of returning to Italy, I knew he still needed me. He needed me more than ever, especially if things were as dire as they sounded. He just didn’t want to admit it because he didn’t think I needed him the same way.

      But I did.

      I needed him in ways I’d never needed anyone else. Not only because I loved him, but because from the first moment I’d met him, he’d ignited something inside me—a spark, an ember, a flame that had made me realize I’d been living half a life before him. And even though I’d been singed by that flame, it still burned deep in my heart. I didn’t want to lose that feeling. I didn’t want to go back to being the numb, empty woman I’d been before. I wanted him. I wanted us. I wanted everything I’d foolishly turned my back on in one moment of fear.

      I licked my lips and stared at the dark doorway he’d entered the house through. The things I’d seen in that forest in Italy still haunted me. I couldn’t get them out of my head. Nor could I forget that man who’d attacked me in my house in Idaho or the things Luc had told me about that girl he’d tried to rescue.

      Luc was right. I was safest here where no one couldn’t find me, but... But he’d also said I was safe with him. As his wife.

      Options, choices swirled in my head. Just the thought of returning to Tuscany frightened me. But his going alone, facing his family and his House without anyone on his side—especially knowing everything he’d been through in the past—terrified me even more.

      I was smart enough to know if I told him that right now, though, he’d never believe me. Luc was a complicated man. A proud man. An intensely sensitive man, even if most of the time, he acted like he didn’t give a shit about anyone else. He’d bared his heart to me the other night when he’d told me he loved me, and in his eyes, I’d rejected him. It would take a lot more than one declaration of love to convince him I was serious. I had to make him believe it through action.

      Rising on shaky legs, I reached for the towel hanging over the back of my chaise, wrapped it around my hips, then crossed the pool deck and tugged the sliding door open. I didn’t know if it was too late for us. I didn’t know if we could ever get back to where we’d been before. I only knew that this mattered. He mattered, and I couldn’t let him face his House alone.

      I found him in his bedroom, standing at the foot of the bed where he’d devoured me only two nights ago, tossing clothes into a duffel bag.

      “What?” he said without looking up, not stopping what he was doing.

      I deserved that reaction. I deserved that and more. But I was taking the first step at fixing that now. “Where are you staying in Italy?”

      “With a friend.”

      “Are you safe there?”

      He sighed as if he didn’t want to be having this conversation and shoved a shirt into his bag. “There are rules. No House member can step foot on another House member’s property without an invitation.”

      “And you trust your father’s men will follow those rules?”

      He huffed and pushed a pair of jeans into his bag. “Not that it matters, but yeah. I do trust that they’ll follow the rules. I know you can’t understand this, but the ancient rules are the only things they follow. They’re more sacred than laws. I’ll be perfectly fine on Marco’s estate.”

      I didn’t know who Marco was, but that was all I needed to hear. “Then I’m going with you.”

      He scowled as if that was the stupidest comment on the planet. “No, you’re not.”

      “Yes, I am.”

      His head came up as I turned for the door, but I didn’t let the shocked look in his eyes stop me. “I’ll be packed and ready to go in ten minutes.”

      He rounded the bed and grasped me by the arm before I could reach the hall, whipping me back toward him. “What do you think you’re doing? This isn’t a game.”

      “I know it’s not.” A tempest raged in his stormy gray eyes, one that hadn’t been there seconds before, but it didn’t deter me. If anything, it spurred me on. Just as the heat seeping into my flesh where he held me pushed that flame inside even higher. “It’s a matter of life and death. Which is why I’m going with you.”

      He dropped his hand as if my skin had burned him, and as he stepped back, I didn’t miss the disbelief in his features. “Why the hell would you want to go with me? You don’t care about Dante. You don’t care about me. And you’re safe here.”

      My heart pinched, but I knew if I tried to argue just how much I did care, he’d never believe me. So I ignored those comments and focused on the battle I could win.

      “How would you know?” I crossed my arms and tipped my head. “You won’t be here.”

      He rested his hands on his hips and exhaled what I knew was a frustrated breath. “Natalie—”

      “If you leave without me, Luc, I promise I’ll find a way off this island by myself. And I’ll go to Italy on my own.”

      His eyes darkened. “You wouldn’t dare.”

      “Wouldn’t I?”

      “No, you wouldn’t. Because you’re not stupid.”

      “No, I’m not stupid. I’m your wife, remember? You said spouses are protected so long as they’re willing participants in the marriage. Were you lying when you said that or telling the truth?”

      His jaw tightened beneath that sexy stubble. He didn’t immediately answer, and for a heartbeat, I wasn’t sure if he was going to. Then he muttered, “I told you the truth.”

      “Then I’m going. I’m safer with you than without you. You just confirmed that no one can touch either of us on your friend Marco’s estate. Where you go, I go.”

      I turned back for the door, but before I did, I saw the fear flash in his eyes. A fear that flared like victory in my veins because it told me he wasn’t willing to risk my safety on the what-if gamble of leaving me here on the island.

      “I’ll meet you at the dock,” I said.

      He didn’t respond. And as I headed for my room, I told myself the fact he wasn’t arguing was a good thing.

      Then I prayed I was making the right decision for both our sakes.
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      I changed into a knee-length red walking skirt, a loose-fitting white T-shirt, and tennis shoes. After twisting my hair up into a knot, I tossed whatever items I thought I might need into the leather duffel I’d found in my closet, flipped the light off in my room, and headed for the kitchen.

      Sela was sitting at the table in the breakfast nook, jotting notes on a pad of paper, when I stepped into the room. Her hair was pulled back into a neat tail, her face void of makeup, and she wore denim cutoffs and a loose coral tank that made her look young and innocent and nothing like the beta kitten I’d first thought her to be.

      Guilt stabbed at me for the way I’d treated her too, but I told myself I was past that now and working to make amends.

      “Hey,” I said, hoping not to startle her.

      The sound of my voice brought her head up, and a slow smile spread across her face. “I take it that bag means you’re going with him.”

      “Yeah.” I shifted the leather duffel on my shoulder and fought back the little voice in the back of my head screaming I was playing with fire. I already knew I could potentially be walking into an inferno. I didn’t care. This was the right thing to do. Luc needed me even if he’d never admit it. “He’s not happy about that.”

      Sela dropped her pen on the table, rolled her eyes, and rose from her seat. “He’ll get over it. I’m glad you’re going with him. He’ll need you there.” She stopped in front of me, her eyes growing serious. “But you need to be careful.”

      “We’re technically married. He said I was protected by that.”

      “You are. But there are probably several Knights in that House who wouldn’t think twice about using you to punish him.”

      My stomach pitched. I didn’t like what she was saying. “Knights?”

      “The ranking members of House Salvatici. Luc’s father is the Grand Duke and the leader of the House. The Knights advise him. The Knights are known as the Council of Thirteen. And you’ll have to be careful of the Grande Cavaliere. He’s the highest-ranking member of the Thirteen, elected amongst them, a spiritual advisor of sorts to the Grand Duke. He’s a dangerous man, Natalie. And he does not like Luc.”

      A vision of that depraved ritual I’d witnessed in the woods flashed in my mind, along with the figure draped in a red cape wearing a gold bauta mask. I swallowed hard, suddenly wondering what the hell I was walking back into.

      “Stay with Luc or his friend Marco at all times. I’m assuming you’ll be staying at Marco’s estate. I can’t imagine Luc would risk taking you back to his parents’ villa after everything that’s happened. You can trust Marco, and you’re safe behind his walls. There are rules within the House.”

      “Yeah, I know. Luc said as much.”

      “Each Knight considers his estate sacred ground. The second you step off Marco’s property without Luc, though, you’re fair game.”

      My stomach tightened. “You’re making his family sound like a cult instead of just a dynasty.”

      “In a lot of ways they are a cult. But they don’t bow to any higher power. Unless you consider greed a higher power.”

      Her features softened before I could think of a response to that comment, and she smiled again, only this smile didn’t reach her eyes. “You’ll be okay. You’ve got Luc. And he’s right. The fact you two are married will keep you protected from the worst they can do to you.”

      That didn’t exactly ease my fear.

      Sela closed her hand over my forearm and squeezed gently. “They need Luc. He’s the key to their future, and they know it. You’re a threat to that future, which is why they’re scared of you. Don’t let them scare you. You have more power than you think. More than they want you to know. Keep Luc centered, and they can’t win. Luc won’t let anything happen to you. Trust me. There’s no way he’d take you back there if he thought he couldn’t protect you.”

      I swallowed hard, trying to process her words. The only thing that registered was the fact Luc wasn’t willingly taking me. I was forcing my way into this trip. And with things still so unsettled between us, I had no idea how he’d treat me once we landed in Italy or even if I could get close to enough to keep him centered the way both Sela and I knew he needed.

      My gaze skipped over Sela’s features. “He’s really mad at me for not believing in him.”

      “He’s not mad, he’s hurt. There’s a big difference. He’ll get over it.”

      I wasn’t sure. He’d barely been able to look at me earlier. Before we reached Italy, I had to find a way to bridge the divide between us so if nothing else, we looked like friends instead of enemies. Thankfully, I had a long flight ahead to do just that.

      I drew a breath for courage. “Wish me luck.”

      She laughed and wrapped her arms around me in a warm hug. “You don’t need it. Something tells me you’re a survivor.” She drew back and met my gaze. “Luc, on the other hand... He’s not as tough as he wants people to believe.”

      I knew that. My throat grew thick. It was the very reason I couldn’t let him do this alone.

      I worked up a smile I didn’t feel as Sela crossed with me toward the back door and pulled it open. “I’ll be waiting here for you both to return.”

      My footsteps faltered as I moved out onto the deck. Would I be coming back here? I hadn’t thought much past making it to Italy with Luc. But by going with him, I was basically choosing him over my freedom, a realization that caused my stomach to flop like a fish out of water. As much as I loved the man, I still wasn’t at peace with my forced imprisonment, and I wasn’t sure how that was going to impact me or us down the line.

      “One thing at a time,” I muttered as I moved down the steps and headed across the warm sand toward the dock.

      Luc was already at the end of the long flat boards that stretched out of the turquoise water, tossing his bag on board the shiny white yacht while talking to the captain. My gaze skipped over both men in the morning sunlight and zeroed in on the boat. It was gorgeous, probably sixty feet long, with a fly bridge and wide front deck. And while it was definitely bigger than the tiny water taxi we’d taken in Venice, the sight of the yacht didn’t do a thing to settle my frazzled nerves. Suddenly, all I could think about was how small the rooms probably were inside and how long I’d be trapped, surrounded by water that could seep in at any moment.

      My palms grew damp, my breaths fast and shallow. A familiar hot tingle spread across my nape, telling me I was on the verge of a panic attack I wouldn’t be able to stop in a minute.

      “Shit.”

      My steps slowed at the end of the dock, and I stared down at my shoes in the sand, focusing on breathing to keep the panic from pulling me under. I could do this. After everything else I’d been through, this was a piece of cake. All I had to do was step up on this stupid dock and keep walking.

      Long minutes passed where the only sound was the blood roaring in my ears. I breathed in and out. Tried to pep talk myself into stepping up onto the dock. I lifted my foot from the sand, touched the toe of my shoe to the boards, then jerked it back.

      Footsteps sounded close, infiltrating the drumbeat in my ears. I wanted to look up, but I was afraid if I broke my focus, I might buckle. So I kept on breathing, kept on staring at my feet, kept on telling myself this was stupid and that I could do it.

      Luc’s fancy leather shoes came into view at the end of the dock. He didn’t speak. Just stood still and watched me, which only made me feel like a bigger idiot. And the heady scent of him—jasmine and cedar and rum—drifted over me, distracting me from my focus.

      Shit. Just give me a minute, would you?

      He tugged the bag from my shoulder. Before I could ask what he was doing, he tossed it behind him on the dock and called, “I’ll be right back.”

      He stepped off the end of the dock, grabbed me by the hand, and pulled me behind him back toward the house.

      Stumbling in the sand, my focus completely broken, I sputtered, “Wh-what are you doing?”

      “Something I probably shouldn’t.”

      I tugged back on his arm, realizing he meant to leave me here. “I told you I’m going, and I meant it.”

      He moved so quickly, I barely saw him. One second, he was in front of me, pulling me toward the house. The next, he whipped back to face me, lowered his torso to wrap his arms around my legs, then straightened and tossed me over his shoulder like a sack of flour.

      The island spun around me as he turned and continued back for the house. And his back rumbled against my chest when he said, “Then stop fucking fighting me and just give in for once.”

      My spine stiffened at those words—give in. I struggled against his hold, but he was too strong, his arms locked around the backs of my knees holding me firmly in place as I hung upside down over his shoulder.

      “Luc, put me down.” I pressed my hands against his lower back and tried to wriggle free to no avail. “Dammit. I said—”

      Sela’s chuckle echoed through the hallway as we moved into the house. “Looks like you two forgot something.”

      My face flamed. Curling my hand into a fist, I slammed it against his lower spine. “I said put me do—”

      The word whooshed out of my mouth as he dropped me to my feet.

      “Wait here,” he said with one hard look before turning away.

      We were in his bedroom. My gaze shot to the door I hadn’t realized he’d closed because I’d been too busy beating against his back, then shifted to the bed behind me—the bed we’d had dirty rough sex in only a handful of nights ago.

      My instinct told me to run—not walk—out to that boat so he couldn’t lock me in this room and leave me here, but the rustling sound coming from the closet kept me from leaving. I didn’t know what he was doing in there. I only knew that I’d possibly pushed him too far and if I ran now, it would only exacerbate a situation I was trying to take control of.

      He moved back into the bedroom and stopped in front of me with a blue-checked silk tie in his hand.

      Shit. I totally should have run. My whole body stiffened. “If you even think of tying me up so I can’t go with you—”

      “Why would I do that? You’ve already made it more than clear you won’t listen to reason and will just find a way off this island as soon as I’m gone. Seems to me the smartest thing I can do is keep you with me so you don’t cause any more trouble for either one of us.”

      My gaze lifted from the tie to his face. His eyes were swirling gray hurricanes, familiar and challenging, reminding me of all the times he’d challenged me in Rome and how much he enjoyed when I stood up to him. But the tension in his jaw and around his eyes belied the look and made me think weeks of stress were taking their toll on him, and that he really was desperate for me to give in and do what he needed—just once.

      “Then why are we in this room instead of out on the boat?” I asked cautiously.

      “Because you’re not in any mental shape to get on that boat. And I don’t have time to wait for you to convince yourself you can do it.”

      My spine stiffened. I could do it, though. He just had to give me a freakin’ minute to psych myself up. “So what? You brought me in here so you could tie me up and drug me to get me on that boat?”

      He tipped his head and frowned. “Pretty sure I learned my lesson about drugging you.”

      My cheeks flamed because I knew he wouldn’t do that again. “Then what’s the tie for?”

      “To cover your eyes. You said you do better when you can’t see the water.”

      “Oh.” I had said that in Venice, when I’d been struggling to get in that water taxi from the dock to our hotel. But without my vision, my brain would still imagine all kinds of worst-case watery scenarios. “That’s...true, but—”

      “You were also able to get on that boat in Venice because I distracted you.”

      My gaze lifted to his. And the moment our eyes met, tingles rushed through my whole body.

      I’d barely noticed that boat ride not just because Luc had been shielding my view of the water, but because he’d distracted me with his touch, his sensual words, and his very wicked mouth.

      That had been a ten-minute trip through the Grand Canal, though. This would be much longer, on the open ocean. Heat whooshed through every cell in my body. Was he suggesting...?

      “We can’t miss this flight,” he said, staring down at me not just with stormy, swirling eyes but with a heat I didn’t miss. “If you don’t want me to distract you, I can find a sedative that won’t make you pass out, just take the edge off long enough t—”

      “I want you to distract me.”

      “Are you sure?”

      Yes, I was sure. It was the only thing I was absolutely sure of. He thought I didn’t want him anymore. He thought I hated him. This was my chance to prove him wrong and hopefully set our relationship back on even ground.

      I nodded. “I don’t want a sedative, Luc. I want you.”
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      My whole body came to life with those words—I want you—but I reminded myself this wasn’t about me. This was about Natalie getting on that damn boat so we could get the hell off this island.

      I still didn’t know her end game. I didn’t know if she’d try to run as soon as we docked in Tahiti or if she really did plan to go all the way to Italy. I only knew keeping her with me meant I had a better chance at heading off anything catastrophic. At least where her life and safety were concerned.

      Man, you are so fucked, it isn’t even funny.

      I ignored the little voice in the back of my head. Ignored the instinct screaming in my gut that nothing good could come from taking her back to Italy. Lifting the tie in my hands, I held it up to her eyes, then secured the silk ends together at the back of her head, careful not to catch any strands of her hair. “How’s that? Can you see?”

      “No. It’s fine. I-I can’t see anything.”

      Blood rushed straight into my groin, stiffening my cock, and a thousand different dirty images of what I could do to her when she was blindfolded fired in my brain.

      Stay in control. This isn’t about sex. It’s about distraction.

      And it was. When she looked at me, I knew she didn’t see me, she saw a monster. And hell if I could blame her for that, because every single thing she’d written about me on that list had been true.

      The pep talk cooled the fire growing in my veins, easing the tightness in my pants. I let my hands fall to her shoulders, ignoring how soft her skin was where the ballet collar of her shirt fell open, and focused on the reason I was doing this. “We don’t have a lot of time, so I need you to work with me.”

      “O-okay.” She swallowed, her throat working in a way that made me remember what it felt like when she swallowed like that while pleasuring me with her sinful mouth.

      My dick swelled all over again. And fuck. Thoughts like that were not going to help the situation.

      I swiped at the perspiration suddenly dotting my forehead. “Sit on the bed.”

      She reached back with her hands to find the mattress, then slowly lowered herself to the edge. The second her warm breath permeated my shirt at my waist, my cock grew even harder, and I realized my mistake.

      I quickly dropped to my knees and pushed her legs apart, making room for me between her thighs. “Are you sure you can’t see?”

      She nodded.

      “Good.” I pulled the small, purple, figure-eight-shaped toy from my pocket and held the button down to turn it on. The low buzz immediately put her on alert, tensing every muscle in her body. “Relax,” I said, placing my palm on the skirt covering her thighs to calm her. “You’re going to like this.”

      With one hand still on her leg, I held the toy sideways and lifted it to her throat, letting her feel the vibration against her bare skin. The toy wasn’t big—as long as my palm and at its widest, as thick as the circumference of a quarter. But the vibrations were nice and strong, and its hidden talent was the way the smaller circle rotated in a clockwise direction.

      “Oh my,” she said as I rolled the toy down her throat and over her collarbone, slowly making my way across her left breast. “What is that?”

      “Hula Beads.” I rolled the toy over her left nipple, letting the vibration tease the tip into a hard bud beneath the cup of her bra.

      “Oh... That’s nice.” She braced her hands on the mattress and leaned back slightly, pushing her chest out for more. “I don’t even want to know why you have them or who they were for.”

      I frowned as I trailed the beads to her other breast, teasing the tip in the same way until it was a stiff peak. They were for her. One of several toys I’d ordered and had flown in along with those hiking boots when I’d stupidly thought I could woo her back to me.

      “I don’t reuse sex toys. They’re new. I just opened the box in the closet if you want to see the packaging.”

      “No, that’s okay. I...I believe you.” She arched her back even more, telling me the toy was definitely doing the trick in distracting her. “Wow, that feels good.”

      I should have been relieved by that statement, but I wasn’t. If anything, I grew agitated. I didn’t want to be a distraction for her. I wanted to be the very thing she couldn’t live without. And I didn’t like the fact she thought I just up and brought women here to fuck. “And for your information, I don’t bring guests to this island. Ever.”

      Desperate to get on with this so we could get the hell to Tahiti and I could get away from her, I rolled the toy down her belly and pulled it away only long enough to slide my hand beneath her skirt.

      “Oh, I thou—” She sucked in a breath when I pressed the toy against her panties.

      “Oh my God,” she gasped. Her legs fell open wide, and reflexively, she rocked her hips against the toy. “Oh yes...”

      My dick swelled to nearly bursting. Beneath my hand, I could feel her heat. And I could smell her scent...that tangy, sweet, hypnotic scent drifted around me, making me absolutely mad.

      I fought for control, for the strength to get through this. Reminding myself this was just for distraction, I slid the rotating head up and down her slit. She groaned and let her upper body fall against the mattress. Pushing her skirt up to her waist, I stared down at the spot where I was teasing her, unable to look away from the wetness growing between her thighs and dampening her pink lace panties.

      “Luc...” Her hand landed over mine still resting on her thigh. Her fingers squeezed until pain shot up my arm.

      Bloody hell, I wanted to lick her there. Wanted to taste her. Wanted to make her fly apart with my mouth. I slid the rotating head lower, to the apex of her pussy. “Like that?”

      “Oh my, yes.” She flexed her hips. “More.”

      I ached to give her more. Wanted to give her my tongue and then my cock. Was desperate to hear her scream my name when she came.

      “Mm... That toy feels good.”

      That toy. Not you.

      The reality of her words dampened my arousal, just enough so I didn’t rip open my pants and slam myself inside her.

      My erection softened, solidifying my purpose. As she writhed against the toy and fisted the comforter beneath her hands, I knew it was as good a time as any to get on with that purpose.

      Lifting my hand from her thigh, I tugged the damp lace aside and slowly pushed the toy inside her. She groaned as it filled her, circling her hips against the sensation. And when her slick channel had swallowed the toy so only the thin nylon loop remained, I slid her panties back into place and pressed my thumb against the lace covering her clit. “How does it feel now?”

      “Oooh...” Her whole body trembled. “It feels so good.”

      She continued to press her tantalizing pussy against my hand, and as I looked up her body at her flushed cheeks and straining muscles, I knew I’d achieved exactly what I’d wanted.

      I’d made her forget every one of her fears. I’d even made her forget me.

      I tamped down my disappointment, tugged her skirt back into place, pushed to my feet, and reached for her hand. “Come on.”

      She grunted as I pulled her up from the mattress. But before I could haul her up into my arms, she twisted and climbed up my body, wrapped both legs around my waist, then found my mouth and drew me into a searing kiss that nearly rocked the world right out from under my feet.

      I stumbled. Gasped. Couldn’t do anything but open to her kiss.

      She tasted like heaven. Like the salvation I needed and the sin I wanted to commit all over again with her. And even though I knew I shouldn’t, I let her kiss me. I let myself be dragged into her warm, wet heat. I let another piece of my heart fall head over heels in love with her.

      This isn’t love. If it was love, she wouldn’t have run from you. This is distraction. This is nothing more than sex.

      That reality trickled through my sex-fuzzed mind, once again dragging me back to the reason I was doing this. My mind shot to Manaia waiting with the boat, to the plane we couldn’t miss in Tahiti. To the very reason I was taking her all the way to Italy. To Dante trapped in that fucking cell, awaiting judgment.

      I pulled away from her mouth and sucked back air. Let her feet slide to the floor. Stared down at her flushed face and damp skin and told myself I could survive loving her. I could even survive wanting her. And in some ridiculous way, I even knew taking her to Italy might actually be a good thing. It would force me to face my father and prove to him our marriage was legitimate. And by doing that, I really could protect her. Because regardless of what I could or couldn’t do for my brother, keeping Natalie safe was the only thing that truly mattered. Even if it gutted me in the process.

      I grasped her left hand to pull her toward the door before I could get lost in that wanting all over again but faltered when I caught sight of the tattoo on her finger.

      Shit. That word was destined to draw attention. ”Wait here a second.”

      I let go of her and moved for the closet again. She wobbled on her feet and exhaled a soft sound that was a cross between a huff and a sigh. Once I had what I needed, I moved back in front of her where she was slumped against the wall, enjoying the buzzing toy, and reached for her hand. “Hopefully, I got the size right.”

      I slid the band down her finger. She sucked in a surprised breath  and immediately reached for the ring with her other hand. “It’s thick.”

      It was. Wide enough to cover every part of that tattoo, and not something I was interested in discussing. Closing my hand over hers again, I pulled her toward the door. “Come on.”

      “We’re leaving? Now?” She stumbled, but I caught her with an arm around her waist and pulled her up against me.

      Hell yes, we were leaving now. Because I was pretty sure if I didn’t get us both out on that damn boat, I was going to say fuck it to all the reasons she didn’t really want me and give in to my own base desires right here on this bed.

      I reached for the remote in my pocket and hit the button to change the vibration on her toy. “Trust me, you won’t even care.”

      She groaned at the new sensation and sagged against me. And knowing there was no way she was walking out to that boat, I swept her up into my arms before she could claw her way up my torso again, and carried her into the hall.

      She wrapped an arm around my shoulder and pressed her face to my neck, breathing hot and heavy against my skin. “Oh fuck, Luc.”

      Oh fuck was right. I was fucked royally.

      Just not in the way I desperately wanted.
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      I made it to Tahiti without losing my sanity. Or my shaky hold on my control.

      Barely.

      It was the longest boat ride of my miserable life. After carrying a limp Natalie into the stateroom below deck, I’d pleasured her with my fingers and that damn toy until I’d felt the yacht’s engines slow. I don’t know how many orgasms she had. I don’t know how many times she begged me to take the toy out and fuck her. It was all a blur in my sex-fuzzed mind. I also have no idea how I resisted her sultry body and erotic writhing on that big bed. I only know that by the time we docked in Tahiti, I was so hard, I was sure a gust of wind could make me come. And I needed to get away from her before I gave in to her demands and thrust my cock inside her until we both screamed.

      Luckily, Manaia didn’t make any comments as we disembarked. Not about Natalie’s rumpled appearance or my obvious sexual frustration. If he heard Natalie’s cries of pleasure from below deck, he never made it known. He only told me to call him when we needed a ride back to the island.

      I thanked him, grabbed both of our bags, and headed toward the car waiting for us in the parking lot. Still weak from what I’d done to her, Natalie blinked against the bright light and struggled to catch up. I’d removed the toy when I’d felt the boat dock, but I’d left the blindfold on until we stepped off the boat. She was having trouble adjusting to the light, but I didn’t slow my steps and I didn’t look at her face. Didn’t trust myself just yet. Not when I was still hard as stone and aching for my own release. A release I didn’t want unless it actually meant something.

      “Merda,” I mumbled under my breath as I swiped at the sweat on my brow. “How the fuck did your priorities get so out of whack?” A month ago, I would have jumped on a hot girl begging me to fuck her. Today, I wanted more than sex. I wanted the connection Natalie had forged with me in Italy. And nothing short of everything with her would ever be enough.

      I waved off the driver when he tried to take the bags and said, “I got it.” Shoving them into the trunk, I heard Natalie awkwardly talking to the driver but I didn’t pay much attention to her words. The back door opened and closed, telling me she’d climbed in the vehicle. Slamming the trunk closed, I moved around the passenger side of the car and took the front seat next to the driver so I wouldn’t be tempted to touch her. Or kiss her. Or fucking take her right there like a horny teenager.

      “Airport,” I said to the driver, tugging my wallet out of my back pocket. “And make it fast. We’re in a hurry.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Most of the cabbies on the island spoke English, something I was thankful for. Rolling down my window, I braced my elbow on the windowsill and rubbed my aching forehead, hoping the wind would cool me down. I could all but feel Natalie’s gaze boring into the back of my head, but I didn’t turn to look. Didn’t have the strength or the willpower to resist her right now.

      This was an asinine plan. I should have left her on the damn island. I should be sitting back there with her right now in case she tried to bolt. I still didn’t know what she planned to do, and I was tired of trying to figure it out. I was tired of everything—my family, my House, my responsibilities, her. My life, which only a few short months ago had been so easy and carefree, was now one gigantic clusterfuck, and I was stuck in the middle of a whirlpool, struggling to keep my head above water.

      The driver pulled to a stop in front of the terminal and shifted into Park. “Fast,” he said with a grin my way. “Just like you asked.”

      Realizing I’d zoned out on the short trip, I glanced at the meter on the dash, then handed the man at least double the fair. “Thanks. Appreciate it.”

      I climbed out and moved to the trunk, grasping both bags before Natalie could get there. From the corner of my eye, I caught the annoyed look she flashed me before turning a sweet smile on the driver. “Thank you.”

      The native man smiled and waved to her, then moved back to the driver side. Still unable to look at her full-on, I said, “Come on,” and stepped up onto the curb.

      I kept an eye on her as we checked in and got our tickets, watching for any sign she was planning to bolt. Since I’d had to book her ticket last-minute, there were no first-class fares left, so the best I could get her was a seat in coach. She didn’t seem thrilled by that fact, but I didn’t care. We made our way through security, and every time Natalie tried to talk to me, I was able to avoid her, mostly because there were so many people around. But I didn’t breathe easier until we boarded. And then not until we stepped on the plane and I signaled the stewardess our way. “She’s first class.”

      “Oh, right this way, ma’am.” The stewardess smiled and stepped back, motioning Natalie into the first-class section of the aircraft.

      “Wait.” Natalie turned to look at me as I plucked her coach ticket from her hand and turned the other way. “But your seat—”

      “Is back here. Don’t make a scene. People are trying to board.”

      I shoved my first-class ticket into her hand and ushered her toward the front of the plane. But I didn’t miss the frustration in her eyes. Or the way her shoulders tensed. But for the first time since I’d told her I was heading back to Italy, I was able to draw a full breath.

      We were on the plane. She couldn’t leave. And I was free of her heat and scent and fucking tempting body for at least the next twenty-four hours. After that...

      After that, we’d be in Italy, where all bets for everything were off. But at least there I’d have the good sense not to get sucked into wanting her all over again.

      Or so I hoped, since wanting her had only put her life in jeopardy more times than I could count.
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      I’d thought the flight from New York to Rome over a month ago had been hell. I hadn’t known how bad a flight could be.

      We flew over twenty-four hours, stopping in LA and Paris to change planes. Multiple times I’d tried to switch places with Luc and give him a break from his cramped seat in coach, but he consistently refused. He said he was too busy reading his magazine or watching a movie on the screen in front of him. That or sleeping.

      Several times, I’d caught him feigning sleep when I walked by. I wasn’t stupid, though. I knew he was avoiding me. I knew by the way he wouldn’t look me in the eye that he didn’t want to talk to me. And every time I touched the ring he’d slid on my finger before we’d left his island, I was even more confused about why and just where we went from here.

      That ring wasn’t just any ring. It was as wide as my finger and completely covered my tattoo. It was also a solid circle of pear and round-shaped diamonds that formed delicate-looking flower patterns. I tried to tell myself the diamonds weren’t real, but the ring was thick and heavy, and in my gut, I sensed it had to cost a fortune.

      By the time we landed in Rome, I still had no answers about us or what I should do next, and I was too tired to try to figure it all out. Grabbing my duffel from the conveyer belt in baggage claim before Luc could reach for it, I slung the strap over my shoulder and followed him toward Customs, not even knowing what time it was or where we were heading once we left the airport.

      He didn’t speak to me but for a couple of grunts and nods of his head, telling me which way to go, and I was suddenly thankful for that. I needed sleep. I needed to recharge my batteries. I needed some time to plan a strategy for how I was going to get through to the man.

      Humid darkness surrounded me when we stepped out of the airport. Mumbling for me to keep up, Luc crossed the street and entered the orange glow of the parking structure opposite the terminal. I followed, but frankly, I was too tired to jump when he snapped his fingers. And I was quickly nearing the point where I didn’t care about doing the man any favors.

      A voice echoed from ahead, distracting me from my darkening mood. I looked up just as a man close to the same height as Luc threw an arm around Luc’s shoulder and captured him in one of those weird one-arm, man-hug things guys did when they greeted each other. The two spoke in Italian a bit, then Luc released the man and stooped to hug a petite woman with auburn hair pulled back in a neat tail, standing at the man’s side.

      My eyes narrowed as I drew close. The woman didn’t look Italian. She wasn’t dark and olive skinned like a lot of the Italians I’d met on my last trip. As she drew away from Luc and smiled, I saw that her skin was fair, and her eyes were a striking pale green. And when she spoke—in English—I caught a very distinct British accent.

      “Fee, Marco.” Luc turned, finally glancing my direction where I’d stopped several feet away, not wanting to interrupt their reunion. “This is Natalie.” He still didn’t meet my gaze, but I didn’t miss the way his jaw clenched in what was clearly an uncomfortable way when he added, “My wife.”

      I probably should have been ticked by that reaction, but I was honestly too tired to feel anything besides numb. I held out my hand. “Hi.”

      “Oh, Luc. She’s beautiful,” the woman said in that accent that seemed completely out of place in Italy. She captured my hand in both of hers. “It’s great to finally meet you. We’ve heard a lot about you.”

      “Oh really?” I glanced toward Luc, unable to keep the wariness from my eyes. They’d heard about me? The only thing I’d heard about them had come from Sela. Not from my so-called husband. “I can’t wait to find out what my husband has said about me.”

      The man—Marco—chuckled. “A lot that I can already tell is true.”

      I shifted my wary gaze his direction, but Marco only grinned, showing off twin dimples in his deeply tanned face, seemingly unfazed by my response. He was almost as tall as Luc, with the same dark Italian good looks, but he wasn’t nearly as handsome as Luc. Or as devastatingly sexy.

      Marco closed his big hand over mine in a quick shake before releasing me. “All good, I promise. This is Felicity. You’ll be staying with us for a while. Our estate is perfectly safe.” He glanced toward Luc. “And the sooner we get there, the better.”

      My conversations with Luc and Sela just before I’d left the island flashed in my brain, and I remembered what they’d both said about “rules.” It honestly seemed ridiculous in my fuzzy-headed state, but I didn’t have the strength to question any of it now.

      “Sí.” Luc’s expression grew said somber. “Do they know we’re here?”

      Marco turned and motioned for us to follow. “Not yet, but they will soon. Guarantee someone in the airport recognized you.”

      “The Customs agent who passed us through went on break right after processing us.”

      My gaze snapped Luc’s direction, but he didn’t look my way.

      “We might run into trouble on the road,” Marco said. “Just to be safe, I think we should take the long way.”

      “Agree,” Luc answered.

      Trouble? I suddenly became very alert and very awake.

      Marco stopped at a black Mercedes and popped the trunk. Luc tossed his bag in as Marco reached for the strap from my shoulder. Nodding toward the vehicle, Marco said, “Climb in. There’s water in the back in case you’re thirsty.”

      I was suddenly too concerned about who that Customs agent could be alerting to think about thirst. Nerves jumping, I climbed into the backseat and latched my seat belt. Felicity slid in beside me while Luc took the front next to Marco.

      No one spoke as we pulled out of the parking garage. The car was eerily quiet as we passed under one streetlight and the next. I’d only landed at this airport once before, but I already knew Marco was not taking us on the same route my driver had taken me then. Not only because we quickly left the airport grounds behind, but because the narrow country road we turned onto contained no streetlights and no other traffic.

      My gaze skipped to Luc, his features illuminated by the dashboard in the front passenger seat, kitty-corner from my spot in the back, and I quickly realized what I’d missed in the airport and even earlier, on the flight.

      The muscles in his shoulders were tense and rigid—every muscle in his body seemed on high alert. And for the first time, it dawned on me that his inability to talk to or even look at me might not have anything to do with me but have everything to do with the fact he was stressed to the max because he’d brought me back to this country.

      “Don’t worry.” A warm, feminine hand slid over mine on the console between the back seats. “Marco knows all the safest routes.”

      Blinking, I turned to look at Felicity’s dark profile, highlighted by the moonlight sliding in through the back windshield. “Safest doesn’t exactly put me at ease.”

      She smiled. “Marco’s father was also great friends with Andrea de Cesaris. He learned all he knows about driving from Andrea.”

      That meant nothing to me. “I’m sorry. I don’t know who that is.”

      From the driver’s seat, Marco huffed. “Only the greatest driver in all of Formula One racing.”

      Luc shot him a look. “Didn’t they call him Andrea de Crasheris because he crashed so often?”

      “Just proves his dedication to the sport.” Glancing in the rearview at me, Marco added, “Don’t worry, cara, your husband’s just jealous because I drive better than him.”

      Luc huffed and looked out the side window into the darkness. Chuckling, Marco refocused on the road, and beside me, Felicity grinned.

      Neither Marco nor Felicity seemed overly stressed by our current situation, but my gaze kept straying back to Luc. To his tight jaw and the way every muscle in his body seemed ready to spring into action at a moment’s notice.

      I sank back into my seat as silence settled over the car. But I couldn’t stop looking at Luc, and I suddenly wondered if maybe I should have stayed put on that island as he’d asked me to do.
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      It was well after one a.m. when we pulled onto Marco’s property. I hadn’t been able to sleep on the trip, but the second the gates closed behind us, I was sure my relief was palpable.

      Since it was dark, I couldn’t see much of the property besides a long paved drive and tall arching trees similar to the kind that had lined Luc’s parents’ drive. Whereas Luc’s family property had sat on the top of a mountain, Marco’s was more flat, with rolling hills and what I thought were grape vines.

      “Do you make wine?” I asked Felicity quietly in the back as we headed toward the lights of a large Tuscan-style house on a small rise.

      “Everyone in Italy makes wine. Ours isn’t quite as good as the Salvatici wine—”

      “Bite your tongue, woman,” Marco said from the front.

      Felicity grinned and glanced up at the rearview mirror. She and Marco shared a heated look before she refocused on me. “But ours isn’t too bad.”

      Marco huffed. “This year’s harvest is going to be better than ever.”

      I couldn’t quite get a read on Felicity. Sela had hinted Marco had a wife. Felicity and Marco were definitely a couple—I picked up on that easily enough. But she didn’t wear a wedding ring, and neither did he. From what little I’d seen of her before climbing in the car, I hadn’t spotted any leopard-print tattoos that marked her as a kitten, but that could have been because it was dark. Regardless, I knew not to trust any of my first impressions with anyone in this country.

      The villa was a massive structure made of stone with multiple levels and numerous cobbled rooflines jutting out in different directions. A tall archway framed an enormous gate-style door with iron scrollwork and ornate hinges, and a center tower rose above the main door high above the rest of the house.

      It wasn’t quite as big as the Salvatici castle, but I could easily see that Marco’s family had money. “Does everyone in in this House live in a castle?” I muttered more to myself than anyone else.

      “That’s not a castle,” Felicity said. “Castles are cold and stuffy. Technically, it’s a farmhouse.”

      “Yeah, no castles for us,” Marco interjected from the front, shooting a teasing look Luc’s direction. “We’re peasants, unlike the royalty beside me.”

      Luc huffed.

      “This property’s been in Marco’s family for years,” Felicity said. “All the buildings you see here used to be part of a hamlet. That tall portion of the farmhouse was the watchtower. Marco remodeled the farmhouse but kept the tower just for fun.”

      “Not for fun,” Marco said. “For security purposes. It’s awesome for spying on my neighbors.”

      Felicity rolled her eyes and looked back at me. “Regardless, we like it.”

      I was perfectly fine not staying in a castle. In fact, if I never saw another medieval castle again, the happier I’d be. The last time I’d been in one...

      I shuddered at the memory and told myself not to go there.

      Instead of stopping in front of the farmhouse as I expected, Marco bypassed the circular drive and followed the road to the right, down a slight hill, until we reached a smaller stone villa with a wide porch and steep cobbled roof. The exterior lights of the villa were lit up, shimmering off what I thought might be a lake opposite the house.

      Marco killed the engine and popped the driver door. “Thought you two might be more comfortable in the guest villa.” He winked at Luc as he climbed out. “Being newlyweds and all.”

      My gaze snapped to Luc in the front unbuckling his seat belt. Yes, we were technically newlyweds, though you’d never know by looking at us.

      Nerves balled in my stomach all over again, reminding me I wasn’t nearly as exhausted as I thought. I didn’t catch Luc’s muttered response as he climbed out of the passenger seat, but I recognized his Italian, and I didn’t miss the definite bite in his tone that told me he wasn’t at all thrilled with Marco’s announcement.

      My back tightened as I exited the vehicle and closed my door. I’d just traveled halfway around the world for the man. He could muster up a little gratitude even if he was grouchy.

      Marco already had our bags before I could reach the trunk, so I followed him up the porch steps while Felicity moved inside the villa and began flipping on lights.

      It was bigger than it looked from the outside. The walls were uneven rough rocks, the ceiling arched bricks. Two steps led down to the sunken living room decked out in plush, vibrant furnishings in golds and browns and pale blues. Brick columns separated the cozy living space from the dining room, and beyond, I could see a modern kitchen with granite counters. Wide French doors opened to a patio and dark view, and to my right I watched as Felicity pushed another door open, flipping on the light as she said, “This is the bedroom. There’s a full bath off the master. Through that door behind Natalie is a laundry room.”

      Marco dropped our bags on the floor in the living room. “We stocked the fridge with general supplies, but if you both need or want something specific, let us know tomorrow.”

      “Thanks,” Luc answered, running a hand through his hair. He stood across the room from me, almost as far as he could get in the small space, and he still hadn’t looked at me. Not once since we’d left Tahiti.

      I wanted to be aggravated by that, but I didn’t have the energy. Now that we were safe, my exhaustion was catching up with me again, and I knew his was as well. At some point tomorrow, I’d confront him about what was going on with us, but right now, all I wanted to do was sleep.

      “It’s really nice,” I said, hoping I could hurry this along so I could get that sleep. “Thanks for letting us stay here.”

      “No thanks needed.” Felicity moved up to Marco’s side and slid her arm around his waist. As he looped his arm over her shoulder, she said, “You’re welcome to come up to the house for breakfast, but we totally understand if you want to skip and sleep in. Our home is your home, so feel free to explore anywhere on the property.”

      “Just don’t make plans to leave the grounds unaccompanied,” Marco said, steering Felicity toward the door. “Safer for the time being.” Over his shoulder, he called, “G’night you two.”

      “Night,” Luc answered as they moved outside and the door clicked closed behind them.

      I chewed on my lip in the silence, not particularly liking Marco’s last comment. I understood the meaning, but he’d made it sound as if I was a prisoner. Again. Not surrounded by water any longer, but by walls.

      Luc crossed the room and grasped both of our bags. “You should unpack and get some sleep. It’s been a long day.”

      It had been. Longer than I’d anticipated.

      Sighing, I followed him into the bedroom. The walls in here were also made of uneven stones and bricks, but the ceiling was peaked with dark wood beams, and the floor was slate, covered by a large central rug. An ornately carved headboard framed the king-sized bed decked out in a plush gold comforter and bountiful pillows. Across the space, a tangerine club chair and ottoman sat near an ancient stone fireplace. The nightstands and two dressers were antique dark woods, and the tall, rectangular crosshatched windows on both sides of the fireplace were framed with expensive draperies that matched the bedding. On the far side of the room, shutter-like wooden doors opened to the master bath, and wide arched windows I guessed looked out at an incredible country view.

      The entire cottage was old-world and romantic, and I loved every part of it. I just hated the reason I was in it.

      Luc set my bag on top of the horizontal dresser with an arching mirror, then moved to the tallboy dresser across the room and began unpacking his things. “Might as well make yourself comfortable,” he mumbled. “I don’t know how long we’re going to be here.”

      That didn’t ease my frayed nerves any, but I was too tired to say so. Just as I was grabbing a pair of pj’s and my toothbrush from my bag, Luc kicked the bottom drawer of his dresser closed and turned for the door.

      “Where are you going?” I asked.

      “In the other room. I have a few notes I need to make before I see my father tomorrow, and I don’t want to keep you up.”

      My stomach tightened. “You’re seeing him tomorrow?”

      “Yeah. That’s why we’re here, remember? So I can try to save Dante’s fucking life. And yours too.” He stepped into the living room and reached for the door handle at his back, still careful not to meet my gaze. “Get some sleep.”

      The door closed with a snap that echoed like cannon fire through the small room. And, too numb to respond, I sank to the tangerine club chair and stared at the aged wooden door.

      I didn’t need to be saved. I needed to be appreciated for the woman I was. I needed to be loved, the way he’d said he loved me in the South Pacific. The way I’d felt he loved me that last night in Tuscany before my world had imploded.

      Tears burned the backs of my eyes as I looked down at the thick diamond band around my finger. Tears that weren’t just rooted in exhaustion but in frustration and pain as well.

      How had things gotten so messed up? How had we wound up here—not just in Italy, but with stone walls towering between us? I didn’t know how to get through to him. I didn’t know if I even could anymore. And the longer I stared at my ring and the shapes created by the diamonds, the more I wondered if maybe it was time to stop trying.

      Because through blurry vision, I realized those weren’t flower shapes created by the pear and round diamonds. They were butterflies.

      Butterflies, I remembered with an uneasy feeling, which were a symbol of Monarch mind-control techniques.

      The same mind-control techniques every beta kitten endured in her training.
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      I felt like shit. No, worse than shit. I felt like dry, stale, week-old horse shit.

      Unable to lie still any longer, I shoved the throw from my legs and pushed off the couch where I’d crashed sometime around four a.m. I’d dozed maybe an hour, but I hadn’t been able to fall asleep thanks to the stress churning inside me over the day that lay ahead.

      Growing grouchier by the second, I shuffled into the kitchen in my wrinkled clothes and filled the coffee pot with fresh water. I wasn’t going to be able to relax until Natalie was out of this damn country. Yeah, I was confident she was safe here on Marco’s property, but I wasn’t at all confident she’d stay put behind the estate’s walls. Natalie James—correction, Natalie Salvatici—had an unpredictable independent streak that made me crazy, and just contemplating all the wild ways she might defy me while we were here...

      I flipped the water off and drew a deep breath as I stood over the sink, fighting back an insatiable arousal I had no right to feel and a blistering heat that crossed the fucking wires in my brain. Last night, it had taken every ounce of willpower I possessed not to toss her on that king-sized bed and ravish her. If she’d made any snarky comment when I’d left the room, I’m not sure I’d have been able to resist the urge. But she’d kept her tempting mouth closed. And she hadn’t come looking for me when I didn’t later join her in the one bedroom in this damn tiny cottage. As far as I knew, she didn’t even wonder where I’d gone.

      I told myself not to be disappointed by that fact as I shifted my bare feet against the cold tile floor and moved to the coffeemaker. It was better for both of us if we didn’t get distracted by anything emotional or sexual the next few days. Safer too. The last time I’d let myself be distracted by her...

      My throat closed as I snapped the lid shut on the coffee machine and hit the start button. Yeah, the last time I’d been distracted by that kind of shit, I’d nearly gotten Natalie killed.

      For the next twenty minutes, I focused on making breakfast, a mundane task that took my mind off Natalie and my miserable family. Marco and Fee had stocked the kitchen with everything we’d need for a month—fresh meats from the local butcher, vegetables, and fruits I was sure they’d grown on the property, and pastries and breads I knew their family cook Lucilla had prepared.

      Shuffling sounded at my back just as I was finishing the first omelet, followed by a gasp and muttered, “Wow.”

      My blood ran hot at the sound of Natalie’s soft voice, but I willed myself to stay in control. As I should have stayed in control from the first moment I’d met her.

      “Pretty sure that wow is for the view and not my cooking. Sit down. Breakfast is ready.”

      She pulled out the chair with a squeak of the legs against the slate floor. As I shifted the omelet to her plate and added some of the breakfast potatoes I’d made earlier, I caught her wide-eyed stare from the corner of my vision as she looked out at the crystal blue lake framed by towering trees and rolling green hills. “I thought I saw water last night, but I had no idea. It’s gorgeous. Where are we again? This doesn’t look like the mountainous region where your parents live.”

      “It’s not.” I set the plate and utensils in front of her. “We’re about forty-five minutes south of them, outside Siena.”

      “Oh.”

      I couldn’t quite tell if that “oh” was “oh good,” or “oh bad,” and I didn’t feel like asking. Moving to the counter, I poured a fresh cup of coffee, stirred in cream and sugar, and brought it to the table for her.

      She glanced from the steaming cup up to my face and said, “Thanks.” And for a split second, I saw what I’d missed earlier because I hadn’t been able to look fully at her.

      Her eyes were bloodshot and slightly puffy around the outer edges. And dark crescents marred the soft skin beneath her lower lashes, telling me she hadn’t gotten much more sleep than me.

      Guilt stabbed right through the center of my chest. Guilt not just for bringing her here, but because I was the reason for her lack of sleep and red-rimmed eyes.

      I averted my gaze and quickly moved back to the stove, focusing on making another omelet so I wouldn’t do or say anything to make the situation worse. With a sigh, she picked up her fork and began eating. Silence filled the kitchen, punctuated only by the sound of the frying pan moving against the stovetop or her utensil scraping her plate.

      Tension crackled between us as I flipped off the stove, slid my food to a second plate, and took it and my nearly cold coffee to the other side of the table. A tension I knew she felt too by the way she stiffened and watched me with wary eyes.

      I focused on eating, hoping the food would help ease the knot of stress in my gut. By the time I finished, that knot wasn’t any better, especially when I noticed Natalie had barely touched her food.

      Shit. I needed more caffeine for this. Pushing up from the table, I glanced at her cup. “You want more coffee?”

      She looked down at the half-empty mug and shrugged. “I guess.”

      I guess. Man, we were well on our way to convincing everyone we were madly in love.

      I took both mugs to the counter and refilled them, the whole time pondering what the hell I could say to break the tension. Everything churning in my head sounded stupid as fuck. Moving back to the table, I set her mug in front of her, sat back in my chair, and wrapped both hands around my cup, deciding enough was enough.

      “I know last night Marco told you that you could go anywhere on the property. You can, but it’s important that you don’t leave the estate for any rea—”

      “I know. Sela explained it to me. I’m safe behind the walls. Once I leave, I’m fair game.”

      My stomach twisted as I glanced at her, staring down at her plate with what I could only describe as a miserable expression.

      I fucking hated this. “I’m going to make it right with my father and my House. You won’t be stuck here for long. Once they recognize our marriage, they’ll leave you alone.”

      “And if they don’t?”

      I wasn’t even going to consider that as a possibility. I lifted the steaming mug to my lips, desperate for the hot brew to incinerate my sudden fear. “They will.”

      Her gaze lifted from her coffee to me, and even though I wasn’t looking full at her, I didn’t miss the doubt in her eyes. “And then what? What happens after you convince them we’re married?”

      Steps. I could get through this whole shitfest if I focused on the steps that would get us to safety.

      “Then,” I said, lowering my coffee once more, “I try to help Dante.”

      She didn’t respond, just narrowed her eyes on me in an unreadable way, but I knew the questions were coming. I also knew I’d answer every single one if it would keep her safe.

      She eased back in her chair and toyed with the handle of her mug. “So who is Marco to your family?”

      “A distant relative.”

      “How distant?”

      “Several marriages long removed. His family is loyal to our House.”

      “You obviously trust him.”

      “I do.”

      “Then why couldn’t he help Dante?”

      “Because he’s not a Knight.” When she only stared at me, I sighed and tried to explain. “Marco and I grew up together. His parents were killed in a car accident when he was a kid. He was raised by his uncle, who is a Knight in the Salvatici House. The Knights are like...” I tried to think of something she would understand. This would be a hell of a lot easier if they had royalty in the US. “They’re like advisers. There are thirteen. All are appointed to the Council of Thirteen by the head of the House—the Granducato di Toscana, or in English, the Grand Duke of Tuscany, who happens to be my father. Marco’s not a Knight, so he has no ruling privileges when it comes to how members, especially Salvatici family members, are disciplined.”

      “But his uncle does?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then why didn’t you ask him to help Dante?”

      I lifted my cup to my lips again. “Because Marco’s uncle is as depraved as my brother Giovanni. I don’t trust him any more than I trust the Grande Cavaliere.”

      “Sela mentioned this Grande-whatever. He’s some kind of priest?”

      I huffed. “No. He’s not religious at all.” He was evil. And I didn’t want Natalie anywhere near him. “The current Grande Cavaliere isn’t someone you ever want to meet face to face. You saw him once before. In that ritual in the woods. He was the one in red.”

      Her entire body stiffened in her chair, and without even asking, I knew what she was remembering. The way the Grande Cavaliere had bent that naked beta kitten over the stone altar and fucked her right there in front of everyone.

      I looked down at my coffee, my stomach twisting at just the reminder she’d seen that depraved ritual. But I didn’t want to scare her, so I gentled my voice when I said, “There’s no reason you’ll have to meet him personally. Marco would never invite him on the property, not because of you, but because of Fee. Legally, he can’t enter without that invitation.”

      She nodded and looked down at her coffee. Unable to stand the silence, I dropped my hand and looked at her. She was studying her cup as if it held the secrets to the universe, but I could tell she had more questions.

      Scrubbing a hand over the three days of stubble on my chin, I said, “Just ask whatever you want to ask, Natalie.”

      She wrapped her hand around her mug, pulling it closer, and as she did, I spotted the slave tattoo on her finger, visible because she wasn’t wearing her wedding band. “I’m trying to figure this all out. You said Marco wouldn’t invite the Grande Cavalier here because of Felicity. What’s their story? Are they married? Because I didn’t see any rings. But she doesn’t act like a kitten.”

      “She’s not a kitten.” I told myself not to be disappointed she’d taken off her ring. She clearly didn’t want to be married to me. It made sense she’d remove the ring in private. But I hated the sight of that word. Wished like hell I’d picked something less vile. And I was scared to death she’d forget to put the ring back on before she left this villa and someone else saw the marking. Not because it would make me look like an ass—I didn’t give a shit about that. But because I was terrified of that word on her skin being reported back to the Thirteen and my father.

      “And they’re not married,” I forced myself to say instead of ordering her to put the damn ring back on as I wanted, “because Felicity’s father is the head of House Merrick in England, and—”

      “Wait. Felicity’s the one you told me about? The woman in England who educated you about your House and what they were really up to?”

      I nodded. “She’s also the one my father tried to set me up with. Neither of us was interested. Marco’s way more her type than me. And she and Marco are not married because her father won’t sanction their marriage while my father and the Grande Cavaliere are in control of House Salvatici.”

      Her gaze narrowed again. “I don’t understand.”

      I knew she didn’t. I also knew she’d never truly understand because I wasn’t about to tell her what the Grande Cavaliere was capable of.

      “Her father doesn’t want her under our House’s rule,” I said, trying to keep it simple. “All five Houses are still very patriarchal. As soon as she marries into House Salvatici, she’s bound to follow our rules. Her father won’t allow that to happen while my father is in command.”

      She considered that for a moment. “You said Dante went after your father because Maricella is missing. Why would he blame your father for that?”

      Thankful we were off the topic of the Grande Cavaliere, I sighed. “Because my father probably is responsible.” I drained the rest of my cold coffee. “After you and I left Tuscany, Dante moved to Rome with Maricella without my father’s approval. That’s a big-time no-no.”

      “So your father did something to Maricella? I don’t get it. Why?”

      Of course she didn’t get it. She could never understand the twisted way my House worked. Most of the time, I didn’t understand it, but I’d learned long ago not to question the rules. That’s how people died. “If he did, it was to punish Dante.”

      “Do you think he did?”

      I eased back in my chair and stared at my empty cup on the scarred wooden table. “I don’t know. It’s possible. My father is all about preserving the old rules.” I lifted my gaze to hers, knowing I wouldn’t hide this truth from her. “He went after you when you fled the villa. I know the things he’s capable of, and, technically, like it or not, Maricella is a kitten. To my father and the other Knights, that means she’s subhuman.”

      A sick look passed over Natalie’s face, but she didn’t break eye contact with me. “Dante doesn’t think so.”

      “No.” Once again, I was amazed at this woman’s ability to read people. She’d spent only one dinner and one long afternoon with my brother and his kitten, and she’d easily seen a truth it had taken me and my House much longer to see. “I’ll know more once I talk to him. Hopefully then, I’ll have a better idea how I can help him.”

      “The only way you’re going to help him is to find her.”

      I had a sinking feeling she was right. I looked down at my hand on the table. “I’ll talk to Marco about that on our way to see my father.”

      She shifted uncomfortably in her chair. “When will you go?”

      I sighed and glanced toward the clock above the stove. “As soon as I shower and change. I told Marco I’d be up to the villa after we had breakfast.”

      She nodded and looked down at my coffee mug. “And you think you can talk your father into letting Dante go?”

      I pushed to my feet and took my empty mug into the kitchen, my brain already skipping ahead to how the hell I was going to do exactly that. “I have to try. Regardless of his faults, he’s my brother. And unlike Giovanni, he’s not a lost cause. He’s still got a heart buried somewhere inside him. If he didn’t, he wouldn’t give a shit what happened to Maricella.”

      “And then what?”

      “What do you mean?” I asked, setting my cup in the dishwasher.

      “After you convince your father to release Dante, then what happens?”

      It was the one question I hadn’t anticipated, and it rattled me. More than I liked. I turned toward her and leaned back against the sink, feeling helpless in a way that crippled me. “I don’t know.”

      “Will we stay here? Will we go back to the South Pacific? I’m in this now too, Luc, regardless of what either of us wants.”

      I knew she was. Just as I knew “we” wasn’t a word she particularly liked right now.

      “Then,” I said, crossing my arms over my chest, “I’ll find a way to convince my father to let us leave. I’m confident he’ll agree. As long as I play the game and keep showing my face at events like the heir I’m supposed to be, we’ll be fine.”

      “But you’ll still be part of all this. This House and these rituals and the illegal activities they promote.”

      I didn’t answer. There was no reason to answer. We both knew what I would say.

      Fuck, I hated what I’d dragged her into. And I hated that empty look in her pretty blue eyes. The same one I’d seen on my island. The same one that cut me to the quick and made me feel like a half a man.

      “Look,” I said, hoping to lift her spirits, even just a little. “If we’re lucky, he’ll let me go back to my job at Covet in New York. All the other shit... Away from this damn country, it’s not as bad as it seems.”

      “Except for the part where you go back to being CEO of a fashion magazine that’s primary purpose is recruiting unsuspecting young girls into your House’s beta program.”

      Yeah, except for that.

      My jaw tightened as I stared at her.

      Fuck me, I hated my life.

      “I’ll find a way to make it work,” I said, meaning every single word.

      “How? You hate that place. We both know it.”

      I did hate it, but I could survive it. I could survive anything for her.

      “It’s not fair you have to sacrifice yourself for your stupid House.”

      My heart pinched because I wanted to read way more into that one comment than she intended.

      I quickly pushed away from the sink, knowing if I didn’t get away from her soon, I was going to give in to every one of my urges and show her with my hands and lips and body just how much I wanted to read into that comment. Something I knew wouldn’t go over well considering the current status of our strained relationship. Something I knew would only gut me even more in the long run.

      “I learned long ago not to want things, because every time I did, my world turned to shit. This time I’m determined not to let that happen.”

      I moved past her for the living room, locking down the guilt and pain I felt anytime I was around her, knowing it would only hinder me where I was heading next. “Please put your ring on before you leave this villa. I trust Marco and Fee, but I don’t trust their staff. There are eyes everywhere. It’s safer for all of us if everyone you encounter thinks you actually want to be my wife.”

      She didn’t answer. I didn’t expect her to. But in her silence, I had a sinking feeling I was fighting a losing battle, and that before long, there’d be nothing left for me to do to keep my world from turning to complete shit once and for all.
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      My insides were a knot of twisting, liquid fire I was afraid might burn a hole through my belly. Or at the very least give me a giant fucking ulcer.

      “You sure about this?” Marco asked at my side as we moved up the front steps of my parents’ country estate.

      Happy I’d nixed the tie and left my dress shirt unbuttoned so it couldn’t strangle me, I tugged at my sleeve, wishing I’d gone for one with buttons instead of these irritating cufflinks that kept getting caught in my jacket. “No. But the sooner we get this done, the easier it’ll be to breathe.” I glanced sideways at my friend, dressed in a very similar designer white dress shirt, black slacks and jacket. “At least for you.”

      Marco grinned, flashing white teeth that contrasted with the dark stubble on his jaw, and slapped a hand against my shoulder. “I will try to breathe for both of us, fratello. And if only one of us leaves here breathing, I vow to take good care of la tua bellissima moglie.”

      “You lay one hand on my pretty wife and Felicity will castrate you with a dull knife.”

      Marco laughed, the sound—for a moment—relaxing me. “That she would. And I fear she’d enjoy every moment of it. Ah, aren’t we lucky? Two stronzi who, despite our flaws, somehow managed to find the most incredible women to love us.”

      Yeah, we were lucky. Or, I had been. For a few days, at least.

      Tension churned in my gut as I came to a stop on the top step and looked at the arched iron door. I willed thoughts of Natalie out of my head, knowing they’d do me no good here. Drawing one last breath of free air, I pushed the button and waited while the bells chimed inside the ancient castle, announcing our arrival.

      Seconds later, one side of the massive double doors flung open, and my sister Ariana threw her arms around my neck, her long dark hair with that one strip of white near the front swaying behind her.

      “Luc!” She gripped me in a fierce hug. “I’m so glad you’re back.”

      I captured her before she could knock us both off our feet, thankful she was her normal boisterous self and not in any way damaged by what had happened with Dante. “Me too.”

      She let go of my shoulders and dropped to her heels. With one quick smile at Marco, she glanced past me with her dark eyes. “Where is she?”

      I knew who Ariana was looking for, just as I knew I wouldn’t tell her. “Not here.” I looked over her into the foyer of the house. “Are Mamma and Papá home?”

      “Yes, they’re—”

      “Luciano?” My mother’s terse voice echoed through the entryway in time with the click of her heels. Moments later, she appeared at my sister’s back with nothing but disappointment in her light blue eyes. “Come in or leave, but do not stand there with the door open. You’re letting all the cool air out.”

      I clenched my jaw to keep from turning around as I wanted to do, and moved into the foyer. “Mamma.” I air kissed her cheeks, but I didn’t make contact, and I didn’t show any affection. She knew why. She showed me just as little in return. “I’ve come to see Papá.”

      Ariana moved up on my side. “He’s in the—”

      “Ariana,” my mother snapped. “You have schoolwork that needs to be finished.”

      “Yes, but—”

      “No buts. Get upstairs now.”

      My sister’s shoulders slumped. She looked up at me with worried dark eyes. “You’re not leaving Italy right away, are you?”

      “No.”

      Relief passed over her features. “Good. Because if you leave without saying goodbye again, I’m going to disown you forever.”

      She pressed a quick kiss to my cheek, then stepped around me and moved for the stairs. Not wanting to get her in trouble, I watched her move up the steps, then glanced at my mother watching Ariana with a perturbed expression on her cultured face.

      When Ariana was out of earshot, I said, “She’s twenty-two years old. At some point, you’re going to have to stop treating her like a child.”

      “How I treat my daughter is my business and none of yours.” Her spine stiffened. “Now, I’m assuming you’re here to apologize to your father.”

      Fat chance in hell. “I’m here to see Dante.”

      My mother’s jaw tightened beneath her expensive makeup. “Dante is being punished.”

      Yeah, no fucking kidding. But it burned my nerve endings hearing her just toss it out there as if it were no big deal.

      “It’s my right to see my brother.”

      “That you will have to take up with the Grand Duke. He has final say in everything concerning Dante’s insubordination.”

      My mother sounded like she was fucking brainwashed, but then why should that surprise me? She’d been brainwashed by my father and the sick men in my family since long before I was even born.

      I fought to keep my temper in check. “Where is he?”

      “In his office at the winery.”

      I wanted to shake the woman. She could have told me that five fucking minutes ago and saved us both this farce of a conversation. I turned for the door.

      “Luciano,” she said, stopping me.

      When I glanced over my shoulder, I saw what I’d missed earlier. That wasn’t disappointment in her eyes. It was disgust.

      “You will not disgrace this house by bringing that American whore back here again. I will not permit it.”

      I’d never wanted to strangle another person as much as I did right now. “Don’t worry, this is the last place she ever wants to visit again. And she’s not a whore, she’s my wife.” My mother’s eyes grew wide and dropped to my left hand and the ring she’d missed earlier. “Accept it or not,” I said as I jerked the front door open. “I don’t really give a shit what you do.”

      I moved down the front steps and slid into the passenger seat of Marco’s Mercedes. He joined me seconds later and started the ignition. As we pulled away from the house and turned onto a road that led around the house and down to the vineyard, I knew my mother was watching us from the front stoop.

      “Man, you sure know how to make an entrance,” Marco muttered.

      Resting my elbow on the windowsill, I rubbed my already aching forehead. “Guarantee she’s on the phone right now, alerting my father we’re on our way.”

      We rounded the corner and headed toward the large stone building that housed the winery. As we drew close, three of my father’s bodyguards, each wearing black suits and sunglasses, moved out of the shadows and took up a triangular position in front of the door, blocking our entrance.

      “Guarantee he already knows,” Marco answered, pulling to a stop and killing the ignition.

      Fuck me. So much for the element of surprise.

      I climbed out of the vehicle and buttoned my jacket as I moved toward the three brutes who were each as big as houses. I’d learned long ago not to show fear no matter the circumstance. My House might be able to dictate my life from the shadows, but my father would never make me cower. And I would never again beg for anything from these men.

      I stopped in front of them and met their icy stares with one of my own. Tension crackled in the air, then slowly, they each stepped back, leaving a path to the arched wood door. I headed into the winery with Marco at my back.

      The small lobby area was empty. Since visitors only ventured onto the Salvatici Winery by invitation, there was no secretary or personnel manning the building and the small tasting counter to my left. I bypassed the warehouse access where the grapes were pressed and fermented, avoided the bottling area, and headed for the curved staircase that led to the main offices on the second level.

      My father was exactly where I expected him to be when I pushed one side of his double office doors open without knocking—seated in the big leather chair behind his desk, gazing out the wide arched windows and over the vineyard like the king perched on the top of his fucking throne.

      I stepped into the room, leaving the door open for Marco. Then I cleared my throat and waited, knowing it would be enough to piss the old man off.

      “I wondered when you would arrive.” My father continued to stare out at the view as if I weren’t even there. “I expected you here at least twenty-four hours ago. That slut you’ve taken up with comes before family now? That is unacceptable, Luciano.”

      We were going to do this first? Fucking fantastic.

      I’d wanted to strangle my mother mere minutes ago, but that rage didn’t even come close to how much I wanted to choke the life out of my father. “She is family. She’s my wife.” I pulled the document I’d brought with me from my breast pocket, crossed the floor, and slapped it on my father’s desk. He swiveled toward me with shocked eyes. “And call her slut again, and I promise it’ll be the last word you utter.”

      His jaw turned to ice beneath his tanned skin, and his infuriated gaze dropped to the paper beneath my hand.

      I released the paper so he could read it. “It’s legal. Signed by the Archbishop in Panama. That copy’s for you since I know you don’t believe me. You can look it up. The paperwork’s all been filed and approved.”

      My father snatched the paper from the table and lurched to his feet. “This marriage is an abomination and unsanctioned.” He rounded the desk in a flurry of movement. “Where is she? I demand to see her at once.”

      My spine stiffened, but I slid my hands into my pockets, relaxing from the shoulders down because my father’s enraged reaction told me what I’d done had been the right decision. Natalie was safe, and I was in control. “You don’t get to demand anything when it comes to my wife. And I’m not here to discuss her. I’m here to discuss Dante.”

      My father stopped in front of me with my marriage document crumpled in his fist, his muscles a mass of straining fury. We were roughly the same height, but my father was broader across the shoulders and chest and had me by at least thirty pounds. I was younger and stronger, though, and knew if he came at me, I could hold my own and inflict plenty of my own damage. It wouldn’t be pretty, but I’d stopped being afraid of him when I was twenty, and he knew it. Which only enraged him more.

      “Dante is serving his punishment,” my father said from between clenched teeth.

      “So I’ve been told. Where is Maricella?”

      My father fixed a bored expression on his face. “I don’t have a clue where his beta slut is, nor do I care.”

      He was lying. I could read it in his fucked up gray eyes that were exactly like mine.

      I let the slut comment pass this time, picking and choosing which war I wanted to escalate. “Dante cares.”

      He moved back around his desk, putting the solid piece of furniture between us as if that would protect him. “Dante doesn’t give a shit about anything right now, trust me. He’s refused to answer anything related to his crime. He knows he’s guilty.”

      A rage I hadn’t known was still in me gathered in the depth of my soul and rolled to the surface of my control. “If you think you can murder your own flesh and blood and get away with it—”

      “Murder?” My father slapped his hands on the desk and glared at me. “If Dante is sentenced to death, the order will come from the Knights, not from me. But, yes, I will oversee the punishment as is my duty by the laws of our House, because he’s too cowardly to open his damn mouth. And you will not interfere, because you have no power over any ruling that comes from the Thirteen.”

      He had me there. But I had rights as a member of the accused’s family. “I want to see him.”

      My father huffed and pushed away from the desk.

      “By the laws of our House, I can demand to see him, and you know that.”

      “It will do you no good. He refuses to see anyone.”

      I didn’t buy that for a second. I was sure the only person who’d demanded to see him was Ariana, and my father would never let her witness any evidence of his evildoings. He kept her blind and stupid. That was how he liked all his women.

      “Either approve my visitation or not. But if you don’t, I’ll take the story to the tabloids. I’m sure there are plenty of reporters who’d love to run with a Salvatici scandal like this. They wouldn’t even have to verify the facts, just let word spread to the leaders of the other Houses.”

      My father’s eyes grew darker and more infuriated. “You would bring them into our family business?” he asked quietly.

      “To save my brother? You bet your ass I would.”

      My father’s jaw clenched so hard, I thought it would snap in two. “Fine.” He dropped into his seat. “Visit him. But it’ll do you no good. He refuses to speak.”

      We’d see about that.

      I turned for the door. Marco shot me a holy fuck look, then turned out of the room.

      “Luciano.”

      My feet paused seconds to freedom. I glanced over my shoulder toward my father.

      “I will be meeting with the Grande Cavaliere to discuss your marriage.”

      That was not going to go over well. While I was confident they couldn’t touch Natalie now that she was my wife, they could come up with all kinds of punishments for me because I’d broken a House rule by marrying her without permission.

      I nodded once, letting him know I heard, but I kept my mouth shut. I’d already antagonized my father enough for one day.

      I took another step toward the hall.

      “There’s a masquerade at the Favero villa tomorrow night,” he called out. “You will attend, end of argument.”

      My stomach twisted into a hard knot, but I nodded again in acquiescence and moved out into the hall.

      “Cazzo,” Marco muttered as we hustled down the curved stairs toward the lobby. “I thought I was going to have to break up a bloody fistfight in there.”

      I didn’t answer. Just pushed the doors open and moved out into the sunlight. But the fresh air didn’t help me breathe any easier. My lungs were squeezed tight as shit with the knowledge I had to attend another one of those fucking parties.

      A party Natalie was never going to forgive me for attending without her, and one I would never take her to even if my life depended on it.
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      The Tomb where Dante was being held was housed in the catacombs of the ancient chapel that sat on my parents’ property. As I followed Marco into the small sanctuary, I tried to keep the sickness at bay.

      I’d been here before. It had been twelve years, but the images suddenly flashing behind my eyes were as fresh as the day I’d awoken chained to a chair in that cold dark space, surrounded by screams I couldn’t help.

      I averted my eyes from the altar as Marco led me through a door to our right and down a narrow set of curved stone stairs. Irony struck me hard. I was sure my father took great pleasure knowing the Tomb was here, hidden beneath the church where my mother prayed daily for their sins to be forgiven. He was fucked in the head like that. And she was just as fucked for enabling him all these years. If there was a hell, I hoped those two suffered in it for all eternity for the things they’d done.

      Two guards met us at the bottom of the staircase. I shivered beneath my jacket as Marco spoke to them in the dim light, the air down here cold and damp. The walls were made of stone, the floor dirt, and eerie orange lights were spaced unevenly across the ceiling of the corridor, making the place look even creepier. As one guard turned to lead the way to Dante’s cell, I noticed a thin river of liquid running down the center of the uneven floor. Liquid I hoped was water and not fresh blood.

      Nausea swirled in my stomach. I breathed through my mouth, trying not to smell the dirt and mold and suffering. But the closer we drew to the room where Vittoria had been murdered, my breaths grew faster, and I had trouble putting one foot in front of the other.

      I held my breath as we eased closer, but to my relief, the guard moved past that vile room without so much as a glance. He finally came to a stop at the last steel door on the right and pulled out an ancient set of iron keys.

      The lock turned with a clank, and the old hinges creaked as he pushed the door open. Stepping back, he said, “Bang on the door when you’re done.”

      I wasn’t thrilled with the idea of being locked in that cell, and if I was alone, I’d never agree, but I knew there was no way they’d lock Marco in this place. His uncle—as depraved as the man was—would never stand by while his blood was punished because of me.

      I followed Marco into the cell. One lone orange light shone down from above, casting a cone of illumination over the central part of the room. The place smelled like death and misery. But it was the figure on a shadowed pile of blankets in the corner that drew my attention. The figure shivering in the cold in nothing but jeans and a filthy thin blue T-shirt.

      “Porca puttana.” I crossed the floor in three steps and whipped off my jacket. “Marco, help me.”

      “Mio Dio.” Marco dropped to his knees on the blankets near Dante’s head and lifted my brother’s torso from the ground so I could wrap my jacket around him. “What the hell did they do to him?”

      “I don’t know.”

      One whole side of his face was swollen and black and blue. His eyes were only half-open, his pupils dilated in a way that told me he was drugged, and his arms were clutched to his waist, protecting what I suspected were more bruises to his ribs.

      He mumbled something under his breath that was incoherent and sounded like gibberish.

      “Fucking monsters.” I wrapped my coat around him as best I could, then helped Marco lay him back on the thin blanket.

      My suit jacket wasn’t going to keep him warm. Reading my mind, Marco shimmied out of his own coat and laid it over the top of Dante as my brother closed his eyes and tossed his head, continuing to mumble in that incoherent voice that sounded nothing like him.

      “Cazzo.” On my knees, my palms on my thighs, I stared down at my brother, disbelief roaring inside me.

      My father had ordered this. To his own flesh and blood. All because Dante had dared to fall in love with someone my father disapproved of.

      “You gotta keep it together, man,” Marco said in a low voice beside me. “He let you come down here because he wants you to react to this. The second you go after him, he’ll throw your ass in one of these cells and do the same thing to you. That won’t help Dante. And it sure as hell won’t help your woman.”

      I knew that. But my jaw clenched so hard with a need to retaliate that I feared I nearly cracked the bone. “He did this as a warning to me.”

      “Damn right he did.” Marco looked down at my brother. “Which is why you can’t let him win now. Too much is riding on you.”

      I heard the hidden meaning in Marco’s words, but I refused to be swayed by them. It was the same damn argument he’d used on me for years, only he didn’t realize it would never work. I didn’t give a fuck about this House or where it was heading. All I cared about was getting my brother out of this hellhole. And keeping Natalie safe.

      “Cella,” Dante muttered, tossing his head from side to side. “Mar-cella. Have to...find...her.”

      “We’ll find her, fratello.” Marco smoothed the hair back from Dante’s damp forehead. “Don’t worry about Maricella. We’ll take care of her.”

      To me, Marco whispered, “He’s got a fever. Probably from infection. No wonder he hasn’t filed a plea. If we don’t get this infection down before Saturday...”

      Then he’d be dead one way or another.

      My jaw clenched even harder as I pushed to my feet. “Stay with him while I get the guards.”

      “Don’t antagonize them, Luc.”

      Fuck that. I’d antagonize whoever the hell I wanted in this shithole.

      I banged my fist against the door. Bootsteps echoed down the corridor, followed by the rusted hinges squealing as the guard opened the door. One look at my face, and he drew back a step. “Done already?”

      “No, I’m not done. And neither are you. He’s on fire. You’re going to take me to get some fucking antibiotics or I’ll make sure the Grand Duke knows you let his son die of infection on your watch.”

      The guard’s face paled. He peered past me into the room where Marco was still sitting with Dante, then looked quickly down the hall to the other guard stationed at the entrance to the Tomb. “Quickly. Come.”

      “Smart move.” Temper barely contained, I moved out of the cell and stepped around the second guard, rushing to keep an eye on Dante while the first followed me toward the exit. “You may get to keep your life.”

      The guard cast a worried glance my way.

      “For now,” I muttered as we reached the steps. “But the Grand Duke’s not going to live forever.”

      The words felt foreign and revolting on my tongue, but for the first time in my life, I relished where my destiny was ultimately leading, because this was a promise I knew I could absolutely keep.

      “And if my brother dies, you bet your ass I’m going to remember who you are when I inherit my title.”
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      I was in a dismal mood.

      After Luc had left, I’d soaked in the clawfoot bathtub big enough for two for over an hour, but the hot water hadn’t done a thing to help me relax. Feeling boxed in, I’d dressed and headed out to explore, thinking fresh air would do the trick, but it hadn’t.

      Marco’s property was big, and I didn’t once come near any kind of wall or fence, but I felt trapped just the same. Hoping to distract myself, I’d picked wildflowers as I’d walked around the picturesque lake, but even the cheery blooms didn’t lift my spirits, and I had a helpless feeling nothing would until Luc returned from his parents’ home and I saw for myself that he was all right.

      I dropped to a bench near the water’s edge with a huff, part of me irritated I was worried about the man when he was being so distant, another part of me disgusted he seemed resigned to go along with whatever his family wanted him to do.

      He was going back to Covet after things with Dante were settled? Just like that? I understood the power his House wielded, but at some point, he had to stand up them.

      “Beautiful, isn’t it?”

      Startled by the voice to my left, I jerked around to see Felicity standing several feet away.

      “Sorry.” She smiled beneath a wide-brimmed straw hat. “Didn’t mean to startle you.” She wore denim shorts, a loose-fitting T-shirt, and white sneakers, and in her hand she lifted a basket filled with apples in a variety of colors. “I was down in the orchard and saw you sitting here on my way back to the house. Up for some company?”

      “Uh. Sure.” I scooted down the bench to make room for her.

      Sighing, she sat beside me and set the basket on the ground near her feet. “I should have picked apples earlier in the day. It’s too damn hot to be out in the sun.” She lowered the hat to her lap and swiped at her damp forehead. “Nice and cool here by the lake, though. One of my favorite spots. Did you go all the way around?”

      “Yes. It’s a nice walk.”

      She smiled again. “I think so too. Marco prefers to hike in the mountains, but give me a relaxing lake path any day.”

      “The property’s really amazing. How many acres do you have?”

      “Roughly six hundred. Though most of it’s not developed. But we like it that way. More private.”

      It was definitely private. Which was a plus for me in my current situation, even if I didn’t particularly like it. “How long have you lived here?”

      “About three years. Marco inherited the property from his grandfather when he was a teenager, but the buildings were so old, they needed major renovations to be inhabitable. We’ve been working on them slowly. The main house was first. We just finished the guesthouse where you’re staying last spring.”

      “It’s really pretty inside. I love the way you’ve decorated.”

      “Thanks. Hobby of mine, I must admit.”

      I nodded and looked out at the water. Silence settled between us. Unable to stand it in my current mood, I glanced up the hill toward the main house. “No sign of them yet, huh?”

      “Not yet. I wouldn’t worry, though. They’re not going to do anything to Luc. He’s too important to them.”

      I rubbed my aching temple. “Yeah, so I’ve heard. Being the heir and all.”

      Felicity was silent again, but I could tell she was watching me, something I found unnerving.

      “Luc told me you volunteered to come along on this trip,” she said several minutes later.

      “I did.”

      “Why? You could have stayed in the tropics where you didn’t have to be near any of this.”

      “I don’t know.” I dropped my hand to my lap and stared out at the rippling water. “I guess I thought he might need me.”

      “He does.”

      “For what? He’s going to make whatever decisions he wants to make on his own. Clearly, women have no say in this world. I can’t even leave this property.” I stared back out at the lake. “I don’t know how you can live like this.”

      “From the outside, I’m sure it seems quite archaic.”

      “And misogynistic, and oppressive as hell, and—”

      Felicity laughed. “Yes, all those things. But that’s not my life. That’s not Marco’s life either.”

      It seemed like every other marriage I’d encountered in this damn House. I couldn’t help but think of Luc’s mother, doing whatever Luc’s father told her to do. “Is that why you won’t marry him? Because you won’t give him that kind of power over you?”

      “No. Marco isn’t like the other men in his House. We’re equals. Our reasons for not getting married have nothing to do with my trust in him. It has to do with my family and different laws in the different Houses.”

      “Laws that oppress women.”

      “Partly.”

      She was purposely being vague, which I did not like. “How can you even stay with him, knowing the things the Salvatici House does?”

      She sighed. “When I first met Marco, I didn’t know he was a member of the Salvatici House.” She waved a hand. “It’s a long story I won’t bore you with, but I didn’t discover his allegiance until long after we were involved. And, believe me, I was horrified by it. I’ve known about the Salvaticis and what they’re capable of for quite some time. I never wanted to be part of that. I even left him because of it. But...” A dreamy look filled her eyes as she stared across the water. “I eventually came back.”

      “Why?”

      “Because life without him no longer made sense.” When I only stared at her in disbelief, she met my gaze with a gentle smile. “I didn’t know what love was before Marco. I didn’t know how it changes your priorities and the way you see the world. I just knew that he was not what they were, and I was not the person I was supposed to be without him.”

      My heart picked up speed as I held her gaze, and deep down, I recognized the same feelings inside me. I was just afraid to face them head-on, because...what if I made the wrong choice?

      “Marco is trying to instill change, but change in a House as old as the Salvaticis’ takes time. And until he’s elected as a Knight, he’ll have no formal say in the way his House is run. It’s not easy to sit back and watch the ancient rules and rites carried out, but he stays because he has hope he can make things better in the long run. And I stay with him because I can’t fault him for that. This is not the life I planned for, but it’s the life I have. And it’s the one I’m meant for.”

      My mind drifted to Luc telling me he’d been planning to make changes at Covet before I’d distracted him in New York. Then to our conversation this morning and hearing him say he’d learned long ago not to want things, because wanting invariably made everything turn to shit.

      I knew his life had been hard. I knew it hadn’t turned out in any of the ways he’d probably wanted. I also knew he had a good heart and that he didn’t view women as property as so many of the men in his house did. But I hated what his House stood for. I hated the things they made him participate in. And I didn’t know how to get past that hatred and disgust and accept it all the way Felicity obviously had.

      “How...?” I pursed my lips, not sure if I should ask, unable to sit back and ignore the obvious. “How do you deal with it, then? When he has to leave like this for House business and you don’t know what’s going to happen?”

      “Well, House business is usually not so dire. This particular situation with Dante is fairly unique, but I’m not worried about Marco’s safety. He’s tagging along today as a buffer between Luc and his father. As for day-to-day operations, I honestly don’t question Marco about that too much. I know the Salvaticis are involved in numerous illicit activities, but Marco has assured me his role in any of that is limited.”

      “And you believe him?”

      “I have to. Because the alternative would make me insane. Loving someone means you trust them.”

      I wasn’t sure about that. “And the parties? You’re okay with those? You do know what goes on at those, don’t you?”

      “Oh yes. I know. And they definitely took getting used to. I’m not saying I approve, but...” A mischievous smile curled her lips. “There is a certain thrill associated with them. They can be quite good for the sex life.”

      I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “You’re joking, right?”

      Felicity laughed. “Not at all.” Her expression sobered. “Luc did tell you that members are required to attend but not participate, correct?”

      “Yes, he mentioned that.” Though I didn’t see how that made any of it less depraved.

      “They’re also always masked. Marco never participates. He particularly dislikes the rituals. But the parties... Those can be entertaining, especially when I sneak in. And I’ve found sneaking in is very good for our sex life.”

      My mouth dropped open.

      “Don’t look at me like that,” she said with a sideways grin.

      I tried not to but... Images of that party Gio had taken me to on Long Island flashed in my brain. All the women in masks. The pulsing lights and grinding bodies. What people had been doing upstairs in that orgy room...

      “Aren’t you afraid of being caught?” I asked.

      “Of course. That’s part of the thrill. But I trust Marco. He’d never let anything happen to me. And I would never risk attending if I thought it would ever put him in any kind of jeopardy.”

      I knew Luc was doing everything he could to keep me safe. But he was still frightened something would happen to me. The birth control device in my arm was proof of that. As was his stressed demeanor since the moment I’d said I was tagging along on this trip. And, frankly, the whole time we’d been on his island, when he’d been “giving me time to adjust to the new status of our relationship.”

      “How did you...?” I bit my lip, trying to find the best way to ask what was suddenly swirling in my brain. “You said you left Marco for a while. Weren’t you afraid they’d come after you? You had to know too much about his House by then. About their activities.”

      “I was. They don’t like people knowing too much.”

      “Then where did you go? What did you do?”

      “I had help. From a university friend who is now part of MI6. He was able to help me disappear. I learned a lot about disappearing back then. About starting over and being invisible. A lot that has come in handy over the years.”

      A lightbulb went off in my brain. “You’re the one who helped Sela.”

      Felicity’s green eyes narrowed. “A very sweet girl.”

      It wasn’t a confirmation either way, but it was all I needed. “How does it work? Can you get anyone out?”

      “It’s a complicated process,” she said cautiously. “But it’s not always the best solution.”

      I didn’t care. It was the first time I had hope that escaping this nightmare was really an option. “Yes, but—”

      “It’s not a simple relocation.” Felicity sat forward, her gaze laser focused on mine, no longer filled with the dreamy look I’d seen when she’d been speaking about Marco. “When someone leaves, they can’t ever go back to their old life. Family, friends, no one can know anything about where they are. It means saying goodbye to everything and everyone you’ve ever known and being alone. It’s the only way you and those you love can be completely safe.”

      I heard the warning in her words, but I was too fixated on the fact I had an option—finally. “And yo—”

      The sound of tires crunching on gravel echoed our way, and my words cut off as I looked to the right and spotted a shiny black Mercedes pulling to a stop in front of the cottage.

      “Thank God, they’re back,” Felicity said, pushing to her feet.

      Stomach tight, I rose as well, smoothing out my T-shirt as I tried not to be frustrated our conversation was ending just when it was about to get good. I needed to find a way to get her talking about this again so I could figure out just what I might need to do if things with Luc’s family became volatile.

      Felicity reached for the basket at her feet. “I’m making dinner tonight. Bring Luc up to the villa in about an hour.”

      “Okay.” To my right, car doors opened and closed, and from the corner of my vision I spotted Luc standing near the vehicle, his jacket looped over his elbow, his big hands resting on his slim hips, his wedding ring glinting in the fading sunlight as he spoke to Marco in a low voice.

      Heat surged in my veins even though I tried to stop it. A familiar heat stirred to life simply by seeing his hands and muscular forearms beneath his rolled-up dress shirt sleeves and the casual way his muscles flexed under the expensive cotton as he moved.

      He spotted us standing in the trees and stilled, and all that heat ignited to full-on flames when I recognized the dark look in his eyes. A look that told me things with his father had not gone well and that he was fighting to hold back the storm inside him. A storm I feared because I couldn’t control it. A storm I suddenly ached to have unleashed on me even though that made no sense.

      “Natalie.”

      I looked down at Felicity’s hand on my arm, then up to her gentle face.

      “I know what you’re afraid of. It was the same thing I was afraid of when I first came here with Marco. Our situations are different yet so very similar. But the answers you seek aren’t going to be found in me or even in Luc. They’re going to be found in you.”

      “I don’t know what you mean.”

      “Yes, you do. What you’re trying to run from is not a man or a House or even a threat. All those things can be worked out. What you’re running from is a promise you don’t believe is real. And that’s not something you can ever outrun. It will follow you wherever you go.”

      My heart beat hard and fast as I stared at her. She was talking about trust. That elusive faith I’d spent my entire life avoiding. The one thing that was keeping me and Luc apart, even now. I loved him, but I didn’t entirely trust him. More than that, though, I didn’t trust myself, and that frightened me because it meant I wasn’t sure how I’d react if things got messy again—if I’d try to run like I had before, or if I’d have the strength to believe in him...in us.

      Felicity squeezed my arm and smiled. “Give it a chance. Give him a chance to prove it to you. I promise everything else will seem less daunting when you do.”

      She let go of me and moved around the bench. “We’ll see you both in an hour.”

      As the sun dropped below the hillside, I watched as she met Marco and Luc at the car, slipped her arm around Marco’s waist, and lifted her lips for a kiss.

      Felicity didn’t seem the least bit stressed about their earlier meeting, and I couldn’t help but wonder if that was because her life wasn’t in immediate danger or if she’d simply accepted everything I was still struggling with. But then Luc turned his gaze my way once more, and that heat flared inside me all over again, distracting me from everything but him.

      Felicity was right. I needed to talk to him. Not just about what had happened today, but about us. About how he felt and where we were going. I wouldn’t be able to focus on Dante or his House or anything else until I did. He’d said he loved me, but he wasn’t particularly acting like a man in love. He’d been avoiding me ever since I’d left his bed back on the island. And I couldn’t wait any longer. I needed to know if there was still a chance we could reconcile or if we were doomed for all eternity.

      Because I could make a decision about what I should do next if I had an answer. It was the waiting in limbo that threatened to destroy me.
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      I found Luc in the living room when I entered the cottage, sitting on the couch with his laptop open on the coffee table in front of him, his long fingers busily clicking away at the keyboard.

      He didn’t look up as I stepped into the room and closed the door at my back, and I told myself not to be deterred by that fact. His jaw was a slice of steel beneath his scruffy jaw, and his shoulders were as tense as I’d ever seen them. I knew instinctively that things had not gone well with his father, but I was done sitting in the background, waiting to be included.

      “How did it go?” I asked as I moved down the two steps.

      “Fine.”

      Fine did not tell me a whole lot. “Did he approve our marriage?”

      “We discussed it. He’s checking into the paperwork.”

      I wasn’t sure what that meant, but it didn’t sound good. And it didn’t sound as if it was safe for me to leave the property yet.

      “Did you see Dante?”

      “Yeah. He’s okay. For now.”

      Sinking into a chair opposite him, I tried not be frustrated he was giving me so little. He’d talked to me this morning. Granted, it hadn’t been about anything emotional between us, but he’d been making an effort. I had to do the same. “Did your father agree to let Dante go?”

      “Not yet.” He closed the laptop and pushed to his feet. “Marco and Fee invited us up for dinner. We have to be at the villa in an hour.”

      “Yeah, I know.”

      He still hadn’t looked at me. This morning, he’d avoided looking at me for the most part, but then he’d been stressed about his upcoming meeting. This was something different, though. The way he wouldn’t meet my gaze made me almost think he was hiding something.

      “Luc, we need to talk about this.” And us. We need to talk about us.

      “I know. And we will.” He lifted his laptop from the coffee table and stepped away from me. “Right now, though, I need to shower.”

      He disappeared into the bedroom, and alone, I stared after him as an uneasy feeling took up space in my chest.

      Instinct said to give him space. He was obviously dealing with something. But I was tired of being brushed aside as if I didn’t matter. And that feeling was growing stronger, telling me whatever he was hiding was something I needed to know.

      I pushed to my feet. The bathroom door was already closed when I moved into the bedroom, but I didn’t let that stop me. I crossed the floor and reached for the door handle.

      And found it locked.

      I jiggled the knob, but the only response I got was the shower spray flipping on inside the bathroom. That and a deafening silence that kicked that feeling to a full-on warning blare.

      One that told me whatever secret he was keeping from me this time might just be the one to ruin us for good.
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      Guilt compelled me to keep my distance from Natalie. A guilt I didn’t like. A guilt I feared was soon going to swallow me whole.

      After that meeting with my father, after knowing I’d have to attend another of those depraved parties without her, I’d figured for both our sakes it was safer if I went on doing what I’d done since I’d awoken and found she’d left my bed: keep my distance, not reveal more shit that was going to cause her extra stress, hopefully save her some pain and fucking heartache.

      Only, keeping my distance wasn’t helping matters. In fact, at the moment, keeping my distance was doing nothing but making things worse.

      I drained the last of my wine and glanced at Natalie’s tense shoulders in the sleeveless red blouse as she sat beside me under the string of white lights at Marco and Fee’s patio table. She hadn’t spoken more than a few curt words to me since we’d left the cottage and come up here for dinner. She’d altogether avoided me after I’d gone to take a shower and was doing everything she could right now not to even look at me. Considering the pressure I was under, I should be happy she was giving me as much space as I was giving her, but I wasn’t. I wasn’t because I knew she was pissed and because knowing she was so fired up only made me want her that much more.

      Every muscle in my body was hot and tight and in need of release, and being forced to sit this close to Natalie while her intoxicating scent of grapefruit and honey swirled around me only amped that need to the thousandth degree. All I could think about was dragging her into the closest bathroom, hiking that flouncy black skirt up to her hips, and fucking her hard and fast against the counter until this craving inside me died down to something I could control.

      Fee set a platter of pasta in the middle of the candlelit table on the patio and smiled. “That’s the last of it.”

      “Smells wonderful, vita mia.” Marco pushed to his feet and reached for the wine bottle.

      “Thank you, my paramour.” Fee flashed a quick grin at Marco, then sat beside him and looked at me. “So your father didn’t fess up to anything, I hear, Luc.”

      A knot formed in my gut as I swept up my refilled glass and took a deep drink, hating that the question had been posed in front of Natalie, trying not to look at her from the corner of my eye at the same time. The Romano red was sweeter than my father’s wine but I didn’t care. Tonight, it was the one indulgence I was allowed, and I didn’t care if I got shit-faced drunk. In fact, I was counting on that happening so I could keep my hands off the woman at my side.

      “No.” I swallowed, trying to act calm and casual when I was literally on fucking fire. “Not really a surprise, though.”

      I couldn’t stop myself from noticing Natalie’s reaction. Even in the dim lights interwoven through the wisteria and pergola above, I could see the way her jawline tightened at my words, telling me loud and clear keeping my distance was my latest master fuckup. And, dammit, who could blame her? This conversation was quickly making it sound as if I was hiding things from her, which, technically, I was, but...

      Shiiiiit.

      I swallowed another mouthful of wine.

      “Marco said Dante was in pretty bad shape.” Fee spooned pasta onto her plate.

      Natalie’s back stiffened. For a second, as Fee passed her the bowl of fettuccini and she reached for it, her silky dark hair swaying over her slim shoulder, I thought I saw smoke rise from her ear.

      Holy hell, we needed to get the subject off my damn family before I had a massive coronary. “No, he wasn’t,” I managed, watching as Natalie took a small helping of pasta and shoved the bowl my way without even looking at me. “We patched him up, though.”

      “In a day or two, he’ll be back to his normal sarcastic self.” Marco grinned across from me as he moved a slice of porchetta from the platter to his plate, then handed the serving tray to Fee with a kiss to her cheek. “Don’t worry, vita mia.”

      Natalie reached for her wine and downed a large sip, quickly averting her eyes as Fee turned and kissed Marco on the lips and the two exchanged whispered words.

      My discomfort ramped up even more. I’d never been bothered by Marco and Fee’s familiar displays of affection, but tonight, every time Fee casually ran her fingers over Marco’s arm or Marco nonchalantly skimmed his lips against Fee’s temple, I felt a jolt in my own skin. Not from them but from remembering what it felt like when Natalie had touched me like that back before our relationship had turned to pure shit.

      I downed half of my wine, hoping it would settle this craving inside me. It didn’t. And at my side, I could tell Natalie was just as uncomfortable as me, but for very different reasons. Thankfully, Marco took pity on me and steered the conversation away from Dante and our meeting with my father earlier in the day and drew Natalie into a conversation about the wine and her walk through the property while we’d been gone.

      Natalie answered where appropriate, but I could tell from her tone she was itching to get out of this dinner as quickly as humanely possible. And bloody hell, I wanted that too, but I was dreading taking her back to the cottage because I didn’t have a fucking clue what I’d do with her when we got there. Or how the hell I was going to keep my hands off her once we were alone.

      “Okay, let me see that ring,” Fee said later in the evening when the conversation waned, reaching across the table for Natalie’s hand. “It’s been blinding me all night.”

      Natalie’s shoulders tensed, but she lifted her hand from her lap and stretched her arm across the table so Fee could take a closer look.

      “Wow.” Fee turned Natalie’s hand right and left so the band caught the light just right, shimmering in the warm evening air. “That’s some ring.”

      Natalie shrugged. “I suppose. I’m not all that wild about butterflies.”

      “Why not? They’re one of the most amazing creatures on the planet.”

      “Oh, I don’t know.” Natalie glanced my way with cold and very unfriendly eyes. “I guess I’m just not a fan of what butterflies represent.”

      Fuck. Me.

      “You’re not a fan of hope? Of strength? Of resilience?”

      When Natalie shifted her gaze Fee’s way, Fee said, “The butterfly is revered in almost every culture. In early Christianity, it was a symbol of the soul. In China, the butterfly represents joy and bliss. In Native American cultures, it’s considered a miracle of resurrection. And all over the world, the butterfly is a figure of power, not only because of its ability to transform and adapt, but because it’s a metaphor for the never-ending cycle of life.” She looked down at Natalie’s ring, turning it once more. “The butterfly’s a pretty damn amazing symbol, if you ask me.”

      Natalie didn’t respond. Just looked down at the ring with an unreadable expression. And in the silence, I couldn’t stop myself from wondering what she was thinking. Or keep from hoping like hell she’d actually heard what Fee had just told her.

      Fee glanced my way. “Harry Winston?”

      I didn’t respond. I didn’t need to, though. I saw the way just the question made Natalie’s back stiffen.

      Fee’s gaze drifted back to the ring. “I’m going to guess at least nine carats. Probably ten or eleven. And definitely custom.”

      Natalie still didn’t look my way. But to Fee, she said, “How do you know so much about diamonds?”

      Fee grinned. “Personal hobby.”

      With his arm slung over the back of Fee’s chair, Marco huffed and reached for his wine. “Personal obsession, more like.”

      Fee slanted him a look. “Someday, I’m going to have the most gaudy, expensive diamond on the planet.”

      Marco leaned close and kissed her cheek again, and watching made me wish like hell I could kiss Natalie like that. On her cheek, on her neck, on every inch of her fucking luscious body. Since it was pretty clear I was getting the cold shoulder tonight, I downed the rest of my wine instead.

      “I’d buy it for you now if you’d let me, vita mia.”

      Fee playfully leaned away from Marco’s lips and shook her head, still smiling. “Not now, paramour.” With a conspiratorial glance my way, she added, “But hopefully soon.”

      I frowned, knowing just what the hell Fee was insinuating. Just as I knew what she wanted me to do was the very last thing I was even close to ready for.

      Fee was unfazed by my reaction. She went back to studying Natalie’s ring, not the least bit intimidated by me—dammit. “The wide band is an interesting choice. Most women don’t wear bands quite so big. Makes a more dramatic statement than a solitaire, though. You did good, Luc.”

      The praise was lost on me. The only person I’d wanted to impress with the ring hadn’t said a damn thing about it until now. And considering that now I knew she pretty much hated it, I wished she hadn’t said a word.

      Natalie swiped up her wine as soon as Fee let go of her hand. “He had to go with a wide band to cover the slave marking he tattooed on my finger.”

      I nearly dropped my glass. Wide-eyed, I glanced toward my wife, tossing back the rest of her wine as if she hadn’t just dropped a bomb right in the middle of dinner.

      Fee—equally as shocked by the comment, but for very different reasons—stared at Natalie several moments without blinking. Beside her, Marco’s mouth fell open, but he covered the reaction quickly by fumbling with his own wine and downing what was left in his glass.

      A heartbeat later, Felicity burst out laughing. “You almost had me there. That was a good one.”

      “Yeah, I’m hilarious like that.” Slapping her glass on the table, Natalie reached for the empty pitcher between us and rose. “I need more water.”

      Sonofabitch. Forget the cold shoulder. I was on her permanent shit list, and she had no qualms about letting everyone know.

      Marco’s shoulders relaxed as Fee continued to laugh. But I didn’t miss the worried glance he shot my way. I hadn’t given him any specifics about my relationship with Natalie, but I could tell he was quickly cueing in to the fact something wasn’t right.

      Still smiling, Fee called, “Use the filtered water in the fridge.” As Natalie disappeared into the villa, Fee looked at me. “Where on earth did you find her, Luc? She’s a spitfire. Makes me look tame in comparison.”

      My jaw tightened. Natalie wasn’t a spitfire. She was a hurricane. And I was so caught up in her storm, lately I didn’t know if I was coming or going.

      One thing I did know, though, was that she was going to give us away if we weren’t careful. “I didn’t find her. She came looking for me.”

      It wasn’t a lie. Just as I knew Natalie was likely regretting the fact she’d come to me at the Covet offices all those weeks ago.

      I pushed back from the table. “Think I’ve had enough wine. I’m gonna make some coffee. Anyone else?”

      Fee shook her head. “None for me, thanks.”

      Marco lifted a finger. “I’ll take one.”

      I nodded and moved into the house. Natalie was in the kitchen when I entered, standing at the island, pouring filtered water into the glass pitcher that had been on the table.

      My heartbeat kicked up as I passed behind her and flipped on the coffee pot. She tensed but didn’t speak to me or acknowledge my presence, and while that pissed me off and amped me up at the same time, I let her ignore me until after she’d replaced the water filter in the fridge and stepped back to the island to grab the pitcher.

      I moved in close behind her and placed my hands on the counter on each side of her body before she could escape, trapping her between the island and my chest. She froze, her hands on the cut-glass pitcher on the counter, but still didn’t speak. And in the silence, as that intoxicating scent of hers filled my senses, I tried not to be aroused by the fact she was flat-out challenging me with her silence just as she had when we’d been in Rome.

      Only I failed miserably.

      It took every ounce of willpower I possessed not to press my hot, very aroused body against the seductive curve of her backside, but somehow, I managed to keep a little bit of distance between us when I whispered, “What do you think you’re doing?”

      She didn’t respond, and for a moment, I didn’t think she was going to. Then she slowly released the pitcher and turned to face me, careful not to graze my arms or my chest, yet pinning me with clear blue eyes as hard as ice chips. “I don’t know, Luc. What do you think I’m doing?”

      Holy fuck, she was challenging me. “I think you’re pissed, and you’re making it known.”

      “Your power of deduction is staggering.”

      She moved to duck under my arm, but I captured her around the waist and spun her around, pulling her back up against my chest.

      “Let me go,” she growled, closing both hands over my forearm at her waist as she struggled.

      I knew I should, but I needed to get this point across to her. And, dammit, I was tired of being the bad guy.

      “This isn’t a game,” I whispered in her hair, loving and hating the way her sweet little ass shifted against my groin. “I told you before there are eyes and ears in this villa. Stop fucking around before you get someone killed.”

      “Someone like you?” she snapped, still struggling.

      “No.” I tightened my hold. “Someone like Marco and Fee. They’re doing us a favor by letting us stay here. Do you want someone from my House descending on them as soon as they step off the property? Because that’s what will happen. They’ll go after them to get info on us if you don’t knock this shit off. Be pissed at me all you want in private, but stop drawing attention when we’re out of the cottage. It’s the least you can do for these people who put their lives on the line to help us.”

      She stilled against me. But she didn’t spout off again. And she didn’t fight me any more either. And though I knew she wasn’t giving in because she liked being pressed up against me, I couldn’t keep from closing my eyes and drawing in a deep whiff of her scent at the same time.

      Bloody hell, she was soft in all the places I was hard, and the curve of her body fit against mine as if she were made for me. I wanted her with a blistering need that was making me insane, and she didn’t even care. Everything I was doing was for her, and yet to her, I was just fucking things up worse by the second.

      I didn’t have a clue how to fix any of the mess between us. I didn’t know if I should even try anymore. At the moment, I only knew that this was the closest I’d been to her in days, and God, it felt good.

      “Fine. Okay,” she hissed. “I get it. You can let me go now.”

      Guilt rushed in—more guilt to pile on top of the shitheap I was already trying to dig myself out of—replacing my anger. I released her long before I was ready and moved back a half step. For a heartbeat, she didn’t move, then the sound of a door closing echoed somewhere in the villa, and she glanced to the left with wide eyes.

      Not Fee or Marco. They were still outside on the loggia. Had to be the housekeeper. Someone who could have been eavesdropping on our conversation, exactly as I’d said.

      Fuck me, I hope it isn’t someone eavesdropping...

      With shaky hands, Natalie reached for the pitcher from the counter and turned to face me. Her eyes were still icy-blue shards of glass, but she leaned close and very lightly brushed her lips against my cheek in a way that both surprised and shocked me.

      “Oh, Luc,” she said with a chuckle loud enough for whoever was in the other room to hear. “You’re such a tease.” Then loud enough so only I could hear, she whispered, “I know it’s not a game. Just as I know this marriage is nothing but a sham. If the fact you don’t tell me shit about what’s going on isn’t proof of that, then the slave brand on my finger definitely is.”

      She turned away from me, and this time, I didn’t try to stop her. That hole inside me reopened, sucking up my voice as I watched her walk away.

      We were right back where we’d started. The only difference was, I knew now without a doubt that it wasn’t my House or my father or even my fucking family that was going to destroy me. It was this woman.

      This fiery, passionate, challenging woman I’d deceived—who I was still deceiving because I was desperate to protect her—was going to be my undoing.

      And there wasn’t a damn thing I could do to stop it from happening.
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      We faked our way through the rest of the evening.

      Thankfully, the rest of the evening was just coffee and desserts, and as soon as Natalie’s mug was empty, I’d been able to feign exhaustion and get us the hell out of there without any other incident.

      We didn’t speak on the walk back down to the cottage. I didn’t try to apologize for shutting her out earlier—what was the point when she clearly didn’t want to listen to me?—and she didn’t lay into me over our confrontation in Marco and Fee’s kitchen. When she stalked into the bedroom and slammed the door in her wake, I let her go without a word, telling myself instead of trying to fix things, it was time to just let them be.

      Darkness surrounded me as I reclined on the sofa hours later, wishing like hell I could fall asleep. My mind was filled with too many thoughts and images to turn off, though. And I couldn’t stop picturing Natalie in that big bed in the other room, wondering like hell if she was awake or asleep, trying not to think about those nights we’d spent together in Rome and Venice.

      Had that been only a few short weeks ago? It felt like a lifetime. We’d spent more time at war with each other since then than we had in each other’s arms. Maybe what we’d shared hadn’t been all that meaningful. Could you really fall in love with someone in such a short amount of time?

      The creak of door hinges sounded in the silence, stopping my spinning brain. I held still—hands tucked behind my head on the pillow, one leg stretched out on the cushions, the other bent with my knee resting against the back of the couch—curious as to why Natalie was up, not wanting to do anything to set her off and restart World War Three.

      Footsteps echoed on the tile floor, then quieted when she reached the carpet. I still didn’t move, but instead of passing me by for the kitchen as I expected, she slowed near the couch and stilled at my side.

      Her curly hair fell down her shoulders. She was dressed in thin cotton sleep shorts and a ribbed tank that molded to her curves and showed off her pert nipples and rounded breasts. She didn’t speak, didn’t move, but I could hear the steady push and pull of her breath. And I could smell her—that exotic and hypnotizing scent of grapefruit and honey I would always associate with her and which had the power to scramble what was left of my brain.

      Silence stretched over the room, the only sound my thumping pulse growing louder in my ears. My eyes were open. She had to know I was awake. Since I hadn’t wanted to bother her, I hadn’t changed clothes. I’d only stripped and stretched out on the couch in my boxers. I didn’t even have a blanket—not that I needed one. I was still fired up from our argument earlier...and growing hotter by the second as she stared down at me in the dark.

      Blood gathered in my groin with every second that passed. I could feel myself growing hard even though I willed my dick not to respond. Knew in a second she was going to see it for herself. Knew also that when she did, it would do nothing to help our current dilemma. Swallowing hard, I tried to think of something to say before that happened. For a way to distract her so I could figure out why she was out here in the dead of night. Hell, at this point, I’d even settle for her lashing out at me if it would prevent me from fucking up all over ag—

      She moved before I realized what she was doing. One second, she was standing beside me, intimidating the fuck out of me with her silence in the dark. The next, she was on top of me, straddling my waist, the insides of her knees pressing against my hipbones, her hands closing around my wrists on both sides of my head, her lithe body pushing mine deeper into the couch cushions, and her—holy fuck—tempting breasts mere inches from my mouth.

      My pulse jackknifed, and I lost any ability to control my arousal. My dick turned to a rod of steel, one I knew she was going to feel if she moved back at all, so I held perfectly still, trying not to draw attention to what she was doing to me.

      And, damn, how pathetic was I that I actually liked this—liked her climbing over me and pinning me down, even if it was highly likely she was only here to kick my sorry ass for ruining her life.

      She bent toward me. I still couldn’t see her eyes, had no idea what she was doing, then—fuck me—I felt her lips the second they made contact with my throat. Felt her kiss me, once...twice... Felt her fingers tighten around my wrists. And nearly fucking came right there in my shorts when her tongue sneaked out and licked my hypersensitive skin.

      All the reasons I’d convinced myself I needed to stay away from her shattered against that couch, right along with my willpower. I easily pulled my wrists from her grip, grasped her face in both of my hands, and pushed up to sitting, forcing her back so her weight dropped onto my lap and my aching cock pressed against the soft heat between her legs.

      She reached for my hands and tried to pull them away from her face, but I didn’t let her. I held her still as I leaned forward and pressed my mouth against hers, desperate to taste her and take her and make her mine again.

      She jerked back from my lips. For a split second, I caught sight of her eyes, more gray than blue because of the dim light, but hard, determined, and blazing with a fire that was unlike any I’d seen in her before.

      Her hands landed on my bare shoulders, and she dug her fingertips into my flesh as she dipped her head and licked one side of my neck with her tantalizing tongue. My eyes slid closed at the wicked sensation, and a groan built in my throat. I still didn’t know why she was here, why she was doing this, but I didn’t fucking care. It felt so damn good. She felt so good. My hands drifted to her hips as she continued to tease and torture me with the soft brush of her lips. Then she sank her teeth into my skin and bit down, and pain shot across my spine. What was left of my gray matter short-circuited, and the only thought I had was to get her naked and under me fast so I could bury myself deep inside her before she changed her mind.

      I wrapped my arms around her waist. Rocked my aching cock up against her tempting heat. She sucked a spot on my throat again, distracting me from my goal, and scraped her teeth along my flesh until I shivered. I groaned, angled my head toward hers, desperate to taste her, to kiss her, but she moved out of my reach and twisted around before I could capture her mouth, then pressed her lips to the other side of my neck.

      Bloody hell, she was making me hotter with every second. My brain fogged. All I wanted was more. I kissed her cheek, her jaw, her ear, whatever I could reach. Tried to find her mouth, but she angled away from my lips. Her wicked teeth nipped at my flesh, then she licked and kissed the salty skin behind my ear until I was seconds away from melting.

      The sensations she was building inside me felt fucking amazing. But something in the back of my head whispered this wasn’t right. Yes, she’d come to me. Yes, she was driving me wild with her mouth. Yes, she was thrusting her sweet little pussy against my cock, exactly as I’d dreamt of her doing for days—no, weeks. But she wasn’t kissing my lips. She wasn’t letting me taste her the way I craved. She wasn’t looking me in the eye as we reconnected.

      A chill spread through the center of my chest, one that cleared the sexual haze from my brain even if it didn’t do a thing to smother my arousal. I twisted my head to kiss her again, to see if I was right, but she moved away from my lips once more, then grasped my head to hold me still and sucked my earlobe between her lips while she ground against my cock.

      Holy hell. She wasn’t out here trying to fix things between us. She was here because she wanted a fast, hard fuck, and she’d assumed I’d be up for it. I could be anyone right now, and it probably wouldn’t stop her.

      Screw. That.

      A fervor built inside me, one fueled by desire and obsession and a raging need to prove her wrong. I swung my legs off the couch, tightened my arms around her waist, and pushed to my feet. She groaned and held on to my shoulders, continuing to lick and nibble at my throat as I carried her into the bedroom. Against my chest, her heart raced with what I assumed was victory, but I wasn’t about to let her win. Not this time. Not when my entire existence hinged on what happened between us.

      I knelt on the bed and dropped her on the mattress in front of me. Moonlight slanted through the windows, highlighting the flush to her cheeks and the lust darkening her eyes. My body reacted on instinct, warming and throbbing in all the right places. Seeing my reaction, she quickly reached for the hem of her tank and yanked it over her head, then tossed it aside. Her perfect breasts came into view, plump and already pebbled and begging for my mouth. But before she could tempt me with them, I captured her wrists, shoved her flat to the mattress, and pinned her arms above her head.

      She gasped as my chest pressed into hers. Her hard little nipples abraded my pecs, distracting me, but I fought to stay focused, straddled her hips, and locked her lower body between my legs. With both arms up, one on each side of her head, she couldn’t twist her mouth away from me. And I saw the moment that fact dawned on her when her eyes widened, when her body tensed, when a panicked look surrounded her pretty blue irises.

      “Vieni qui e baciami.” I lowered my mouth to hers and pressed a bruising kiss to her lips. She struggled beneath me, twisting between my legs and wrestling her hands in my grip. But she didn’t open the way I wanted, and all her struggling did was make her nipples harder and bring my cock in closer contact with her pussy.

      I kissed her again, aching to push her lips apart and taste her. She bucked against me, though, shifting her face as far to the right as she could to get away from my mouth. My lips passed over the corner of hers. She answered by slamming her eyes shut and struggled harder, turning her head a fraction of an inch farther away so her face was nearly hidden in her arm.

      This was not what I wanted. I drew back just enough so she could breathe and lifted my weight off her hips. But instead of pushing me off her as I half expected, she immediately wrapped her legs around my waist and rocked up against my erection. Then she lifted her head and nipped at my throat, telling me she was still horny as hell and begging to be fucked.

      That fervor roared through me again, this time with the force of a hurricane. I pushed her back down to the mattress, grasped her wrists in one hand, and used the other to turn her face toward mine.

      “Look at me, angioletto,” I whispered, my lips a breath from hers. “Tell me you need me, and I’ll give you what you want.”

      She wiggled beneath my hold and angled her hips up against my swollen erection. But she was careful to keep her eyes from meeting mine. “I don’t need you. I just want you to fuck me. There’s a difference. It’s the same damn thing you want from me.”

      That wasn’t what I wanted. I needed so much more. I needed the parts of her that were completely untouched. The parts she’d never opened to anyone else. The parts I’d only seen glimpses of when we’d been together in Italy. The parts that had called out to me like a singing siren, embracing my darkness in a way no one else ever could. And I knew deep down, she needed the same damn things from me.

      “You need me,” I whispered, pressing my lips to the corner of her mouth, holding her still so she couldn’t turn away from my kiss. “My touch. My words. My darkness. Admit it, angioletto.” I kissed the other side of her lips, loving the way she trembled beneath me even as she fought against my hold. “You need me because I’m the only one who can take you to the edge of your comfort zone. To that place where you can let go of all your inhibitions. Where you’re free to be wild and dirty. Where we both know you ache to submit to every one of my desires.”

      She huffed. “N-no.” But already I could tell her resistance was wavering. “I don’t need any of that. I just want sex.”

      “You lie.” I brushed my lips over hers again, teasing the softness of her mouth with the tip of my tongue. “You were made to be tasted, to be enjoyed, to be pleasured by me, angioletto. Only by me.” I kissed her lightly again. “I know it.” I rocked my aching cock against her. “You know it too. You’re just too scared to admit it.”

      Her mouth opened on a groan, and I swept my tongue between her lips, kissing her deeply. And with one taste, I knew all this time I’d been starving without her. A famished traveler wandering in the wild. She was the light guiding me home. She was the fire that illuminated my soul. She was the strength I’d been drained of and desperately needed to keep me going.

      I let go of her face and swept my free hand down her side to cup and mold her gorgeous bare breast. And as I kissed her deeper, I felt her body softening, felt her warming to my touch, felt her walls coming down and the internal war she waged between want and need and pleasure and pain slowing its crazy fight.

      I felt her giving in to what we both knew only I could give her.

      “Dammit, Luc,” she murmured against my lips. “I hate you. I fucking hate you for this.”

      My heart seized. I let go of her wrists and gripped her face in my hands, desperate for her to feel what was inside me. Every emotion I’d been holding back because I thought showing her would only make things worse. “No, you don’t. You’re lost without me. E il mio cuore batte solo per te.”

      This time when I kissed her, she opened at the first touch. I didn’t know what she was thinking, what she was feeling, but when she opened to me like that, when she grabbed hold and pulled me deep into a searing kiss that made my toes curl, I lost all ability to think or see or do anything but fall even deeper in love with her.

      Her hands streaked into my hair and fisted. Her legs wrapped around my waist as she rocked up against me. Her mouth turned greedy, wild, frantic beneath mine, and in her kiss, I knew these last few weeks, the plans I’d made, none of it mattered if I didn’t have her by my side.

      “Tu sei mia, angioletto.” I tipped her face up and kissed her deeper. “Ho bisogno di te.”

      She groaned beneath my lips and dropped her hands from my hair to my shoulders, then slid them down my waist to grip my boxers. “Take these off. Hurry.”

      I jerked back from her mouth, frantic to feel every inch of her naked skin against mine. She gasped as cool air washed over her, but the second I pushed back to my knees and dropped my feet to the floor at the side of the bed, she sat up and reached for the waistband of her sleep shorts, hustling to strip them down her sexy legs.

      My pulse roared in my ears as I pushed my boxers down my legs. Her naked body filled my vision. Moonlight glinted off her plump breasts and straining nipples, making my mouth water. She kicked the shorts free, drawing my gaze to the small thatch of dark hair at the apex of her legs and the wetness already gathering at her slit. I wanted to memorize every dip of skin and play of bone on her x-rated body, but I ached to bury myself inside that sweet, tight, slick place even more. And right now, the need to mark her there, to fuck her and brand her as mine was so strong, so primal, it overwhelmed every other want and need and rational thought.

      In thirty-two years, I’d never been tempted to fuck without a condom. Safe sex had been stamped into my psyche from the moment I’d become sexually active, primarily because the kittens my House used—though tested regularly—were so casually passed around. But even after I’d left that depraved scene behind, I’d been careful. Only with Natalie I didn’t want to be careful anymore. I wanted to feel every ridge and muscle inside her slick pussy. I wanted to fuck her with my bare cock and pump my hot cum deep into her body. And then I wanted my seed leaking out of her every time she moved, reminding her I’d been there. That she was mine. That she’d always only ever be mine.

      “Don’t just stand there gawking.” Natalie scooted to the side of the bed and reached for me. “Come here.” Her hands moved around my waist. Before I realized what she was doing, her lips pressed against my belly button where I stood next to the bed, “I need your cock.”

      Holy fuck. I groaned and rocked toward her, unable to hold back as she dropped her hand to my ass and wrapped the other around the base of my throbbing erection. My fingers slipped into her hair as my cock brushed her plump breast, leaving a trail of fluid over her creamy skin. My balls drew up tight as I watched, unable to look away. Sliding her hand up, she squeezed the head until I groaned, then smoothed the pre-cum down my shaft.

      “Does that feel good?”

      She pulled me closer so my dick slipped into her cleavage. I groaned at the silky feel. Releasing her hold on my shaft, she pressed her breasts together, surrounding my cock with the heat of her luscious globes.

      “How about this?” She rocked slightly back, then toward me, just enough so she could stroke my aching length. “Do you want to fuck me like this?”

      Holy hell, did I. I was on fire. Barely able to stand upright. My hips pressed forward. I gripped the back of her head, more to hold myself steady than to keep her still. Her breasts were soft and warm and felt so fucking good, I couldn’t help  doing it again. She groaned, which only lit me up more, then dropped her chin and extended her tongue, just barely grazing the tip of my cock when it appeared between her cleavage.

      “Cazzo.” My eyes slid closed. I widened my stance, thrusting harder, loving every inch of her flesh wrapped around my throbbing erection and the way her wicked tongue drove me crazy.

      “Mm, yes,” she whispered, squeezing her breasts tighter around me on the down stroke. “You like that. You’re getting harder. Fuck my breasts just like that. I want you rock solid when you slam this monster inside me.”

      I wasn’t going to last if she kept talking like that. If she continued to squeeze my dick so tightly. Holding her face to my belly, I thrust again and again, thundering toward a climax I was frantic to reach. But just before it claimed me, she released her breasts, tugged her head from my hand, and wrapped her silky fingers around my shaft.

      She stroked me once, base to tip, until I groaned. A tearing sound echoed through the room. I looked down, wondering what she was doing, then felt her soft fingers rolling a condom down my length.

      “There,” she said, releasing me. Twisting around so she was braced on her hands and knees on the bed in front of me, she shot a coy look over her shoulder. “Now fuck me already. Right now. Fuck me hard.”

      I swayed, hypnotized by the power she held over me and desperate to give her exactly what she was begging for. But as I moved closer to the bed and reached for her hips, something in my brain kicked into gear, making this whole seduction scene feel...wrong.

      Yes, she’d kissed me, but only to get me to release her so I couldn’t take control and kiss her again. She was still avoiding looking me in the eye. She was still avoiding the intimacy I hungered for. She was seducing me into that hard, fast fuck she’d come for, and I was falling right into her trap.

      That fervor inside me was consumed by a firestorm of passion and anger and a frenzied determination to prove to her she was wrong. She was wrong about everything.

      I grasped her by the waist and tossed her to her back. She hit the mattress and bounced, gasping in the darkness. Hooking my arms under her thighs, I jerked her toward me. She grunted and pushed up to her hands, but I lowered one knee to the edge of the bed, and before she could try to take control again, I positioned my cock at her entrance and thrust hard inside her.

      Whatever fight had been in her completely disintegrated. She groaned at the tight fit and dropped back on the mattress, arching her hips to take me deeper. Her hot, slick channel contracted around me, holding me tight, but I drew my hips back, sliding along her sensitive walls until I was almost free, then gripped her legs to my chest and slammed deep all over again.

      “Oh, fuck, yes,” she moaned. “More.”

      I did it again, watching the pleasure darken her features as I drew nearly all the way out of her slick pussy before ramming home once more. “Like that?”

      She groaned and nodded vigorously.

      I fucked into her harder, faster, almost violently, both hating and loving that she was begging for this. “You like getting fucked like this?”

      “Oh my God.” She fisted the comforter until her knuckles turned white. “Yes, yes. Don’t stop. Just like that. Fuck me harder.”

      I planned to. I had no intention of stopping. But not like this.

      With a growl, I released her legs. She gasped, and her eyes shot open. Shoving her thighs wide, I lowered my body to hers until we were connected from chest to hips and I was buried so deep inside her, I was reaching places I knew I’d never reached before.

      I grasped her face as I held still inside her, preventing that hot fast friction she wanted. “Look at me. You need me. Say it.”

      Her hands landed against my shoulders, and she lifted her hips, rocking up, trying to get me to move faster, to distract me with the heat of her pussy. “Let go of my face.”

      “Not a chance.” I drew back gradually and slid in deep just as slow, striking her G-spot at the perfect angle. “Tell me you need me. Say it, Natalie.”

      She slammed her eyes shut. “No.”

      “Yes.” I did it again. It was torture for both of us, but I was unwilling to let this go. I didn’t kiss her. I didn’t force her to kiss me. But I didn’t let her turn away either. I held her tight beneath me, making achingly slow love to her, desperate for that connection I knew still burned hot between us. “Say it. Say you need me, not just my cock.”

      Her fingernails dug into my shoulders, sending pain across my spine. She struggled beneath me, frantic for the climax only I could give her.

      “Say it, angioletto.” My muscles contracted. Sweat slicked my skin as I continued to torment that perfect spot slowly and deeply so far inside. “Say you need me as much as I need you. I know you do. I know you’re crazy for me. Give in and tell me. Tell me you only want me.”

      “Oh fuck, Luc.” She arched her back. “Please. Faster.”

      My lips slid to her jaw, and I bit down, just enough to cause a jolt of sensation to permeate her mind. “Say it, angioletto. Say you can’t live without me.”

      “Ah, God, I can’t. I...”

      “Yes, you can.” I kissed the pulse at her throat, her jaw, the corner of her luscious mouth. “Say you can’t live without me the way I can’t live without you.”

      “Dammit.” Her fingernails curled into my sides. “I do need you. I only need you. Please stop torturing me and—”

      My willpower shattered. I closed my mouth over hers and kissed her, and she opened at the first contact, drawing me into a scorching kiss that detonated in my veins. I drew back and shoved in deep, unable to hold back any longer, giving us both exactly what she’d begged for, fucking her hard and fast as she devoured my mouth and heart and soul.

      “Oh yes, Luc. There. Right theeeeeere...”

      I only managed a handful of thrusts before she threw her head back and screamed. And I was glad, because my orgasm was already streaking down my spine and exploding in my balls, triggered not from the sound of her pleasure but from her admission that I was all she needed. That I was all she ever needed. I slammed deep and groaned as my release erupted through my cock and devoured me, letting her words and sweet submission drag me down into a blinding bliss that—for the first time in weeks—gave me peace.

      I wasn’t sure how much time passed. I’m pretty sure I blacked out. When I came to, I was lying on my side on the bed with Natalie still curled around me, both of us slicked with sweat and breathing heavily, her face hidden in my chest and my hands buried in her hair.

      My eyes drifting shut as my heart slowed its maddening rush. This was what I wanted. Just this for the rest of my life. I breathed in her sweet scent and pressed my lips to her temple, loving that she’d come to me. Loving that she’d given in to me. Loving most of all that she was still mine.

      Her hand slowly lifted to my chest, and she drew back just a bit and inhaled deeply. “I...I need to use the restroom.”

      “Okay.” I released her. Cool air washed over me as she scooted back. I couldn’t see her face in the dim light, but my gaze immediately rushed down her curves as she stood and stepped away on wobbly legs. “Are you all right?”

      “Yeah, I’m fine. I’ll...be right out.”

      She crossed the room in the moonlight, her hair a messy tangle hanging down her back, and closed the bathroom door behind her. Alone, I sat up and looked over the room, seeing my boxers and her sleep shorts scattered on the floor.

      I rose, got rid of the condom, and pulled on my boxers. After folding Natalie’s shorts, I set them on her dresser, then I tugged the comforter back and climbed onto the bed, bracing a hand behind my head as I reclined in the pillows and waited for her.

      We still had so many things we needed to talk about, but I didn’t want to get into them tonight. Tonight, I just wanted to hold her and kiss her and reconnect the way we should have done weeks ago. And then I wanted to make love to her all over again, this time so slowly, there was no question in her mind about what she meant to me.

      Long minutes passed. I glanced toward the bathroom door, expecting it to open at any moment. Silence filled the room. I could hear nothing coming from the other side—no water running, no toilet flushing, nothing but an eerie silence that made the hair on my nape tingle as five minutes turned to ten and ten crept toward fifteen.

      I climbed off the bed and quietly crossed to the carved folding doors that separated the bathroom from the bedroom, listening for the shower in case she’d decided to jump in, but still heard nothing. I seriously didn’t want to interrupt her if she was on the toilet, but the flutter of unease in my gut told me that wasn’t the case.

      Cautiously, I knocked. “Natalie? Are you okay in there?”

      “I-I’m fine,” she called in a weak voice. A sniffling sound echoed from beyond the doors. “Don’t come in.”

      Don’t come in shifted my unease to full-on worry. I reached for both door handles and jiggled, finding them locked. “Open the door, Natalie.”

      “No.” That sniffling sound met my ears again. “Go away, Luc. I’m fine. I’ll be out in a few minutes.”

      She didn’t sound fine. Her voice was raspy as hell. And I didn’t like her telling me to go away after what had just happened in that bed.

      My adrenaline surged, and I stepped back, ready to kick the door in if I had to. On the top of the bathroom doorjamb I spotted a small hooklike key.

      I grabbed the key and flicked the lock open. Then pushed the doors apart and froze when I spotted Natalie sitting on the floor in the bathroom with her back against the clawfoot tub.

      She was still naked, her legs pulled up to her chest, her arms wrapped around her knees, her hair a wild mess of curls around her face. But one look was all it took for me to see she’d been crying. Tear tracks marred her cheeks, and her bloodshot eyes were swollen and red-rimmed when they met mine for the briefest second before darting away.

      She turned her back to me and pressed her face to her knees. “I told you to leave me alone. Just go.”

      My heart dropped like a stone into my gut. I’d known I’d hurt her. I’d known she was mad at me and that she had every right to be. But until this moment, I hadn’t realized just how much I’d damaged her. In that bathroom, I didn’t see the headstrong, challenging, never-take-no-for-an-answer woman who’d turned my world upside down. I saw a broken angel who’d all but given up. One I’d finally pushed too far.

      “Merda.” I reached for a towel from the bar with shaking hands and crossed the floor in two strides. She tensed as I knelt at her side and wrapped the plush burgundy bath sheet around her body, but she didn’t lift her head, and from her muffled sobs, I could tell she was still crying. Which was my fault as well.

      My chest contracted, and pain stabbed as deep as a dagger plunging to the hilt in my chest. Sitting next to her on the floor, I scooped her up and pulled her onto my lap. She didn’t fight me, and I had a sinking feeling it wasn’t because she wanted my touch but that she had no more fight left inside her. And that knowledge sent that dagger stabbing deep again and again because there wasn’t a thing I could do or say to make this better.

      So I just held her. Leaning back against the tub, I rubbed my hand down her back and my fingers through her hair, and I did what little I could to comfort her while she cried against my shoulder.

      And the whole time, I tried like hell to figure out what the fuck I should do next.

      Or even if there was anywhere for us to go from here.
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      Rolling to my back on the plush mattress, I stared up at the beamed ceiling as the warm light of morning shone over the bed.

      A good crying jag had a way of leaving a person feeling wrecked, and I was wrecked. Completely wrung out. At the end of my metaphorical rope.

      I raked my fingers through my messy hair, inwardly cringing at the scene I’d made last night. I hadn’t planned to let the waterworks loose, but once the tears had started, I hadn’t been able to stop them. Not even when Luc had come barging into the bathroom.

      I hated that he’d seen me like that. I hated even more that I’d let myself get to that point.

      Sighing, I dropped my hand against the comforter and glanced across the empty bed. At some point, Luc had carried me here, tugged one of his big cotton T-shirts over my head, and tucked me underneath the covers. He’d stayed with me last night—probably because I’d freaked him out with my emotional breakdown and he hadn’t been sure what I’d do next—and though he’d wrapped his arms around me and held me, he hadn’t spoken. He hadn’t apologized or reassured me everything was going to be okay or even told me he loved me. He’d simply stroked my arms and hair and any parts of me he could reach until I’d drifted to sleep.

      Pain lanced my chest—so much pain, I closed my eyes and breathed through the worst of it so it wouldn’t trigger another waterfall of tears.

      God, I hated this. I hated being this emotional, messy girl. I wasn’t a crier. Before meeting Luc, I could count on one hand the number of times I’d cried in my entire life. I was on the verge of crying again right now, dammit, and I had no idea why.

      “Stop,” I snapped at myself, throwing back the covers. So big whoop. Your life pretty much sucks right now. I crossed the floor and jerked my dresser drawer open. Stop moping and deal with it.

      I yanked a pair of shorts free and shoved the drawer closed with my hip. Then stilled because...I had no clue how to deal with this mess. Luc had kept so much from me. Yesterday, it was clear he was still keeping things from me. I couldn’t make him include me in his life if he didn’t want to. And I couldn’t—I wouldn’t—stay with a man who didn’t view me as a true partner in every sense of the word.

      My gaze strayed to the thick diamond band on my left hand, and my eyes burned all over again.

      I loved him. Madly. Without reason. But something inside me was terrified that love was not going to be enough. Something kept holding me back. Something I didn’t understand. Something I had no idea how to fix.

      I pulled on the shorts and crossed into the bathroom with limbs that were heavy and slow. Somehow, I managed to brush my teeth, but my stomach was a mass of nerves, and I was afraid it might revolt at any second. I didn’t want to face Luc. Didn’t want to instigate the conversation we needed to have. Didn’t want to hear what he would say. But I couldn’t wait any longer. I couldn’t stand who I was becoming. I was making both of us miserable.

      My conversation with Felicity yesterday at the lake rolled through my head as I wandered out of the bathroom. I had options. They weren’t great options, and if I went there, it would undoubtedly cause problems between Luc and Marco, but I was fairly confident Felicity would help me. She’d helped Sela, after all. She knew what it was like to be in my shoes. I just wished I knew what it was like to be in hers.

      “Fucking stop,” I said to myself again.

      The scent of fresh brewed coffee greeted me as I moved into the quiet living room. Nerves bounced around in my stomach as I shuffled across the tile floor, listening to the sounds of dishes clinking in the kitchen.

      I stilled just before I reached the arched doorway to the kitchen and drew a deep breath for courage.

      “I’m someone completely different when I’m with him...”

      From out of nowhere, my friend Elena’s words from the last email she’d sent me before her death circled through my memory. At the time, Laney had been writing about the man she’d fallen for. About the obsessive relationship that had ultimately been her undoing. And as I stood outside the kitchen door listening to Luc moving around only yards away from me, I was suddenly struck by the fact I’d said those words to myself after I’d gotten involved with Luc, drawing similarities between our relationship and Laney and her mystery man’s illicit affair.

      Only...the truth was...those words didn’t pertain to me. I’d never been someone different with Luc. The times we’d been together—before all the crap with his family had consumed us—had been the best of my life. He’d pushed me, emotionally and sexually, in ways I hadn’t known were possible, and yes, part of me had changed with him, but not in any way that was bad. That part of me I’d kept closed off to protect my heart had simply come awake. My soul had burst to life. The real me had finally broken free. I hadn’t been numb then. I hadn’t been going through the motions of life anymore. I’d been alive. And I wanted to be alive again.

      My eyes fluttered open, and before I could talk myself out of it, I stepped into the kitchen.

      Luc glanced toward the doorway when I entered, and his stormy-gray eyes held mine as I stood there, trying to think of something to say.

      He was wearing loose jeans and a black T-shirt that stretched seductively across his strong shoulders, and my heart bumped at the sight of him, standing barefoot in the small kitchen, stirring something in a pot on the stove.

      He was cooking. He’d cooked me breakfast yesterday, but I hadn’t let myself appreciate it. I hadn’t know he could cook. He’d had people to do that for us everywhere we’d been before this. There was so much about the man I didn’t know, and I wanted to know more. I wanted to know everything.

      “Hey,” he said. “I hope I didn’t wake you. I tried to be quiet.”

      He didn’t smile. And I couldn’t read his expression, which didn’t ease my stress any.

      I licked my lips, feeling insanely self-conscious as I ran a hand through my hair. “You didn’t.”

      “Good. This is almost ready. Why don’t you go sit down, and I’ll bring you some coffee in a minute. I set the table on the patio. It’s a really nice morning out there.”

      “Okay.” I glanced toward the screen door, my stomach a mass of nerves as I crossed the kitchen and pushed it open.

      Luc was right. It was a gorgeous morning. Sunlight glinted over the lake, making it sparkle as if thousands of diamonds were scattered across the water. Tall trees rose on both sides of the curved brick patio, overhanging the pergola and wisteria above to provide shade. A small circular table sat in the middle of the patio surrounded by four padded chairs. I took the closest, gazing at the bouquet of fresh wildflowers Luc must have picked this morning, wondering how long he’d been up, what he’d been doing all morning, and how long he’d stayed with me last night in that bed.

      “Here.” He set a bowl of oatmeal in front of me, already topped with cinnamon, sugar, raisins, and a splash of milk, then placed a steaming cappuccino near my hand. I’ll get mine and be right back.”

      We didn’t have a cappuccino maker in the cottage. Not one I’d seen anyway. If we’d had one, I was sure Luc would have made cappuccinos yesterday. It was the one coffee drink I’d discovered in Rome he really liked.

      He brought his own cappuccino and bowl of oatmeal to the table and sat beside me. “Dig in before it gets cold.”

      Swallowing hard, I reached for my spoon and took a small bite, blinking hard against the burn in my eyes all over again because he’d remembered exactly how I liked my oatmeal. I’d only ordered it once with him—when we’d been in Venice—but he’d paid attention. He paid attention to everything, even things I thought he’d missed.

      We ate in silence with the water lapping softly at the lake’s shore and birds chirping in the trees around us. I did my best but could only stomach about half of the oatmeal, especially with all the nerves spinning in my gut. Luc finished his breakfast and pushed his bowl to the middle of the table, and as I set down my spoon and sipped my cappuccino, I expected him to tell me to keep eating, but he didn’t. He just sat back and stared out at the lake, looking somber and the slightest bit sad. And as I studied at him and tried not to make it look obvious I was studying at him, I realized the stress of what was happening between us was taking its toll on him as well.

      I saw lines on his face that hadn’t been there a few weeks ago. A couple very faint gray hairs near his temple I hadn’t noticed before. And a sorrow in his features that told me our relationship—I—was a burden he shouldn’t be worrying about when he had so many other things to deal with.

      Guilt pushed heavily against my shoulders, sending that burn of tears right back into action. A guilt that seemed impossible to crawl out from under. I closed my eyes and fought it, trying like hell not to cry again, forcing myself to stop being a coward.

      “I...I’m sorry about last night,” I managed, my voice raspy and weak. I shook my head, hating this never-ending tension between us. “I shouldn’t have gone out to the living room to—”

      “I’m not.”

      My eyes popped open. Sure I’d heard him wrong, I stared at him.

      He met my gaze head-on, his incredibly unique eyes no longer somber or sad but as fierce as a hurricane. “I’m not sorry about last night, and I don’t want you to be either.”

      For a heartbeat, I didn’t move. Was sure I’d imagined that answer. But the longer his gaze held mine and the deeper he looked into my eyes, the harder it was for me to believe him. Especially when those emotions were welling inside me all over again, feeding off every one of my fears and neuroses and doubts.

      I closed my eyes, willing the dam to hold so he wouldn’t see. “Don’t say that,” I whispered. “You don’t have to say things you don’t mean just make me feel bet—”

      My chair jerked to the left. Tensing, I looked up to see Luc leaning over me, his hands on both armrests of my seat, his face only inches from mine, his eyes as wild and stormy as they’d ever been.

      “Get this through your head right now. Everything I’ve ever said to you has been the truth. I don’t say things I don’t mean. I’m not sorry about last night. I’ve been dying to get my hands on you for weeks. I want to put my hands on you right this second, only I’m fighting that urge because I don’t want to scare you any more than I already have. And I guarantee later today when I’m gone, I’m going to be plotting all the ways I can put my hands on you tonight when I get back.

      “I know I fucked things up, and I’m trying like hell to fix them, but that doesn’t mean I’m lying to you. I didn’t tell you the details of what happened with Dante yesterday because I didn’t know how to tell you without stressing you out. I handled it badly, and I’m sorry for that. I’m sorry that everything I’m doing is only making things worse between us, but I swear to you that’s not my intention. I’m not trying to hurt you, Natalie. I’m trying to protect you. And I promise I’ll try to be better about sharing with you what’s going on. But don’t you dare tell me what I think or feel or mean or want, mannaggia. I know what I want. I want you. I want us. And more than anything, I want you to believe in me the way you did before everything went to shit, because nothing I’m doing to try to get us out of this fuckstorm means a goddamn thing if I don’t have you on my side.”

      My heart stuttered as I stared at him, his words spinning in my head in the silence that followed. Then, very slowly, it picked up speed until it was a whir in my ears.

      Of all the things I’d expected him to say in response to my apology, that wasn’t it. That wasn’t even close to how I thought he’d react.

      “I...” My tongue was dry, so dry I had to swallow to find the words. “I do believe in you,” I whispered, my heart suddenly pounding in my chest. “I’m just...scared.”

      “Cazzo. I’m scared too, but if you give in to that fear, they win. They don’t want us together. You know that, don’t you? All the shit happening around us and the fact you can’t leave this estate is because they’re afraid of you. They don’t want you in my life. But you know what? I don’t give a righteous fuck what they want. This is our life, not theirs. I have no intention of giving you up. You’re mine and I’m yours, and everyone else can go to hell as far as I’m concerned.”

      He captured my mouth in a hard, swift kiss that stole my breath. It wasn’t brutal, but it wasn’t sweet either. It was possessive and domineering, and when he dipped into my mouth and tasted me with his sinful tongue, I felt like the center of the universe, like every moment was spinning outward from this one.

      Spinning outward from us.

      He drew back long before I was ready to let him go, and, breathing hard, all I could do was melt under his assertive gaze.

      He rose to his full height, then grasped the back of my chair and carefully slid me up to the table once more as if I weighed nothing. “Now eat the rest of your oatmeal before it gets cold,” he said more gently than before. “You need the calories, angioletto. You’ve lost too much weight recently.” He pressed a kiss to the top of my head and reached for my coffee cup. “I’ll heat this up for you.”

      I blinked against another rush of tears as he disappeared into the house, still spinning from the things he’d said and the way it had completely thawed my anger and hurt and even some of the resentment I’d been holding on to. He’d told me more about his feelings in two short minutes than he had in weeks of dancing awkwardly around each other. And even though it hadn’t solved everything, even though it didn’t fix the issues with his family and his House that still lingered between us, it made me think...maybe...

      Maybe there was a chance for us after all. All I had to do was trust.

      Not just in him, though. Not even in us. If I wanted this to work, I had to trust in that elusive thing called love.

      And I had to trust that this love wasn’t destined to destroy us both.
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      I stayed on the patio and finished my coffee while Luc went inside to shower. He’d told me he had to go see Dante this morning, and though I knew that was the whole point of our trip to Italy, I wasn’t thrilled he was going back to his parents’ estate.

      Unable to sit still for long, I wandered toward the bedroom, the familiar scents of jasmine and vanilla and cedar I always associated with him drifting my way, luring me closer. When I rounded the corner, I spotted him standing near the window in black slacks and wing-tipped dress shoes, sliding the cuff links into the hooks on his dress shirt.

      A wave of heat spread through my body as I stilled in the doorway and watched him twist his arm so he could slide the cufflink through the slot on his sleeve. Muscles in his shoulders and back flexed beneath the fancy white fabric. His hair was damp at the edges from his shower, his strong jaw covered in a thin layer of sexy scruff, his dress shirt open down the middle to show off the hard ridge of muscles in his abdomen and those sexy pecs I loved to run my fingers over.

      His head lifted, and he glanced toward the doorway with his flawed and captivating irises, stilling with his hand on the cuff of his sleeve when he caught sight of me standing in the doorway. “What?”

      My breasts tingled, and my whole body ached to be touched by him again. Only this time, I promised myself I wouldn’t be blind to what was so very obvious to me now. “What do you mean, what?”

      “You’re looking at me.”

      “I know. I like looking at you.” I crossed toward him, took the cufflink he was struggling with, and turned his arm over. “Here. Let me.”

      A shiver rushed down my spine as I worked the cuff link through the buttonhole. His eyes were locked on my face while I fixed his sleeve, then pulled the two halves of his shirt together, working the buttons from the top down for him. That warmth inside me grew hotter. I liked when he watched me as he was doing now. As if he couldn’t take his eyes off me. And I’d missed it, more than I’d let myself realize until this very moment.

      I slid the buttons into each hole, taking my time, skimming my fingers over his broad chest as much as I could. It was one of my favorite parts of his body. Strong, lean, perfect to press my cheek against when he held me like he had last night. I’d never told him that. There was a lot I hadn’t told him. So many things we’d yet to share even though we were technically married.

      “There.” I left the top button undone, knowing he wouldn’t wear a tie, and smoothed my hands down his chest, unable to resist. He hated ties. When we’d been in Rome, meeting with fashion designers during that week I’d been his assistant, I’d watched him rip his tie off more times than I could count. He was insanely handsome in whatever he wore, but I had to admit, I liked my Luc more casual. I liked to see him relaxed and at ease. I told myself I was going to work hard not to add unnecessary stress to his life from now on.

      I let my hands slip from his body and drift to my sides, knowing I didn’t have a reason to keep touching him. But I didn’t move back as he tucked his shirttails into his slacks. I stayed close and focused on the buttons of his shirt, feeling his warmth and inhaling the sweet scent of his cologne. Savoring it and him. “How long will you be gone?”

      “I’m not sure. Hopefully only a couple of hours.”

      I nodded, wishing he’d tell me more, knowing he wouldn’t.

      “I was thinking that when I got back, maybe we could spend the afternoon together.”

      “You were?”

      “Maybe a picnic?” His hands made quick work of his belt and buckle. “We shouldn’t leave the property, but this estate is big. There are plenty of places we can go to get away from everyone. And I...” A nervous look filled his eyes as they darted away, then came back to focus on me. “There are things we need to talk about. Things I want you to understand.”

      I swallowed hard, part of me afraid to hear all about those things he suddenly wanted to tell me. It was crazy. Information was what I craved, yet at the same time, information was the thing that had sent me running from Luc when things between us had been nearly perfect.

      “But more than that”—he stepped close and closed his large, warm fingers around my smaller and much colder ones—“I just want to be alone with you, Natalie. Without any distractions or anyone watching. Just you and me.”

      The honesty I saw in his eyes made me absolutely weak. “You do?” I whispered.

      “Disperatamente.” He lifted his hands to my face, and moved into me, closing the distance between us until he was so close, I realized if I wasn’t careful, I could drown in him. Just as I had before. “I’m wild for you, angioletto. Don’t you know that by now? I’ll never have enough of you. Everything I’ve done, everything I’m doing...it’s all for you. For us.”

      That word—us—brought tears to my eyes.

      He leaned down and pressed his lips against mine, and as I sucked in a breath and opened to him, he didn’t just kiss me. He claimed me. Dominating not just my mouth, but my body and soul as well. Just as he’d said he’d do on our first night together in Rome. Precisely as I’d secretly wanted him to do from the moment I’d awoken on his island. Exactly as my friend Elena’s mystery man had done when he’d ruined her life.

      That realization circled in my head as Luc drew back. Breathless and light-headed, I wobbled on my feet, but Luc’s arms were right there to pull me close and hold me tight against him. My brain said to fight the hold, to push back, to be the independent woman Elena hadn’t been, but my heart—the heart Luc had touched the last time we’d been in Italy—faltered, and as his familiar scent surrounded me, all I could do was press my cheek to that perfect spot on his chest and listened to his heartbeat while he played with my hair. To savor a moment I craved and didn’t want to let go of.

      Long minutes later, he sighed, and against my ear, I heard the low rumble of his voice when he said, “I have to go.”

      “I know.”

      But he didn’t release me. And I reveled in that knowledge and held him closer.

      Finally, he drew back, but I recognized the mischievous spark in his eyes when he looked down at me.

      My stomach tightened. “What?”

      He slid his hand down my arm, his fingers leaving a trail of heat in their wake. “Come here, and I’ll show you.”

      He drew me into the bathroom and tugged me to a stop in front of him. The bathtub was full and steaming and filled with bubbles. Candles illuminated the room, making the whole place smell of lavender, and three different paperback books, along with a small stack of fashion magazines, were positioned on the small table to the right of the bathtub. On the counter, I spotted a bottle of fancy French champagne in a silver ice bucket, and orange juice topped with a strawberry in a cut-crystal wineglass.

      “What’s all this?” I asked.

      Luc massaged my shoulders with his big hands. “How you’re going to relax while I’m gone. I stole the books from Fee’s library.”

      He leaned close and breathed hot over the sensitive skin behind my ear. “And I remember how much you like your baths.”

      My cheeks heated when I realized what he was referring to. The bath I’d taken in the middle of the night at his parents’ estate because I hadn’t been able to sleep without him. The one I’d fantasized about him taking with me. The one he’d caught me touching myself in as I’d been thinking about him and all the amazing ways he made me feel.

      Desire roared through my blood. A desire so strong, I couldn’t fight it a moment longer.

      I didn’t care if it made me weak. I turned into him, pushed to my toes, and pressed my mouth to his, trembling with an overpowering need only he could sate. He groaned and opened to my kiss, stroking his tongue with mine as he pushed me back against the counter so he could take control of my mouth and my body and every one of my wants and desires. And I let him. I willingly gave it all up to him because this was the Luc I’d been missing for so long. The one who could awe me with a single act of kindness and melt my body with one forceful touch.

      “Ah, angioletto,” he breathed against my lips, holding me so close, I could feel his straining erection against my belly. “If you keep that up, I’ll never get out of here.”

      I fisted the back of his shirt. “Stay and share that bath with me.”

      He growled and kissed me again. “Dio, you are a vixen. Tormenting me with things that gut me to refuse.” Sighing, he pressed his lips against the tip of my nose. “But I can’t this morning. I promise I will be back before you even miss me, though.”

      “Impossible.”

      His lips curled at the edges, not a full smile like he’d shown me in Venice, but more relaxed than I’d seen him in weeks. “Tell you what. Touch yourself and think of me. And when I return, you can tell me all the naughty things you fantasized I was doing to you in this bath.”

      I drew in a shaky breath and pressed my lips to his again in a soft, gentle kiss, unable to believe that only a few short hours ago, I’d thought everything between us was doomed for eternity. And now...

      Now there was a chance we might be okay.

      “You’d better be quick,” I mumbled against his lips.

      “I will drive ninety there and back. I promise.” He kissed my nose again and released me.

      Smoothing out my shirt—well, his shirt, technically, since I hadn’t been able to take it off this morning—I sighed and said, “That won’t work. I can’t have you getting in an accident. Seventy max.”

      One corner of his lips curled in a sexy smirk. Reaching for my left hand, he lifted my fingers to his lips and pressed a kiss right over my ring. The ring I now knew, thanks to Felicity, he’d designed specifically for me, and not for the reason I’d assumed. “Seventy it is, amore della mia vita. Now get in that tub and relax. I want you soft and pink and ready for me when I return.”

      His fingers slipped from mine. He moved back into the bedroom and reached for his suit jacket from the bed. I watched from the doorway as he slid his arms into the expensive fabric and shot me one last smoldering look before disappearing into the living room.

      The front door opened and closed, followed by the faint sound of his car door slamming and the engine humming to life.

      When he was gone, I glanced down at the tub he’d filled and ran my fingers through the frothy bubbles, a sense of hope I hadn’t felt in weeks struggling to break free from the ball of worry that had been knotted so tight inside me.

      This was a first step. We still had a long way to go to get back to where we’d been before, but the Luc I’d fallen for—my Luc—was still with me. I wouldn’t let his family come between us again. We were stronger than them. We’d survived so much. They couldn’t break us. I believed that. I had to believe it.

      Because any other truth would absolutely shatter me.
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      My bath was amazing. By the time I got out, I felt better than I had in days. Relaxed, refreshed, rejuvenated. But that feeling slowly deteriorated as minutes turned into hours with no sign of Luc and no word about what was taking so long.

      By four o’clock, I knew something was wrong. Unable to concentrate on the paperback I’d been trying to read for the last two hours, I tossed the book onto the table beside me on the patio and pushed off the lounge chair where I’d been relaxing in the shade. The main house was quiet as I approached. No sign of Luc’s car in the circular drive. No sign of Marco’s either.

      I knocked even though Felicity had told me to come in whenever I wanted. I still wasn’t comfortable imposing on her space. Caprice, Felicity’s housekeeper, met me at the door with a blank expression.

      “Miss Natalie.” The older woman stepped back with a nod so I could enter. “You are here to see Miss Felicity?”

      “Yes.” Caprice’s accent was thick, her salt-and-pepper hair pulled back into a tight bun. Last night when we’d been here for dinner, she’d been dressed in a light blue button-front dress with a white apron. Today, the dress was the same but black. The woman was all business, but I didn’t mind. It meant I didn’t have to worry about small talk, which I wasn’t in the mood to handle, especially when I remembered what Luc had told me about spies lingering even here. “If she’s busy I can come back later.”

      “She in her room.” Caprice closed the door at my back with a snap. “Wait here.”

      The older woman’s footsteps echoed like doomed drumbeats as she stalked toward the hallway and disappeared around a corner. Alone in the entryway, I studied a fresco on the high stucco wall and told myself to relax. I was working on the whole trusting thing, right? Just because Luc wasn’t back yet didn’t mean something bad had happened—or was going to happen. It just meant his family or his House was monopolizing his time and that he hadn’t had a chance yet to call me.

      Footsteps sounded on the travertine tile to my left, and I turned to see Caprice stalking my way once more. “Miss Felicity said for you to join her in her suite. This way.”

      “Thanks.” I followed Caprice down a long hall, then up a short flight of curved stairs to the second level. From the outside, the main house didn’t seem all that spectacular—just a stone farmhouse with arched windows—but inside, it was rustic and charming with beamed ceilings, arched doorways, and old-world touches I knew were Felicity’s influence.

      Caprice stopped outside a set of arched double doors and held out her arm. “Through here.”

      I nodded and stepped into what looked like a sitting room with a big fireplace, wide windows that overlooked the rolling Tuscan hills, and comfy chairs. Above the fireplace was a huge painting of an ancient stone castle set on a lush green hill overlooking the water.

      “Beautiful, isn’t it?” Felicity said to the left of the fireplace where she stood leaning against an arched doorway with her arms crossed. “It’s my favorite painting. A friend sent it to me after I moved here.”

      “It really is. Is the castle real?”

      “It’s my childhood home. Gadleigh Castle’s been in my family for years. It’s about forty-five minutes from Edinburgh on the water. My parents live there now, though my father prefers to spend most of his days at their home down in Wales. Scotland can be quite cold.”

      It didn’t look cold to me. It looked absolutely gorgeous. And a million miles from Italy, which seemed like a fantasy just about now.

      When I finally pulled my gaze from the painting, I found Felicity studying me with a curious expression. Only something about her eyes seemed...different.

      I stared at her a heartbeat, then realized what it was. “Your eyes are brown? Yesterday, they were pale green.”

      “Oh that. Yeah. I forgot I had my colored contacts in. I wear these when I don’t want to be recognized. My pale eyes give away my noble blood more than that castle.” She nodded toward the painting.

      “Noble blood?”

      “Luc didn’t explain that?” When I shook my head, she said, “You know about the five main Houses, right?”

      I nodded, remembering what Luc had told me. She was part of House Merrick, the English House, and her father was the head of House Merrick.

      “The nobles are all about keeping the bloodlines pure. There are certain characteristics that are markers of noble blood—very pale eyes like mine, two different colored eyes like Luc’s brother Dante, a coloboma like Luc has, even a lock of white hair, which Luc’s sister Ariana has. Technically, they’re recessive traits that show up when both parents carry the same recessive genetic disorder. Most people in the world would consider it a flaw. The nobles in our world think it’s a gift.” She huffed. “They’re wacked. Of course, that tends to happen when your breeding pool isn’t too big.”

      I didn’t know a whole lot about genetics, but Luc’s father had the same keyhole pupil as Luc, and his mother had pale blue eyes like Gio. “Are you saying nobles can only marry other nobles with the same traits?”

      “Pretty much.” She pushed away from the doorframe. “Don’t worry. I’m not talking about incest. The bloodlines aren’t that compromised. Yet. I think Luc’s parents are technically cousins, but like twelve steps removed. Nothing to freak out about. But that is one of the reasons his father is not happy he married you.”

      An uneasy feeling rolled through my belly. That made sense, but was it enough to want me dead?

      I wanted to ask that but didn’t know if Caprice was anywhere listening. But before I could figure out a way to phrase it, I realized what else about her looked different. She was dressed in leggings and an oversized T-shirt that fell off one shoulder, her hair pulled back in a messy bun signifying a casual day at home. But her heavily made-up eyes and flawless makeup told another story.

      “You were in the process of getting ready to go out, weren’t you? I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to interrupt.”

      “Oh, don’t worry.” She waved a hand and turned, motioning me to follow. “I was just messing around, trying to decide what to do with myself for tonight. Come on back and help me.”

      I had no idea what she meant, but, still wanting to know more, I followed her through the doorway and into the master bedroom. Another stone fireplace took up one wall, fronted by plush white chairs and a low coffee table. More arched windows looked out at the countryside, but my focus was pinned on the four-poster bed strewn with multiple dresses and shoes and wigs and masks.

      “What is all this?” I asked, moving toward the bed and fingering what looked like a strapless leather dress I doubted was long enough to cover Felicity’s ass.

      Felicity perched her hands on her hips and sighed. “My dilemma at the moment. I need something sexy and revealing that I haven’t used before. That one I wore several months ago, so I don’t think I can use it again so soon. It’d look great on you, though.”

      Confused, I glanced from the barely there leather outfit in my hand to Felicity.

      She laughed. “Don’t look at me like that. I’m not a ho. I told you I do this sometimes. It’s for the party.”

      I blinked, completely clueless as to her meaning. And then it hit me. Hard. Like a punch straight to the gut.

      Holy shit. “They’re holding one of those parties tonight?”

      “Yeah. Didn’t Luc call y—” Her mouth snapped shut when she saw the fire in my eyes, then she muttered, “Shit. He didn’t call you, did he? Dammit, Luc.” She moved toward me before I could step away. “Don’t be upset. I just found out about it myself. Marco texted about a half hour ago to tell me he wouldn’t be home for dinner. If Luc didn’t contact you, I’m sure there’s a reason.”

      My vision turned red as I looked back down at the dress. “Sure.”

      Only I knew the reason he hadn’t called. Because he didn’t want me to know about the fucking party. The son of a bitch had lied to me again. He’d fed me a line of bullshit this morning to keep me quiet and docile. And like the naïve fool I’d been before, I’d fallen for his lies hook, line, and sinker.

      Dammit. I’d believed him when he’d told me he wanted to spend the day with me. I’d believed him when he’d said everything he was doing was all to keep me safe. Anger and stupidity bubbled inside me like molten lava. Leaving me here all alone so he could attend an orgy was not in any way keeping me safe.

      Revulsion pushed bile straight up my throat when I envisioned him in the middle of a party just like the one Gio had taken me to on Long Island. Fucking some tattooed beta slave had absolutely nothing to do with my goddamn safety.

      My skin turned hot and tingled with an uncontrollable urge to get the hell out of this country once and for all. I was so consumed by my rage, I didn’t realize I’d moved toward the door until Felicity grabbed my hand.

      “Hey, I didn’t mean to upset you. I’m sure Luc would have told you if he’d been able to. Marco’s not watched as carefully as Luc. They probably took Luc’s phone from him so he couldn’t contact you.”

      Felicity could be right, but I was too worked up to accept that explanation. All I could think about was the fact I’d been duped—again.

      “Tell you what.” Felicity squeezed my hand. “Why don’t you come with me?”

      “Oh hell no.”

      “Just hear me out.” Her fingers tightened around mine when I tried to pull away. “No one will even know you’re there. I’m good at camouflage.” She nodded toward the bed strewn with articles of clothing. “I can put you in something that will completely disguise you. You can see for yourself that Luc’s not up to anything nefarious, which I know he’s not. Then you can leave and come back here without his ever knowing you were gone.”

      I met her gaze, debating my options. I didn’t like that she knew I didn’t trust Luc, but I had to admit I needed proof. I couldn’t go forward on blind faith anymore. It had burned me before, and I wasn’t about to be stupid. Not when my sanity was riding on whatever truth awaited me.

      “Are you sure it’s safe? Luc and Marco both said I shouldn’t leave the esta—”

      “Trust me. You’re safe with me. I know how to get in and out of these parties and blend without being noticed. You could walk right past Luc in one of my disguises, and he’d never know it was you.”

      I still wasn’t sure, but I couldn’t stay with Luc if I didn’t know what he was doing. And I wouldn’t allow myself to be pushed around a moment longer. Before I could stop myself, I said, “Okay.”

      “Good.” Felicity’s features relaxed, and she squeezed my hand in reassurance, but something in her eyes still looked worried. “You’ll see. Everything will be fine.” Stepping back, she pulled me toward the bed. “Now let’s find something for you to wear. We’ll put you in a wig and totally change your makeup so no one recognizes you. You’ll have to ditch the ring, though. That’s a dead giveaway you’re someone important.”

      Removing my ring would reveal my tattoo. And if Luc saw that, he’d know exactly who I was, regardless of how well Felicity’s disguise masked my identity. I was absolutely sure he’d flip his shit when he realized I’d stepped foot off this estate where he claimed I was safe, but I no longer cared how he reacted.

      I cared about me. And the truth. And not being a fool any longer.

      Even if something in the back of my head whispered this was not going to end well.
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      I checked my watch for the umpteenth time as I stood in the shadows. Only ten minutes had gone by since I’d last glanced at the time. I still had to endure at least another hour before I could make my exit without causing a giant clusterfuck I wasn’t willing to unleash.

      Music echoed around me—some techno beat I couldn’t stand. The Favero Villa was set on a low hillside not far outside Florence, but it might have been a thousand miles from Marco’s estate. Cosimo Favero was one of the Thirteen Knights, and as such, not someone I wanted to cross paths with tonight, not when I was itching to escape. Marble columns stretched two full stories around the gaudy ballroom with its intricate moldings and fancy French furnishings, and elaborate paintings covered every single wall. The whole place looked like something vomited right out of the Palace of Versailles, which I suspected was the point, to show off to the measly peasants beneath Favero just how rich and powerful he’d become as a Knight.

      I shifted my back against the column where I stood leaning, trying to blend in, watching the hundred or so people congregated in this room. Most of the men in attendance were dressed like me—in slacks and dress shirts, a few still wearing jackets but all hiding behind black leather eye masks. The wives and daughters who’d been permitted in this portion of the party earlier were long gone. What women remained were the betas who’d been brought in to service the men, each one in a skimpy dress or slutty outfit that showed off her body, and kitten or butterfly masks that did shit to protect her identity as she rubbed up against a master.

      My gaze zeroed in on Favero across the room, chatting and tossing back drinks at a table with my father and Uncle Sal as they plotted their takeover of the world. Disgust rolled through me when I considered they could be discussing Dante and the farce they called a trial that was set for Saturday. Natalie was right. The only way I was going to truly help Dante was to find Maricella.

      Dante had been better today when I’d seen him in the Tomb, but still an incoherent mess. And I was sure they were keeping him drugged on purpose so he couldn’t mount a defense. I hated that I was forced to attend this stupid party when I could be out looking for Maricella. And I was sick over the fact I hadn’t been able to call or even text Natalie to let her know about today’s fucked up change. I could only imagine what was going through her mind right now—especially after our discussion this morning.

      Three kittens swarmed around my father’s table, and all three men immediately reacted, palming the girls like property. As the men pushed back from the table and let the kittens draw them toward the ballroom’s massive double doors and the debauchery happening in a lower level of this godawful palace, my father glanced my way with a sinister stare that told me loud and clear I still wasn’t off the hook. I was well aware there were eyes watching to see how long I stayed and whether or not I participated in the depraved activities. Not about to back down from him, I met his stare head-on, making my own point—he might be able to keep me here, but he’d never break my will.

      A bitter irony skipped through my mind as I watched my father and his minions exit the room. Was I doing the same thing to Natalie—forcing her to stay in a place she didn’t want to be? Bending her will to mine?

      My spine tingled, and I shifted uncomfortably against the column again as two kittens—a blonde in a sparkly barely-there dress and a redhead in a leopard-print skirt and matching bra top—sidled up next to me on each side.

      “È caldo qui, o sei?” the blonde asked, running a red-tipped finger down my arm.

      I barely caught her cheesy pickup line. I was too busy thinking about my father. And Me. And Natalie.

      My mouth grew dry. It wasn’t the same. I wasn’t my father. I was keeping Natalie with me for safety reasons, not because I had some degenerate plans for her. And just this morning, she’d proved she still wanted me. She’d all but begged me to stay with her and blow off my responsibilities today.

      Yet even as the thoughts warred inside me, I remembered all the times I’d wished she really would bend to my will, follow my orders, or just plain submit to my demands to make things easier. My pulse picked up speed, and my hands grew damp as I thought of how my words and actions had probably come across to Natalie.

      But the truth was, I didn’t want a subservient woman like the ones in this room. I wanted the headstrong challenging one who’d put me in my place in Marco and Fee’s kitchen, who was as fiery and passionate as she’d been last night, who could make me absolutely melt with her vulnerability the way she had this morning. And I wanted her to stay with me because she wanted to, not because I was keeping her as a prisoner.

      “Puoi avere qualsiasi modo si desidera,” the redhead whispered near my ear.

      I blinked and glanced down at her, not even realizing she’d moved so close. Peeling her hand off my arm, I stepped away from both of them and muttered, “Not interested.”

      I stopped near the bar, my chest tight as I glanced toward the doorway, looking for a way to escape, more anxious than ever to get to Natalie. My gaze skipped over the dance floor, over bodies moving and grinding, past a woman in a strapless leather black number with a short black bob rubbing up against a man in a damp white dress shirt, her hand on his shoulder, a tattoo across her left ring fing—

      My eyes widened as they zeroed in on that tattoo, then jumped to the woman’s face angled my way as the man continued to gyrate against her. Very familiar blue eyes locked on me in the corner of the room. Very familiar eyes that shouldn’t be anywhere near this deranged party.

      I made a beeline through the crowd, straight toward the couple, and as I drew closer and the woman’s gaze followed me, I saw the same fire in those eyes that I’d seen on my island. The same fire I’d looked into last night in Marco and Fee’s kitchen. The same damn fire that lit me up and made me unpredictable in a million different ways. Especially now, when she was letting some asshat in a mask grind against her like she was nothing more than a kitten.

      Natalie broke eye contact as I moved to the left to sidestep a couple in my way, which told me without a doubt she knew she was busted. By the time I made it around the gyrating couple, she’d already pushed away from her dance partner and was three steps toward the ballroom exit.

      The blood roared in my ears as I caught up with her, wrapped an arm around her shoulders, and jerked her against my side.

      She sucked in a surprised breath, but I didn’t let it stop me. And I didn’t let it stop either of our forward momentum. “Keep walking,” I growled in her ear. “And don’t even think about making any kind of scene, or I am going to lose my shit in a way you do not want to see happen.”

      She tensed at my side, but instead of arguing as I half expected her to do, she closed her mouth and let me steer her out of the party. At my back, I heard the dipshit she’d been dancing with yell, “Che cazzo, uomo!” but one glare from behind my mask shut the fucker down. He knew who I was. Just as I knew the fact I’d swooped in out of nowhere and latched on to a kitten would undoubtedly be reported right back to my father and the Knights.

      I cursed my hot-tempered reaction as I drew Natalie out of the party and into the wide corridor with its marble floor and towering columns, but I didn’t slow my steps. My father wouldn’t buy that I’d suddenly decided to take up with a kitten, not after all these years, which meant I had to get Natalie out of this fucking mansion before he figured out she was here.

      Dropping my arm from her shoulder, I closed my hand around hers before she could step away and all but jerked her with me with a muttered “Keep up.”

      She stumbled in the four-inch stilettos but caught her footing and increased her pace. I wasn’t dumb enough to try to take her out the front door, so I veered off the main hall toward the kitchen at the back of the massive structure. Voices echoed ahead, though. Voices I recognized as some of the men loyal to my father. Jolting to a stop, I quickly pushed Natalie back into a dark corner in the corridor and closed in at her front.

      Her blue eyes widened. “What the hell are you do—”

      “Shut up.” I rested my hands against the wall on both sides of her face, then lowered my head and closed my mouth over hers, kissing her hard and swift and without mercy as I pressed my body against hers from knee to chest.

      She grunted in protest as my tongue invaded her mouth, and her fingertips curled against my chest, fisting my dress shirt in her grip as she tried to push me away, but I didn’t let up. I kissed her harder and stroked deeper, holding her immobile against the wall with my body so she couldn’t move. Partly to keep her quiet. Partly to block any view of our faces. And partly because my blood was up and I couldn’t seem to stop myself.

      She was mine, goddammit. Mine and no one else’s.

      The voices passed, and the second we were in the clear, she jerked her mouth from mine and clawed at my chest with a growled “You don’t get to kiss me like that.”

      If she’d told me to let her go, if she’d told me to stop, it might have diffused my anger. But her blunt declaration only lit me up even higher. It took every ounce of willpower I had not to grab her and shake some sense into her when I dropped my voice and said, “What the fuck are you doing here?”

      “The same thing you’re doing here,” she hissed, shoving against my shoulders. “Looking for a good time.”

      My vision turned red, and every muscle in my body coiled tight. A good time? With a perverted asshole like the one in the ballroom?

      Fuck. That.

      More voices echoed from the direction of the kitchen. Without even considering any other option, I wrapped my hand around her wrist and yanked her with me as I headed for the staircase.

      “Where are you taking me?” she whispered, hustling to keep up with my long steps.

      “Where you said you wanted to go.” I pulled her down two flights of curved stairs to the lowest level of the mansion. “You want to know just what kind of good time happens here? I’ll fucking show you.”

      The corridor was dark when we reached the bottom level, the long space illuminated only by red lights in sconces on the walls that gave off an eerie vibe. Enormous mirrors reflected steel doors spaced every twenty feet down the hall. No sound echoed around us as I drew Natalie behind me, but against my hold, I felt her pulse tick up. And from the corner of my vision I saw the way her eyes widened as she looked right and left and tried to figure out what was going on.

      The last door on the right was cracked. I shoved it farther open with one hand and yanked Natalie into the room with the other. The space was dark, but I’d been in this dungeon before—years ago—and I knew what was in this room. Blood still pumping hot, I hauled her down the two steps to the sunken floor and across the carpet where I twisted her around so she was facing me, then reached up for the cuff I knew was hanging from a bar above our heads.

      “What’s going on?” she asked in a nervous voice.

      I slapped the leather cuff around her wrist and quickly latched the buckle.

      “Luc, what the hell?”

      Before she had time to fight back, I yanked her other hand above her head and latched the second cuff to her other wrist.

      “Take these off me right now.”

      Ignoring her, I crossed back to the door, slammed it shut, and flipped the locks, then I hit the lights—red and eerie and casting everything in a sinister glow.

      Natalie’s eyes grew wide as saucers as she got her first look at her surroundings. The walls were painted a dark port wine, the ceiling lined with mirrors. Various pieces of furniture filled the room, each one built from dark woods and even darker leathers. Furniture I knew she’d never seen before.

      A Saint Andrew’s cross was positioned against the wall to her left, a spanking bench to her right. Across from her was a dungeon table edged by various metal ring restraints atop a barred slave cage. And against the far wall, taking up most of the space, was a bondage bed complete with a leather headboard, black satin sheets, four tall posters housing numerous restraints, and a stockade built in between the bottom posts.

      Her holy-shit gaze behind the kitten mask she wore jumped from the furniture to the instruments hanging from racks on any exposed walls—crops, whips, canes, floggers. All kinds of cuffs, chains, and ropes. Even ball gags, collars, and clamps.

      “Wh...what is this place?” she asked, a tremor to her voice that hadn’t been there before.

      “Their kind of fun. You said you wanted fun. You got it.” I was too riled up to touch her or—fuck—even look at her right now, so I crossed to the French armoire to my left, yanked my mask off, then jerked the upper doors open and poured myself a glass of scotch from the cut-glass decanter on a silver tray.

      “Th-this isn’t right,” Natalie said in a quiet voice at my back. The chains hooked to her restraints jangled as I tossed back my drink. “Let me go.”

      “So you can alert everyone in this damn place to your presence? I don’t think so.” I poured myself another shot, hoping the alcohol would cool me down so I didn’t do something I’d regret later. “You already made enough of a fucking scene.”

      “Luc.” The chains rattled once more. “I’m not kidding. Let me go, or I’ll scream.”

      “Go ahead.” I swallowed the second shot, feeling the burn straight down my chest. “That’s what this room is made for. No one will give a shit.”

      “You sonofabitch.”

      “I’m a sonofabitch?” I rounded on her, glass in hand, unable to stop myself. “I’m not the one sneaking around with zero regard for anyone else’s safety.”

      “You’re worried about your safety?” Her eyes locked on mine from across the room, but they were no longer the wary and afraid eyes I’d seen when I’d first flipped on the lights. These eyes were as hot and dangerous as the center of a flame, ready to fry me to a crisp. “You looked pretty safe to me in that ballroom surrounded by all those kittens.”

      She was jealous. That fact hit me square in the center of my chest and diffused at least a little of my rage. “No, mannaggia, I’m worried about yours. And Felicity’s. That is how you got here, isn’t it? You conned Felicity into bringing you even when you knew it would put her at risk, all because you don’t fucking trust me even after everything I’ve done for you.”

      She jerked on the restraints, her eyes blazing. “For your information, Felicity is the one who talked me into coming here. She was already on her way to be with Marco. Unlike us, they actually talk about shit instead of ignoring it. And why the hell would I trust you? You lied to me this morning.”

      I drew a breath, knowing I was teetering on the edge, working like hell to keep from going off the deep end. She was ticked because I hadn’t come back to her today as I said I would, and she had every right to be angry. But she needed to know this was not an acceptable reaction. “I didn’t lie to you. They took my phone as soon as I finished with Dante. I wanted to call you. I tried repeatedly to get to a phone to contact you, but they wouldn’t let me. I’m not even remotely tempted by what’s going on out there. I was biding my time until I could get back to you.”

      “You tried to call to tell me about this party?”

      “Yes. They wanted you to react like this. They’re trying to make you jealous even though you and I both know you have nothing to be jealous of.”

      “So you’re saying you didn’t know about this party yesterday?”

      I dropped my hand to my side as I stared at her. Merda. She was baiting me. I could tell from her icy eyes that she already knew the answer to that question.

      “I thought so,” she said in a hard voice. “I could tell you were hiding something from me when you came back from that meeting with your father.”

      I looked down at the empty glass in my hand. Seconds ago I’d wanted to hurl it against the wall, to take my frustration out on it since I couldn’t grab her and shake some reason into her. Now I didn’t know what I wanted. I was just tired. Tired of trying to do the right thing. Tired of fucking up. Tired of making things worse when all I wanted was to make them better.

      I dropped down to the step, set the glass on the hardwood beside me, and scrubbed a hand through my hair. “I give up.” Exhaling, I leaned forward to rest my forearms on my knees, the fight slipping out of me. “Since all I keep doing is the wrong thing, you tell me what I should have done. What I should do now,” I corrected.

      She was silent for several seconds, then said, “You need to let me go.”

      I pressed the heel of my hand against my forehead, fighting a whopper of a headache I was pretty sure was only going to get worse before this night was over. “I will. When the party dies down and I know you’re not going to accidentally be seen by someone.”

      “No, I mean, you need to let me go for good.”

      For a moment, her words circled in my head, their meaning ambiguous. Then they contorted into the shape of a dagger pointed directly at my heart, causing me to lift my head and look at her. Really look at her, standing in those ridiculous heels, that insanely short dress, wearing that odd wig while her arms were secured above her head.

      There was no more anger in her blue eyes. No more hurt. Only absolute honesty and a pleading that would have sent me to my knees if I’d been standing.

      “I can’t keep doing this, Luc. This isn’t me.” She glanced up at the chains above her head, rattled them, then met my gaze once more. “I’m not this jealous woman. I know you weren’t doing anything behind my back, but your family, this House... They’re making me crazy. It’s too much for me.”

      My heart picked up speed. She wasn’t saying what it sounded like. She couldn’t be.

      She drew a deep breath. “Maybe away from your family, if we had a normal relationship, I could deal with everything, but not here. Not with your House doing everything it can to sabotage us. It’s already changing me, making me do things and react in ways that aren’t me. And you know I’m right. You told me once that you liked it when I challenged you. But this isn’t challenging you. This is stupid. And dangerous. I shouldn’t have come here tonight. I know it’s not safe. But this...all of it...it’s turning me into someone I don’t want to be. Someone I can’t stand. And I don’t know how to stop it. I don’t want to one day wake up and be like your mother.”

      Panic surged inside me, pushing me to my feet. “That won’t happen. You’re nothing like my mother.”

      “Maybe not now. But I will be. The way you keep me in the dark abou—”

      “I won’t anymore.” I crossed to her, my heart pounding double-time as I cupped my hands around her jaw and lifted her face towards mine. “I’ll tell you everything. No more secrets. I was going to tell you about this party today. This morning before I left, I said there were things I wanted to talk to you about. I was planning to tell you then ab—”

      “You don’t get it,” she said softly, blinking damp lashes up at me. “I don’t want to know. That’s part of the problem. I can’t handle it. None of this is normal. And this...” She looked down at my shirt. “This relationship between us is too much. It’s too intense. It’s not healthy. When I’m with you, it’s like a high I’ve never known. But when you leave, like today, and I don’t know what’s happening or when you’ll be back, I can’t breathe.”

      “Natalie.” I gently tugged the mask over her head, dropped it on the floor, then tipped her chin up, forcing her to look at me again. “I already told you, I would never—”

      “I know. And I believe you. Now. But what happens in a year? Or five years? Or—”

      “You’re the only woman I want. The only one I will ever want.”

      “We both know that one day soon, you are going to take over your father’s spot with your House,” she said, “and when you do, the choice won’t be up to you as to what you can or cannot share with me. And I can’t live like that. I can’t live with the secrets. With the worry. With the never-ending doubt. One way or another, it will destroy me, Luc. It will destroy us even if neither of us wants it to.”

      She stared up at me, eyes damp and filled with so much agony, I ached to console her, to hold her. I reached up for the buckle on her right cuff. “That won’t happen. We won’t let it happen.”

      “Tell me honestly. Do any of the thirteen Knights have happy, whole marriages?”

      My fingers froze against the restraint, and I faltered as I stared down at her, because we both already knew the answer to her question.

      None of the Thirteen had happy marriages. They didn’t because of the rituals. Because of the things they were forced to witness. Even the strongest broke down and eventually participated.

      “Luc,” she whispered. “I don’t want to face the day—maybe years from now—when you look at me and feel nothing, all because we didn’t have the strength to admit our reality now.”

      “That’s not going to happen.” I flipped the buckle on her restraint, freeing her right arm.

      While I reached for the other buckle, she looked up at me and whispered, “It will because I love you.”

      Heat and life and joy burst inside my chest as I released her other arm and looked down at her. But before I could grab her and pull her against me, she shook her head, the agonizing look in her blue eyes stopping me.

      “I love you more than I thought I could ever love another person,” she whispered. “And that’s the problem. Maybe if I didn’t love you this much, I could deal with everything else and be okay. But not this. Not this gut-wrenching emptiness every time I think of you leaving me. I’ve survived a lot of people walking out of my life, but I won’t survive you. It’ll break me. For good. If you love me, if you care about me at all, you have to let me go before that happens.”

      I stared at her, torn between elation and anguish because that love was only causing her misery. “I...” My voice was thick, my mouth like cotton. “Even if I wanted to, I can’t. It’s not safe. Yo—”

      “It is safe. It was safe for Sela. It’s still safe for her and dozens of other girls.”

      Her meaning hit me like a two-by-four to the head, sending me back a step. “You’ve already talked to Felicity.”

      “Not about me specifically, but about how it works... Yeah.”

      In that moment, I knew she hadn’t just talked to Felicity. She’d already considered all the ramifications and consequences. And she still wanted to go through with it.

      “But...” My mind spun. “I won’t be able to find you. I’ll never know where you are.”

      “I know.”

      The way she stared up at me—not with anger or jealousy or even that challenging look I’d come to adore—but with hope nearly rocked the floor right out from under me.

      My legs buckled, and I stumbled back until I sank to the steps behind me, a firestorm spreading through my chest, stealing my breath and my ability to fight. Every instinct I had screamed for me to kiss her, to pick her up, to carry her to that bed, to take her hard and fast and force her to feel the connection still raging between us, but I couldn’t because sex wasn’t going to fix the problems between us. And keeping her with me wouldn’t do anything but make her hate me more than she already did.

      My eyes grew hot. My throat tightened. Pushing quickly to my feet, I turned and moved for the door.

      “Where are you going?” Natalie asked at my back.

      “I need a minute.” Fuck. I was going to lose it in a matter of seconds. I jerked the door open and managed to keep my voice from cracking when I said, “Don’t go anywhere. And keep the door locked until I get back. I’ll knock three times so you know it’s me.”

      “Luc—”

      I didn’t wait around to hear what else she had to say. I jerked the door shut after me and stood in the dark hallway, sure my chest was about to explode. When it didn’t, I slowly leaned back against the steel door and closed my eyes, breathing deeply, fighting the spasms that wanted to grab hold, working like hell not to break like Niagara Falls.

      Holy fuck, this hurt. Worse than I’d ever thought it could. Pain spiraled through every inch of my body as I breathed in and out and told myself I wasn’t having a heart attack. Silence echoed around me like a wide, vast chasm of nothing, one I couldn’t help but notice was as empty as my life.

      Somehow I found the strength to push myself away from the door and stumble toward the stairs. I wasn’t sure where I was going, I just moved in a fog. Blinking, I realized I was back in the ballroom, but the space was virtually empty now, not packed with people drinking and dancing and making depraved arrangements as it had been earlier.

      I crossed the empty dance floor toward the long mahogany bar on the other end of the room and signaled the bartender. He dropped the rag he was using to wipe down the shiny surface and reached for a glass and bottle of Macallan from the shelf at his back.

      “You look like you could use the whole bottle,” he said in Italian, setting both on the bar in front of me.

      As he returned to whatever he’d been doing, I poured myself a generous shot and tossed it back, savoring the burn straight into my gut. I was just about to pour another, slowly feeling the buzz from the three I’d already downed, when the bartender slid my cell phone across the bar toward me and said, “They told me to give you this when you came back.”

      I stared down at the dark screen of my phone—the stupid fucking phone that was responsible for all this. If I’d just had the damn thing today, if I’d called Natalie earlier and told her I’d be late—

      No, that wouldn’t have stopped this, I realized, my chest squeezing tight and those tears I’d been fighting blurring my vision. There was no stopping this. From the minute I’d gotten involved with Natalie, we’d been on a crash course toward this moment. And I’d known it. I’d known and I hadn’t cared. I’d pushed and manipulated and seduced until I’d gotten my way, and now I hadn’t just ruined my life, I’d fucked hers to hell as well.

      My hand shook as I typed a message to Fee and hit Send. Even though all I wanted to do was grab that bottle and down the whole damn thing so I could fall into a drunken stupor where I’d forget tonight—the last six weeks—had ever happened, I didn’t touch it. I tucked my phone into my back pocket and turned for the doorway.

      I felt as if I were moving through water, in slow motion, against the current, every step labored. The bottom corridor was still empty and quiet when I reached it, but I checked each and every door to make sure they were locked, just in case. Now that I’d set things in motion, I had a singular focus, and I was counting on that focus getting me through what I needed to do next, even if a little bit of my soul was being shredded with every fucking step.

      I stopped in front of the last door, shut down my emotions, and rapped my knuckles against the steel three times.

      For several heartbeats, nothing but my own pulse echoed in my ears, and then a click sounded, and the heavy door hinges creaked.

      I slid into the room before Natalie could pull the door all the way open. She blinked up at me with wide eyes, confused, I knew, about where I’d gone and what I’d done, but I couldn’t look at her.

      “Is everything okay?” she asked.

      I scanned the room, spotted her mask on the floor, and crossed quickly to get it.

      “Luc, what’s going on?”

      I couldn’t look at her. It was the only way I was going to get through this. And I had to get through this. She was right. If she stayed here any longer, it was going to destroy her. And I wasn’t my father. I wouldn’t do to her what my father had done to my mother. I’d never be able to live with myself if I woke up one day and realized I’d completely broken her. I handed her the mask, careful not to touch her fingers. “Put this back on, just in case.”

      She took the mask from me and slid it back on, watching as I stepped past her and grabbed my own mask from the armoire where I’d dropped it earlier. I felt her eyes on me, but I didn’t meet her gaze, and as I moved back toward her, I knew she was searching for something to say, but I didn’t want to listen. All I wanted was to get this over with so she could get the fuck out of here and move on. Then after she was gone—

      Motherfucker. I couldn’t even think about what I’d do after she was gone.

      My phone buzzed. I pulled it from my pocket, read the response from Fee, and fought the sickness surging up my throat.

      “That’s our signal,” I managed, reaching for the doorknob with fingers I hoped she didn’t notice were shaking. “Stay close to me and don’t speak, especially if we run into anyone.”

      “I won’t, but, Luc...” Her hand closed over mine. “I’m sorry,” she whispered.

      My vision blurred, and I blinked rapidly as I stared down at her warm fingers closed around my cold ones. She was sorry? I would have laughed if I weren’t on the verge of blubbering like a baby. She had nothing to be sorry for. I was the one who’d done all this. I was the one responsible. I was the one who deserved every ounce of the blame, not her.

      Somehow, I found the strength to mutter, “No, I am,” then I shook off her hand, pulled the door open and peered into the dark hallway.

      It was just as quiet and empty as it had been before, and I breathed easier, knowing we were in the clear. Stepping out into the corridor, I motioned for her to follow. She did, moving silently, but when she turned back toward the stairs we’d come down earlier, I shook my head and pointed over her shoulder toward the floor-to-ceiling mirror at the end of the hall.

      Her brow wrinkled again as I stepped past her and headed toward the mirror, but she did as I’d said and stayed close at my heels. Running a hand down the side of the thick silver frame, I found the button that released the lock, and was just about to pull back the entire mirror that was actually a door when footsteps sounded on the stairs at the other end of the hall, followed by laughter.

      Natalie’s hand closed over my biceps, and when I looked down at where she touched me, she moved into me, slid her other hand around my nape, and yanked my head down to hers. “Quick,” she whispered, pulling me in front of her so her back was against the wall beside the mirror, and I was blocking any view of our faces. “Before they recognize us.”

      I didn’t know what she had planned, but the second she lifted her mouth to mine, I was lost.

      Lost and unable to hold back one last time.
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      I knew what I wanted. I knew what I needed to do to protect my heart and mind. But the instant Luc kissed me, I forgot everything but him.

      This. The way we fit together. The feelings he stirred inside me when he pulled me in, when he consumed me, when he claimed me and reminded me just how perfect it was to be his...

      All that rushed through my heart and mind as his mouth moved over mine. The reason I’d kissed him faded from my memory. The anger that had spurred me to follow him to this mansion dissipated. The only thing that lingered was him. This moment.

      Us.

      He drew back long before I was ready to let him go, and I was sure if he hadn’t been pressing me into the wall I’d have swayed. Blinking, I looked up into his mesmerizing eyes, unable to think, unable to speak, unable to do anything but hold on to his strength and an emotion I was suddenly terrified I’d never feel again.

      A quote I’d read once in college filtered through my mind as our eyes held. One that said love was a fire. That eventually it disfigured everyone in its path. I wasn’t sure who’d said it, but it had stuck with me all these years because I’d believed it to be true. I’d seen love incinerate my parents. I’d lived through the scars after my ex had dumped me. I’d even witnessed it destroy Elena. But as I stared up at Luc in that dark corridor, something in the back of my mind whispered that fire doesn’t always consume. It also purifies. It illuminates the darkness. And all those who rise from its ashes, stronger and more resilient, first have to endure the burn of its flames.

      He let go of me and stepped back, breaking eye contact, sending a chill over my skin. Reaching for the edge of the mirror’s frame once more, he said, “Come on. They’re gone. Let’s go before anyone else comes down here.”

      I didn’t know where the people I’d heard on the stairs had gone. I didn’t remember them passing us or moving through one of the doors in the hallway. All I could think about as I stepped through the hidden doorway and into some kind of secret passageway was Luc. That kiss. The connection between us that was still so powerful. And walking away from that—from him—for good.

      He closed the door behind us, dousing the stone tunnel in darkness. My pulse ticked up, but seconds later, he flipped on the light from his phone, using it as a flashlight. With a muttered “Come on,” he stepped in front of me and led the way. He didn’t take my hand. Didn’t try to touch me again. But my skin still warmed as if he were holding me. My lips tingled with the memory of that kiss. And my heart raced as indecision warred inside me, reason and logic in a bitter battle to keep me sane.

      I wasn’t sure how long we walked, but eventually we came to another steel door, this one thicker than the ones  I’d seen in the mansion. Luc told me to step back, to remain in the shadows while he checked to make sure the exit wasn’t being watched, and I did as he said, mostly because I couldn’t do anything else when my heart was beating double time. Moonlight slanted through the door as he pushed it open. I held my breath while he stepped outside. Seconds later, the door pulled open wider, and he motioned for me to join him.

      The air was fresh, the ground damp as if a rain shower had just come through. Moonlight illuminated tall trees around us—trees I hadn’t remembered seeing when Felicity had brought me to the mansion.

      “Where are we?” I asked as Luc closed the heavy door and carefully camouflaged the entrance with brush.

      “On the edge of the estate. We’ve still got about a mile walk.” He tugged his mask off, stuffed it into the pocket of his slacks, and turned toward the trees. “Come on. Fee’s waiting for us.”

      I tugged my own mask off, unsteady and conflicted as I followed. He didn’t speak, but his pace wasn’t hurried, which was one relief—at least it meant we weren’t being pursued. I slipped my heels off as I followed him through the forest. We went up and down several small hills, over a stream, staying off any main paths where we might be spotted. And even though my feet hurt, I was suddenly scared to death of what would happen when we reached our destination. Because every time I looked at Luc’s back in the moonlight, I thought of that kiss, of the way he’d held me, of all the things I felt when I was with him and just how empty my life had been before him.

      We crested a hill, and I spotted lights reflecting off wet pavement not far ahead. My pulse picked up. There were two cars parked on the side of a dark road. Two figures leaned up against the trunk of the closest car. A man and a woman. And through the eerie darkness, low voices met my ears. Familiar voices. Marco’s and Felicity’s.

      Luc picked up his pace, reaching the cars before me, and as I drew closer, I heard the three of them speaking quietly in Italian. Their voices died off as I approached. Luc didn’t turn to look at me, but Marco and Felicity both met my gaze with sad smiles that spoke volumes.

      Felicity immediately reached for my hand and squeezed. “Are you sure about this, Natalie?”

      My pulse ticked up all over again as I stared at this woman who’d become my friend in a mere matter of days, unable to answer.

      Was I sure? Was this really what I wanted? My mouth couldn’t seem to form words. My throat felt as if I’d swallowed a ball of cotton.

      “Yes, this is what she wants,” Luc said at my side.

      Felicity flicked an unsure look his way, and my gaze followed, but Luc still wouldn’t look at me. His eyes were guarded, his jaw clenched, his shoulders as tense as I’d ever seen them. Even out here in the dark where we were safe and no one could touch us.

      “Because this isn’t something you can change your mind about,” Felicity said warily, looking back at me. “Once I make the handoff with my operators, the risk to my team is too great. You won’t be allowed to come back here. And you can never return to your family in the States. You’ll have a new identity, a new life, everyone you’ve ever known will think you’re dead. It’s the only way this works. It’s the only way everyone involved stays safe.”

      I thought of my mother on her farm in Montana with my stepfather, and pain lanced my chest at the thought of never seeing her again. But that pain paled in comparison to the pain suddenly stabbing into every inch of my skin when I glanced at Luc again. When I thought of never waking up next to him, never feeling his body pressed against mine, never again tasting his lips and losing myself in his kiss, in his scent, in his warmth, in his love.

      “She’s sure.” Luc pulled the passenger door open. “You both need to go before someone realizes we disappeared. It’s not safe for Natalie to be out in the open like this.”

      His voice was all business. Not even a hint of emotion in his stone-cold words. And I saw from the frown on Felicity’s face that she caught it too. Caught it and did not approve.

      She looked back at me and squeezed my hand once more. “Last chance. What do you want, Natalie?”

      I opened my mouth—

      “She wants what we all want.” Luc grasped my upper arm and pulled me away from Felicity. “She wants to get the hell out of this fucked-up House. Stop asking questions we all know the answer to.”

      Felicity sighed and turned toward Marco. The two whispered something I couldn’t hear because Luc was all but pushing me into the car.

      My heart pounded hard, echoing like doomed drumbeats in my ears, and my hands shook, my heart and mind still at complete odds about what I should do, what I really wanted, and what was the right decision. All I knew was that this was not the way it was supposed to end. Not after the things Luc had made me feel, not when that connection still burned hot between us. Not when my heart was telling me this was wrong.

      I struggled against him. The air caught in my lungs. Instead of dropping to the seat as I knew he wanted me to do, I wrapped my arms around his waist and held on tight while tears flooded my eyes and a searing pain ripped right through the center of my chest. “Luc...”

      He froze.

      I held him tighter and pressed my face to his throat.

      His hands closed over my shoulders, but he didn’t push me away. He just held still, his heart thumping rapidly in my ear, his chest rising and falling slowly against me.

      Long moments passed. I couldn’t stop the tears from sliding past my lashes. Couldn’t keep from hoping he’d wrap his arms around me, tug me away from the car, and beg me not to leave. But he didn’t. He only swallowed against me and very quietly in my ear said, “You were right. There’s nothing here for you anymore. Nothing but shattered promises and misery to look forward to. It’s time for you to go. I want you to leave before you end up broken and angry like me.”

      His fingertips dug into my shoulders, and very carefully, he pushed me away, stepping back until his touch was nothing but a memory and I was left standing cold and alone beside the open car door in the darkness.

      For the first time since he’d kissed me, our eyes met and held. But through blurry vision I didn’t see the anger he claimed was in him. I didn’t see a broken man. I just saw the man I loved, his eyes filled with regret. A regret that cut me to the quick because I knew this was not what he really wanted. This was what he thought I wanted. This was what he thought was best for me. Only I suddenly couldn’t think about me. The only word echoing in my head was us.

      “Natalie,” Felicity said from inside the car. “If we’re going, we have to leave now.”

      Marco stepped into my line of sight, blocking my view of Luc, and gently took me by the elbow, helping me into the vehicle. He and Felicity exchanged quick words as he stretched my seatbelt over my lap and Felicity latched it, then he closed my door with a snap and moved back.

      The engine hummed, and the car pulled away from the side of the road. It all happened in a blur. So fast I barely had time to process let alone react. All I could do was stare at Luc standing in the shadows as we pulled away, his hands in his pockets, his eyes locked on the car. All while a blinding pain overwhelmed my senses.

      This was what I wanted, wasn’t it? Freedom? The chance to make my own decisions? Then why did I hurt so bad? And why did I suddenly feel as if I was making the biggest mistake of my life?
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      Marco pulled the Mercedes to a stop in front of the guesthouse and shifted into park, illuminating the dark cottage.

      For a moment, I sat still in the passenger seat and stared at the stone structure, searching for any sign Natalie had changed her mind and come back, but no lights flipped on inside the house. No curtains moved indicating anyone was inside. The place was as cold and silent and empty as I felt. A realization that sent my mood spiraling even darker.

      “You sure you don’t want to stay up at the main house?” Marco asked, turning off the ignition. “Plenty of guest rooms.”

      “You worried about me being alone?”

      “Maybe.”

      I huffed. Not maybe. Definitely. “I’m fine here. I’ll probably just fall asleep as soon as my head hits the pillow,” I lied.

      “Luc—”

      I pushed my door open and climbed out, not wanting advice or a pep talk or any kind of heart-to-heart that would only make me feel worse. Marco followed, closing his door with a frown as he tossed me the keys. “Offer’s still open if you change your mind at any time.”

      I wouldn’t.

      I caught the keys and pushed them into my pocket. Marco turned to walk up to the main house but stopped several steps up the hill and looked back. “You did the right thing. I know it sucks, but it’s better in the long run.”

      I didn’t answer. I didn’t know how to answer.

      “Get some sleep, Luc.” Marco turned back for the main house. “You look like shit.”

      As his footsteps faded in the distance, I drew a deep breath and climbed the porch steps. Inside, the house was just as quiet as it had looked from the car, and as I moved through the dark living room into the bedroom, all I could think about was Natalie—sitting on the couch reading one of the magazines I’d brought her, eating at the table in the kitchen, standing at the window gazing out at the view, sound asleep and looking like an angel in that big bed...

      I stopped in the doorway to the bedroom and stared at the empty bed, which she’d made sometime during the day. The comforter was smooth and perfect, the pillows stacked decoratively against the headboard. My mind skipped back to the way it had looked last night when I’d carried her in here from the couch—messy sheets, pillows askew, my body pinning her to the mattress as I held her hands above her head and kissed her. As I forced her to kiss me back.

      “Say you can’t live without me the way I can’t live without you.”

      “Dammit. I do need you. I only need you.”

      My eyes burned, and I blinked quickly, looking away from the bed. A sparkle caught my attention from across the room. Still blinking to keep the tears at bay, I narrowed my gaze on the shimmering object only to realize it was her ring. Sitting on the top of my dresser.

      A hole opened up inside me. One that was so wide and dark and empty, I was afraid it would suck me in and completely consume me. Unable to breathe, I turned quickly out of the room, crossed the dark living space, and didn’t draw a full gulp of air until I was standing on the porch with the front door closed tightly at my back.

      I couldn’t stay in this cottage without Natalie. I wouldn’t risk going up to the main house and Marco seeing my pathetic breakdown. The only place I could think to go was somewhere I didn’t really want to be. But I didn’t have any other options, and if I stayed here—

      Thoughts of Natalie climbing over me on the couch last night filled my mind again, making that burn reignite behind my eyes.

      Shit, if I stayed here, I was going to completely fucking lose it, which I couldn’t let happen because Dante still needed me.

      Before I could change my mind, I tugged Marco’s keys from my pocket and jogged down the porch steps.

      Then I climbed into the vehicle and told myself Marco was right. I’d done the right thing by letting Natalie go. In the long run, it was better for her, better for my House, better for everyone that I was unattached.

      Even if I knew it would never be better for me.
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      I spent at least an hour with Dante in the Tomb—probably longer, though I had no concept of time.

      My brother was no longer feverish, but he was still under the influence of whatever drugs they were giving him. I’d brought him food, which he didn’t eat, and fresh water, which he barely drank. His bruises looked better, not quite so purple and the edges fading to yellow in some spots, but I feared for what lay ahead of him. I still hadn’t figure out how the hell I was going to get him to defend himself before the Thirteen on Saturday, not in his current state. And unless I spent every single moment with him between now and then, there was no guarantee they wouldn’t shoot him up with something to keep him comatose.

      The fact I had nothing to leave him for trickled through my mind, but I tried not to think about that too much. If they wanted him drugged, they’d find a way to drug him whether I was here or not. My best course of action would be to spend my time searching for Maricella. Once I found her, I could convince him to pull himself together—for her sake. Marco’s men still hadn’t had any luck tracking her down, but I had nothing but time now. Time to find her and set at least one part of this nightmare right.

      I pulled Dante’s blanket over his shoulders where he lay on the floor next to me, finally asleep. Cringing at the ache in my legs, I pushed to my feet, then crossed to the cell door and quietly called for the guard. At this point, the guards were used to me coming and going and barely spared me a glance. Outside the old church, I drew a deep breath in the moonlight, cursing my luck it was still night, and climbed into the car.

      Forty-five minutes later, I pulled to a stop in front of the guesthouse once more and killed the engine. The place was still dark and silent, and even though I was exhausted and needed sleep, it was the last place I wanted to be. Climbing out, I pocketed the keys and decided maybe in the daylight, I could face the empty cottage, but not now. So I bypassed the front door, walked around to the back of the house, and headed for the long dock that stretched thirty feet out over the dark lake.

      Water lapped gently against the wooden posts. Moonlight reflected off the surface of the lake, making it look almost like glass. When I reached the end of the dock, I lowered myself to the boards and let my legs swing over the side, gripping the wood at my sides as I looked down at the dark liquid rippling below my shoes.

      For a moment, I considered sliding into that water, letting it bubble above my head, losing myself in that darkness I’d been fighting for so long. Then I thought about the fact the water probably wasn’t very deep here, that giving up wasn’t going to help matters, especially Dante, and that fighting—even if I never seemed to be able to win—was the only damn thing I knew how to do.

      “Cazzo,” I whispered, staring at the water, thinking about Natalie and where she might be by now. Giving in sounded pretty fucking tempting. Especially when the thought of facing all the shit alone no longer held any kind of appeal for me.

      “Don’t jump,” a familiar voice said softly at my back. “I won’t be able to save you.”

      My heart sped up, and I twisted to look over my shoulder, then jerked to my feet when I spotted the woman I’d just been thinking about standing on the far end of the dock.

      “What...? How...?”

      Natalie was still wearing that insanely tight leather dress and was as barefoot as she’d been when she’d climbed into that car. But she’d thrown a light sweater over her shoulders, and she’d lost the wig so now her soft curls framed her face and hung down past her shoulders, making her look every bit the angel I remembered.

      I crossed toward her, unsure what she was doing, why she’d come back, unsure about everything except for the fact…she was here.

      “Are you all right? Did something happen?”

      “No, I’m not all right.” She stepped up onto the dock. “You let me go.”

      My brow dropped as her statement echoed in my head. “Of course I did. It’s what you asked me to do.”

      “Yes”—she took another step toward me—“but I asked you to let me go when we were on your island and you didn’t. Why this time? What was different now?”

      I wasn’t entirely sure why this mattered. “When we were on the island, I knew you were mad, but I thought some part of you still wanted to be with me. Tonight, I finally realized you don’t.”

      “But I do.”

      I blinked, sure I’d heard her wrong. She stepped even closer, until that grapefruit and vanilla scent swirled all around me, but I didn’t reach out. Because if she wasn’t real and this was just a dream, I didn’t want to wake.

      “Tell me the truth,” she said softly, looking up at me in the moonlight. “You said I was safe with you, as your wife, that your House couldn’t touch me. Is that still true?”

      My heart picked up speed until it was a whir in my ears, but I was still too afraid to get my hopes up. “Yes. I have a meeting with the Knights in a couple of days. Once our marriage paperwork is validated—which it will be—you’re completely safe. It’s just the interim period until then when you need to be careful.”

      “So when you said they’re afraid of me—”

      “I meant it. They’re afraid of you because they know as soon as our marriage is validated, you’re untouchable.”

      “But you’re not.”

      I wasn’t sure what she was getting at.

      She moved even closer, until her body heat washed over mine, making me light-headed, making me itch to reach out and grab her. But I didn’t, because if that wasn’t what she was here for—

      “How do I keep you safe?” she asked softly. “How do I make sure they don’t steal you away from me and that you’ll always only be mine?”

      My heart contracted. It was the same conversation we’d had in that dungeon room. When she’d told me she couldn’t live with the secrets, with the uncertainty, with the things the men in my house were subjected to. “You love me.”

      “That’s it?”

      “That’s all you’ve ever had to do. As long as I know you love me, they can’t influence me. They can’t make me one of them. And they’ll never be able to break us. Our love is stronger than them because it comes from a place of light, angioletto. It comes from you.”

      Tears filled her eyes. “No, it comes from us.”

      For a heartbeat, I couldn’t breathe. And then she reached for my hand with her silky soft fingers, and said, “Okay.”

      My heart nearly stopped. “Okay?”

      “Okay, here’s what I want. No more deception—intentional or otherwise. No more secrets. No more keeping me in the dark. I don’t want to know everything—I don’t think I could handle being privy to the illegal things your father’s doing with his businesses—but if something directly impacts you or me or us, then I need to know what that is. And no more protecting me from things you think may hurt me or add stress to my life. We’re partners. If something affects you, it affects me. I can’t keep you safe if I don’t know what’s happening.”

      My breath caught. “Are you saying—?”

      “I’m saying...” She moved into me, let go of my hand, and trailed her fingertips up my chest until tingles and heat were all I felt. “I realized halfway to Milan that loving you isn’t a choice. It’s my life. And if I don’t have you, I don’t have a life. You swept into my world like a hurricane and completely upended everything, and I can’t go back to the way things were before you. I don’t want to. I want you and me and this crazy marriage for however long it lasts. I’m willing to risk everything for it. Just as long as you feel the same way.”

      “Ah, Dio.” The power of her words encircled my fractured heart, gathered all the shattered pieces, and fused them back together. Lifting my hands to her face, I lowered my head toward hers and whispered, “Lo voglio. I love you, Natalie. Only you.”

      She pushed to her toes and brushed her lips against mine. And, unable to hold back, I opened at the first touch, tasting her sweetness, drawing her into my heat, kissing her again and again as I wrapped my arms around her and pulled her closer, frantic to consume her, to climb inside her, to never ever let her go again.

      “You’re mine, angioletto,” I whispered between kisses. “All mine, and I’m yours.”

      “Prove it.”

      I groaned and grew instantly hard, aching with the need to prove just how much I did love her, right this very second.

      “Prove it by marrying me.”

      I drew back a breath from her lips, sure I’d heard her wrong—again. But when I looked down, the challenging sparkle in her eyes brought everything to a standstill.

      Slowly, with her gaze locked on mine in the moonlight, she dropped to her knees in front of me on the dock and tugged something shiny from the pocket of her white sweater. “I know that technically we’re already married, but I don’t remember the ceremony or the vows. And I want to. I want to stand up in front of a priest or a minister or a judge or a rabbi—I don’t care which—and I want to remember saying in front of anyone who will listen, that I choose you. That I choose us.”

      She lifted the object in her hand, and when it sparkled, I realized it was a ring. The ring I’d bought for her that she’d left sitting on my dresser.

      “Would you marry me again, Luciano Salvatici? I promise this time, I won’t try to run away.”

      I could barely breathe. This woman had brought me to my knees once before. In Venice, after I’d been a complete and utter jackass and tried to push her out of my life. Then she’d given me her body. But tonight...tonight she was giving me everything. Not just her body, but her unfailing trust. And the power of that trust—the love that fueled it—buckled my legs and dropped me to my knees in front of her.

      “Natalie...” I reached for her, cupping her face again, tugging her gently toward me, pressing my forehead to hers as her love spun around me like a vortex, so pure, so warm, so perfect, exactly like her. “Oh, angioletto.” I kissed her, holding her so close, she became part of me. Part of everything I was and ever would be. “Ti amo di più.” I kissed her again, trembling from the love I felt for her, from the raw certainty that this was meant to last. And that I would prove that to her until my dying breath.

      I brushed the hair back from her face with both hands and looked down at her. “I should be asking you that question.”

      “Well, you kind of skipped that part last time, so I figured...one of us should ask it.”

      The smile I heard in her voice tugged one side of my lips up. “I did, didn’t I?”

      When she nodded, I pressed my lips to hers, very gently, then tilted her face up so her eyes met mine. “I didn’t know what love was until you came into my life. I thought it was a fairy tale. Something intangible found only in books. I certainly never learned it from my parents. But you changed all that. You changed everything with your mesmerizing smile and your sweet, unfailing compassion. You taught me how to love, and you saved me. You saved me from something I never wanted to be. Every single day you make me want to be better than I am. I’m nothing without you, Natalie.” I pressed my forehead to hers. “Marry me, angioletto. Be my wife, for real this time. Say yes, and I will spend eternity proving to you that this love—you and me—is all that matters. Say you’ll be only mine forever.”

      “Oh, Luc.” She lifted her soft fingers to my face and skimmed them over the stubble on my jaw. “Everything I am, everything inside me, it’s already yours.  I gave you my heart long before I ever realized I had. And I don’t want it back. I want you. I want us. It might have taken my head a while to catch up with my heart, but I already know our love is the only thing in this world that matters. And everything I’ve always dreamt of.”

      Her lips lifted to mine, and as she wrapped her arms around my neck and drew me into the heat and life of her warm, wet mouth, I lost myself in her. I lost everything in her, never needing to be found again. This woman, this amazing, strong, beautiful woman who had captivated me from the very start, wore her courage like a crown, and tonight—finally—she’d become my queen. My queen, my life, my soul...the very heart of me.

      “Is that a yes?” I mumbled against her lips, not wanting to let her go even for a second, even to answer, but suddenly needing—aching—to hear that one little word.

      “Sì.” She laughed, the sound tickling my mouth and sending a rush of warmth straight into my chest. “Yes. Forever and ever, yes.”

      “Grazie a Dio.” I took the ring from her hand, slid it over her tattoo—right back where it belonged—then pushed to my feet and lifted her in my arms. “Hold on to me, angioletto. I need to get you off this dock and into a bed.”

      “I’m on a dock?” Her fingernails dug into my shoulders, and her body tensed as she wrapped her legs around me.

      I turned toward the shore with a chuckle. “You love me so much you didn’t even realize you were out over water?”

      “I clearly lost my mind.”

      Smiling, I stepped off the dock and onto the grass. “Clearly. If you chose me.”

      She tightened her arms around my shoulders and slid one hand up into my hair, flexing her body against mine as I walked. “I’ll always choose you, polpetto.”

      A laugh erupted from my chest at her word choice, and I pressed my fingers against her ribs as she kissed me. “I’m a meatball now, huh?”

      She giggled and squirmed in my arms. “Did I call you a meatball? My Italian needs work. I meant to say patatino.”

      “Little potato isn’t an improvement.” I tickled her again.

      She shrieked and twisted, shifting her center off balance, causing my hold on her to slip. Realizing she was going down, I quickly twisted and grabbed her so I fell back in the grass and she landed on top of me.

      She shifted her weight to her knees. “Are you all right?”

      Was I all right? I’d never been better. I lifted one hand to her cheek, then slid my fingers into her hair and tugged her mouth down to mine. “I will be when you kiss me.”

      She sighed and pressed her mouth to mine, and I opened, sliding my tongue between her lips to taste her all over again.

      Heat and life. I groaned as she invaded my senses and her sweet body stretched out on mine in the moonlight. She was everything I’d never wanted and the only thing I couldn’t live without. And part of me still couldn’t believe she’d come back. That she’d chosen me.

      She kissed me deeper. Pressed the heat between her sexy legs right over my aching cock. Groaning, I rocked up against her, desperate to feel all of her against me, to slide inside her, to make her mine all over again.

      “Mm, Luc...” Her fingertips clawed at my shirt, tugged it from my waistband, then worked the buttons free as she kissed me again and again. “I need you. Right now.”

      God, I needed to her too. Couldn’t wait. I wrapped both arms around her waist and pushed up to sitting while she continued to drive me mad with her lips. “Condoms are inside. Just have to get there.”

      “Uh-uh.” She let go of me, wriggled out of her sweater, and tossed it on the grass beside us. Gripping my face in her hands, she kissed me again and said, “I want you naked. Right here. I don’t want to wait.”

      This woman had already rocked my world. But here on the grass in the moonlight, she absolutely melted every part of me. “Are you sure?”

      Her soft fingertip trailed down my cheek, leaving a line of heat in its wake. “Absolutely. I trust you. Completely.”

      We both knew she wasn’t talking about pregnancy or her health or even her safety. She was trusting me with her heart, something part of me hadn’t ever truly thought she’d trust me with after all the ways I’d deceived her.

      My vision blurred with all the emotions swirling inside me. “I love you, angioletto. I love you more than you will ever know.”

      “Show me.” She shifted her hips back, just enough so she could reach between us, flick the button at my waist free, and slide her hand into my pants.

      I groaned as she wrapped her warm fingers around my cock and stroked. Sucked in a breath when she did it again.

      My hands rushed to the hem of her short dress and jerked it up her hips. While she continued to kiss me, to taunt me with her tight grip, I reached between her legs, found the scrap of her thong, and ripped it in two.

      “Cazzo,” I breathed against her lips. “Stop teasing me and take me already.”

      She pushed my pants farther down my hips, freeing my cock completely. Cool air washed over me, then heat was all I felt as she straddled my aching length. Heat and the slick, wet grip of her pussy as she lowered and took me in.

      “Ah, sì.” I flexed my hips, driving myself deeper inside her, groaning at how perfect she felt. Bare. Skin to skin. Nothing between us. “Dammelo, angioletto. You are so fucking beautiful.”

      “Luc...” She tightened around me, lifted and lowered, driving me mad with every slide and contraction of her slippery core. Her hot breath fanned my lips. “More. I want more.”

      I wanted more too. Wrapping one arm around her waist, I held her close, thrusting higher every time she came down on me, striking that spot so far inside I knew made her wild.

      She groaned and tossed her head back, riding me faster. I kissed the sexy column of her throat, sank my teeth into her sweet skin, then suckled. Her pussy spasmed around my length, and she groaned long and deep, then gripped both sides of my face and kissed me. Hard. “Oh, yes. That’s the spot. Right there. Love me right there.”

      All my focus zeroed in on that one command. On her, so tight and wet and mine.

      I flipped her to her back, shoved her knees to her chest, and plunged inside her again and again, getting as deep as I possibly could, wanting to fill her completely—not just her body, but her mind, her heart, even her soul.

      “Come for me, angioletto.” I kissed her, driving deep again and again, adding the pressure of my thumb right over her clit. “Come all around me. Take me with you.”

      She groaned, wrapped her legs around my hips, and lifted every time I thrust. “I will,” she said, kissing me. “I will with you. Only with you.”

      She gripped me so tight, I knew I wasn’t going to last. Tingles rushed down my spine and gathered in my balls. Unable to hold back, I flicked my thumb faster against her swollen clit. “Sto per venire,” I mumbled against her lips. “Come with me, Natalie. Come now...”

      Pleasure ignited in my balls and erupted through my cock, sending a shock wave of ecstasy through my entire body. I rode the wave, continuing to thrust hard and deep inside her, and, seconds later, it hit her, causing her entire body to contract around mine and a scream to echo from her throat.

      We were both sweaty and breathless when I collapsed against her. Gathering her in my arms, I rolled us to our sides. The cool grass tickled my cheek but the only thing I could feel was her slick channel still twitching around me and her hot, sexy breath rushing over my neck while she sucked in air and blew it out.

      “What are you thinking?” she asked softly.

      I brushed the hair back from her face and trailed my fingers down her delicate spine. “I was thinking it’s amazing how fast things can change. A few short hours ago everything seemed—”

      “Hopeless?”

      She’d just done it again. She’d crawled inside my mind and figured me out before I’d even realized what I was thinking.

      Easing back, I looked down at her in the moonlight, awed and mesmerized by this woman. And completely fucking humbled that she loved me in spite of every one of my flaws.

      “Yeah,” I whispered. “And empty. And now, thanks to you, I’ve been given a second chance.”

      “We have a second chance,” she said, brushing her thumb over my bottom lip until it tingled. “You’re not the only one who made mistakes, Luc. I did too. I didn’t trust you when I should have. I won’t make that mistake again. This is our chance to do it right.”

      God, I loved her. I didn’t deserve her, but now that she’d come back, I wasn’t about to let her go for anything. “A do over?”

      “Yeah.” A mischievous smile curled her lips. “And speaking of do overs...” Sliding her arms around my neck, she drew my close and kissed me, rubbing her nearly naked body against mine all over again. “We definitely need to do that over.”

      I chuckled. “Sex?”

      “No-condom sex. That was way better than I thought it would be.”

      My blood warmed. “No kidding. I’m getting hard again just thinking about how good it was. You’re lucky I didn’t know about that before.”

      She pushed a hand against my chest, shoving me to my back in the grass as she braced herself on her elbow and looked down at me. “Are you saying that was your first time?”

      I smiled, recognizing the victory in her eyes, loving that I’d been able to give her that. “First time ever, angioletto. I think that officially makes me yours.”

      She bit her lip, glanced at my mouth, then looked back up to my eyes with a heat that told me she wasn’t the least bit sated. Not even close. “You are mine, Luc. All mine.” She climbed over me and kissed me. “Take me inside and I’ll prove it to you all night.”

      I groaned against her mouth. She didn’t need to prove anything. She’d already given me more than I could have ever expected.

      She’d just given me a future. And I would never let anything tear us apart again.
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      A whisper soft brush against my nape roused me from sleep. Drawing in a deep breath, I snuggled into my pillow, then smiled when that brush moved to the side of my neck and I felt Luc’s tempting lips press a kiss right below my ear.

      “Wake up, sleepy,” he whispered. “You can’t spend all day here in bed.”

      I reached for his hand at my hip and pulled it against my chest, tugging him tighter to my back. “You wore me out last night. I need my beauty sleep.”

      He chuckled in my ear, and unable to resist, I rolled the other direction and curled up against his chest, then pressed my face to his neck and inhaled his spicy masculine scent. “Mm.” I licked a spot on his throat, then bit down gently. “You taste good.”

      A low growl rumbled in his chest as his hand slid to my lower spine, and he pulled me close. “Keep that up and I might get back in this bed with you.”

      I eased away and looked at him, realizing he wasn’t naked the way he’d been when we’d finally made it to the bed and fallen asleep wrapped around each other. His hair was damp at the edges, telling me he’d showered, and he was wearing a dark blue button down rolled up to his forearms and open at his chest. I looked down to discover he wasn’t even under the covers with me. The blanket was separating our legs, and his were most definitely covered by a pair of taupe slacks.

      Alarm immediately registered because he hadn’t said anything about having to go back to his family today. I’d hoped maybe we could have one day alone together before the craziness of his world consumed us again.

      Pushing against him, I sat up and dragged the sheet to my chest with one hand while I brushed back my unruly curls with the other. “Are you leaving already? What’s going on?”

      He sat up next to me and tucked a lock of hair behind my ear. “Only for an hour. I have to go pick up the priest.”

      “What priest?”

      Grinning, he brushed the hair over my shoulder and kissed me, right behind my ear, right where he knew it drove me absolutely wild. “The one who’s going to marry us.”

      “We’re doing that today?”

      His smile widened. “You bet your ass we’re doing it today. I’m not giving you any reason to change your mind.”

      He swung his legs over the side of the mattress, grabbed something from the foot of the bed, then came around to my side. “It’s already after ten, sleepy, so come on. I’ve got things to do and you do as well.” He held up my robe so I could slip my arms through the sleeves. “Bianca’s in the other room waiting for you.”

      I tugged the light blue silk robe around me and swung my legs off the side of the bed. “Bianca who?”

      Luc moved to the dresser. “Bianca Ciccone.”

      My eyes widened as I stood and tied the sash at my waist. “From the Bandini fashion house?” Luc had introduced me to Bianca in Rome over a month ago when we’d been meeting with designers for Covet. “What is she doing here?”

      “I called her. Told her we were getting married. She was more than thrilled to help out.”

      I must have looked as stupefied as I felt, because Luc smiled, crossed back to me, and said, “Trust me. She picked some really great gowns for you.”

      I didn’t doubt that. The dress Bianca had picked for me to wear to the Cipriani party in Rome had knocked Luc’s socks off. The night I’d worn it had been the first night we’d spent together but... “I don’t need a wedding gown. I don’t need anything fancy. When I asked you to marry me, I just meant—”

      “I know exactly what you meant, angioletto. But I want to do this the right way. It’s important to me. To us. Let me handle the details. All I want you to do is relax, pick your gown, and let Bianca’s crew pamper you.”

      Still in complete shock, I looked up at him in the sunlight shining through the windows of our bedroom, all handsome and perfect and mine. “But your family—”

      “The family that matters to me will be here today. Don’t worry.” He pressed his lips against mine, soft and swift and gone way too fast. Then he grinned, and his smile was so sweet, so happy, so full of excitement, it erased all the stress and worry I’d seen on his face the last few weeks and made him ten thousand times more handsome than I ever remembered.

      “Here.” He slid a small rectangular box into my hands.

      Still dazed by all the wedding news, I looked down at the purple box with its pretty white bow and said, “What’s this?”

      “Early wedding present. Or late, depending how you look at it. Open it.”

      I tugged the top off and stared dumbfounded at the cell phone inside. My cell phone.

      Confused, I pulled it out and hit the power button. The screen flashed and booted up. “You’ve had this the whole time?”

      “You left it in Tuscany. I didn’t want my family to find it. I planned to give it back to you sooner than this, but, well...” He scratched the back of his head. “Things were complicated.”

      Meaning, he’d been afraid I’d try to call for help. Which, considering how angry and irrational I’d been, I probably would have done. And that would have put dozens of other people in danger.

      “And before you go thinking I invaded your privacy,” he said quickly, “I didn’t. When I plugged it in when we were on the island, it downloaded dozens of texts, the last of which was from your mother. I didn’t look at anything else.”

      Understanding dawned. That was why he’d made me leave that message for my mom. Not to scare or intimidate me as I’d foolishly assumed, but because he’d known she was worried.

      “I know it’s too short notice for her to get here today,” he said softly, “but I thought you might want to call her.”

      Tears filled my eyes. Absurd, senseless tears all because of a stupid phone. Pushing to my toes, I wrapped my arms around his neck and held him close. “Thank you. It’s the best wedding present ever.”

      He huffed and slid his arms around my waist. “Your own phone? We both know that’s not true.”

      “Yes, it is. Because it’s not about the phone. It’s about what it represents.”

      He drew back and looked down at me, his eyes serious and filled with a truth that cemented me in this time and place. In him. “I love you, angioletto. I was wrong to try to make you stay with me. If you ever want to leave—”

      “Never. I will never want to leave you.”

      “But if you do,” he insisted, “I won’t stop you. I won’t keep you trapped. You’re not my property. You’re not a kitten. We’re equals, Natalie. Always.”

      Love swelled inside me. I rose up on my toes again and kissed him. And when he pulled me close and opened, taking charge of the kiss, I let him. I let him have everything and lost myself in the beauty and perfection of us.

      When I was breathless, when I was ready to pull him toward the bed and show him just how serious I was about never leaving him, he eased back and quirked his lips in an adorable and mischievous way.

      “What?” I asked.

      “You’re a siren. And we don’t have time for what you’re thinking.”

      I shivered and bit my lip, loving that he knew exactly what I wanted. “Are you sure? I can be quick.”

      Laughing, he slid his fingers down my arms, then gripped my hand and pulled me after him. “I’m sure, vita mia. They’re waiting for us.”

      He tugged my bedroom door open before I could stop him, and when I stepped into the living room, I faltered.

      Over a dozen wedding gowns hung from racks that had been rolled in. And a handful of women—not just Bianca and the crew she’d brought with her, but Felicity and Luc’s sister as well—filled the room.

      My eyes grew misty, and still clutching the phone in one hand, I leaned into Luc and swallowed hard, completely awed by what he’d done.

      “Oh, I think that means she’s surprised,” Bianca said across the room with laugh.

      Luc grinned and pressed a kiss to my forehead. “Hopefully happy.”

      I nodded emphatically against him, unable to find my voice just yet.

      Thankfully, Felicity rushed to my side and rescued me. Taking the phone from my hand, she tugged me away from Luc. “Okay, go. Your part here is done. Get out of this cottage so we can get busy.”

      Luc looked down at me. “Will you be okay?”

      I blinked back a wave of happy tears and nodded.

      “Six o’clock at the chapel. Fee will show you where it is. I’ll be the one in front with a goofy smile.”

      I couldn’t help myself. I laughed and kissed him again, belatedly realizing I hadn’t even brushed my teeth yet. But he didn’t seem to care. He was grinning like the Cheshire cat. “I’ll be the one in—” I dropped to my heels and quickly looked toward Bianca. “Oh, wait. What color am I wearing?”

      Bianca’s stylish blonde bob swayed as she laughed. “Cara, every bride I dress has to wear white. It’s a rule.”

      I looked back at Luc, unable to believe this was actually happening. I was getting married. Today. To the man I was never walking away from again. “Okay, I guess I’ll be the one in white.”

      He smiled and leaned down to kiss me once more, but his sister Ariana wiggled her way between us and pushed both hands against his chest, forcing him back and away from me. “Uh-uh. Get out of here already. We’ve got work to do, mister, and so do you. Hasn’t anyone ever told you it’s bad luck to see the bride on her wedding day?”

      Luc flashed me a conspiratorial look, and I grinned, knowing exactly what he was thinking. After everything we’d already been through, we could handle any bad luck fate tried to hurl our way.

      “She’s right,” Fee said at my side. “Marco’s outside waiting for you. Try to keep my man in line, would you? He’s going to go apeshit over all this wedding stuff.”

      Luc smirked, then winked at me. “Okay, okay, I’m going.” Looking more relaxed than I’d seen him since Venice, he crossed to the front door, reached for his sunglasses from the table near in the entryway, then stopped.

      “I almost forgot.” He tugged his ring from his finger, then turned and pitched it to me from across the room. “Hold this for me, angioletto.”

      I caught his ring with both hands, and looked down at the black band edged in platinum, still warm from his finger.

      With a wink, he said, “I’ll get it back from you in a few hours.” To his sister, he said, “Get hers for me at some point, okay?”

      Ariana ushered him out the door. “Go already. Sheesh.”

      When he was finally gone, she turned back to me, her dark hair with that one white lock near the front swaying behind her. A wide smile spread across her face. “Okay, let’s try on some gowns.”

      I’d never been the kind of girl to go giddy over a dress, but I had to admit, this lit me up.

      “Champagne first,” Felicity called from the kitchen, returning with glasses and an already open bottle of bubbly. “Then mani-pedis, makeup, and hair. We’ve got a full day, ladies.” She filled a glass and handed the first to me with a grin. “Bet you had no idea this was what you were coming back to today.”

      I couldn’t keep the smile from my face as I sipped my drink. No, I’d had no idea. And I wouldn’t change it for the world.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The day was a blur.

      After being completely pampered by Bianca and the staff of five she’d brought with her—hair, nails, makeup, even a massage after my shower—I’d finally settled on a strapless silk gown with a taffeta underlayer that was fitted all the way to my feet, then flowed out behind me in a simple train. The style was elegant and clean and hugged every curve, which I knew Luc would like, but the best part was the pattern laser cut into the silk of the dress—circles and arcs and bends that resembled the pattern in a butterfly’s wings.

      The moment I’d seen it, I’d known it was my dress. And from the smile on Bianca’s face when she held it up for me, I was sure she’d brought it because she’d anticipated I’d know exactly what it represented. Not the mind-controlled beta slaves House Salvatici wanted their women to be, but the epitome of a strong, independent, resilient woman who’d been through a massive transformation.

      Me.

      I was a butterfly in every sense of the word.

      I don’t remember picking shoes or earrings or even the veil. I let Bianca and Felicity and Ariana do all that for me. I don’t even remember climbing in the golf cart and someone driving me across the property to the old stone chapel on the other side of the main house as the sun began to set. I do remember Bianca handing me a simple bouquet of white roses outside the chapel, its doors open, the interior illuminated by dozens of candles. And I remember her hugging me tight and telling me that Luc was a very lucky man because he’d found me. But she was wrong. I was the lucky one. Nothing in life was guaranteed, but I knew this love—our love—was built to last. It was the only thing I knew with absolute certainty.

      He was waiting for me at the end of the short aisle, just as he’d said he would be, with the biggest grin I’d ever seen on his face. The chapel was tiny, only four or five rows of pews on each side and a small altar against the back wall, but it was decked out with dozens of flowers and candles, the flames flickering in his smiling eyes as I drew close. And when I reached him, he immediately pulled me close and pressed his lips against mine as if he hadn’t seen me in days.

      The priest cleared his throat. Laughter echoed behind us. A sheepish look crossed Luc’s handsome face as he glanced at the priest, said something in Italian I didn’t understand, then drew back. But he didn’t stop smiling. And when I handed Ariana my flowers, and Luc took my hands in his, I didn’t need to listen to what the priest said to the room or look to see who was around us. All I focused on was Luc. Here in this place with me. Perfect. Mine. Forever and ever my one and only. Exactly the way it was supposed to be.

      His thumb brushed over the backs of my fingers as the priest spoke, and he looked down at me with a wiggle of his brows. Thinking he was up to something, I narrowed my eyes, then glanced down at our fingers only to suck in a surprised breath.

      He wasn’t wearing his ring. He’d given it to me this morning. But he’d swept out of the house so quickly, I hadn’t noticed his ring finger. Tattooed with the word “Slave” in black ink, exactly like mine. Faded, just enough to tell me it wasn’t fresh, but had been done at the same time as mine. And when I pushed his fingers apart, I saw the letters “NJ’s.”

      My heart swelled, and warm tears flooded my eyes—happy tears. Smiling, he lifted his tattooed hand and brushed a tear from the corner of my eye before it slid down my cheek, and all I could do was tip my face into his hand and savor him there, touching me like that, so gently and endearing, that one act making me fall even deeper in love with this amazing, incredible man.

      The rest of the ceremony rushed by—the vows, which I fumbled through in Italian with laughter and help from Luc, the exchanging of the rings, the lighting of the candles—but the kiss... That was the best part.

      Luc lifted both hands to my face, stepped close, and looked down at me in the candlelight. And when he whispered, “I love you,” I knew I was home. I was exactly where I was always meant to be.

      “I love you too,” I whispered back. “Sempre e per sempre.”

      His eyes shone with all the love I felt in my heart when he lowered his lips to mine. And as our mouths fused, I was confident we could weather any storm his House sent our way.

      This was real.

      This was meant to be.

      This was everything.

      And nothing could break us.
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      When Felicity had told me earlier in the day that Marco and Luc were planning the wedding meal, I’d expected a barbecue on their patio with some music and wine. What awaited me was a feast spread out on the edge of the vineyard, under a thousand twinkle lights hanging from the trees, tables set with elaborate flowers and china and crystal, and a three-piece orchestra on the edge of a wooden dance floor.

      It was my dream wedding—everything I’d envisioned as a child. And even though there were only a handful of guests—Marco and Felicity, Bianca and her husband Nino, Ariana and the Salvatici family cook, Rosabel, whom I remembered meeting at Luc’s parents’ house and whom Luc greeted with more affection than his mother, along with several of Marco and Felicity’s staff—it was perfect. I couldn’t have planned anything better if I’d had a year to try.

      I stood under the twinkling lights on the edge of the dance floor hours later, laughing at Ariana trying to teach one of Marco’s drivers how to do the latest club dance move. Luc moved up behind me and slipped his thick arms around my waist, pulling me back into the hard, warm plane of his chest, instantly making me sigh and lean into him. Against my ear, he whispered, “What did I miss?”

      “Nothing but Dario falling on his butt. Poor guy is so embarrassed. I think he’s afraid of your sister.”

      Luc nipped at my ear, sending a shiver down my neck. “He should be. She’s a bossy little thing.”

      “I know. That’s why I like her.”

      We watched Ariana and Dario like that for several moments, then Luc pressed his face into my hair and whispered, “I’m sorry your mom couldn’t be here.”

      “It’s okay.”

      “I know but—”

      I turned my head and kissed the tip of his nose. “When things are settled, I’ll take you to Montana to meet her. Knowing my mother, she’ll want to throw us another reception.”

      His arms tightened around me. “It’s a deal.”

      He held me close as we watched Ariana and Dario laughing under the lights. Dario wasn’t much older than Dante, and I knew from Luc’s silence at my back that he was thinking of his brother, just as I was.

      I squeezed his hand at my waist. “I wish Dante could’ve been here.”

      “Yeah, me too.”

      The worry I heard in his voice made me turn. “If you need to go check on him—”

      “I don’t.”

      “Are you sure? Because you stepped away to look at your phone, and I assumed it was about Dante. If he needs yo—”

      “It wasn’t about Dante. But I did check on him again. And he’s fine.” He tucked a lock of hair behind my ear. “I stepped away to text my father.”

      I definitely didn’t like the sound of that. “Is everything all right?”

      “He wanted to meet. I told him I was busy and that we could do it tomorrow.”

      “If you have to go now—”

      “I’m not leaving you on our wedding night.”

      “Luc, we’ve been married for weeks. I can handle—”

      He cupped my jaw and tipped my mouth up to his, cutting off my words with a swift press of his lips. “Maybe you can handle being away from me tonight, but I can’t handle being away from you. My father and his stupid summons can wait. Tonight is all about you and me, angioletto. I’m not going to let him tarnish this in any way.”

      My heart warmed. I absolutely didn’t want him to leave now or ever, but I was working on being the supportive wife he needed, not the combative one I’d been for too long.

      Wrapping my arms around his waist between his shirt and his jacket, I stepped into him until we were pressed together knee to chest and his heat and spicy scent cocooned me like a blanket. “Speaking of waiting...” I nipped at the hint of stubble on his jaw, then gently kissed him in the same spot. “I love this reception and all that, but...how much longer do I have to wait until I can have you all to myself?”

      A low growl echoed in his throat just before he lowered his lips to mine and kissed me hard. My skin tingled at his possessive show of affection, and between my legs, I grew hot and wet and achy all for him.

      “I’ve been itching all night for you to give me a sign you were ready to go,” he mumbled against my lips.

      I shifted my hips against his ever so slightly, shivering when I felt the line of his arousal thicken beneath his expensive slacks. “Baby, I’ve been ready for hours.”

      His growl deepened, and he kissed me again before quickly releasing me. Grasping me by the hand, he pulled me behind him, and one by one, we said goodbye and thank you to our guests. Minutes later, we were in the golf cart, the train of my dress wrapped around me like tissue paper, while Luc hit the gas and we cut across the lawn away from the lights and music near the main house.

      I laughed when we hit a bump that jostled us both on the bench seat, and reached up to steady myself with one hand on the roof of the cart. “Anxious, I see.”

      He turned the cart to the left, weaving around a cluster of oak trees. “You have no idea how much restraint I’ve exercised these last few weeks.”

      “Oh really?” I wrapped my arm around his and clung to him as the cart bounced over the uneven ground. “Tell me.”

      “Every time you walked into a room, it was all I could do not to grab you and fuck you blind.”

      “Mm.” I leaned into him and slipped one hand beneath his open jacket, then trailed my fingers down the hard plane of his chest, over the belt at his waistband, and skimmed his semihard erection between his legs. “It’s been a while since you fucked me blind. I like the sound of that.”

      “Cazzo.” He pushed harder on the gas to make the cart move faster and dropped one hand to my knee, tracing his fingers along the butterfly pattern on the inside of my thigh. “Keep talking like that and we won’t make it to the honeymoon suite.”

      I laughed as the headlights of the cart bounced over the dirt path, belatedly realizing it was taking us a lot longer than it should to get back to the cottage. “What honeymoon suite?”

      “This honeymoon suite.” He pulled off the path and slowed the cart as we moved under an archway made out of vines, then drove between two tall trees. Ahead, I spotted a glow through the forest, growing brighter.

      He stopped the cart near what looked like some kind of white tent, illuminated by lights from the other side of the walls, turned off the ignition, and climbed out. Coming around to my side, he took my hand and helped me down, then kissed me quickly, and stepped back, pulling me toward him with that mischievous smile I’d grown to love. “I have one more surprise for you, Mrs. Salvatici.”

      It was the first time he’d called me that since I’d awoken on his island. Then, it had ignited a firestorm of anger inside me. Now, it melted me like candle wax and made me ache to feel him everywhere. “What kind of surprise?”

      “The good kind. Come on.”

      He led me around the side of the tent, and when we rounded the corner and I spotted what he’d done, my mouth dropped open in absolute shock.

      “Like it?” he asked next to me.

      I lifted my hand to my mouth, completely awed. It was indeed a tent, but a huge tent, decked out with a wood floor, a king-sized bed and tufted red headboard, and mounds of pillows. Candles were lit everywhere—on tables on both sides of the bed, in clusters around the edge of the tent, down the steps leading to the small pathway—casting a warm, romantic glow over the entire space, and bouquets of fresh flowers filled the air with scents of lavender and citrus and roses. There was even a chandelier hanging from the peak of the tent’s ceiling above the bed, sending cascading twinkle light all over the white comforter and linens.

      “When did you do this?” I asked. “How did you have time?”

      “Marco and his staff helped me. I wanted to give you something special for our first night. Not the same place where we’ve argued and fought the last few days, and where I was sure you hated me.”

      Tears filled my eyes. Tears I couldn’t hold back. I turned to him, pressed my face against his chest, and drew in the familiar, calming scent of him that I could never get enough of. “I would have been perfectly happy in the place where we’ve argued and fought the last few days because it was where I realized you were still mine. I love that cottage. But I love this more,” I whispered, clutching him tightly. “And I love you most of all. So much more than I ever thought I could.”

      He framed my face and pressed his lips to mine. “Not nearly as much as I love you, angioletto. Not even close.”

      He lifted me into his arms, and as he kissed me and carried me into the tent, stopping only to loosen the ties so the door flaps fell closed behind us, I felt as if I were floating.

      “Promise me you’ll remember how much I love you, vita mia,” he whispered as he lowered me to the bed.

      When I nodded and reached for him, pushing the jacket to slide down his shoulders, a fervor of heat and need filled his eyes. “Good. Because I’m so hot for you right now, I’m about to fuck you like I don’t.”

      I shivered and reached for him, desperate for that and so much more. “Yes,” I whispered, brushing my lips against his. “Yes, yes, oh absolutely yes.”

      His tongue swept into my mouth. He wasn’t gentle. He kissed me like a man starved, taking control of the kiss and every bit of my passion. And I let him have it. I let him have everything because this was the Luc I had been craving. The one who could set my body aflame with one heated look and drive me straight to the edge of an orgasm with one rough, whispered command.

      He drew back from my mouth, pushed up so he was standing next to the bed, and reached for the buckle of his belt, all the while watching me with those smoldering eyes. “Come here, angioletto. To the edge of the bed. I need to feel that sinful tongue on me.”

      My mouth watered. Pushing up to sitting, I scooted forward and licked my lips, anxious to taste him and please him and give him whatever he wanted. His belt slipped free, and my heart raced as he popped the button at his waistband and slid the zipper down. Anticipation curled hot and needy inside me as he reached into his pants and finally drew out his magnificent cock, already hard and thick and begging for me.

      He slid a hand into my hair, drawing me toward him. “Succhiami.”

      His heat swirled around me, sending a rush of need through my entire body. I extended my tongue and ran the tip under the flared head, shivering at the way he groaned in response, then did it again. He answered by angling his hips forward, searching for more, digging his fingertips into the back of my head to draw me closer. And, unable to resist, I opened my mouth and wrapped my lips around his pulsing shaft, sucking him deep until he hit the back of my throat.

      He groaned in pure ecstasy, pulled back so I could breathe, then drove in deep again, breaching my throat. I braced my hands on his hips for stability, relaxed my gag reflex, and looked up at him, holding his smoldering gaze each time he thrust hard, using me for his pleasure. His eyes were locked on mine, his gaze riveted on what I was doing, and the flush to his cheeks, the way a vein pulsed in his throat, the gentleness with which he held my head in his big hand made me feel powerful, wanted, always and forever his.

      “Cazzo,” he muttered, “you drive me wild when you look at me like that.”

      He thrust deep, making my eyes water. I swallowed around his length and felt him grow even harder against my tongue.

      “I want to come in your mouth,” he groaned. “But I want to feel you come around me more.”

      He pulled free of my lips, gripped me at my upper arms, and pulled me to my feet. His mouth closed over mine in a hot, possessive kiss, then he released me and turned me to face the bed.

      “I need you naked.” His fingers made quick work of my zipper, sliding it straight down my spine. Stepping into me, he pressed the hard length of his erection against my ass and gently bit down on the curve of my neck. “I’m going to taste you everywhere.”

      I shivered and helped push the dress down my body so it pooled at my feet. He groaned when he saw I was already naked beneath, and nudged me forward. “Kneel on the bed, angioletto, and spread your legs. Every inch of this body is mine tonight.”

      I scrambled onto the mattress and did exactly as he said. Fabric rasped at my back, fanning the flames into a firestorm inside me. The bed dipped, and he drew in close, the warm brush of his naked thighs against mine sending a tremble of need all through my body.

      “Mm.” His big hands ran down my spine and gripped me at the hips, drawing me back so I felt the blunt head of his cock slide through my wetness. “You’re so beautiful, Natalie. Beautiful, and all mine.” His lips trailed a line of fire across my lower spine. “Drop to your elbows and rest your cheek against the comforter, angioletto. It’s my turn to drive you wild.”

      I couldn’t stop the moan that slipped from my lips. His words fueled my desire and made me ache for any and everything he could give me. The mattress shifted, then he pushed my legs wider, and his hot breath fanned my weeping sex, taunting and teasing me, making me ache for his wicked tongue.

      He flicked that tongue against my clit, and I groaned, rocking back into him, searching for more. His fingertips dug into my thighs, and against my sex, he growled, “Hold still. I say when you can move.”

      I shuddered, growing hotter by the second, and fought the urge to ride his mouth. He did it again, and electricity spiraled through my lower body, making me shake. He lapped at my clit, drew his tongue up to circle my opening, then pressed inside. Gasping, I fisted the comforter and groaned long and deep.

      “That’s it.” His hot breath washed all across my sex, and he moved lower once more, teasing my clit again and again, taking the swollen nub between his lips and suckling until I saw stars. His hands palmed my ass on both sides, then one thick finger slid through my wetness and slipped inside me.

      I groaned and rocked back into his hand, unable to stop myself. Still tormenting me with his tongue, with his lips, he drew his thick finger out, then pressed back in with two, stretching me slowly, fucking me deeply, hitting my G-spot again and again with tormenting expertise.

      “Ah God, Luc...yes...”

      “You like that?”

      I pressed my forehead against the comforter and gripped the white cotton tightly in my fist. “Oh yes.”

      “I know you do.” He drew my clit back into his mouth and suckled. Releasing me, he said, “I know you like it when I touch you right here.” His fingers curled inside me, and he stroked my G-spot until every muscle in my body contracted.

      “Oh...fuck….”

      “Almost.”

      He shifted behind me, and I felt the hair on his legs brush the backs of my thighs. My stomach caved in, and my heart raced in anticipation of that first thrust. But his fingers didn’t slip free of my pussy. He continued to rub my G-spot deep inside with short, flicking movements. Then something cold and wet dripped between my cheeks, making me jump.

      “Relax, angioletto.” Luc’s tempting lips pressed against my lower spine. “You’re going to like this. Trust me.”

      I did trust him. But I wasn’t sure what he had planned. And then I felt his thumb brush the sensitive nerve endings between my cheeks, and I froze.

      “Mm.” He pressed his thumb against my ass, slowly rotating the pad in the slick fluid. “I forgot how tight you are here. Relax and let me in. I promise it’s going to feel amazing when you do.”

      My heart pounded hard in my chest, but the insistent stroke of his fingers made me weak. And the way he was circling that tight bundle of nerves was erotic and dirty and better than I remembered.

      Slowly, I relaxed against him, and as he continued to fuck me with his fingers, he slowly pressed his thumb into my ass, breaching the tight ring until I groaned.

      “Mm, yes. Just like that,” he said. “Dio, you’re so fucking sexy when you let down your guard with me.”

      My cheeks heated. I couldn’t imagine what he was seeing. I didn’t care. Pressing my forehead harder against the comforter, I rocked back into his hands, loving the double sensation, wanting only more. I groaned, arching against him.

      “This ass is mine, angioletto.” He leaned over my back and wrapped his hand under my chin, drawing my head up and back so he could breathe hot against my ear. He pumped both his fingers and thumb inside me, making me grunt and groan and push back into him. “One day soon I’m going to sink my cock deep into this ass and feel you come all around me. You know that, don’t you? I’m going to fuck your ass, and you’re going to love every single second of it.”

      His dirty words, the way he was touching me—everywhere—it was too much. My orgasm slammed into me, convulsing my body, consuming every cell in a vortex of heat and light I wasn’t prepared for.

      Breathing hard, I blinked only to realize my forehead was once again pressed into the sheets. I shifted my sweaty hand against the mattress near my face and felt Luc move in close at my back. His fingers slipped free of my body. Then something cold and wet and solid pressed against my ass where his thumb had just been.

      A little of the pleasure faded, and I tensed because as much as I knew I would give him anything he asked for, I wasn’t sure I was ready for that. At least not yet.

      “Easy,” he said in a low voice. “It’s not my cock. You’re not ready for that yet. It’s just a plug. Relax and take it in.” He pressed the tip against the crinkled nerves, and I realized he was right. It was cold and pointed, and not nearly as big as him—thank goodness.

      He pushed, and I breathed deeply, trying to relax as he’d said. The tight ring stretched. I gasped and tensed. His fingers teased my clit, stroking my wetness until I relaxed once more. He pushed again, and said, “That’s it. Dio, that’s hot. I can’t wait until it’s me. Deep breath now, baby, and take the rest.”

      He pressed harder, and the tight ring of muscle gave, sucking the toy all the way in. I groaned, feeling completely dirty and loving the odd sensation of being filled that way. And then Luc groaned, and his cock slipped through my wetness. “Cazzo, I can’t wait any longer. I have to fuck you hard, angioletto.”

      The thick, blunt head of his erection pierced my opening, and without preamble, he slammed deep in one thrust.

      We both groaned. My nerve endings went haywire. It was like nothing I’d ever felt. The double sensation pummeled my G-spot in a way that sparked fire straight into my blood.

      “Oh God, oh fuck yes, yes, don’t stop.” Words tumbled from my lips as I gripped the comforter tight in my fists and met every one of his thrusts, harder and faster than the last. A frenzy built inside me, a fervor I couldn’t contain. Luc plunged deep again and again, his fingertips digging into my hips with every thrust, leaving bruises, I was sure, but I didn’t care. All I could focus on was more. All I could feel was a swelling, roaring, screaming orgasm rushing toward me. One I knew would obliterate any orgasm I’d ever had before.

      “Luc...” I cried out as the pleasure slammed into me, tore through my body, and devoured me in an inferno of all-consuming light and flames. “Oh, yeeeeeees...”

      Vaguely, as if from a great distance, I heard Luc call my name as he erupted deep inside me, filling me with his hot, thick, pleasure.

      Feeling as if I were floating, I sighed and shifted so my cheek pressed against the comforter beneath me. At my back, Luc groaned, thrust his pulsating cock slowly inside me one last time, then collapsed against my back.

      “Dio.” His hot breath fanned my ear and cheek, and he nuzzled my neck, making me shiver beneath him. “I’m addicted to you like a drug, angioletto. It’s as if you walked out of my dreams and straight into my life. I can’t get enough of you. I’ll never get enough of you.”

      I reached for his hand, braced on the mattress at my side, and pulled it close to my chest, loving the feel of him pressing against me, covering every inch of my skin, breathing hot over my neck, filling me—still—so far inside. “I can’t get enough of you either. God, that was good. I missed that.” I pulled his fingers toward my lips and kissed the backs of his knuckles. “I’ve missed this.”

      He chuckled against my back. “Dirty sex?”

      “No. Yes,” I corrected, smiling. “I meant all of it. The different ways you make me feel. I love it all. And I’ve missed it.” I squeezed his fingers. “I’ve missed us.”

      He shifted at my back, slipping free of my body, but I didn’t care, because he wrapped me in his arms as he rolled, turning me to face him, and gathered me close to his chest, holding me so tight I knew I was safe and protected and cherished. “I’ve missed us too.” He lowered his head and pressed a soft kiss to my lips. “And I’m never letting you go ever again, Natalie James Salvatici. You’re mine, and I’m yours, and together we are unbreakable. You know that, don’t you?”

      Tears filled my eyes as I lifted my mouth to his, loving him more with every passing second. He kissed me slowly, thoroughly, with every bit of passion I knew was in him, and as he claimed my mouth, he also filled my soul with strength, with purpose, with the unwavering belief that what he said was true.

      This, us...we...were the only two people in the world who mattered. Everyone else—in his House, in his family, in the whole damn Entente—they meant nothing.

      We could survive anything so long as we held on to each other.
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      I didn’t sleep. I’m pretty sure I dozed, but I was too hyperaware of every movement Natalie made beside me to rest. Too focused on touching her and keeping her tempting body flush against mine. Still too aroused to think of anything but sinking inside her and making love to her all over again.

      When she stirred beside me, I couldn’t help from curling against her beneath the thin sheet and running my hand up her flat belly to gently cup her breast.

      She sighed, a sweet smile tugging her lips up in the lone candlelight I’d left burning. “You’re not sleeping.”

      “That’s your fault, vita mia.” I sank my teeth into her shoulder, then licked the spot and gently kissed it as I palmed her breast. “This body is way too distracting.”

      “Well, in that case...” She rolled to face me, pressed a hand against my shoulder to push me to my back, and climbed over me, straddling my hips. A wicked smile curled her lips as she gripped my forearms, slid my arms above my head, and pinned them to the mattress while she lowered her face to my throat. “I’d better do something to distract you.”

      I groaned as her tantalizing lips suckled a spot on my throat. She sank onto my lap, and my already hardening cock slid through her wetness and pressed against her clit.

      “Mm, angioletto.” I turned my head, searching for her lips. “I love your distractions.”

      Her lips found mine. She opened at the first touch and sucked my tongue into her mouth while she rocked her steamy pussy against my cock. I’d already had her three times tonight, but I was like a randy teenager—I couldn’t get enough. I wasn’t sure I’d ever be able to get enough of her. Each time she touched me, I only wanted more. And when I thought of the way she’d trusted me earlier, when I remembered how angelic she’d looked in that gorgeous butterfly dress in the chapel, walking toward me in the candlelight, every fucking time she gazed into my eyes as she was doing now and I saw how much she loved me, I was humbled. Awed. So completely amazed that this incredible, strong, and vivacious woman had picked me.

      That she’d come back to me.

      “Luc,” a voice called from outside the tent.

      We both jerked up. Wide-eyed, Natalie grasped the sheet and yanked it up to her chest. Hands on her hips, I looked toward the tent door, my heart racing, my mind unsure who had said my name and why.

      “Luc,” the voice called a little louder. “Are you awake?”

      “Merda. Marco,” I mumbled to Natalie, my racing pulse slowing just a touch as she climbed off me. “Yeah,” I called. “Hold on a minute.”

      “What does he want?” Natalie whispered, sitting back in the pillows and fluffing her hair as she fixed the sheet around her.

      “I don’t know.” I reached for my slacks from the floor and tugged them on, not at all thrilled with the interruption. But a whisper of worry in the back of my head told me Marco wouldn’t have bothered us if it wasn’t important.

      I braced my hands on the bed and pressed my lips against hers. “Stay here. I’ll be right back.”

      I grabbed my dress shirt and stuffed my arms in the sleeves, but I didn’t bother to button it. And I didn’t go looking for my shoes. Pulling one side of the tent door open, I stepped off the decking and spotted Marco pacing in the darkness no more than fifteen yards away.

      Marco was dressed in jeans and a thin gray sweater, and the tense line of his shoulders told me whatever he’d come out here to relay was definitely not good.

      “What’s going on?” I asked in a low voice as I approached.

      He stopped and faced me in the darkness. “Dante’s out.”

      “What? They let him go? Just like that?”

      “Apparently.”

      “How did you find out?”

      “Some men dro—”

      Shuffling sounded in the brush to my right. I looked that way to see Dante lurking near a tree in the shadows.

      “Santo Dio.” My eyes grew wide, and I crossed quickly toward my brother and wrapped my hand around his nape, pulling him toward me. But he didn’t return my hug. Every muscle in his body was tense and rigid, and when I stepped back and looked at him in the waning moonlight, I saw that his eyes were wide and bloodshot, and there was a frantic look in their pale blue depths that hadn’t been there when I’d visited him in the Tomb.

      “What’s wrong?” When Dante didn’t answer, I looked to Marco, who’d moved up on my side.

      “Tell him,” Marco said.

      Dante’s wild eyes jumped from face to face. “She called me.”

      “Who?” I asked.

      “Maricella,” he exhaled as if it were obvious. “They had her the whole time. They grabbed her in Rome after we moved in together. She was sobbing.”

      My brow dropped. “How did she call you? When?”

      “About an hour ago. In the van, just before they dropped me at Marco’s gate. They handed me a phone. She was on the other end crying.” He scrubbed both hands through his dirty hair and paced a few steps away and back again. “She said they cut it out of her so it couldn’t harm the family.” He stopped in front of me and grabbed my shoulders, his eyes wild, hair sticking out all over. “I have to find her, Luc. You have to help me find mia moglie before they kill her.”

      His voice was agitated, growing more hysterical by the moment, but in his desperate eyes I saw truth. A truth that suddenly put everything into perspective about how and why my father had beaten and imprisoned his own son.

      “I will.” Heart racing, I squeezed his arms. “Just give me a few minutes to get dressed.” I looked to Marco. “Natalie—”

      “We’ll take her up to the main house. She’ll stay with Fee.”

      I nodded and turned back toward the tent. My heart stuttered when I spotted Natalie standing in the doorway with the sheet wrapped around her, watching us with wide and frightened eyes.

      I crossed toward her, stepped into the tent with her so the door flaps fell closed behind me, and pulled her into my arms.

      “Oh my God,” she whispered.

      “I know.” I held her close as she trembled against me, hoping to alleviate her worry, desperate to calm my own. But I couldn’t get Dante’s words out of my head, and I was scared to death about what it all meant.

      “Everything’s going to be okay,” I said into her hair, telling myself if I believed it, it would be. “But I have to go help Dante right now.”

      “Of course.” With her hands pressed to my chest, she drew back and looked up at me in the candlelight. “What can I do to help?”

      “Let me take you up to the main house. I don’t want you staying out here alone. You’re safe on the property, but—”

      “I don’t want to be here without you.”

      I breathed a little easier, knowing she wasn’t going to argue about this. Pressing a kiss to her forehead, I said, “I’m sorry our night just got hijacked.”

      “It’s okay.” She leaned into me. “We have lots of nights ahead. And you can make it up to me in the morning.”

      I lifted my hands to her face, lowered my mouth to hers, and kissed her sweet lips. “I will, angioletto. I promise I will.”

      I just hoped that we found Maricella by morning. And that what we found didn’t shatter the happiness Natalie and I had finally discovered in each other.
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      We’d been searching for hours with no sign of Maricella’s car.

      Dante swore Maricella had told him she was driving south, away from our parents’ villa when she’d called him in the middle of the night. Marco and I had both called her cell, but she hadn’t answered, so Marco had contacted a friend who’d been able to pinpoint a triangular location based on her cell phone pings. It had given us a thirty-mile radius to check south of the estate, but we’d been over nearly every road and highway in the last few hours and still had come up empty.

      “Maybe her cell phone died,” I said from the passenger seat of Marco’s Mercedes, trying to stay optimistic. “Dante, try calling the flat again in Rome to see if she showed up there.”

      He used my phone to dial from the backseat, then seconds later in a panicked voice said, “Still nothing. Where the fuck is she? She has to be somewhere close. What if her car broke down, or worse, if she was in some kind of accident? We have to find her. We have to find her soon...”

      He was on the edge of hysteria again. I glanced toward Marco, worry threading through me about what Dante would do if we didn’t find Maricella. He’d already gone after my father once. If he tried it again, I had no doubt my father’s men would kill him on the spot.

      “Breathe, fratello.” I turned in my seat and patted Dante’s shoulder as he dropped his head into his hands where he sat in the middle of the backseat. He mumbled frenzied words I couldn’t make out, something he’d been doing the whole time we’d been searching for Maricella, something I hoped was linked to the drugs still in his system and not a sign he was seriously losing it.

      “We could sedate him,” Marco said quietly from the front as he drove.

      “You brought something?”

      “Just in case.”

      I didn’t want to think about that just yet. I didn’t want there to be a reason we might need sedatives. I ran my hand down Dante’s arm, searching for something to say to keep his hope alive.

      “Luc,” Marco said softly several minutes later.

      Realizing Marco had slowed the vehicle, I let go of Dante and turned to look out the windshield, spotting what had caught Marco’s attention. A car—what looked to be a silver sedan twenty yards ahead—on its side in the ditch.

      “Merda,” I muttered under my breath, already reaching for the door handle. “Stop here. And keep him distracted while I check it out.”

      Marco pulled the car to the shoulder and shifted into Park. Dante’s head came up, and he asked what was going on, but I didn’t wait around to hear what Marco told him. I climbed out and jogged toward the wreck, illuminated by Marco’s headlights and dawn barely rising in the distance.

      Voices echoed from the road, back near Marco’s car. I knew he and Dante were out of the vehicle. I could hear Dante frantically arguing for Marco to let him go. Picking my way down the embankment, I moved around the car, which was banged up on all sides, and made my way toward the driver’s side.

      The windshield was busted out. The side window shattered. Kneeling down to get a good look, I glanced into the car and spotted a woman with bloodstained clothing and matted blonde hair twisted at an odd angle in the driver’s seat.

      “Merda. Maricella,” I called, reaching into the car as carefully as I could so as not to startle her. Gently, I pushed the hair out of her eyes. “It’s Luc. I’m here to he—”

      I froze when I realized her eyes were wide and lifeless and staring straight at me. My hand immediately dropped to her neck, and I felt everywhere for a pulse, only there was nothing. Nothing but cold skin and an emptiness that sent bile sliding straight up my throat.

      “Porca puttana.” Resting my elbow on my knee, I breathed deep and swallowed back the sickness as my mind spun.

      I hadn’t seen skid marks on the road. It didn’t look like someone had been following her, but I couldn’t know for sure. It was possible she’d been hysterical trying to get away from my House, that she’d lost control of the car on these windy back roads, but—

      Every thought came to a screeching halt when I spotted the marking on her inner forearm where it lay against her thigh. To anyone else, it would look like a peace tattoo—a new peace tattoo judging by the red marks around the ink—but I knew it for what it was.

      A marking aimed specifically at me, so I would know without a doubt that she’d been targeted.

      Because Dante had dared to fall in love with a woman who wasn’t of the right bloodline, who hadn’t been approved by the Knights, and whom he’d chosen above our House.

      A woman who, in my House’s eyes, was no different from Natalie.
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      I couldn’t sit still.

      Pushing back from the kitchen table where Felicity and I had been chatting—waiting—for the last three hours, I crossed to the wide arched window, brushed the hair back from my face, and folded my arms over the thick cable-knit sweater at my chest as I looked out at the sun rising in the east, casting an eerie orange glow over the paved drive.

      “They’ll call soon,” Felicity said from the table, her hands wrapped around her third mug of coffee. “If something bad had happened, Marco would have called immediately.”

      I knew that. But ever since I’d seen Dante’s wild eyes and haunted face in those trees, I hadn’t been able to shake that feeling of impending doom. And the feeling was only growing stronger with every second that passed and there was no news from Luc.

      “I still don’t understand why the Knights just let him go.” I turned to Felicity. We’d already discussed the situation with Dante, but I still couldn’t wrap my mind around it. “Luc told me they were voting on what to do with him on Saturday. Today is Friday. Why let him go last night? And why would they drop him here? There had to be a reason, right?”

      “I’m sure there is, but I stopped trying to figure out the Knights’ reasons long ago. They play by different rules, Natalie. Not yours or mine or even what society deems appropriate. You can’t figure them out because you can’t understand them.”

      When I frowned and turned back to the window, Felicity sighed.

      “Look, the best thing we can do is just be patient. I know it sucks, but Luc and Marco will be back soon, and they’ll tell us what’s going on then.”

      “I hate this,” I muttered, staring out at the empty drive. “I thought I could handle not knowing what was going on, but—”

      “Are you saying you wish you hadn’t come back?”

      I dropped my phone on the table and sank into the chair closest to me. “No. Not at all. I love Luc, and I don’t regret coming back to him for even a second. I’m supposed to be here with him. But all this...”

      I propped my elbows on the table and scrubbed my fingers through my hair. “Dante looked nothing like he did when I saw him weeks ago at the Salvatici estate. He was a shell of his former self. Not just thin and gaunt and bruised from obvious beatings, but his eyes were bloodshot and wild, and he seemed frantic, almost crazed. I didn’t know a person could change so much in such a short amount of time. Whatever they did to him...” I swallowed hard and dropped my hands to the table. “It scares me because he’s their son. He’s one of them. And if they could do that to him... What could they do to Luc?”

      Felicity leaned forward and closed her warm fingers around my much colder ones. “Listen to me. They’re not going to do anything to Luc. They need him.”

      “I know, but—”

      “He’s the heir, Natalie. The Houses are all about bloodlines. They need him to carry on the family bloodline.”

      “They have Gio. And Dante, if they don’t kill him in the next few days.”

      Her hand tightened around mine. “They want Luc, Natalie. They always have. I know you can’t understand this, but birth order matters in this fucked up world. The fact Luc is the firstborn son, that he has the exact same noble marking as his father—they see that as a sign. They think he’s destined to be some incredible ruler who will move their House into the future as the House that will dominate the Entente. And they’ll do anything to keep him so they can make that happen. That’s why they let him go for so long. That’s even why they’re willing to sanction his marriage to you even though it was never approved. All because they can’t risk losing him.”

      My gaze skipped over Felicity’s face as the weight of everything she was saying fell heavily on my shoulders. ”He doesn’t want that. He doesn’t want to rule any House, especially this one.”

      “I know that. Which is why it has to be him.” She shook her head. “Don’t you see? Luc is destined for greatness, just not the greatness they want. And he will change this House one day. But for the better.”

      She glanced toward the doorway as if searching for anyone who might be lurking, then looked back at me and lowered her voice even more. “There are hundreds—thousands—of people waiting for the day Luc assumes his position as Grand Duke of the Salvatici House. People who have lived through oppression and abuse, who have lost loved ones to this House’s sick ways. Even now, there are underground factions waiting for Luc to take control so they can make a move on the Knights and the Grande Cavaliere, a man who has been responsible for so much death and misery. But that can’t happen until Luc accepts his fate. And it will never happen if Gio or Dante inherit the title. They’re not as resilient as Luc. I know you’re scared, but the Knights want Luc, and we need him to play the game. And if you love him the way you say you do, you’ll be strong for him, no matter what happens with Dante. They’ll never do to Luc what they’re doing to Dante. But they’re not above using Dante to make a point to Luc—just as they did with Vittoria. He leans on you, Natalie. I’ve seen it. His whole world revolves around you. If things go to shit, you’re the one who will be able to keep him grounded.”

      My heart beat hard and fast. I was scared to death of what that phrase meant—if things go to shit. And the fact she’d mentioned Vittoria sent a thousand different images—all that made me want to vomit—surging in my mind.

      I swallowed hard and stared at my friend. “Do you really think they’ll kill Dante?”

      “I don’t want to think so, but I’m just not sure anymore. If that happens, it’s going to gut Luc. Worse than what happened with Vittoria.”

      A car engine sounded outside, followed by doors closing. I jerked toward the window and spotted Marco and Luc, both already at the back passenger door. “They’re back.”

      I rushed toward the front door in my leggings and sweater, threw it open, and hurried down the stone path to the drive in my bare feet. Marco and Luc each had one of Dante’s arms around their shoulders and were supporting his weight as they all but dragged him into the house. His head hung limp in front of him, his dirty hair covering his eyes. He shuffled his feet a couple of times, but it was clear he was barely conscious.

      “Oh my God.”

      “He’s okay, angioletto,” Luc said. “Just sedated. Get the door?”

      I hurried back to the door and pushed it open, holding it wide so they could get Dante through. Felicity met us in the entryway. “Take him to the guest room at the end of the hall on the second floor. I’ll get towels and a bucket just in case.”

      She hurried toward the kitchen while the men hauled Dante up the stairs. Still standing in the open doorway, I glanced toward the car, but didn’t see any sign of Maricella, something I wasn’t sure how to read.

      I closed the door and skipped steps on the stairs to get to the second level. The guest room they’d taken Dante to was made up of a queen-sized sleigh bed, a small sitting area, a bathroom, but no balcony.

      Dante was sprawled across the bed on his back. Luc tugged off his shoes, and he and Marco maneuvered Dante until he was vertical on the bed and under at least the top comforter. Felicity rushed past me into the room with several towels, which Luc took from her, and a bucket, which she set on the floor closest to Dante. “What did you give him?”

      “Haloperidol,” Marco answered her.

      “How much?”

      “Ten milligrams. He was pretty bad, so if he wakes in an hour or so, we may need to give him more.”

      Felicity and Marco exchanged glances, then she said, “Come with me so we can get more supplies. You can update me on the way.”

      They disappeared out the door, and when they were gone, I looked toward Luc, standing at the end of the bed, holding the towels, staring at Dante as if no one else was in the room.

      He was still wearing the expensive slacks he’d worn last night for our wedding and the white dress shirt I’d stripped from his strong shoulders in that tent. But now the slacks were covered in mud and dirt, and his shirt, rolled up to his elbows and open at his chest, was stained with what I was afraid might be blood.

      I swallowed hard and stepped up next to him, carefully touching his forearm. “Hey. Are you oka—”

      He dropped the towels, turned into me in one swift motion, and wrapped his arms tight around my back. Then he lowered his face into my hair in a way that made my heart race with fear.

      I wasn’t sure what had happened. I wasn’t sure what was wrong with Dante. I didn’t ask. I just slipped my arms around his shoulders and sifted my fingers into his hair, gently stroking the soft locks as he trembled against me, being that strength Felicity said he might need.

      His arms tightened around me, and against my neck where his face was pressed, I felt something warm and wet. Something I realized was tears.

      I’d never seen Luc cry, and that scared me even more. He hadn’t cried when he’d confessed about his past and Vittoria. He hadn’t cried when I’d left his bed on his island. He hadn’t cried when I’d told him I couldn’t stay with him any longer and he’d finally let me go. Yes, his eyes had been damp when I’d asked him to marry me on that dock, but those had been happy emotions. This, though...

      This was different. This was something that chilled me to my bones because it had shaken my strong, commanding, take-charge man right to his core. And I had no idea what that meant.

      “I’m here,” I whispered, unsure of what to say, only wanting him to know he wasn’t alone. “I’m right here. We’re safe. We’re together.” I turned my face, pressing my lips against his cheek, his temple, whatever I could reach. “Everything’s going to be okay now.”

      “No.” His voice was muffled as he shook his head against me, the sound sending my pulse even higher. “It won’t be. This is all my fault.”

      “No, it isn’t.” I wouldn’t let him blame himself for Dante’s mistakes. “This isn’t about you. It’s—”

      “It is.” He pushed back and looked down at me, his eyes red-rimmed and bloodshot. And filled with so much agony, I ached to console him. “They did this because of me. They killed her to make a point to me.”

      I didn’t understand what he was saying. And I was suddenly terrified of what he was implying. “Killed who, Luc? What point?”

      Pain swept over his weary features, and he closed his eyes, then slowly stepped back and dropped onto the couch in the small sitting area. “Maricella.” He rested his elbows on his dirty slacks and dropped his forehead into his hands. “They killed her, and they made it look like a car accident. But I know it wasn’t. The did it as a warning to me.”

      I knelt on the ground in front of him and placed my suddenly shaking hands on his legs, desperate to touch him, to do anything to take that haunted sound from his voice. “Why? I don’t understand. What does Maricella have to do with you? I’m trying to understand, Luc, but—”

      He met my gaze. “She was pregnant, Natalie. When Dante found out, he asked for permission to marry her. My father said no. That’s why Dante left. He moved Maricella to a flat in Rome. My father discovered where they were staying, and he had his goons grab Maricella from the flat when Dante was out looking for work.”

      “Oh my God.” I sank back on my heels, keeping my hands on Luc’s knees, though, knowing he needed my touch.

      “Dante went nuts when he realized what had happened. That’s why he went after our father.”

      Sickness rolled in my stomach. “I understand.”

      “No. You don’t.” Pain swirled in Luc’s eyes as they held mine. Pain and so much regret, it nearly stole my breath. “Dante didn’t just go after our father because his men took Maricella. He went after him because he ordered Maricella’s abduction knowing full well that Dante had already married her. In secret. Legally and officially. Their marriage documents were even signed by the bishop. Natalie, he was in love with her, and he married her exactly the same way I married you.”

      The ramifications of what he was saying pierced my consciousness and shot my heart rate into the stratosphere. Slowly, my hand slid from Luc’s legs and drifted to my lap as I stared at him.

      “B-but a minute ago, you said she died in some kind of car accident. How can you be sur—”

      “They set it up. I don’t know how. I’m guessing either they drugged her after they released her or cut her brake lines or something. Whatever they did, it’ll be covered up by the local police because they’re all under House Salvatici control. But I know they murdered her. I know because I saw the death rune on her arm.”

      He was talking quickly about things I didn’t understand. “What is a death rune?”

      “It’s a marking. Symbols are big to the Entente. A death rune is an upside down Y with an extra leg in the middle. Basically, it’s the peace sign without the circle. Only, in this case, they added the circle so the local police would assume she’d just gotten a new tattoo. But I know what it was. And I know I was meant to see it.”

      “Why?” I whispered, my gaze searching his face. “Why you?”

      “Because they want me to know they’re pissed I married you without their consent.” His eyes slid closed, and he leaned back against the couch. “I blew off a meeting with my father last night. He wanted to discuss you and our marriage with the Grande Cavaliere. I told him I was busy. I didn’t want to leave you on our wedding night. I thought I could do it today. I thought—”

      “Look at me.” Pushing up, I knelt between his legs and slid my fingers across his jaw. “Just because you didn’t meet with them doesn’t mean what happened to Maricella is your fault.”

      Agony swirled in his eyes when they met mine. “But—”

      “But nothing. You’re not responsible for their actions.”

      His eyes filled with tears, and he blinked quickly as he stared at me, fighting not to let them fall. “You shouldn’t have come back,” he whispered. “You should have left me and gotten as far from this nightmare as you could.”

      My heart contracted hard, and I climbed up onto the couch, sank onto his lap and closed my arms around him, pulling him against me. His hands wound around my waist, and he buried his head against my chest.

      “I’m so sorry, angioletto. I’m so sorry I got you into all this.” He sniffled against me, then drew back and looked up at me, tear tracks streaking down his cheeks, his eyes wide and pleading. “Please leave today. Tonight. Felicity can set it all in motion again. There’s still time. She can get you out of here before they eve—”

      “No.” I brushed the damp hair back from his temples, for the first time in hours, a sense of calm washing over me in a way that gave me strength. So much made sense to me now. Including why they’d let Dante go and dumped him outside Marco’s gate. Where we were safe.

      “You don’t have a choice. You have to go. If you don’t they’ll tr—”

      “No.” I skimmed my fingertips down his cheeks, then leaned forward and gently pressed my lips to his. “I’m not leaving you. I tried that once, remember? It didn’t work.”

      “Natalie, please.” His eyes slid closed, but he didn’t tip his face away from mine. And he tightened his arms around me instead of pushing me away. “I would rather lose you by my side than lose you the way Dante just lost Maricella.” He swallowed hard. “I can’t let that happen. I won’t.”

      I pressed my forehead to his and stroked the sexy stubble on his jaw. “You won’t.”

      “But—”

      “I don’t know a lot about your House, Luc. I don’t know what they think they can get from you that they can’t get from anyone else. I only know from talking to you and Felicity and Marco that they need you. They can’t risk destroying you. You’re too important to them. And that means killing me, doing to me what they did to Maricella, what they did to Vittoria... They won’t risk it. They won’t risk it because they won’t risk losing you.” I drew back so he could see the truth and logic in my eyes. “And they know they would lose you forever if they hurt me.”

      “I’d tear every single one of them to pieces with my bare hands if they touched you.”

      I knew he would. I knew he’d do anything to protect me and keep me safe. Just as I’d do anything to keep him safe.

      “If they really did kill Maricella to send you a message, they did it to scare you. To get me to run. To make you push me away. You told me yourself they don’t want us together. They think if we’re apart they can lure you to their ways, but you know what? Even if I wasn’t here, you wouldn’t join them like that. You haven’t all these years. And do you know why? Because you’re not like them. You’re a good man, Luciano Salvatici.”

      He swallowed hard. “No, I’m not. I’ve never done anything good in my life.”

      “Oh yes, you have. I’ve watched you change lives for the better. That young model in Rome, her family, Sela—”

      “Those are isolated cases.”

      “No, they’re not. Look at me.” I smiled down at him. “You changed my life too. Before you even knew me, you were trying to save me.”

      He frowned. “And look how well that turned out.”

      I pressed my lips against his again. “You did save me. You made me believe in love, and no matter what happens, that love is more precious to me than anything else in the entire world, even my life. I’d rather know your love for just a single day than spend all of eternity without you.”

      “Mannaggia,” he muttered, holding me closer against him. “You’re not going to listen to reason, even now, are you?”

      “No. Because you know I’m right. And I’m never leaving you again.” I brushed the hair away from his eyes once more. “You’re mine, and I’m yours, and we’re unbreakable, remember? They can’t hurt us. As long as we hold true to that, they can’t even touch us.”

      He pressed his face against my neck and held me. And long minutes later, I heard him whisper, “I hope you’re right. Dio, please be right.”
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      Luc didn’t sleep. He was too worried about his brother to relax. The best I could get him to do was shower, put on fresh jeans and a light sweater, then doze for a few hours with his head on my lap as he lay on the couch in Dante’s room.

      Dante woke only once—when Luc had been in the shower—and he’d been so agitated and hysterical about Maricella that Marco had given him another injection. The sedative had knocked Dante out, and though I knew all Luc wanted to do was stay with his brother and make sure Dante was going to be okay, by eleven a.m., he told me he couldn’t wait any longer. He needed to go talk to his father.

      I wasn’t thrilled with that news, but I knew this meeting was inevitable. And I believed in my heart what both Marco and Felicity had told me—Luc was too valuable to the Salvatici House to harm. He’d be okay. And I trusted him when he said he’d work everything out about our marriage with his father and the Grande Cavaliere.

      I had to because I wouldn’t accept any other decision.

      He kissed me tenderly as we stood beside his car, held me close, and asked me to stay behind the estate’s walls until everything was settled. I breathed him in and assured him I wasn’t going anywhere without him. Then I stepped back and watched him drive off the property, hoping and praying the whole time that this feeling of lingering doom was just stress and nothing more.

      Nothing that would shatter my world when it was just—finally—nearly perfect.

      I went back into the house and spent the day with Dante—trying to soothe him when he flailed in his sleep, fixing his blankets when they tangled around his legs, laying a cool cloth over his forehead that helped him relax. Basically anything I could to keep from worrying about Luc, what was happening with his father, and why he had yet to call with an update. Around three o’clock, unable to sit still any longer, I went down to the kitchen to get Dante some crackers and juice. When I returned, I was surprised to see he was already out of bed and sitting in a chair facing the window, staring out at the view in silence.

      “Hey,” I said softly, crossing and setting the tray on the coffee table behind him. “You’re awake. I brought you a snack.”

      He didn’t answer. Didn’t turn to look at me. Didn’t even acknowledge that he’d heard me.

      Unsure if I should stay or leave, I twisted my hands in front of me. I didn’t really know Dante. I’d barely known Maricella. But I knew what it was like to love someone and ache from the loss of them, even if I could never completely understand the kind of pain Dante was feeling.

      Carefully, because I wasn’t sure how he’d react, I moved to the end of the bed where I could see Dante’s profile and sat down, just letting him know he wasn’t alone.

      His hair stuck out at odd angles. His clothes were loose and filthy. There was a stench around him I knew came from not showering in over a week, and a hollowness to his cheeks I was sure was from starvation. But the physical changes weren’t what stuck with me. Yes, he looked haggard, beaten down...broken. But not just in body. Something dark surrounded him. Something I feared had sucked the light right out of his soul and left him defenseless with no strength to fight back.

      Icy fingers of fear trickled down my spine. Was this what waited for Luc if his House went after me? He’d said he wouldn’t survive losing me the way Dante had lost Maricella. I knew he meant it. I knew losing me would break him in a way nothing else could.

      I swallowed hard, not wanting to think about that. Telling myself it wouldn’t happen, that Luc would fix everything and set it right, I cleared my throat. “Dante, we’re here for you. Me and Luc, Marco and Felicity. Whatever you need.”

      “I don’t want anything but to be alone,” he said in a low voice, one that sounded nothing like him, his eyes never straying from the window.

      “I know you’re grieving. We all are. It takes time. But Maricella wouldn’t want—”

      “Leave. Take the food with you. And don’t come back unless you’re bringing me more drugs that will make me sleep forever.”

      My skin chilled. There was no emotion in his voice. Nothing but stone cold truth.

      I left the room quietly—thankful there was no balcony he could jump from—and hustled for the stairs.

      Marco and Fee were at the table in the kitchen when I found them, quietly talking over two cups of tea. They both looked up with worried expressions when I rushed into the room.

      “What?” Marco asked, pushing to his feet. “Is he awake?”

      I nodded. “It’s not good.”

      “Merda.” Marco reached for the tray of medication on the edge of the table as Felicity stood, but I stopped him with a hand on his arm. “Not that. It’s what he wants. He told me not to come back unless I had drugs that would make him sleep forever.”

      “Merda,” Marco said again, looking at Fee. “Antidepressants?”

      “We’ll need to start him on some.” She rounded the counter and headed for a small closet off the kitchen. “He shouldn’t be left alone.”

      I wanted to ask how and why they had so many drugs on hand, but the phone in my pocket buzzed before I could get the words out, and I quickly fumbled for it, my heart racing. One look at the screen and relief shot through me like a bullet.

      “Luc?” I pressed the phone to my ear, my heart in my throat.

      “Yeah, it’s me,” he said in a tired voice.

      “Oh, thank God.” I pressed a hand to my forehead and sagged back against the table. “I’ve been going out of my mind worrying. Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine, angioletto. Perfectly fine. Just tired from not sleeping last night. How’s Dante?”

      He didn’t sound fine. He sounded stressed, and I didn’t want to add more stress on him when I didn’t even know what was going on there. “He’s fine. Awake. He was sitting up, looking out the window, when I left him.”

      “Not agitated or acting paranoid?”

      “No.” It wasn’t a lie. I just didn’t think Luc could handle hearing that Marco and Fee thought Dante was borderline suicidal at the moment. Tugging a chair out from the table, I sank into the seat.

      He exhaled a long breath. “Good. I was worried. He didn’t look... Well, never mind what he looked like. How are you?”

      “I’m fine. Luc, what happened? Did you have your meeting? What did they say?”

      “Yes, we had the meeting. It just ended. This is the first chance I had to call you. It took a while, but I got them to agree to sanction our marriage. They still have to sign off on the paperwork, but they will by the morning.”

      I closed my eyes and exhaled, a little of the weight on my shoulders easing. “So that’s it?” Tears filled my eyes—tears of relief. “We’re safe?”

      “Yes, angioletto. You’re safe. I told you I’d never let them touch you, and I won’t. I’ll do whatever I have to do to make sure they never will.”

      For some reason, his last statement sent unease threading through me all over again, and I stared at the table because I realized why. He’d said you’re safe, not we’re safe.

      “Luc…” I shifted in my seat, anxious to see for myself that he really was okay and uninjured. “Please tell me you’re coming home right now.”

      He didn’t answer, and as the silence stretched over the line, that unease turned to full-on fear.

      “Not yet,” he finally said in a low voice. One I picked up on loud and clear. “The Knights are meeting in the morning to vote on Dante’s insubordination.  They... I’ve been asked to stay tonight to meet with the advisory committee to discuss tomorrow’s vote and what they’re going to recommend.”

      His words made sense, but something in the way he said them put me on instant alert and made me think he was holding back.

      “You’re not alone, are you?” I asked.

      “No. I’m not.”

      Which meant they were watching him, and he couldn’t tell me exactly what was going on.

      I swallowed hard. “Just tell me this. Please. Are you in danger there? Because if you are, I want you to leave and come back here to me right now. Don’t stay and—”

      “I’m fine, angioletto,” he said softly. “I will be fine. As long as I know you’re safe, that’s all that matters.”

      Tears burned my eyes because that definitely made me think something was happening that he didn’t—or couldn’t—let me know.

      “When are you coming back?” I asked, fighting to keep my voice steady so he wouldn’t know I was on the verge of crying.

      “Hopefully tonight. If so, it’ll be late.”

      Oh please... “I’ll wait up for you.”

      “No, don’t. You need sleep. And I’ll do better here knowing you’re dreaming about me.”

      “I always dream about you.”

      “Ah, angioletto. You know how to melt me with only a few simple words. You’ve always been able to do that, right from the start. I don’t know what I ever did to deserve you, but I am so very thankful you found me. I was nothing before you. A shell of the man I am now and only a glimmer of the one I want to be for you. Believe in us no matter what happens. I love you. I will always love only you. Promise me you won’t forget that.”

      Those tears I’d been fighting spilled over my lashes, and I blinked rapidly, trying to clear my vision, trying not to give in to the urge and sob. His words sounded like goodbye, not like I’ll see you in a few hours, and that impending feeling of doom came rushing back, stealing my breath, making me frantic to see him and hold him and reassure myself he was okay.

      “Luc, I...” I swiped at the stupid tears and swallowed hard. “I love you too. Nothing and no one can change that.” My voice hitched when I whispered, “Please come home to me.”

      He drew in a shaky breath. “I will, vita mia. As soon as I can. I promise.”

      A muffled voice sounded in the background, then steadier, Luc said, “I have to go.”

      The line clicked off before I could respond, and dazed, I pulled the phone away from my ear and stared at it, fear and worry and all kinds of trepidation spinning in my belly.

      Footsteps sounded in the kitchen, then from the end of the table, Marco said, “Was that Luc? What did he say?”

      I swallowed hard and slowly looked up at Marco’s tanned face through damp eyes. “I-I don’t know. Something’s happening, but I don’t know what. He said he got them to agree to sanction our marriage, but he didn’t say how.”

      Marco stared at me with narrowed eyes, and in the silence, I knew he was thinking something—that he had some idea just what Luc might or might not have agreed to—but he didn’t share those thoughts with me. And part of me was almost too afraid to ask what he knew.

      “Is he on his way back?”

      I shook my head. “He said they asked him to stay. That they’re having some kind of meeting to discuss what to recommend at tomorrow’s vote about Dante.”

      “Merda. They’re still voting on Dante? He said that specifically?”

      Felicity moved up at Marco’s side and looked from me to him. “They let him go. If they’re still voting on what to do with him, though—”

      Marco’s jaw clenched down hard. “Then it means they really did let him loose here as a warning. They have no intention of freeing him now that they got what they wanted from Luc. They’ll come back for him in the morning.”

      Felicity’s face paled. “Shit.”

      Marco stared down at her, and some kind of silent communication passed between the two. Seconds later, Felicity bolted for the kitchen. “I’ll make the calls.”

      I wasn’t sure what was happening. As Marco turned out of the kitchen with a variety of pill bottles in his hands, I trailed after him. “What’s going on? What did Felicity mean?”

      He didn’t slow his pace. Moving into the hall, he headed for the stairs. “We’re getting Dante out of Italy.”

      “What? He’s not in any condition to travel.”

      “He doesn’t have a choice. They’ll kill him if he stays. I owe it to Luc to make sure that doesn’t happen.”

      I stopped at the bottom of the staircase, looking after him, shock rippling through me. If Luc came back and found Dante gone—

      Marco paused halfway up when he realized I wasn’t following and looked back at me. “Don’t worry. Fee’s done this a number of times. Her contacts are good. And Dante will get the help he needs away from all this, trust me. That’s why Luc called, Natalie. So I’d get the signal. Have faith.”

      He disappeared up the stairs, and alone, my heart thumping hard against my ribs, I told myself to listen, that faith was all I needed. If I believed in Luc, everything would be okay.

      But I couldn’t shake the feeling there was more. More that Luc hadn’t said. More that was happening in the shadows. More dangers lurking in the darkness, just waiting to destroy what little happiness we’d been able to find.
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      Hours later, I was so stressed with worry, I felt as if I might crawl out of my own skin.

      Felicity and Dante had left just after dusk. Marco had sedated Dante again—not enough to knock him out, but enough so he wouldn’t argue with the plan. I didn’t know where they were going. I didn’t know if I’d ever see Dante again. I didn’t have a clue what I was going to tell Luc about his brother when he got home tonight. And because I’d promised Luc I’d stay put here on this estate where I was safe, I couldn’t even offer anyone else my help.

      All I could do was hope and pray that Luc would come back to me safe and in one piece. And that when he did, he’d be the same strong and confident man who’d left me this morning, not in any way damaged or drained or broken by his House like Dante.

      Luc’s words circled in my head again. “Believe in us no matter what happens. I love you. I will always love only you. Promise me you won’t forget that.” And just like every other time I’d thought about those words, a shiver rushed down my spine, because somewhere deep inside, I knew they hadn’t been uttered in passing. He’d said them because he was scared. Because he knew something I didn’t. Because he was afraid something they did to him might cause me not to love him anymore.

      That would never happen. Nothing his House could do would ever change the way I felt. But I also didn’t want to imagine what they might do to him, because every time I did, I made myself sick.

      Unable to focus on the magazine I’d been staring at for the last hour as I lay in one of the big beds in Marco and Fee’s guest rooms, I tossed it on the mattress, moved to the balcony to tug the door closed that I’d opened earlier because I was so hot, and headed for the kitchen.

      I wasn’t hungry, but I needed something to do with my hands so I’d stop picking at my fingers. I’d already chewed my pretty wedding nails down to my fingertips and chipped off the polish. If Luc didn’t get back soon, I was going to start in on the cuticles, which would only leave my fingers bloody and gross.

      Since Marco had gone up to his room about an hour ago, and the staff was all in bed, I had free rein of the house. I really wanted to go down to the cottage to wait for Luc there, but Marco had insisted I stay in the main house—just to be safe. But I felt trapped here more than I did down there, and right now, I just wanted to pull on one of Luc’s shirts, to draw in his scent, and hold at least one part of him close to me as I waited.

      A single light shone over the sink in the kitchen. I didn’t bother flipping any others on, just moved to the fridge, grabbed a water from the door, and leaned back against the counter in the dark as I slowly sipped and thought about Luc.

      Footsteps echoed from the hallway. A shadowy figure passed by the kitchen. Realizing it was Marco, and not wanting him to think I was hiding, I said, “Hey.”

      He jumped and jerked around to face me. Clutching something in his hand—a shirt or coat or jacket or something—he held the object up to his chest and sucked in a breath. “Merda. Natalie. I didn’t see you there.”

      “Couldn’t sleep. Just getting a water.” Barefoot, the pajama bottoms dragging on the hardwood floor as I moved, I stepped past the fridge and flipped on the light.

      Marco blinked and quickly shifted whatever was in his hand to his back. But alarm bells were already sounding in my head.

      Eyes wide, I shot across the kitchen and grasped his forearm. “What is that?”

      “It’s nothing.” He was stronger than me, and he shifted his arm back farther so I couldn’t see what he held, but I didn’t let go. I struggled with everything that was in me.

      “Marco. Let me see what you ha—”

      He finally relaxed his muscles, and when the black cape came into view, I quickly looked toward his other hand and spotted the white bauta mask hanging from his fingertips.

      My gaze shot up to his face, and my heart raced so fast, I knew he had to hear it. “Tell me. What’s happening?”

      “I don’t know,” he said in a low voice. “I was just summoned to a gathering.”

      Bile shot up my throat. “It’s about Luc, isn’t it?”

      “I don’t know. It could be.”

      “Oh God.” I stumbled back and slapped a hand over my mouth, Luc’s words spinning in my head all over again.

      “Natalie.” Hands closed over my shoulders, gripping me tight, drawing my attention. I looked up into Marco’s dark, very focused eyes. “Listen to me. I’ll know more once I get there. And I’ll do whatever I can to help Luc, but in the meantime, I need you to hold it together.”

      I couldn’t think. I was having trouble breathing. What they’d done to Maricella, what they’d done to Dante...what they’d done to Vittoria, whirled through my mind like a vortex. “You... He said he was safe. Felicity said he was important to them.”

      My voice was rising with every word. I didn’t know how to stop it. Panic tightened my chest until I was sure my heart would stop beating.

      “He is,” Marco said, squeezing my arms to keep my attention. “They won’t kill him. But Luc knew when he went to this meeting earlier today that even if he could convince them to recognize your marriage, he was probably going to have to endure some kind of punishment.”

      “Punishment?” My voice squeaked, and tears burned my eyes. “Oh God. Like what they did to Dante?”

      “I don’t know. I’ll find out and do whatever I can to help him. It’s just very important that you stay in this house right now. Things are still dangerous. Don’t go anywhere. Just stay here and wait.”

      Sickness swirled inside me. I couldn’t sit here and wait. I couldn’t when Luc needed me. I had to get to him. I had to—

      “Whatever you’re thinking about doing, put it out of your head.” Marco’s hard voice brought my gaze up to his, and when I saw the determination and brutal honesty in his eyes, I faltered. “You can’t help him right now. If you get anywhere near that gathering, they’ll kill you. They won’t care that you’re his spouse or about the deal they made with him. There are things you are not allowed to know, even as a wife. They protect those secrets above everything else. And if you go snooping around and get yourself killed, what do you think that will do to Luc? He can survive any punishment they throw his way. But I guarantee he’ll completely lose his shit for good if something happens to you.”

      Marco was right. I swallowed hard as I stared at him in the dimly lit kitchen, my head and heart at complete odds. Everything inside me said to go to Luc, to try to help him, but if I did, I knew it would only make things worse.

      Tears filled my eyes. Tears I didn’t even try to stop. “Please bring him back to me. Please, I...I can’t live without him.”

      “I will.” He squeezed my shoulders once more. “I promise I’ll bring him back.”

      Letting go of me, he bent to pick up the mask and cape he’d dropped, and said, “I added a few extra guards to the perimeter tonight. I’m not really worried, but after the whole situation with Dante, I’d rather be safe than sorry. That’s why I need you to stay up here in the main house—so you don’t unwittingly surprise any of the new guards.”

      I swallowed hard and nodded, swiping at the tears sliding down my cheeks. “O-okay.”

      He crossed to the kitchen door and shot me a sad smile. “Go upstairs, Natalie. Try to get some rest. It could be hours. I’ll call you as soon as I have news. It’s probably not nearly as bad as you think.”

      I nodded again for his sake. He was trying to reassure me, but we both knew he was lying. Whatever was happening with Luc was bad. It was so bad they’d waited until the last moment to call Marco in because they hadn’t wanted him to try to stop it. And there was nothing neither of us could do at this point but let it all play out.

      He opened the door and slipped out. It was so dark outside—not even a sliver of moonlight providing light—that I lost sight of Marco within seconds. Stomach rolling, I turned to look back over the kitchen, that feeling of doom growing stronger with every passing second.

      Somehow, I made it up the stairs on shaky legs. The house was utterly silent. Several of the staff lived on the property—the housekeeper, cook, and groundskeeper—but I was pretty sure they had their own private quarters in other buildings on the property. Which meant I was completely alone in this giant house.

      My hands shook as I pushed the door open to the guest room I’d picked out earlier. The magazine I’d tossed onto the bed before going downstairs was still there. But the balcony doors across the room were open, the gauzy white curtains on each side blowing gently in the evening breeze.

      I eyed the door, sure I’d closed it before I’d gone downstairs. I’d been so distracted by my worry, though, that I must not have latched it all the way.

      Telling myself to relax, to focus on one thing at a time so I didn’t freak out, I crossed to the balcony and pulled the door closed, thinking about Luc, about where he was and what was happening, praying he’d be okay.

      I latched the door, drew a deep breath knowing I’d never be able to sleep until he was safely back in our bed with me, and turned.

      Then froze when I spotted four shadows moving out of the dark corners of the bedroom, heading straight toward me.

      Four shadows dressed in long black capes with stark white bauta masks.

      My adrenaline soared, and I jerked back, fumbling with the handle on the balcony doors behind me. But one scream was all I was able to let loose before a black sack was thrown over my head and something sharp stabbed into my arm.

      Then there was only the familiar feeling of floating. Of being lost in a sea of darkness. And wondering if anyone—especially Luc—would ever be able to find me again.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Don’t miss the next exciting story in the House of Sin Series
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        Behind the doors of the House of Sin, no one is ever safe...

      

        

      
        I love him. It's the only truth that matters now.

      

        

      
        I've cast my old life aside and given myself fully to his wants and desires, to the fire he alone ignites inside me. And together, we've found strength and salvation in each other.

      

        

      
        But there are evil forces, people who see me as a threat that must be undone. I trust that our love can withstand any test, but I can't ignore the growing shadows lurking beyond our door.

      

        

      
        Because I understand now that those shadows are not waiting to destroy me as I once feared. They've come for him. To steal him away from me for good. And to finally and completely engulf him in a sinister world he's eluded for so long.

      

        

      
        In the inescapable darkness of the House of Sin...

      

      

      
        
        Order UNDONE Here

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thank You!
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      Dear Reader:

      Thank you for reading DECEIVED! Stay tuned for UNDONE, the next book in the House of Sin series, which continues Luc and Natalie’s exciting story. And if you missed the beginning of the series, be sure to read FORBIDDEN, where it all started.

      If you enjoyed DECEIVED, I would appreciate it if you would help others enjoy it as well by doing one of the following:

      
        	Lend it: This e-book is lending-able, so please share it with a friend.

        	Recommend it: Please help others find this book by recommending it to friends, readers’ groups, and discussion boards.

        	Review it: Tell readers what you liked or didn’t like by reviewing it at one of the major retailers, review sites, or on your blog. I appreciate all reviews whether positive or negative.

      

      To find out when my next book is available, you can sign up for my new release e-mail list here. Click here to see a full list of all my books by series. And don’t forget to follow me on Twitter, or like my Facebook page to get exclusive excerpts, behind the scenes first looks, and upcoming series/book updates.

      

      Happy Reading!

      
        
        ~Elisabeth
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